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one
Bree slammed her laptop shut as her inbox once more stood barren—at least void of the reply she’d been waiting nearly a month for. This was it. She’d had it. She had loved their old neighborhood and the house they had raised their daughters in. But no, they had to move to this swanky new place—a new construction in an up-and-coming recent development more suitable for Sam’s ambitions to become the next governor of California. Being a US Senator wasn’t enough, apparently.
Bree shouldn’t complain, given that she’d always known her husband’s aspirations, and she usually didn’t mind—the dinners, the charity events, the meetings, and hosting of important people that Sam needed in his network—but darn it. She’d loved their house. Her gorgeous fruit trees and plants. All those flowers!
In their old neighborhood, they also didn’t have to contend with an overbearing Homeowner Association who decided that they must micromanage every little aspect in their ridiculously long covenants. Who read that nonsense? You had a higher chance of students reading their instructors’ syllabi. At least they had stayed in San Francisco.
She wouldn’t even mind if they’d offered a reasonably paced answer, but no. She’d given them, per request, a detailed layout for the backyard, yet nothing. No reply. Nada. If only there was a way… Bree halted before smiling. That’s it!
Her daughter Faith had babysat for the HOA president once. What was her name? Sara something? It started with an S, and wait… She rummaged through the desk drawer to find the sticky pad sheet on which Faith had written this woman’s address.
“Yes!” Bree exclaimed and read through the note. Oh, that’s just down the road. She nodded, and grabbing her purse, dumped her phone, wallet, glasses, and keys inside before heading for the door. She’d find a solution to her problem, one way or another.  
Bree marched along the street never heeding her surrounding nor noticing the lush trees and shrubs that grew in her neighbors’ yards, but instead focused on what she would say to Seren Doyle. What kind of name was Seren, anyway? Bree also paid little attention to the two burly men lumbering about the garden of the house on 309 Blue Oak Drive.
Bree rang the doorbell, and a moment later, footsteps approached until the front door swung open and an elegant woman in her late forties with long, dark, wavy hair that fell over her shoulders stood before her, dressed in a midnight blue, expensive-looking pant suit—a buttoned jacket with a white shirt underneath, starched collar and all. God, that shiny platinum necklace must have cost a fortune. And
were those Manolo Blahniks on her feet? Bree snapped her gaze back up.
“Hello, may I help you?” the woman asked, raising one perfectly manicured eyebrow.
Bree stood straighter, feeling frumpy in her floral skirt and pink blouse. She should have brushed her hair before coming here. The summer heat often left her with a frizzy mess. “I hope so. My name is Bree, and I’m one of your new neighbors. We live a few houses down the street from you.”
“Nice to meet you?”
Bree stopped herself from rolling her eyes. She could already tell how this would play out. “I’m not here to introduce myself. Actually, you know my daughter, Faith? She babysat your boy once.”
“Oh, right. OK. So how may I help you?”
“You are listed as the president of the neighborhood HOA. We’ve sent you a plan for the trees we’d like to plant in our backyard over a month ago, but we’ve never received a reply.”
Seren tilted her head. “You’re here for trees?”
“Yes. No. I’m here to inquire about this ridiculous approval we need to plant trees.”
Seren sighed. “Come on inside. I just returned home from work.”
That explains the outfit. Bree followed Seren through the foyer into a sitting area.
Seren pointed at the couch before settling in the sofa chair next to it. “Brie. As in the cheese?”
This time, Bree did roll her eyes. “No. It’s spelled B-r-e-e. It’s short for Gabriella, but only my mama calls me that.”
Seren frowned. “But—” 
“You have no room to talk. Your parents obviously didn’t know how you’d turn out when you were born, because no one in their right mind would call you serene. Who tells people what they can plant in their own backyards?” Bree refrained from cringing when Seren’s eyebrows almost shot off her forehead. She usually wasn’t this rude, but she’d worked herself up into a stitch over this whole HOA business.
“My name has no e at the end.” Seren shook her head. “The HOA is concerned with the existing property value and would prefer for it to retain the current high standard.”
“It’s still pronounced the same way.” Why were they talking about names? “A peach tree will ruin the value of the houses here?”
“It might.”
“So what? You first have to do research on peach trees before you can reply to an inquiry we sent out a month ago?”
Seren shrugged her shoulders.
She had a matter-of-fact way about her that baffled Bree. “You’re not serious.”
Seren pinched the bridge of her nose. “Bree, forgive me. I’ve had a tiring day, and I must see after my son, who—”
“Hey, Mom. You’re home early.” A young boy with his mother’s dark hair, and green eyes had, unbeknownst to both women, entered the room.
“Parker,” Seren said with a smile. “Bree, this is my son Parker, who should be practicing playing the piano,” she added, with both reproach and amusement coloring her tone.
Parker flushed, and his gaze dropped to his feet.
“Parker, this is Bree. One of our new neighbors.”
“Cool. Nice to meet you, Ms. Bree. We haven’t had new people here in forever. Do you want to come to my room and check out my LEGO collection? I just got a—”
“Sweetheart, Bree isn’t here for that.”
His shoulders slumped. “Oh. OK. Of course.”
“Another time?” Bree asked, not caring if she overstepped any boundaries. She hated disappointing children. She held Seren’s gaze, who’d narrowed her eyes at her words.
“Awesome,” Parker said.
Before Bree could say anything else, or better, come up with an excuse to get out of there, a loud bang rang outside, followed by shouting and what sounded like a fight. A gun shot.
Parker dashed to his mother.
“The car,” Seren rushed out, and Parker nodded before darting to the rear of the house.
“What’s happening?” Bree asked.
Seren opened what Bree had assumed to be a candy bowl, only to draw out a gun. “Come on. We must leave!”
“You got a gun in your candy dish!”
“Hurry!” Seren’s tone sounded so commanding that Bree jumped and followed the woman when the windows shattered and shouts filtered into the house.
Seren seized Bree’s arm and dragged her along, out of the sitting room, down a hallway, then through what appeared to be a den, until she flung open the door to the garage, which housed a monstrosity of a yellow car. Canary yellow. Screaming yellow.
It looked ugly beyond measure, but perhaps Bree only perceived it that way because she felt confused, stressed, anxious, and overall abhorred the color yellow. She also knew next to nothing about cars.
“Get in,” Seren called, and Bree obeyed, opening the passenger door to slide inside.
“You’re coming with us, Ms. Bree?” Parker asked in a tremulous voice.
His fear anchored Bree, and she calmed down. She fastened her seat belt and turned around to gaze at the wide-eyed boy with a warm smile. “Looks that way, honey. You buckled up?”
He nodded.
Seren started the car as the garage doors opened, and with screeching tires, she sped past men with guns drawn firing a barrage of shots at their vehicle.
Amidst metallic clanging that Bree felt should ring louder, she flinched and raised her arms, as if that would protect her from stray bullets.
“It’s armored,” Seren grunted and shot out of the driveway, racing down the road, ignoring all traffic signs as she led them out of the neighborhood.
Bree held on to the grab handle when Seren steered the car into a vicious curve, driving way too fast. “What’s happening? Are you a spy or something?” Bree hated how shrill her voice sounded, but she needed answers—which Seren had yet to provide.
A dark chuckle left Seren’s mouth, but she offered no explanation. “Are you all right, sweetheart?” she asked and shot a quick glance at her son in the rear-view mirror.
“Yes,” Parker said, his voice stronger than before. “Is this about Grandpa? When you said we might have to go on an adventure one day?”
“That’s right, buddy. You did a fantastic job.”
Parker grinned. 
Bree’s patience snapped and she could no longer hold her tongue. “Answer me! What is happening?”
“I need to concentrate. I’ll explain later.”
Bree huffed.
After half an hour of neck-breaking driving—Bree feared they’d crash no less than four times—they arrived at what appeared to be an abandoned farm. Seren drove into a wooden barn.
“What are we doing here? Who lives here? Who were those people?”
Seren clutched the wheel and closed her eyes. “Parker, I have to take care of some things, so please stay in the car. Bree will help me, but you’re safe here, and we won’t leave the barn. All right?” She leaned over and grabbed the bag that lay on the floorboard besides Bree’s feet.
“Yes, Mom,” he said.
“I will?” Bree mumbled after Seren exited and shut the door. “I suppose I will.” She left the car and followed Seren, who hurried to the rear and screwed off the license plate.
“That’s illegal.”
“OK.”
Bree crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I think you owe me some answers.”
“You have terrible timing.”
“So I’ve been told. Also, I gotta go back. I have a flight to catch home to Birmingham tomorrow morning.” 
“Fat chance,” Seren grumbled. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with us for a while. We must get Parker to Texas, and—”
“What are you talking about? I’m not goin’ with you!”
“Listen, lady, you barged into my home, and they saw you, and they will be after you, too. I won’t be responsible for another death!”
“I came to talk about trees! Not to get shot at. Wait. Who died? Who are you?”
“Well, that wasn’t on my list of things to do for today, either. But we do what we must.” She opened her bag and pulled out a new license plate.
Bree narrowed her eyes. “On that note, you seem oddly prepared. Mind you, and this isn’t just my utter distaste for yellow talking, but your car stands out like a sore thumb. I doubt changin’ the license plate is gonna cut it.”
Seren finished switching the plates and rose to march to the front of her car.
Bree canted her head. What is she… She did a double take when Seren peeled off the yellow paint of her car to reveal a black vehicle underneath.
“Who in darnation are you?”
Seren stopped in the middle of tearing the paint strip off the hood. “Who are you? Who says ‘in darnation’? And this accent. You’re from the South, aren’t you?”
Bree glowered. “Why are you sayin’ that like it’s a crime?”
“Your accent is getting heavier.”
Bree folded her arms. “Well, I did say I was going home to Birmingham, Sherlock.”
Seren snorted.
“You still haven’t told me who you are and who those people were at the house. Why did they shoot at you?”
Seren tightened her jaw. “I’m the head of the—”
“Now, I have my issues with the HOA, but I’m reasonably sure no one’s gonna kill you over this. Even if you are restrictive and unreasonable.”
Seren chuckled. “Yes, I’m the president of the HOA, but that has nothing… or everything to do with what’s going on.”
“Aren’t we in a hurry?”
Seren grumbled and finished pulling off the rest of the paint, dropping the sheets on the floor before opening a large vat. She picked them back up and dumped them in the container before she added the tag and closed the lid.
“What’s that?”
“Acid.”
“All right, that’s it. The attack, your gun, and now this. You’re a criminal. Only criminals are—”
Seren stepped closer to Bree. “What do you know about criminals, sheltered housewife from the South?”
Bree bristled. “I’m not a housewife. And I know plenty about—”
“I’m in charge of the Orion Syndicate, and I’ve turned informant for the FBI. It seems there’s a mole, or maybe they are guessing, but either way, it appears my father has signed my death warrant.”
Bree’s eyes widened while her mouth opened before closing again. “You… You are the high-level informant?” 
Now it was Seren’s turn to look aghast. “Wait, what?”
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Seren froze, unable to make sense of the words that had left Bree’s mouth. “Who are you?”
“I’m Gabriella Worrington, the current US Attorney of the Northern District of California. My office is handling the case against the Orion Syndicate.”
“Fantastic.” Seren groaned and covered her face before frowning. “Wait. Worrington. You’re not, by any chance, related to Samuel Worrington?”
“My husband.”
“I’m talking about the US Senator. That Samuel Worrington?”
“That would be the one.”
“Things keep getting better and better,” Seren muttered, one hand reaching for her necklace.
Bree’s eyes hardened.
“Either way, we must bring Parker to E.”
“To where?”
“Not where, who.” Seren jumped back into the car. “Come on. We don’t have all day.”
Bree hesitated, but then climbed into the car. “I have so many questions,” she said while fastening the seatbelt.
“Join the club,” Seren mumbled and, after starting the engine, rolled her beloved Cadillac Escalade out of the barn. “You ready for an adventure, buddy?” she asked Parker, who nodded enthusiastically while his eyes never left his tablet. At least he seemed to be taking this well. Then again, he didn’t know what was going on, what was at stake, or how his mother had complicated their lives by dragging the US Attorney handling her case along. Quite an unexpected conflict of interest. 
They drove down the highway, heading in the direction of the interstate in silence for a while before Bree cleared her throat. “So. You’re with the mob.”
“Shh,” Seren hissed and nodded toward the back of the car. “Sweetie, how about using your headset? It’s in the bag next to you.”
Parker grabbed the duffle and fumbled for his earphones.
Bree sighed. “I should let Sam know where I am.” She made to rummage through her purse, but Seren slapped it out of her hands.
“No! You cannot use your phone. In fact, turn it off. I should have thought of that earlier, but…”
“Why would they be after me?”
“They saw you! They probably have pictures of you entering the house, too. And once they find out who you are, that will only give credence to their theory that I’m a rat.”
“But you are. Besides, a US Attorney would never visit the home of an informant, no matter how high profile the case.”
“They wouldn’t care about that. Even I didn’t recognize you.” Of all the people to come to her home today. Or any day. “You guys never should have been able to buy a house in this neighborhood.”
“Why? We earn enough, and—”
Seren waved her off. “It’s not about money. The realtors in the area know only to sell properties to certain… clientele. Yet, your realtor wasn’t aware of that reality.”
“Derek had just moved to the city. We thought he offered a new perspective, and Sam has a weakness for newcomers.”
“Apparently.” Seren sighed.
“Are you telling me we moved into a neighborhood full of the mob?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“Brilliant,” Bree grumbled. “I gotta tell my family what’s going on or they’ll worry.”
“Right,” Seren said, tapping against the steering wheel. “I can give you one of my burner phones. There’s a black bag behind my seat. Grab it, please. We need to figure out how to best sell this.”
“Of course you got burner phones.” Bree slung her arm behind the backrest. She grunted as she pulled the bag up and dumped it in her lap.
“The side pocket,” Seren said, her gaze trained on the road. What were the odds of getting involved with the US Attorney in charge of her case? Why hadn’t she researched any of this further? Oh, right, she’d been too preoccupied with making sure she and Parker had a plan to escape should her father decide to go after her.
She’d always assumed there’d be a mole, or that her work with the FBI would be exposed some other way. To be honest, it surprised Seren that it had taken them over half a year to figure things out.
She could believe her father would come after her, and it hardly hurt that he did. What stung was his willingness to sacrifice Parker. His only grandchild. Then again, he never cared about his child, so why would he give a damn about his grandson?
He only cared about appearances. Did Seren wear the right clothes? Were her hair and make-up impeccable? She couldn’t remember getting a present from her father that didn’t somehow relate to her appearance or how she presented herself to others.
The most extravagant one—the platinum necklace he had gifted her for her birthday the year before Mateo’s accident. She sometimes wondered why she still wore it, but then she recalled Mateo calling it a sweet gesture, and at this point, the piece reminded her more of her late husband than her father.
She’d gotten lucky that Mateo, heir to the Torres cartel whom she had to marry fifteen years ago to make peace between their families, turned out to be one of the kindest souls she’d ever met.
While they never fell in love, he became her best friend. And when he died two years ago—a car accident… Seren gritted her teeth. As if she’d ever believe that.
Parker looked like his dad, though he had Seren’s hair and the shape of her eyes. Was her father behind Mateo’s accident as well? He’d only reluctantly, and for health reasons, handed the reins of the Orion Syndicate to Seren ten years ago, and while still frail and in his late seventies, Patrick Doyle had a heart of stone and a whip-sharp mind that always remained several moves ahead of his opponents.
She had yet to beat him at chess, though she doubted they’d ever play another round. Perhaps if everything worked out in her favor and she visited him in prison? A sinister smile spread over her face. Yes, she needed to visualize this reality, cling to it, so that she could smother the knowledge that her father wanted them dead.
“Hey, are you listening?” Bree groused, tearing Seren back to the present.
“Sorry. I was lost in thought.”
“No kiddin.’”
“What did you say?”
“Does it matter which phone I take?”
“No. They’re all the same model. The number is on the back.”
Bree hummed and tore open a box. “What am I supposed to tell Sam?”
“Is he coming with you to Birmingham?”
“No. He has to work, but even if…” She sighed and turned her head to stare out of the window.
“Trouble in paradise?”
Bree’s head snapped back, and she glared at Seren, who raised her hands in a placating gesture before returning them to the wheel.
“Sorry. None of my business.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
They rode several minutes in a stillness only disturbed by Parker’s low complaints about losing in his game.
Bree dialed a number and after a few moments, Seren heard a deep voice answer. “Hi Sammy. I left early. I’m gonna… I’ll run a few errands in town and thought I should stay at Donna’s tonight, since it’s closer to the airport.”
Seren didn’t understand his reply, but she noticed Bree stiffening in her seat.
“The car? Shoot. I’d forgotten to tell ya. It didn’t turn on. Maybe the battery or somethin’?”
Seren clenched her jaw. That’s how the trouble starts. The last thing she needed was anyone believing she’d kidnapped a US Attorney, and the wife of a US Senator to boot! Would the FBI rescind her deal?
“Oh, I’m using Donna’s phone. Mine died and I noticed it right when I was about to call you, so instead of waiting, Donna gave me her phone.”
Seren stifled a sigh. 
“Don’t be silly. No, Donna picked me up and drove me to the city.”
A pause.
“Yes, don’t you make a fuss now. I’ll be fine. I’ll text you once I’m at my parents. Bye now.” Bree hung up and released a long breath. “That could have gone worse.”
Seren raised her eyebrows. “You think?”
“Hey! I’m a great liar if I need to be, and well, when I’m not thrown into an extreme situation, being on the run with a criminal and all that.”
Seren huffed but remained silent.
“He bought it, OK? It’s not unusual for me to forget stuff or tell him about it late.”
“I bet. There’s nothing to it. Though this still leaves us with two more problems.”
“Oh?”
“Your friend Donna. What if he calls her? And your family in Birmingham. Will they not worry if you don’t arrive? What if your husband calls them?”
Bree waved her off. “I’ll tell them I can’t come because of work. Wouldn’t be the first time. Why would Sam call them? If he’d dial anyone, it’d be me. And Sam and Donna don’t get along, so I highly doubt he’ll have anything to say to her.”
Seren’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “If you say so.”
“I do, and you’ll have to trust me. I know my people.”
“Trust you? For all I know, you could be involved with my father and are here to… spy on me, and then we drive into a trap, and—”
“Excuse me? I have nothing to do with your father except knowing him as a person of interest for the Orion Syndicate.” Bree balled her hands. “We knew he had connections to them, but his role was never clear, and nothing hinted at him running the entire operation.”
“My father excels at hiding in plain sight. My family has controlled the Syndicate for generations.”
“That’s impressive.”
Seren released a dark chuckle. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the topic.”
“It’s ludicrous to think I’m in league with them. I wanted to talk about trees.”
“So you say.”
“Why don’t ya stop the car and let me out here? I’ll call a cab to pick me up and we’ll pretend we never met.”
“No way.”
“Why? Because I know too much? I thought you are an informant, so you must have some kinda deal with us.”
“Of course not. I told you before. They have you on tape. They will run your face through their system, and once they realize who you are…” she trailed off, refusing to go anywhere near those memories. “No. They will kill you.”
“What about Sam and my daughters? Are they in any danger?”
“No. Your husband is too high profile. The Syndicate won’t want to draw too much attention to themselves, especially not now when they’re not sure what I’m up to, or better, when their entire focus is on stopping me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I’d have suggested getting them out otherwise. But once you told me who Sam is… There’s no way they are going after your family. Though they will monitor them to see if you show up.”
Bree’s knuckles paled as she clutched her phone. 
“I’m sorry. I don’t want to drag you into this, but this is what we’ve got.”
Bree nodded, then released her grip on the phone before dialing another number. “Hi Mama. Is Daddy home, too? I got some bad news. Now don’t you get upset, please.”
Seren sighed. This would be a long drive. 
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They’d been traveling for hours, and Bree doubted she could blame her growling stomach for starting to question of her sanity. Should she have stayed back at that barn in the middle of nowhere or insisted Seren let her out somewhere later? While Bree easily could have called someone to pick her up, doing so would likely have endangered Seren and Parker, and she’d loath to do that. The jury remained out on Seren, but she didn’t have the heart to jeopardize Parker.
What did Seren talk about when she said she refused to be responsible for another death? You can’t be this naïve—in fact, you know you’re not. She’s a mob boss! Of course, Seren would have been responsible for the deaths of others.
Bree shifted in her seat and threw a furtive glance at Seren. How many people had she killed? Or ordered to be killed. Legally, that made no difference. Did it change anything for Bree?
What made Seren turn on the Syndicate? To rat out the mob was dangerous, but to betray your family in the process? Did the kills become too much? Was there a number that proved too high?
Bree swallowed hard, and her stomach sank at the implication—on the run with a mob boss who had a body count God knew how high. The FBI had forgiven more for the right information. Seren didn’t seem like a cold-blooded killer. Then again, most didn’t, or it would be easier to catch them. Maybe if they all wore big yellow headwear or a name tag that outed them as the bad guys? Beware of those wearing yellow hats. Bree snorted.
“Something funny?” Seren asked.
“Yes. My life. This isn’t where I thought I’d be tonight when I paid you a visit.”
“That makes two of us.”
“But doesn’t your life always include a certain element of danger?”
“No. Mostly, it’s exceptionally boring, and I sometimes even forget my family’s trade.”
She was lying. Bree could tell. However, she and Bree were strangers to each other, so why should Seren confide in her? At the same time, they were in this together and should get along, so perhaps Bree should try to get to know her.
Seren had wanted to continue driving way into the night, and only Parker’s request for food and a break made her relent and pull into the first diner they spotted off I-40. Once they sat down at a table in Lea’s Home Cooked Delights, a bubblegum chewing teenager rushed over to take their orders before hurrying back with their drinks.
Seren’s gaze drifted across the mostly empty dining room. “I’d have preferred a bigger crowd.”
“Really? I wouldn’t have pegged you for someone who enjoys large gatherings,” Bree replied, sipping her sweet tea.
Seren lifted her eyebrows.
“Oh, yeah, right. Parker, honey, you gotta eat something before falling asleep. I’m sure your momma will find us a hotel soon,” Bree said, brushing Parker’s bangs out of his eyes.
Seren clenched her jaw.
Bree held her gaze. She’d gone toe-to-toe with Mrs. Butterstraw, the meanest hoary lady back in Alabama who’d always complained that the kids playing on their bikes nearby were destroying her rhododendron bushes. Bree had never quite grasped how that could have happened, but one day, she’d stood up to the mean old dragon that had terrorized her and her friends throughout her childhood.
She refused to cower in the face of a gloomy, ill-tempered middle-aged woman now, even if she oversaw the largest, richest, and most vicious crime syndicate in the United States. So much for getting along.
Perhaps Bree should tread with caution. But poor Parker! He could hardly sit straight without his eyes drooping.
The waitress brought their food, and they all dug in. Even though Parker had requested real, hot food, not snacks, exhaustion overwhelmed him, and after a few hefty bites, he only listlessly pushed his fries around the plate while his burger lay abandoned at the side.
“That might be a bit heavy for tonight,” Seren said, and stroked Parker’s cheek before wiping her mouth on a paper napkin.
“We could take it to go on our way to a hotel.”
“We need to keep driving,” Seren replied.
Bree swallowed her first retort. She noticed the strain around Seren’s eyes, and doubted it stemmed only from the stress of today. “Look, I get it, we’re being chased by some bad… uh…” She cleared her throat and looked at Parker, who hung slouched in his seat, asleep after all. “How come he doesn’t know anything?” Bree hissed.
“He’s ten!”
“Yes, and his momma is—”
“Hush!”
Bree dropped her napkin on her plate, internally chastising herself for ruining her appetite. “We’ve been driving for…” She glanced at her watch. “Seven hours straight.” She waved off Seren, who had opened her mouth. “That gas station pit stop doesn’t count seein’ you were the only one who got to stretch her legs while fillin’ up that gas guzzler.”
Seren folded her arms in front of her chest. “That’s a perfectly fine car, even more so, it is—”
“Armored, yes, I know.”
Seren glowered, and Bree had to hide a smile. She’d deny this to anyone who’d ever ask, but there was something strangely appealing about a disgruntled Seren Doyle; perhaps caused by the fire she saw burning in her eyes—a flame Bree should stay clear of. “What’s the harm in stopping at a hotel and sleeping? You need rest if you want to drive safely. It would be better if you’d let me drive, and—”
“No. We’ve already had that discussion.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you have control issues?”
“Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?” 
“Why, yes.” Bree offered her most charming smile, and she thought she glimpsed Seren’s lips twitching into what looked suspiciously like a suppressed smirk.
Seren sighed. “We should stop at a motel. No one will check for us there.”
“I don’t think that’s a great idea.”
“Oh?”
“Your car stands out, less now since it no longer screams sunshine, but—”
“Screams sunshine?”
“Your car was yellow.”
Seren laughed.
Bree almost startled at the sound. She didn’t expect Seren to have such a deep and pleasant-sounding laugh. Most of all, she’d doubted that she could laugh in the first place.
“Why do you sound so affronted?”
“I hate the color yellow.”
“But you are practically Ms. Sunshine. I’d have thought you’d love all bright and cheery colors.”
“I appreciate pastel colors, but yellow is just… offensive.”
Seren chuckled.
“But while we’re talking about clothes, I need a new wardrobe.”
“Excuse me?”
“Well, not an entire new wardrobe, because that would obviously be too much.”
“Obviously,” Seren quipped.
“I cannot keep wearing the same clothes every day for however long this… forced vacation is going to last, and—”
“How can a vacation be forced?” Seren frowned.
“That’s not the point. I need clothes.”
“You can wear some of mine.”
“While I appreciate the offer, and I will take you up on a t-shirt for tonight at that hotel we’ll go to in a little while, but in case you haven’t noticed, you’re about a head taller than me, not to mention, I’m a bit more… well-endowed.”
Seren’s gaze flickered to Bree’s chest before she rolled her lips and averted her gaze. “You were disagreeing with the motel earlier?”
Bree held back a smile. “Someone who drives your car doesn’t stay in motels. Here’s the thing: people get caught because we’re all much more predictable than we think. I’m assuming the people who are after you have known you for a while?”
“Some of them my whole life.”
“All right.” Bree nodded, eyeing Seren who fiddled with her fork. On that note, who ate burgers with a fork and a knife? She shook her head. “You need to be more unpredictable. I’d say we’ve established that we are not very alike.”
Seren snorted.
“Glad you agree.” She smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly smile, and Seren sat straighter at the sight.
“Go on.”
“They will search for you at motels and high-class hotels because they will assume you’ll head to one or the other. I bet they’ll ignore regular hotels where folks go who can afford a nice stay but nothing extravagant.”
“All right. You’ll pick one of those then?”
Bree fought back a grin. “Let’s drive some through this town. I’m sure we’ll come across one that’s suitable. Preferably one with underground parking.” She raised her eyebrows. “And tomorrow, before we continue our escape, we go shopping. I’m assuming you brought cash because I only got my credit card with me, and I doubt it’s a good idea to be using that.”
Seren waved her off. “That won’t be a problem. We can see what clothing stores they have tomorrow.”
“No. I’m afraid that won’t work either. Worse. We gotta do something awful.”
Seren’s eyes widened. “What’s that?”
“We must go to Walmart.”
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Seren had been to Walmart exactly once before. About ten years ago, and although she couldn’t remember why, despite her excellent memory, what greeted her in that… shopping center didn’t square at all with what she dimly recalled.
They had had breakfast at the hotel, a novel experience for her as well since Bree had dragged her to eat downstairs at the bar with all the other guests. Seren would usually order room service or go out for breakfast, the latter not an option in their current situation.
Parker had been excited and asked Bree a million questions. Seren chuckled at the memory of one particular exchange.
◆◆◆
 
“I like Faith. She also plays Minecraft. We sometimes play it online,” Parker said between bites of his cereal. “I want to meet your other daughter, too. Maybe we can all play Minecraft together. Or Terraria. What’s her name again?”
“Temperance,” Bree said.
Seren hid her snort behind a cough. Faith and Temperance? Really? She could vividly imagine what kind of household the Worrington family ran. Yet, Bree didn’t give that impression at all. Still, she recalled all too well how religious and conservative most of the South tended to be.
While Atlanta was different, she’d seen enough of life outside of Fulton County to make her cringe. Still, Seren had enjoyed her time there, back when she’d met E. They’d dated for her entire undergraduate years and even lived together during the last two. She sighed. Back when she was free, or better, deluded herself into thinking that she had a choice.
Parker scrunched up his face. “That’s a weird name.”
Bree chuckled. “Hmm, yes. The names were my husband’s idea.”
“You didn’t have a say in it after carrying your children for nine months?” Seren asked, then stiffened. Was that too personal? Yet, there seemed to be hardly any protocol for how one behaved in their current situation: outrunning a violent criminal syndicate—your crime syndicate—with the FBI on your trail, forced together with a virtual stranger who oversaw your case. Did they make Hallmark cards for this?
Bree shrugged, eyeing her coffee cup before taking a sip while avoiding Seren’s gaze. Another sore topic. Seren couldn’t deny that Bree intrigued her. Her taste in clothes and food made her shudder, though. Who, above the age of twelve, wore pastel colors or floral skirts? Never mind that Bree wolfed down as many calories during one sitting as Seren consumed in a day. Then there were her sugary drinks. Her coffee, if one could call it that, contained nine packs of sugar (yes, Seren had counted), and half of it wasn’t even coffee but cream.
Despite all of this, Bree looked skinny, almost boney. Well, aside from her chest. Seren ducked her head, and almost missed Parker’s next sentence, which would have been a shame because then she’d also have missed Bree’s thunderstruck expression and flushed cheeks, the latter shouldn’t ingrain themselves in Seren’s memory the way she could already tell they would.
“Faith said you’re not a terrible cook, but that you use the smoke alarm as a timer. How does that work exactly?”
◆◆◆
 
“I know what you’re thinking about. I don’t understand why this amuses you so much,” Bree grumbled while pulling Seren along to the women’s attire section of the store.
“Oh, are you a mind reader now?”
“No, but your face is talkin’, and it’s a repeat performance from breakfast.”
Seren huffed. “That’s not true.”
“Sure. Oh, look at this. Isn’t it cute?” Bree held up a purple ditsy floral skirt with a high waist split.
Seren rolled her lips and averted her gaze.
Bree glared at her before turning to Parker. “What do you think, honey? Isn’t it pretty?”
Parker scratched his head. “It’s a skirt?”
Bree heaved a long-suffering sigh.
“It’s yellow.”
Bree tilted her head and her gaze drifted from the skirt in her hand to Seren and back. “Are you color blind? This!” She held the skirt closer to Seren, almost pushing it into her face. “Is not yellow!”
“Wow. You really hate that color. No, I mean it stands out, much like my yellow car did. That would not be an advantage right now.”
“You’re right. That’s a pity.” She eyed the skirt once more before returning it to the clothing carousel. “I’m not dressing like you.”
“What?” Seren glanced down at her black slacks and blouse. “What’s wrong with my attire?”
“You look as if you’re going to a funeral.”
Parker giggled. “Mom doesn’t like colors.”
“That’s not true. I do like colors.”
“She likes black and gray.”
“I wear other colors, too! I have clothes that are red and blue.”
“Dark red and dark blue,” Parker said with a grin.
“Traitor,” Seren mumbled. “Staying with a more neutral color scheme is… appropriate. Wouldn’t you say?” She raised one eyebrow at Bree.
“Yes, yes. Come on. Let’s look for some funeral apparel for me. We should also get a duffle bag while we’re at it.”
“You need to buy a bathing suit. Mom promised a fun vacation, and we’re even going to see Aunt E! There’s a pond near her house, and I wanna go swimming!”
“We’ll see, honey. I’m not a big fan of getting wet.”
Seren coughed.
“Are you all right?” Bree asked, and Seren narrowed her eyes at the mischief dancing in those hazel depths.
“Yes. Lead the way.” Seren shook her head. She needed to remember they were on a mission, and in danger, not flirt with… Oh, God. She must have lost her mind. Or perhaps she finally rediscovered it.
Her father seeking to kill her seemed to have freed Seren from a load of pressure and expectations. Why should she work hard to please a person who had never cared for her, even worse, who wanted her dead?
All those Sunday masses and family dinners, all those times Seren had sat quietly at the table while her father… She ground her teeth, struggling to squash the memory, but it was too late, and it rattled through her skull, like the tiny metal ball in a pinball machine that you shot and then tried and inevitably failed to control before it plunged into the abyss.
◆◆◆
 
“You were late to mass this morning,” Paddy greeted Seren the minute she entered the house.
Seren stiffened. “Parker isn’t feeling well, and his babysitter was running late.”
“I suppose this also explains why my only grandchild once more didn’t attend church.”
Seren didn’t reply and sat down, nodding to her cousin Sean and her aunt Fiona. Both seemed to share her eagerness for attending this gathering.
Paddy took a seat at the head of the table.
Seren hated these Sunday rituals, from the mass to the lunches. Yet, they were mandatory, even though no one said so out loud. She tried her best to shield Parker from these soul crushing get-togethers.
“The boy needs more discipline, especially now that Mateo is gone. Such an unfortunate accident.” He shook his head. “Did he ever tell you about his research, Seren?” He picked up his cup, and his ice-blue eyes, the exact shade Seren saw when she gazed into the mirror, held her trapped as if her feet were stuck in molasses.
“No. Mateo liked to keep his secrets.” Not a complete lie, given she didn’t know everything that her husband had been up to before his untimely death. He had prepared get-away documents—passports, driver’s licenses, money, and additional resources that would allow them a quick escape if the need were ever to arise.
Mateo hadn’t liked Seren’s attempt to change the Orion Syndicate—to get away from crime and focus more on their legitimate arm, their real-estate venture, not because he had any love for the mob and their workings, but because he deemed it too dangerous. He used to say she made too many waves, and people were unhappy with how she tried to alter their business.
“That he did. Some secrets are more precarious than others.” He drank from his cup before placing it down. “I hope you won’t return to your… unfortunate affinities of the past, now that your husband is gone.”
Seren’s hands clenched into fists on her lap. “No. Of course not, Father.”
“Good, good. I wanted to discuss a new business opportunity…”
Seren swallowed a sigh. Paddy may have ‘retired’ eight years ago, but that didn’t stop him from seeking to control the Syndicate and seeing his daughter as a mere figurehead whose strings he could pull. Most days, Seren didn’t feel like she amounted to more than that either.
◆◆◆
 
“Hey, are you still with me?” Bree once more drew Seren out of her gloomy memories.
“Yes, of course.” Seren held Bree’s gaze, though she couldn’t help fiddling with her necklace, enthralled by how the warmth in Bree’s eyes stood in stark contrast to the ice that had possessed her mind and held her frozen for as long as she could remember. That all belonged to the past, and she sought to create a new future, one where she’d free herself from her father’s grasp.
At first, she’d regretted involving Bree or allowing her to join them—depending on the moment, she viewed it one way or the other—but now it filled her with an odd sense of relief. Bree had a strangely comforting energy about her. Yes, she was also incredibly maddening, but her presence alone often washed over Seren like a wave of solace.
She further trusted in Parker’s judgment of a person. Since he was a baby, he’d had the uncanny ability to know which people were trustworthy and whom one should approach with caution, or even better yet, whom to steer clear of. And her boy had taken to Bree right away. This meant a lot, as did the care and tenderness Bree showed Parker.
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Bree had selected a few practical, comfortable, if boring outfits, and she may or may not have snuck in a bathing suit—hard pressed to hide the exasperation she felt within herself. She preferred to blame it all on the adrenaline of the last twenty-four hours. Had it only been yesterday she’d looked forward to her vacation in Birmingham while trying to resolve the tree issue beforehand? Now she found herself on the run with… God, she couldn’t wrap her mind around this.
Bree had dealt with criminals all her life, first through her daddy, who’d been a police officer, much like his daddy before him, and then through her trials as a prosecutor. She knew criminals, and Seren Doyle seemed as far removed from them as the chasm between Earth and Saturn.
She cared deeply about her son, and while she appeared a little stiff and tense at times, she altogether seemed so… normal. Bree would have assumed her to be an overspun soccer mom who got her kicks as the president of the local HOA, not the head of the most notorious crime syndicate.
Law enforcement had been after the Orion Syndicate for decades, but they were cunning, ruthless, and well-connected—so much so that they never knew for certain who spearheaded the organization, which was quite unusual in such cases. In most instances, they identified the leader, but couldn't pin anything on them, at least nothing that would stick.
The FBI had been building their case against several mid-level instigators when, so she was told, a high-level informant approached them with the desire to stand witness against the mob.
Apparently, said informant had offered evidence against the Orion Syndicate that had left the FBI in a vat of drool and excitement. However, she hadn’t been informed of any details as they were still early in the process, and she’d been busy with multiple other cases.
No matter how this would end, it already proved to be a conflict of interest for her, and she’d hand the case over to the Assistant US attorney, but that left her feeling somewhat… chalky. Bree wished to be involved in this case. She needed to bring these people to justice. Yet she’d have to sit on the sidelines.
She’d lost count of how often Seren had seemed lost in thought and judging by the tension running rampant in her body—her tightened, white-knuckled grip on the cart handle, and the hollow, despairing expression ghosting over her features—Bree felt confident her ruminations weren’t pleasant. This seemed natural given their situation, but somehow Bree knew it was more than that.
Worse, she felt intrigued and wanted to unravel the mystery of Seren Doyle. Worst of all, Bree felt the urge to tell Seren things that delved below the surface. That alone should make her want to run as far away from all of this as possible, but instead she followed Seren out of the store—after ensuring the adorable and bored Parker got a new video game for being so patient and enduring this shopping trip—and to their car.  
They stopped at a gas station in the late afternoon where Bree, after texting her husband that she’d arrived safely in Birmingham, decided to risk going against Seren’s wishes by supplying Parker with the utmost necessity of life—candy.
She’d always struggled to resist sweets, and she limited herself to a certain amount per week, but she felt that in a life and death situation such as this, she deserved to live outside of her usual boundaries. And so did Parker.
“Honey, are you sure you only want a pack of skittles?”
“My mom doesn’t like it when I eat too much candy.”
Bree frowned at having her earlier suspicions about Seren being the nemesis of candy confirmed. “Well, your momma isn’t here right now, is she?”
His face scrunched up. “But she’s in the car.”
Parker looked so adorable that Bree had to refrain from smothering him with kisses. “How about this? I buy the candy for myself, and I’ll share it with you?”
His face lit up. “Yes!”
Bree smiled, stuffing packs of Twizzlers, Airheads, Now and Laters, Laffy Taffies, Boston Baked Beans, Reese’s Pieces, along with two Snickers bars into her basket.
Parker’s eyes widened. “That’s a lot of candy.”
“Well, we’re on a big adventure, so we should be prepared, right?”
“Yeah. Ms. Bree! They have a magic eight ball!”
“A what now?”
“Here!” Parker held up what looked like a black billiard ball.
“I doubt we’ll have an opportunity to play pool on this trip.” She canted her head. “Your momma lets you play billiards?”
“What?”
“Never mind. What you gonna do with that, honey?”
“You ask it a question, then shake it and flip it, and the bottom will give you the answer. It’s so awesome. Teddy, my best friend, he has one and we’ve played with it for hours. Even scared his little sister.”
“Well, I’m not sure. I don’t want you scaring other children.”
“No, no. I promise I won’t. We didn’t mean to scare Sandy.”
Parker looked too cute for his own good. And those puppy-dog eyes? She hoped he’d inherited them from his daddy because Bree didn’t feel confident she’d stand a chance against that expression on Seren. “All right.”
“Yes!”
Bree smiled and grabbed two bottles of sweet tea and four bottles of water, two chicken sandwiches and a bag of chicken wings, and together, they strode to the register and paid before heading back out to the car.
“Took you long enough,” Seren grumbled when they entered the car again. She sniffed. “You got chicken.”
“Yes.”
“Why is my son grinning like that?”
“I dunno,” Bree replied, avoiding eye-contact.
“Uh huh.” Seren narrowed her eyes in the rearview mirror but pulled back out of the gas station.
Bree handed her a chicken sandwich before turning around and giving the second one to Parker. “After this.”
“Yes, Ms. Bree.” Parker accepted the food.
“After what?” Seren asked.
“Nothing. Let me have my secrets with your son.”
“You do realize we just met you yesterday?”
“Is that your way of saying you don’t trust me? What? We’re back to me being a spy again or somethin’?”
“We saw a spy movie once during movie night! That was fun. Are you one of those people who drop from ceilings and blow stuff up?” Parker asked between bites.
“No, no. I’m just a boring lawyer, honey.” Bree grabbed a chicken wing. “But I wanna point out that given our respective… occupations, I’m the more trustworthy one by default.”
Seren snorted. “Trustworthy isn’t the first word choice that comes to people’s minds when they think of lawyers. Besides, it’s not as if I had any other options.”
Bree glanced at Seren, who stared straight ahead before taking a large bite out of her sandwich. Shrugging, Bree ate.
“Did you get water?”
“Of course. The most boring drink in the world.” Bree pulled out two bottles and handed one to each member of the Doyle family.
“Thanks. Not all of us have your sweet tooth, or the metabolism of a hummingbird. I know this… trip is going to cost me without my daily exercises.”
Bree chortled and wiped her hands on a napkin. “What an incredibly southern metaphor of you.”
“You forget I’ve lived in Atlanta for four years.”
“Right. You’ve mentioned it. How did that happen given you grew up in California?”
“Placing 2,500 miles between my family and me sounded appealing.”
“Hmm. I can see that.”
“Grandpa is a strange man,” Parker said. “Is it after now?”
Bree turned around. “You done with the sandwich?”
“Yes.”
“Sure.”
“I love how you’ve decided to parent my child,” Seren drawled.
“I’m not parenting. As a mother, I am much stricter. Parker and I are friends, right, honey?”
“Yes. Ms. Bree is awesome. She got me a magic eight ball. See?” He held the sphere up for his mother to admire.
“That she is,” said Bree, biting into another wing.
“She’s so modest, too.”
Bree nodded, and after swallowing, smiled at Seren. “It’s all part of my charm.”
“Oh, that’s what we call it?”
“I wouldn’t expect someone of your age to understand this or be up to date with all current trends.”
“My age? You’re what, forty-eight?”
“Forty-five, thank you very much!”
“That’s only five years younger than me. We’re the same generation.”
“But I’m cool with the kids.”
“Do they even still say cool? I doubt I’ve ever heard Parker say that.”
Bree waved her off and opened a bottle of sweet tea.
“It’s a mystery how you can drink this colored sugar water masquerading for tea.”
“Hey!” Bree spluttered. “That’s only the best drink ever.”
“No. That would be water.”
“Parker, is your momma always this boring?”
Parker snickered. “You’re funny, Ms. Bree. But Mom isn’t boring. She’s a lot of fun.”
“Thank you, sweetheart. I’m happy to see my son hasn’t fully abandoned me and joined the dark side.”
Bree laughed. “Give him time.” She enjoyed this lighter side of Seren—her lifted spirit and willingness to engage in playful banter. Still, Bree figured it wouldn’t last, given what she’d gleaned so far about Seren’s personality and their current reality. Nevertheless, she much preferred this version of Seren, especially compared to the brooding, gloomy mood that had engulfed the woman during their earlier shopping trip. “Can we set the temperature higher? It’s freezing in here,” Bree said.
“It’s not,” Seren replied, but adjusted the temperature. “You realize it’s September and we’re driving through the South, the desert even.”
Bree sighed with pleasure as warm air blew against her icy hands from the vent. “And? I’m cold.”
A couple of hours later saw Bree avidly studying the spread-out map on her lap, courtesy of Seren, “I buy burner phones with no internet, so we have to do it the old-fashioned way,” Doyle. “No, no. We should’ve taken the last turn. That would’ve cut an hour off our drive. Look right here, the map clearly shows this road, it’s—”
“I’m kind of driving, unless you think it’s a good idea to get us into an accident.”
“Pfft.”
“How eloquent.”
“I’m just sayin’, you’re the one who’s in a hurry.”
“We’re in a hurry, given this affects you, too.”
“Don’t remind me,” Bree grumbled.
“Did you ever notice your accent gets more pronounced when you’re upset or annoyed?”
“Oh, hush. And wipe that smirk off your face. I ain’t agreeing with ya.”
Seren laughed. “How do you know that I’m grinning? You’ve been engrossed in that map for hours.”
“You’re exaggerating. Besides, I see everythin’.”
“Is that right?”
“It’s my superpower.”
“Huh. Does that come with being a lawyer?”
Bree chuckled and turned toward Seren. “No. That comes with being a mother. Right, honey?” she addressed Parker.
“I doubt he heard you. He’s totally absorbed in his tablet.”
“I hate those infernal devices.”
“I like them.”
“You would.”
“This means I have the same superpower.”
“Huh?”
“You said mothers see everything. I’m a mother.”
“There must be exceptions to every rule.”
“Nice. You’re only grumpy because I didn’t want to drive through the middle of nowhere.”
“What you got against the countryside? Aren’t we delivering your son to the middle of nowhere?”
“That’s different.”
“How so?”
“Because E is there.”
Bree grunted. “I can’t wait to meet that wonder woman,” she muttered under her breath. E had to be if she dated Seren for several years. She rolled her eyes.
“I heard that.”
“Yes, that’s the point. Otherwise, I’d have only thought it, but the way I did it is only passive aggressive and doesn’t require a full-on confrontation as a response.”
“You…” Seren glanced at Bree with wide eyes before turning her gaze back to the road, shaking her head. “You are unbelievable.”
“So they say.”
“Mom, my magic eight ball said we’ll go swimming later. Aren’t you glad you got that bathing suit, Ms. Bree?” Parker asked.
“Did she now?” Seren said and threw a sly grin at Bree, who flushed scarlet.
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They stopped at another hotel past ten in the evening. Parker had sulked and fretted about not being able to use the pool available for guests, never mind that it was closed by the time they’d arrived. Still, Seren couldn’t be mad at him, considering all that he endured, as this resembled neither a fun adventure nor a holiday.
“How sweet. A little family vacation! And look at your big boy. Are you ready to explore all that our beautiful city has to offer?” asked the receptionist at the check-in, a tall, slender woman with curly red hair.
Parker sidled near Seren, and for a second, she thought he’d bury his face in her side like he used to do when he was little, especially when her father skulked nearby. She pulled him closer, then looked up and frowned at the woman. “We’re… not…”
“No worries. This is a proud rainbow-friendly hotel.”
“What kind of monster hates rainbows?” Bree asked, and her voice sounded rough, almost gravelly. She’d dozed off before they’d stopped, and still looked dazed.
Seren stymied both a sigh and an eye roll. She sometimes had no idea what to do with Bree. “That’s great, but—”
“Isn’t it? I used to work for a different hotel last year, and let me tell you, that was quite the opposite there.” The woman, Lindy, her name tag read, leaned closer as if sharing a secret. “Imagine, they had an internal memo that we were supposed to avoid giving out single-bed rooms to two men or two women. Can you believe that?”
“That’s stupid,” Bree said. “What’s it to the hotel who stays in their rooms?”
Lindy shrugged. “Anyway, it’s different here. You want a king-sized bed, and a queen for the little man?”
“Sure,” Bree said, once more completely disregarding—or being ignorant of—the underlying subtext of the conversation at hand.  
Seren let it go, an unfortunate habit of hers, especially when it came to her family. At least until the anger and frustration that had churned within her since Mateo’s death had smoldered this pattern and, in its stead, had grown an ice-cold resistance that had infiltrated her being until she’d snapped and sought the FBI. She’d vowed to burn down the entire Orion Syndicate and all its affiliates and allies.
This was only a minor setback. In which she’d involved the US attorney handling her case. How had this happened again? Right, trees. And no, this hadn’t happened what felt like six months ago. Only two days had passed since her father had directed his goons to kill her.
They received their keys, and she followed Bree to the elevator. Once they’d entered their room and Parker had disappeared into the bathroom, Seren turned to the other woman. “You do understand she assumed we’re a couple? Who doesn’t know what the rainbow stands for in such conversations? Even for someone from Alabama, this is—”
“Are you goin’ to stand here and insult my home?”
Seren clenched her jaw.
“I knew what Lindy implied, but unlike some people, I didn’t care. My entire focus was on the bed, and who cares if we have two queen beds or a king and a queen in this room, as long as I can stretch out on one of them and sleep.”
Seren grunted.
Bree dropped her bag at the foot of the queen bed. “And for the record, if we were a couple, I’d obviously be the woman.”
Seren’s mouth fell open before she closed it again, gritting her teeth. That woman! If only she weren’t so terribly attractive with her big hazel eyes that sometimes appeared to be a warm, honeyed brown, her generous mouth, those high cheekbones, and overall… Ugh. “In a lesbian relationship both partners are women. The hetero-normative idea that any couple dynamic must include a traditionally male and female role is offensive, and—”
“You are so easy,” Bree said, yawning. “No wonder the… your family is after you.”
Seren ground her jaw so hard she feared she’d crack a tooth any second now. She’d need to see the dentist after all of this. “You are insufferable.”
“Takes one to know one.” Bree rose. “You owe me another game of Uno. You’re going down, Doyle.” She strode past Parker and withdrew into the bathroom, but not before adjusting the thermostat to seventy-two.
Seren opened her mouth to complain as she didn’t relish another night sweating in her sleep, when Parker grabbed her hand.
“Are you and Ms. Bree fighting?” his voice sounded so small that Seren’s heart sunk.
“No, sweetheart. We are not.” She stroked his hair out of his eyes. “We are just… very different.”
“Yeah, but you match.” He stripped off his clothes, and clad in underpants and an undershirt, he crawled into bed, falling asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow while leaving his mother standing there with her mouth once more agape, her hand clinging to the straps of her purse that rested uselessly on the floor. What had happened to her life?
Later that night, Seren lay awake, chasing sleep in a hopeless quest. She hated being so tired that she couldn’t fall asleep. After Bree had returned from the bathroom, Seren had taken a shower, which had made her more alert than she wanted to be.
She had tossed and turned for an hour, envying both Parker and Bree their easy slumber while considering getting up. Then Bree grew so restless that Seren worried she’d tumble out of her bed.
“No, no. Let go!” Bree shouted before jumping up, clutching the sheets while almost gasping for air.
“Are you all right?” Seren whispered and turned to eye Parker, who remained fast asleep.
Bree flinched, then relaxed when she seemed to register who’d asked the question. “‘s fine,” she mumbled.
“Didn’t sound fine to me. A nightmare?”
Bree nodded stiffly.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
She shook her head and rubbed her eyes. “But I wouldn’t mind another round of cards.” Bree’s voice graveled, sending a shiver down Seren’s back.
“You’re ready to lose again?”
“You wish.”
“My wishes don’t revolve around winning, especially if it’s almost assured that you’ll lose.”
“What do you wish for, Seren?” Bree asked in a low voice, rolling onto her side, and facing Seren in the other bed across from hers.
What did she wish for? For so long, she had given up on anything authentic for herself, well, anything that wasn’t her son. Once Parker arrived, getting away from the Syndicate appeared even more elusive when she had to consider his well-being—a double-edged sword. How could she guarantee his safety as the heir of a criminal enterprise? Yet, an escape seemed impossible, until…
“Free. I want to be free.”
“Then we will set you free,” Bree said, leaving Seren breathless from the determination that burned in her hazel eyes.
“That easy?”
“Never said it would be simple, but hardly anything worth fighting for is ever easy.”
“How do you figure that fighting for my freedom is worth it?” Nervous energy skittered across Seren’s skin as she awaited Bree’s answer, since doubts filled her most days. “Aren’t you typically on the other side of the bench?”
“Yes. Hence, I’m the perfect judge for such a question.”
Seren pulled her pillow closer to her chest. “How so?”
“Because I know criminals. I’ve studied and encountered them en masse. You are not like that.”
“You’ve known me for what? Two days? What if I’ve been faking it and this is a trap to lure you to our side so you will drop the upcoming charges against the Syndicate?”
“Is it?”
Seren sighed. “Of course not. Do you think I’d involve my son in such an insanity?”
“You wouldn’t, but there are enough people who’d have no such qualms. You seem so deflated.”
“So do you.”
“You know what would cheer me up?”
“What?”
“Trashing you at Uno!”
“You wish, Worrington.”
“You’re on, Doyle.” She rose and traipsed to the table, dragging her blanket behind her and wrapping herself in it before she picked up the cards and sat down to shuffle.
Seren chuckled, then stood to join her. “You are such a frozen egg.”
“Not everyone has your heat,” Bree said.
“It’s not such a blessing. I’m made for much milder climates.”
Bree snorted. “I’ll pass. Wild horses won’t drag me up north.”
“That I believe.” And after a beat. “You never said what you wish for.”
Bree stopped shuffling and raised her head, holding Seren’s gaze. “One day, if you’re lucky, I might tell you what I wish for.”
Seren’s eyes widened, and she resisted pulling at her collar, wishing Bree would lower the temperature, at least at night.
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A frown marred Bree's features. “You’re cheatin’!” she exclaimed in a whispered shout.
“I’m most definitely not!” Seren replied, her face a mask of outrage that seemed way too adorable for Bree’s liking. God, the last two years must have done more damage to her head than she’d expected. Then add this ridiculous adventure with Seren, and it was no wonder she felt all out of sorts. Could this be because of the constant proximity and danger? Ludicrous.
“You just hate losing.”
Bree’s forehead furrowed. “Who likes losing?”
“Probably no one, but there are people who don’t mind it, and you are not one of them.”
Bree snorted. “You do recall that I’m a lawyer?”
“Not something I’m liable to forget,” Seren groused, playing another card.
Bree groaned and picked up two more cards to add to the half deck she already held in her hand.
“What made you become a lawyer?”
“Hmm?” Bree hummed before putting down a red seven. “Most of my family is in law enforcement. While I’m stronger than I look, I’m not exactly a physically intimidating person.”
Seren chortled.
“Hush, you Amazon.”
“Is that supposed to be an insult?”
Bree sighed. “I wanted to do something else. I hated Daddy’s working hours. The unpredictability of it and the shifts.”
“Because lawyers are known for their casual and relaxed work attitude.”
“Stop adding logic to my life choices.” Bree narrowed her eyes when she had to pick up four more cards. “I swear, you must be cheatin’ somehow.”
“You losing a lot isn’t an indication of anything untoward happening. It’s more a sign of you lacking talent.”
“Ouch. Mind you, this is mostly a game of luck,” Bree argued.
“Then the results shouldn’t be as uneven as they are. We could also play another game. Phase 10? Have you ever played that before?”
“I have, and that’s even more aggravating than Uno. For the rest, this isn’t a large enough sample size that it would already shift toward the mean.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Seren said. “Uno.” She placed her second to last card onto the table.
“I hate you,” Bree grumbled.
“You’re not alone,” Seren murmured.
Bree looked up and observed Seren, from eyes refusing to meet hers to the hand not holding the last card fidgeting on the tabletop. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you seem to make a terrible mob boss.”
Seren’s eyes widened, then she leaned back and laughed.
Bree’s mouth went dry, and she had the urge to ensure Seren would have plenty of reasons to laugh like that.
“You’re not wrong. I never wanted this life, nor this position.”
“What happened?”
Seren shrugged. “I was born a Doyle. But let’s get back on track and away from all your distractions.”
Bree dropped her head. She hated talking about herself, and while she wanted to share things with Seren—and cursed the very desire—the ingrained habit of deflecting and shining the light on anything but herself proved difficult to break. “I enjoy arguing.”
Seren laughed again. “I doubt anyone is shocked by that.”
“No.” She caught Seren’s gaze—the game forgotten for the moment. “But that doesn’t mean people like or appreciate such a tendency.”
Seren canted her head but held their eye contact. “It depends.”
Bree released a wry chuckle. “Doesn’t it always?”
“I suppose. There’s arguing and there’s fighting. A well-intended argument can be invigorating.”
“Exactly!”
“But you can also overdo it. It would get tiresome to argue over every little thing. For example, we shouldn’t quibble about ice cream flavors since chocolate is clearly superior to all others, and questioning that would merely showcase you’re a rabble-rouser.”
Bree smiled. “What else is on that list of things you shouldn’t argue about?”
“Hmm, let’s see.” Seren placed her card down and folded her hands on the table. “Music, definitely. Then again, while I can accept that people have different tastes, there are some genres that are clearly more… painful to your eardrums.”
“Wait until Parker’s a sullen teenager listenin’ to music at a noise level that makes your house shake.”
Seren’s gaze shifted to Parker, and she smiled. “Don’t remind me.”
“The mood swings will be so much fun.”
“Who says you’re quarrelsome?”
Bree rolled her lips. Of course, Seren would find the only approach that ever got anything out of her. A blunt, frontal attack. “That’s a long list.”
“Your family?”
“Not so much, given that we all share this trait, and you don’t really argue with your parents.”
A shadow flashed over Seren’s face. “No. That never ends well.”
Bree’s gaze dropped to the lone card Seren had picked up again only to bend it. This time, Bree longed to shift the focus to Seren out of genuine concern, not because she desired to evade her line of questioning, but she didn’t know how. She loathed to give Seren the impression she’d always be blocked, that Bree didn’t wish to share things with her. “I’m sorry.”
“Huh?”
“Wherever your thoughts went now, I could tell it wasn’t pleasant. I wanted to say that I’m sorry for whatever happened.”
“Even if you have no idea what it is? Even if said memory involves my own mistakes?”
“Yes.”
“Even if I killed someone?”
Only years of working as a prosecutor prevented Bree from flinching. She’d never seen Seren’s clear blue eyes grow stony. “Yes.” Did she really say that?
Seren exhaled sharply. “I’ve never killed anyone or ordered to have someone killed. Perhaps this… flaw, as my father likes to call it, played a role in my downfall with the Syndicate.”
“Not sure I’d call that a flaw.”
“You wouldn’t. I’d hope that most people wouldn’t.”
“I’m difficult. I’m forgetful and distracted. Completely obsessed with my work, and I have a laser-sharp, single-minded focus. Once I get attached to a thing, an idea, a need to know or understand something, I’m like one of those dogs who refuses to let go of their bones. I’m neither easy to live with nor easy to love.” Bree’s shoulders slumped; sure, it would dawn on Seren that she spelled trouble.
“I see.”
Bree furtively eyed Seren and watched her lean back in her chair and drum the edge of her card on the wooden surface of their table. “I haven’t known you for long.”
Bree chuckled.
“But I can tell that all you just said is nonsense.”
“Like you said, you don’t know me.”
“That’s not what I said. I said I’ve not known you for long. There’s a difference.”
“Doesn’t one usually imply the other?”
“Not necessarily. If you spend plenty of time with someone, you can get to know each other quickly, and we’ve been basically living in each other’s pockets. You are not the only observant person around.”
“I never said I was.”
“True. Look, all you said is a negative spin on certain characteristics that I’d agree you possess. Besides, considering someone difficult also lies in the eyes of the beholder. It depends on your expectations, too. Perhaps you are forgetful and easily distracted because this laser-focus of yours is busy working a case, trying to bring criminals to justice.”
“Hmm.”
“Being determined and having staying power to not give in when things get hard but to carry on, to stick with it, those are admirable qualities. People give up on things… and on others too quickly these days. You’re ambitious. That’s a good characteristic to have, and definitely something that you’d be praised for if you were a man.”
“Perhaps.”
Seren leaned forward, and for a second Bree thought she’d reach out and touch her, but Seren stopped short of doing so. “Anyone who tells you that you are hard to live with or worse, hard to love, is an asshole who doesn’t deserve you. It’s total bullshit. If they can’t see you for who you are or appreciate all you have to offer, then that’s their loss, and they are not the right person to share your life.”
Bree blinked rapidly, unsure what shocked her more—the content of Seren’s words, the fervor and conviction with which she had uttered them, or that she had cursed in the process. 
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They arrived at E’s place shortly after six in the evening. Her ex-girlfriend lived about thirty miles northeast of College Station, twenty acres in the middle of nowhere, just like she’d always dreamed of in college.
“Oh, my goodness, I can’t believe it! Parker, my man. You’ve grown so big!” E rushed toward them.
Parker stood straighter and grinned.
“Hey E, thanks for taking us in on such short notice,” Seren said with a sigh and pulled E into a tight hug. “I missed you,” she mumbled and kissed the top of her head.
“Of course. I’ll always be here for you.” E pulled back and ruffled Parker’s hair. “Besides, how could I say no to P, here?”
Bree cleared her throat.
“Oh, right. This is… Bree. She’s joining me on this trip?”
“She is.” Bree held out her hand for E to shake, which she did after a short moment.
“Nice to meet you, Bree. Come inside.” She turned back to Seren. “You got Parker’s stuff?”
Seren pointed at his backpack. “We hopefully won’t be gone long, so his rucksack and the bag here,” she lifted the duffle she’d dropped before hugging her friend, “should be enough.”
“Good. Come on. We’ll have a bonfire tonight. You’re gonna love it.”
“Yay!” Parker almost bounced up and down.
“I also made a new batch of the moon and the stars.” E wiggled her eyebrows at Seren, who groaned.
“That might be too much. We have to head back out early tomorrow.”
“Don’t be such a spoilsport,” E said, wrapping her arm around Parker and leading them to the house.
Seren inhaled deeply once she entered the living room, overcome for a moment by a flood of memories from a time when she lived an authentic life. Four years of bliss. She clenched her jaw and caught the end of E’s next words.
“… I only expected the Doyle duo, so I hope you don’t mind.”
“No, that’s fine. We’ve been staying together in hotels, too,” Bree replied, still clutching her purse while her duffle bag hung over her shoulder.
“Is that so?” E drawled with a smug little smile on her face. “I thought you’d left all that behind?”
“Wait, what? Sorry, I missed the first part of what you said.”
“You guys need to bunk up. I don’t have enough space. Parker is young enough to take the couch tonight, but if I send one of you old ladies there—”
“Hey! We’re not old, not to mention you and I are the same age!” Seren exclaimed.
“Speak for yourself,” Bree said. “After the last forty-eight hours, I feel every single one of my forty-five years and then some. I appreciate the thoughtful offer.” She smiled at E before glaring at Seren.
E laughed and slapped Seren’s shoulder. “Oh, snap out of it, you prude. I know you’re only putting on an act, anyway. Good old Catholic.” E snorted.
Seren flushed.
“Follow me. I’ll show you to your room. Parker, you can take ownership of the couch. But no jumping! Remember what happened last time?”
Parker lowered his head. “Yes, Aunt E.”
“Hey. I’m not mad. Just not in the mood to repair the couch again.”
“OK. I’ll be good. I promise,” Parker said, a smile returning to his face.
“I know, buddy,” E said, before heading for the back of the house.
Seren and Bree followed behind and entered the guestroom after E.
“This is it.”
“Wasn’t there another room?” Seren asked and eyed the queen-sized bed, unsure how she felt about sleeping in the same bed as Bree. She hadn’t shared a bed with anyone but her son since… well, college, really.
“Yes, but I’m renovating, and it’s still gutted to the frame.”
“It’s all right, E. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine,” Bree said.
“I’m sure you will,” E replied and laughed. “The bathroom is across the hallway. Freshen up and head on out. Parker and I will get the fire started.” At Seren’s frown, she added, “Yes. I’ll obviously make sure nothing happens to your baby.” E rolled her eyes and left, closing the door behind her.
“I’m shocked,” Bree said before taking off her jacket and stretching.
“I apologize. I’ll sleep with Parker in the living room. I counted on E having two spare bedrooms, and we’d have the same sleeping arrangement as at the hotels.”
“That isn’t what I’m shocked about. E seems too easygoing to date a stick in the mud like you.”
Seren only stared at her with wide eyes as words seemed to have deserted her.
“As for the sleeping situation, don’t be silly. This bed is big enough. You said we need to make a pit stop in Austin tomorrow before heading to Washington. That’s a long trip, and the last thing you need is a thrown out back.”
Seren folded her arms in front of her chest. “I’m in good shape.”
Bree’s gaze traveled up and down her frame before she stared into Seren’s eyes. “You are.”
Once more, Seren flushed, internally cursing her fair skin that showed every coloration. She rolled her lips. “I meant I’d be all right sleeping on the couch for a night.”
“Why don’t you sleep with E if this makes you so uncomfortable?” Bree asked, her tone no longer teasing.
Seren groaned and dropped to sit on the bed. She covered her face with both hands. “No, no. I’m not uncomfortable sharing this bed with you, but I thought you might be with me being… You know?”
“What? You hog blankets? Are you a wild sleeper? So far, I haven’t heard you snore, so it’s not that, and—”
“Stop doing that!”
“Doing what?”
“Pretending you have no clue what’s going on. You never would have made it this far in your career if you were that clueless.”
“Hmm, you caught on to that?”
“Hard not to.”
“You’d think,” Bree said, and released a humorless chuckle.
“You are unhappy.”
Bree’s head snapped up. “What?”
Seren pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business, but we’re kind of… stuck together for now. And I want you to know I appreciate you helping me get Parker here.”
“I’d have been more help if you’d actually let me drive.”
“I may or may not have… a few control issues.”
Bree laughed. “As long as you’re aware.”
“You are also good at deflection.”
“I am a lawyer.”
“We should probably talk about that at some point. We’ve been skirting around this issue from the start.”
“Agreed, but I’m too tired for this. To be honest, it’s been years since I’ve had a bonfire, and I’d… For tonight, can we pretend like all of this isn’t happening and enjoy ourselves? Relax a little?”
“But we will talk?” Seren wondered why she pushed so hard. Normally, she swept things under the rug with delight, given her quest to avoid discussing whatever troubled her. Yet, Bree seemed to change all that.
“Yes. Just give me tonight.”
“All right.”
“Oh, I got a question. What is the moon and the stars thing E mentioned?”
Seren opened her mouth to answer when E interrupted them with a shout.
“Yo! What’cha guys doing in there? Come on out!”
“You’ll see,” Seren said. It might be better for Bree to solve that particular mystery herself. It surely would be more entertaining for Seren to watch.
Before they could leave the room, Parker burst inside. “Mom! The fire is huge! And Anne and Bobby are here, remember, Mr. Smith’s kids from down the road? They said they have bonfires once a month. I wish we lived out here with them! Wouldn’t that be awesome? Aunt E promised us s’mores and there’s a truck full of hay and Bobby said his dad said we can play in it!”
Seren laughed and stroked through Parker’s hair. “Breathe, sweetheart. I’m so happy you’re having a good time.” She took in her son’s rosy cheeks and his bright, shining eyes. He’d been so closed off after his father’s death.
Seren had done everything to be there for him, and to guarantee he spent as little time as possible around his grandfather. They also often talked about Mateo and watched old videos together. They kept up with their regular family movie nights, even if it was only the two of them now.
She’d been an adult when her mother died, but it still proved to be one of the most devastating blows she’d weathered in her life. Instead of celebrating her life and allowing her to live on in their memories, her father had pretended like Cara had never existed. They never talked about her, and all her pictures around the house were gone the first time Seren had visited after the funeral.
She didn’t want that for Parker. Seren doubted she’d have ever acted like her father, even if she hadn’t experienced losing a parent, but that harrowing moment had made her more attuned and thoughtful about how she dealt with Parker’s grief.
She shifted her gaze from her son to Bree, whose eyes glowed with so much affection, Seren’s breath hitched as tears welled in her eyes.
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Bree sat silently on the bed, observing Parker gush in excitement and Seren soak up her son’s exuberance and sheer happiness. They were both radiant, and Bree felt as if her heart would burst in her chest just watching them.
“And then Bobby said his grandma makes the best lemonade you can find anywhere in the whole entire world, but that the other day, his mother had reorganized the kitchen and mixed-up sugar and salt, and do you know what happened?”
“What?” Seren asked, and Bree could tell she held back from pulling Parker into a hug. She recalled that urge all too well. At least Parker was young enough to still want his momma’s hugs.
Parker shook with laughter and had to gather himself to keep speaking. “His grandma added salt instead of sugar to the lemonade, and when Bobby’s daddy tried it…” Here, Parker lost it again and burst into another fit of giggles. “He…” More laughter. “He sprayed it all over!”
“He didn’t!” Seren said, acting appropriately scandalized.
Parker jumped up and down. “He did! He sprayed it all over his mama and his wife.”
“Oh, no. Were they mad?”
“I don’t think so. Bobby said everyone got really still, and they stared at each other until they all started laughing.”
“So we better stay clear of any lemonade Bobby’s family brings tonight.”
Parker nodded enthusiastically. “Come on. They’re all waiting for us!” He grabbed Seren’s hand and dragged her out of the room. “You, too, Ms. Bree. Come on!” He waved at her to follow, which she did, unable to hide a smile.
E greeted them with another hug once they exited the room and strode into the kitchen. “Seren, make yourself useful and get the pitcher of sweet tea out of the fridge.”
Seren grimaced, but opened the fridge.
“She hates sweet tea,” Bree said.
“I know. That’s why I thought she’d be perfect for the job,” E said, smirking.
“I don’t know why I missed you,” Seren mumbled with a small pout.
“Because I’m awesome, and we’ve hardly seen each other over the years. Emails and video calls aren’t the same.”
Seren sighed. “I know, but—”
“No need to apologize. I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty.”
“You didn’t. I wish things were different. But maybe they will be soon.”
“Oh?”
Seren shook her head. “There’s hope, isn’t there?”
“Hope’s been playing some wicked games with your mind for decades,” E replied.
Seren dropped her head.
“This time looks good, though,” Bree said, unable to resist the urge to cheer up Seren. She hated the sadness that sometimes bled off the other woman.
E caught her gaze. “That would be wonderful.”
“Why are you always so boring? And you keep talking in riddles,” Parker said.
“Hey! Earlier you said I wasn’t boring!” Seren complained.
“When you’re with other adults, you are. Grown-ups don’t know how to have fun. Well, Ms. Bree does a bit.”
Bree preened.
Seren glowered at her, but Bree saw that her heart wasn’t in it.
“I bet she does,” E said, the gleam in her eyes making Bree flush while Seren’s gaze sought the floor.
“Can I go outside now? I’m missing all the fun!” Parker whined.
“Go, you little traitor.” Seren shooed him out of the kitchen.
“Are you going to be OK?” E asked.
“I hope so,” Seren said.
“We will be,” Bree stated, and folded her arms.
E studied Bree. “I like this one. She got a spine.”
“Thank you,” Bree said. “You go ahead. I’ll be out in a minute.”
Seren held Bree’s gaze, concern evident in her features.
Warmth blossomed in Bree, and she offered a small smile and a quick nod before she headed to the bathroom while Seren and E joined the others outside.
She stared into the mirror above the basin and inhaled a deep breath. There were moments when she told herself that this all came down to the case. She had to ensure the dismantling of the Orion Syndicate, once and for all, and the fact that accomplishing this feat would also benefit Seren and Parker was a bonus, but not the onus—not the reason she stayed. But she was lying to herself. Oh, she still wanted to bring down the Syndicate, but she longed to fight for Seren and Parker's safety even more.
Bree had always been a fantastic liar. She used it at work to get what she wanted from criminals. Sure, there were rules and regulations she needed to follow, but she excelled at bending them. It wasn’t her fault that most criminals didn’t know what the justice system could or couldn’t do.
The problem with that skill rested in her also often using it in ways that damaged her personal relationships. She’d used it to get out of situations and obligations because she’d rather focus on something else. That this something usually turned out to be a case didn’t seem to make it any better.
She often contemplated the gall of Sam to call her obsession with work a problem, while his own ambitions were just fine and dandy. Expected, even. Whenever she’d pointed that out, he’d had no answer and changed the subject. Yet, most of their arguments ended the same way—her apologizing for making a fuss about nothing, for not understanding his needs, and for getting him to where he needed to speak with his sponsor.
Bree sighed. She inspected the little wrinkles around her eyes and mouth—were those called laugh lines? She could never recall. They didn’t bother her as much as the weird lines on her throat.
Her mother had often said that you recognize a woman’s true age by looking at her neck and the back of her hands. She didn’t understand that comment when she was twenty and effortlessly beautiful while also being completely unaware of that fact. Now? She often preferred not to gaze at her reflection at all.
Then she wondered why she was moping in E’s bathroom, analyzing her physical appearance while questioning if she’d been wasting her life. What was wrong with her? A roaring bonfire awaited her outside, something she’d resigned herself to missing out on again. She washed her hands and face before heading back out.   
Bree wanted to dislike E, though she refused to contemplate why any farther than the neon-colored stop sign flashing in her head.
However, this tiny bundle of energy, with her wild corkscrew black curls, beautiful brown skin, and clothes that seemed a size too big, made it incredibly hard for Bree to do so. Even better, E called Seren out on her crap, and Bree appreciated that.
Smoke billowed from the bonfire—she’d missed the earthy scent of the pecan trees and the thick, musky smell, along with the hissing and sizzling pops of such gatherings—as Bree settled next to Seren onto one bench in front of the glowing embers.
Parker raced around with who she assumed were Bobby and Anne, and who appeared to be around his age, while E sat across from them chatting with an older man with a long white beard, wearing a camo Bass Pro Shops cap. Both held a bottle with clear liquid in their hands.
A young man dressed in overalls and a face full of black smudges, as if he had lain all day under cars, strode up to them, offering the same type of bottles to her and Seren.
“I shouldn’t,” Seren said, but accepted the bottle. “Thank you.”
Bree followed suit. “Thanks. What’s this?”
“The moon and the stars.”
“The moon and… Oh, you’re not talking about moonshine, are you?”
Seren grinned.
Bree laughed, both about the absurdity of her current situation, and from seeing prim and proper Seren Doyle sitting at a bonfire, laughing, and drinking bootleg.
“It’s the best you’ll ever taste,” Seren said, set aglow.
Bree concealed a shudder. “Been drinkin’ a lot of hooch?”
“Like I said, I used to live in—”
“Atlanta, yes.”
“Many of our friends were from rural Georgia, and there were quite a few… adventurous parties happening.”
Bree’s eyes widened. “And you actually attended them?” 
“Seems I’m not exactly what you’ve pegged me for, Mrs. Worrington,” Seren said, taking a sip of her bottle.
Bree’s gaze lingered on Seren’s throat and the muscle movements as she swallowed. She bit her lower lip before taking a first swig as well. Fire surged down her throat, lighting her esophagus, and turning her stomach into a lava pit.
She coughed. Tears brimmed before streaking down her cheeks. Bree almost dropped the bottle as she covered her mouth with the crook of her arm and coughed even harder.
Then a warm hand settled on her back and patted it with care, and when Bree turned her head, she met concerned sky-blue eyes, and she marveled that she’d never seen such a warm blue before.
Time seemed frozen, and all the background noise vanished—the kids’ hollering and laughing, E’s animated chatter with her other guests, even the crackling of the fire faded—instead, the muscle in Bree’s chest clenched before racing, fearing for its life as a stillness filled her mind, so vast that Bree worried that she wouldn’t remember her name.
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Seren struggled to breathe. She’d always kept her distance from people who weren’t Parker and Mateo. E had been the exception—someone with the capacity to crush her heart. But she hadn’t. No. Seren had been the culprit there. Mateo was harmless and never possessed the ability to steal her heart as anything more than a friend.
She had stayed away from women, despite Mateo’s encouragement to go out and meet someone, precisely because Seren Doyle was incapable of staying on the surface or dancing along the edge of a cliff. No. She’d dive deep, jump right off the stony, jagged precipice into the clear blue, sometimes dark and tempestuous water below.
You couldn’t trust her family. They were all involved with the Syndicate. She’d witnessed a man getting tortured through the cracks of a warehouse door as a child when her Nanny had been sick, and her father had taken her with him to ‘work.’ She’d heard the man’s screams and cries for mercy.
At an early age, Seren had learned that her family didn’t believe in mercy. In kindness. In forgiveness. And as she got older, she learned it didn’t matter who you were—if you violated the rules, if you betrayed their trust, you’d find yourself sprawled on the frigid stone floor, bleeding and crying, only to discover that it was too late.
How could she allow a loved one to be exposed to such a danger? E had known about her family ties, though Seren doubted she ever fully realized the grave danger she’d have been in had Seren not ended things between them when she did—when Paddy uttered his ultimatum.
All of that had resulted in Seren leading a solitary life, but she’d accepted this since it prevented losing anyone she loved. Then Mateo happened, and though their fathers had forced that union upon her—on them—she’d grown to love her husband dearly, and he’d given her the light of her life.
They’d wanted out because of Parker. Neither she nor Mateo wanted to imagine Parker taking over the Orion Syndicate. They refused to allow the cold and soul crushing despair that such a role would rain upon their delicate, sweet-natured, and effortlessly kind child to tear him apart. Had Mateo’s plan involved taking down the entire Syndicate and associates, or had he only planned for them to escape? She never found out, as they’d been at the very beginning of their attempt to sever their ties to the Orion Syndicate.
Having been flung—involuntarily and unexpectedly—into the orbit of one Gabriella Worrington had shaken Seren’s world to its core. From considering her a suspicious nuisance Seren had to endure to get Parker to safety, she’d thawed to Bree’s humor, her calm, and her unflinching and unapologetic zest for life.
Bree shone bright like the sun—and after decades in the shadows and denying herself the companionship her heart yearned for, Seren found herself quite unequipped to withstand the force of Bree’s comfort and unassuming affection.
Seren smiled at Bree, both lost and at home, before dread crawled up her spine and slithered back down to pool in her stomach. She was doomed. Worse, her affection doomed others. She couldn’t allow this. Besides, Bree was married and straight—that’s your assumption. She closed her eyes, and a rueful smile spread over her lips.
“Better?” she asked.
Bree coughed again, but it appeared fake, especially compared to the hacking sound she’d released earlier. It seemed more of an effort to gather her wits, and Seren could hardly blame her.
“Yes. Thank you. That’s some strong stuff.”
“Don’t tell me you’re a moonshine virgin, because if you are, I’ll revoke your southern heritage.”
Bree’s eyes narrowed.
Seren’s fingertips prickled, an annoying sign of attraction. She’d never admit it, but she often riled Bree up because she found her reaction almost irresistible.
“You can try. Are you sure your mama wasn’t a Yankee?”
Seren snorted. “I’m quite positive.”
“And for the record,” Bree started and leaned closer to a frozen Seren, almost whispering into her ear, “I’m not a virgin. Neither for hooch nor for… other activities you so often deem me ignorant of.”
Awash with Bree’s clean scent which mingled with the aroma of the surrounding night, Seren held back a shiver but the hairs on the nape of her neck rose, and she had to steel herself not to turn her head and claim Bree’s lips in a bruising kiss. This so wasn’t going according to plan. “That’s good to know,” she finally croaked.
“I’ve missed this,” Bree said with a smile.
Seren cleared her throat. “The bonfire?”
“Yes. We used to have one at least once a month when I was growing up. To be honest, missing the bonfire was my biggest regret about having to cancel on my parents. The last time, it had rained the entire time I was there.”
“I hope this works as a replacement.”
“It’s better. Here I get all the awesome parts but don’t have to deal with, well, my family.”
“I thought you guys got along?”
“Oh, we do all right. But you’re forever the child when you go back, and it’s taxing, the ‘yes, ma’am, no, sir’ spiel, when I want to shake them and scream.”
“And here I thought that’s how you feel about me quite often.”
Bree laughed. “I do, but with a different energy behind it.”
Seren chuckled. “I’d hope so. Though you are from the South.”
Bree bumped into her.
“Hey! Stop knocking the South,” E called. “You loved your time in Georgia, and you know very well we’re not all uncultured hillbillies.”
“That was never my preconceived notion,” Seren said, her ears reddening, but not from the heat of the fire.
“I still think her mama is secretly a Yankee and just told nobody.”
E laughed. “That would have been something. From what I’ve heard about her, I’m sure Mrs. D would have gotten a kick out of that.”
Seren offered a brittle smile and her heart ached. She missed her mother more than she could fathom. Life was a bitch. Cancer had visited both her parents, but while her father survived and thrived, it had ravaged her mother in a few quick months. She never got to meet Parker, who was born a few weeks after her passing.
“You guys really can’t stay until at least breakfast tomorrow?” E asked.
“I’m afraid not. We must leave early. Business in Austin, and then… The less you know, the better.”
E sighed. “This sucks. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. And your new girlfriend isn’t half bad. I’ll hook you up with coffee, though.”
Bree laughed. “Her old one isn’t either.”
Seren flushed, stuttering, “She isn’t… We’re not…”
E waved her off. “Yo, Parker, Bobby, Anne. Come here. I got some s’mores ready for you.”
The kids cheered and rushed toward E.
“Promise you’ll be back soon, and then you’ll stay for a little while?”
“I’ll try,” Seren said, staring at the
yellow and orange kaleidoscopes
at her feet as she allowed the heat to wash over her, never quite reaching the ice inside. She didn’t want to make promises she might be unable to keep.
“That’s all I can ask for,” E said, before being drawn into chatting with the kids while doling out treats.
Bree leaned closer to Seren. “Is E always this… blunt?”
Seren released a chuckle. “E’s a firecracker. She’s always refused to put up with my… more aggravating tendencies.”
“You have those? I wouldn’t have guessed.”
“Ha ha. You think you’re a riot, don’t you?”
“No. I know I am.”
Seren suppressed a sad smile. Bree was… annoyingly perfect for her, as in she was exactly the type of woman that Seren would fall for, and if they’d met under normal circumstances, Seren would have run away as fast as she could. She’d have been aloof and distant, trying to make Bree despise her.
It had been the only way to avoid getting involved with anyone. It proved easy to ward off or ignore a physical attraction, and Bree with her long blonde curls, striking beautiful hazel eyes, and a figure that had left Seren speechless and tongue-tied more than once, painted a gorgeous picture. Yet, that by itself, wouldn’t have spelled trouble for her. Seren’s predicament lay in Bree’s warmth and calm energy, which drew her in and rendered her defenseless.
All her life Seren had felt frozen. She rarely felt cold physically, more the opposite, and she’d often dreamed of living in Minnesota—though Rose Nylund remained the only standout thing from that state. Seren would’ve settled for one of the Dakotas as well, but her family business resided in California, and she could never escape that Sword of Damocles. Or at least, she had always thought so.
She never figured out where the cold that dwelled within her came from. Mateo’s wit and warm affection had loosened her somewhat, and Parker alone had meant she no longer felt as if she were seconds away from turning into a solid block of ice. Seren didn’t believe that another person could change this—for if her son hadn’t been enough to accomplish that, no one else would.
In fact, Seren doubted that someone could save another. Aside from the fact that most people were too busy dealing with their own traumas, waiting for another person to fix what was wrong inside you not only led you on a path of dependency, but it also amassed so much pressure on your partner that it condemned the relationship from the moment it started.
She wanted to be her own savior. She wanted to figure out how to melt the ice that had held her in its clutches for as long as she could remember. But she also would admit, to herself at least, that she wouldn’t mind if Bree held her hand while she worked toward this. Now they just needed to survive her plan to get her longstanding collection of incriminating evidence to the FBI headquarters.



eleven
They headed to bed after midnight, later than they’d intended but the normalcy, warmth, and the lively company after the stress of racing to Texas, afraid the mob would somehow catch up with them, had made both women reluctant to call it a night. This applied even more to Bree since she dreaded the conversation she’d promised they’d have.
Perhaps Seren would be too tired and fall asleep while Bree took a shower? She could dawdle, and… no. She didn’t want to be a coward, and Seren deserved answers.
Seren had used the bathroom first, and when Bree joined her—after once more resisting the urge to take forever and a short pep talk in front of the mirror—she found her awake in bed, curled up on her side, gazing at Bree, who slipped under the covers.
“Hey,” Seren rasped.
Bree rolled to her side to face her. “Hi.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Tonight. The ease and… fun. I didn’t realize how much I needed this.”
Bree smiled. “You’re welcome.”
“Parker had such a blast!”
“Yeah, he sure did.”
Seren exhaled harshly. “I’m so scared they’ll find him.”
“I get that. But how would they? We got away clean. You destroyed all evidence pointing our way. Ya even purged the yellow monstrosity.”
Seren chuckled and wrapped one of Bree’s blonde curls around her index finger. “Your hair is so pretty.”
Bree felt her face flush. “Thank you.”
“Some would call it yellow.”
“Oh, you!” Bree said, and pushed Seren back, who released the lock with a low laugh.
“I’m not the only one who’s easy,” Seren said.
Silence.
Seren’s mouth fell open. “That’s not… I didn’t…”
Bree burst out laughing. “You’re fine. Don’t worry.”
Seren rolled onto her back and closed her eyes. “I’ve met no one quite like you.”
“I’ve never heard that as anything other than an insult or a complaint.”
“That’s not how I mean it,” Seren rushed out.
“I know.”
“Then you don’t surround yourself with the right people.”
Bree stared at Seren for a moment before laughing. “I suppose it takes one to know one.”
Seren sighed. “Touché.”
“What do you want to know?” Bree said, bracing herself for a barrage of questions.
“So much, but it doesn’t matter.”
“Huh?”
Seren turned to face Bree again. “I have many questions. Some are likely too personal. We need to discuss the lawyer/mob situation, but I feel we should both be more alert for that.”
“OK.” Why would Seren back down now? Had she changed her mind? But then why would she say she had many questions? Did she want to placate Bree? Why did she fret that Seren refused to ask questions when she had been dreading the very thing mere seconds ago? None of this made any sense. Why would—
“Hey,” Seren whispered, shifting to move a strand of Bree’s hair out of her face. Her hand lingered, and Bree, who was perpetually cold, soaked up Seren’s warmth.
“Hmm?”
“I lost you right there. Where did you go?”
Bree shook her head.
“I just wanted to say that I respect your space, and the pace at which you are comfortable sharing things with me. Just because we got caught in this dilemma doesn’t mean you owe me anything, much less that I expect you to confide in me.”
“No, no. I want to!”
“But you’ve been so… reticent.”
“Don’t you mean secretive and tight-lipped?”
“You don’t owe me any secrets.”
Bree huffed. “That’s not what I—”
Seren cupped Bree’s cheek. “Yes, Bree. I do want to get to know you.”
Bree shut her eyes against the moisture welling and blurring her vision. “Sam’s a good man,” she croaked.
“I believe you.”
“He’s an alcoholic.”
Seren remained silent.
“He’s been sober for a long time, though,” Bree hurried to add.
“OK.”
Bree sighed. “It’s just… You have to walk on eggshells around him because you wanna avoid triggerin’ him into drinkin’ again. When you combine that with my argumentative personality…” She ground her jaw.
“You’re not that argumentative.”
“Says you.”
“I’ve been around you for over seventy-two hours straight. I’m quite stubborn, and we’d have gotten into plenty of fights if you were truly argumentative. Expressing your opinion or disagreeing with someone doesn’t mean you’re argumentative.”
Bree slumped her shoulders. “I suppose.”
“Hey. What is it?”
“I dunno. I just… I’ve spent the last two decades tryin’ to make sure I do nothing that upsets Sam, either, so he wouldn’t drink early on, and then so that he remained sober.”
“You are not responsible for the actions of another,” Seren said.
“No, but when we argue or fight… He gets this look, and I… He often goes to his meetings after our disagreements.”
“How do you know?”
“Well, he tells me, of course. There’s a break in what we’re talking about, and then… he says he’s gotta go talk to Tim. That’s his sponsor.” She shrugged.
Seren blinked rapidly. “So during an argument he pauses and says he needs to see his sponsor?”
“Yes?” Why did Seren seem so shocked?
“That sounds… manipulative.”
“No, no. He’s not… I don’t think he…” How could she explain the dynamic of their almost twenty-five-year relationship so that Seren would understand? Most people didn’t.
“What?”
Bree rolled her lips. “I met Sam when I was sixteen. We didn’t date until I was eighteen, broke up when I was nineteen for a while, and then we got married a year later. When I was twenty-one, we had Temperance.” She smiled. “I finished my studies and law school. In my first year of law school, I got pregnant and had Faith. Sam supported my ambition. He shared it. We were lucky because his parents are well off, and they liked me. So, financially, we had support and that allowed both of us to focus on our careers. The kids… I wish I’d been home more, but I wasn’t terribly absent.”
“I didn’t think you were. You seem to love children.”
“I do. They are wonderful, especially when they are so young. Parker is at the perfect age. I wish you could bottle them at ten and keep them like that forever.”
Seren laughed. “I can see that.”
“But I haven’t been happy in years. Sam and I… we are technically no longer together.” Bree’s heart drummed in her chest. She hadn’t shared this with anyone.
Seren furrowed her brows. “What does that mean?”
“Sam wants to run for governor next year, and this is a long-term plan of his. For us to get divorced in the middle of that would look terrible, but we realized two years ago that we’re both unhappy.”
“Oh.”
“We have told no one. Not even the kids. I sleep in the guestroom at the house. He’d offered to take it himself, but I… I wanted out of the bedroom. Even though we’ve moved, it’s packed with memories, and I…” She sighed. “I prefer the guest room.”
“OK.”
“My mama is gonna be so upset.” Bree rubbed her eyes and stiffened her jaw. She refused to cry over this.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re an adult. What does it matter to them if you’re no longer… technically married? Besides, you said no one knows, so how—”
“Because I don’t want to keep living like this! I hate it.”
“Like what?”
“I’m living a lie. I’ll always love Sam for the past, the kids, but I don’t love him anymore, yet I share my life, my days with him. We are still acting like a happy couple for public appearances, and with him running for governor, things will only get worse. There will be so many functions, and I don’t want any of it!”
“What about your job or career? Would a divorce impact that?”
“I doubt it. To be honest, I don't care. I’m where I wish to be, and I have no ambitions to move up any further.”
“There are few higher steps on the ladder from where you are.”
“True. I wouldn’t mind just being a regular old prosecutor or whatever. Doing something else. I’m so tired. Not of my job, but of my life, and that makes my job harder.”
“I can imagine.”
Bree turned back to Seren. “I’m sorry that I’m such a selfish mess. I try not to be, but—”
“Shh,” Seren murmured and silenced Bree with a finger on her lips.
Bree’s eyes widened. They hadn’t been especially tactile so far, though she also acknowledged that something had changed between them in the last twenty-four hours. However, things were so uncertain on too many fronts that Bree felt frozen, unsure how to navigate the dissonance between her emotional impulses—and she had the sad tendency to follow them more than anything else—and her rational mind that sounded a shrill and angry klaxon in her head.  
“You worry too much about the most ludicrous things. And don’t think I’m making light of your concerns here, but…” Seren sighed and trailed her finger over Bree’s cheek.
Bree’s nerves erupted to life and each touch of Seren’s skin on hers tingled. She forced herself to continue breathing regularly.
“You are wonderful, kind, and compassionate. You are amazing with Parker, and my son is the most attuned judge of character I’ve ever met. His reaction to you is why I didn’t dump you in the next city early on.”
Bree chuckled through her tears. “He’s such a sweet boy.”
“He is. But my point is, you’ve been nothing but kind and helpful to us, and again, being ambitious doesn’t make you selfish. Caring about your job and the work you do there doesn’t make you selfish. I don’t know your husband, but it sounds to me as if he’s the selfish one.”
Bree opened her mouth to contradict Seren, but something in her eyes—a sort of steely determination—stopped her.
“If you don’t wish to continue living your life as you’ve been doing, then don’t. You don’t owe anyone your time, much less your happiness. He’ll figure things out.”
“It’s that easy?”
Seren shrugged. “I’m no expert here, given that I’ve allowed Paddy to rule my life, even arrange a marriage for me.”
Bree frowned. “But I thought you loved Mateo?”
“I did. But not in a romantic way. We were best friends.”
“But Parker?”
“You realize there are ways to conceive that do not involve intercourse?”
Bree flushed. “Yes, of course.”
Seren smiled.
“What do we do now?”
Seren clasped Bree’s hand. “Now, we sleep, and we will worry about the rest tomorrow.”
“All right. I can do that.” Bree settled deeper into her pillow, squeezing Seren’s hand but not releasing it.
“Good night,” Seren said, getting comfortable as well while also allowing their fingers to stay intertwined.
“Good night,” Bree whispered, closing her eyes, overcome both by the warmth that had seeped inside and the comfort of having Seren so close. Perhaps they would find a way out of all of this—a path to lay their demons to rest.



twelve
They woke up right before six a.m., and after a quick breakfast and two huge thermoses full of coffee, courtesy of E’s insane coffee collection that resulted in Bree taking forever to decide which flavor she wanted to try, they hit the road.
They’d shared somber goodbyes with everyone. Parker had clung to Seren, and she’d been in tears, full of sorrow and fear, but this presented their only chance to free themselves from a past that suffocated their present and that would rob Parker of a future of his choosing.
They drove in silence for the first thirty minutes, each lost in thought.
“He’ll be OK,” Bree said after a beat, tearing Seren out of her gloom train of catastrophizing thoughts.
Had she said something out loud? “He has to be. Do you really think it was best to leave him with E? Would it have been better to keep him with us?” Didn’t that question come too late? E had always been Seren’s escape plan for Parker, even with Mateo still around. Why did she question this now?
“I’m assuming your family doesn’t know about E?”
Seren shook her head. “My father had found out I was involved with a woman in college, and he was… less than pleased. He didn’t know who she was, and I suspect it didn’t matter to him. He only cared about me coming back to California and leaving all that… unfortunate nonsense behind.”
“But Parker has met E.”
She nodded. “Paddy needed surgery about a year after Mateo died, and… I took that opportunity to head to E’s.”
“And you brought Parker along?”
“Yes. I needed to attend a conference in Austin around the same time, and so Parker and I stayed at the farm for a few days. They hit it off right away. He’d known about her before, but only from stories, and she obviously heard about him.”
“No one followed you?”
Had they, and she just hadn’t noticed it back then? An icy shiver ran down her back. Was that how they made her cooperation with the FBI? Impossible. They never would have allowed it to continue for as long as it did.
“I doubt it. I’d signaled that I’d stopped my efforts to turn all our enterprises legit or, better, eliminate the ones that wouldn’t pass muster for such an attempt. I’d even relented on expanding into human trafficking.” Nausea still swept through her when she recalled that meeting.
Bree’s head snapped toward her. “What?”
Seren’s eyes widened. Did Bree think her capable of that? Her stomach dropped, and she clenched her jaw as if bracing for impact. “I didn’t plan to go through with it. I wanted to placate them while I built a case against them. That’s also what I did when I was here, stored all my evidence in Austin. At a bank.”
Bree exhaled harshly. The tension seeping from her shoulders was almost palpable to Seren.
“I’m not a monster,” she whispered, her knuckles paling as she gripped the steering wheel.
“I know you’re not.” Bree reached out and grasped one of Seren’s hands, loosened its grip on the wheel and squeezed it.
The relief coursing through Seren at Bree’s touch almost made her dizzy. “You’re such an icicle.” She chuckled.
Bree tightened her hold. “And you’re a perpetual furnace.”
“Hmm, yes, but shouldn’t the change at least give you a taste of heat sometimes?”
“Oh, hush!” Bree huffed, and pushed Seren’s hand away before crossing her legs.
“On a more serious note, I wouldn’t have brought Parker here if I were concerned that E had ever been on my family’s radar.”
“Of course not.”
“But I still worry.”
“The lot of every parent, every day.”
“Amen,” Seren said with a sigh.
“What about the neighbors?”
“What about them? They’ve known E for years, but they don’t spend that much time together. I doubt they took pictures last night or would put them all over social media.”
“Hmm, you never know. Kids document everything these days.”
“Maybe. But we’d have noticed someone taking pictures.”
“Yeah. He’s gonna be fine.”
“Yes.” Seren’s hands clenched on the wheel again. She wasn’t sure who tried to convince whom at this point. They had to be right. If anything were to happen to her son…
When they arrived at the bank, Bree seemed to hesitate. “Should I stay in the car?”
Seren shrugged, unsure of what had prompted the question. “If you want to?”
“I don’t wanna get you in trouble.”
Seren’s brows furrowed. “By joining me to see my safe deposit box?”
“There are cameras.”
“And?”
“Consider who we are.”
Seren frowned. “Do you think… the footage, I mean, how would your people know where to look? Not as if you’re keeping tabs on all banks in the US.”
Bree worried her lower lip and Seren’s gaze drifted to her generous mouth. “No. But there’s facial recognition software. Your family isn’t the only one looking for you.”
“All right. What do you suggest? You can’t pick it up for me because you have to show ID.”
“Are you sure? Some banks accept everyone if they present the matching key.”
“I’m sure because that’s the security setting I’ve chosen. I wanted to avoid the risk of the wrong people finding the key and gaining access.”
“Yeah, that was smart, but sucks a bit now.”
Seren snorted. “Not sure I’ve ever heard the phrase ‘sucks a bit.’”
“Be serious!”
Seren canted her head. “You’re really worried about this.”
“Yes! I’m quite familiar with how the FBI works, and—”
“Look, we need those documents and files. Without them, they might weasel their way out, and then what? I can’t run for the rest of my life. Parker.” Seren raised and dropped her arms. “They are on our side in the end, right?”
“I’d hope so.”
Seren’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead. “You must understand how unnerving it is to hear you say that?”
“What? Oh. Well. I suppose. I sometimes don’t think about that. My position and all.”
“Go on.”
“How did they find out that you’re working with us?”
“A mole somewhere on your side. Or perhaps something I did?” Seren shook her head.
“Maybe they didn’t believe my change of heart. My father is also a horrible human being obsessed with power and the success of the Syndicate. He never wanted me to be in charge.”
Bree sighed. “OK. That’s… a lot to unpack here, but I’m more concerned about the first possibility. We’ve always known the Syndicate has law enforcement members on their side, though we couldn’t prove anything yet, and—”
“That’s also part of my evidence.”
“What? You know who’s involved with you guys?”
“Not a fan of the ‘you guys’ part, but yes. Of course. I won’t know every single one of them because there are rival factions within the organization that have their own little side projects.”
“Makes sense.”
“Either way. We have no choice. I need to get the files, and then we head to Washington. Someone there must want the Syndicate to go down.”
“I’m sure most of them do.”
“I hope so.” Otherwise, they’d be… up the creek without a paddle, as E liked to say.
“All right. It’s better for me to stay here then,” Bree said.
“Agreed. They don’t need you on their radar, too.” Seren tried to ward off the heat that suffused her, and she gritted her teeth. Realizing that this pit-stop could endanger Bree even further, strained her ability to appear calm and nonchalant. She didn’t need this, given what she set out to do.
“Hurry back,” Bree rasped and reached out to squeeze Seren’s hand.
Seren nodded grimly and left the car. The bank wasn’t as busy as she’d feared, and she encountered no problems with getting to the deposit box.
She’d saved a lot of documents, but there were also hard drives with electronic files. Then there were a few series of pictures, some audio and video recordings, which were also stored on the hard drives, but Seren preferred several copies of everything—everything that wasn’t a hard copy.
“I’ll leave you to it,” the woman said after handing Seren her box and showing her the cubicle where she could examine its contents.
“Thank you.” Seren didn’t move until she no longer heard the woman’s footsteps.
She unlocked the box and placed her empty duffle bag next to it. Relief flooded her when she saw nothing was amiss, and she hurried to transfer the contents into the bag. This should be more than enough to strike a fatal blow against the Orion Syndicate and others.
At first, she hadn’t wanted to show Bree her files because she loathed to taint her future work, but then she realized it wouldn’t make a difference. Bree was already too embroiled in this mess and would have to recuse herself from any case relating to the Syndicate regardless. 
A part of her felt she should regret having pulled Bree into this, but against all odds, having her with them had been an utter relief. Seren tried to squash her attraction to Bree and depending on the proximity between them, she was more or less successful, but having Bree with them wasn’t only good for Parker, Seren also felt less anxious and wired in her presence—at least regarding the more negative aspects of these emotions.
She fastened her bag and exited the basement back into the main lobby of the bank, turning to leave the building when a middle-aged man in a suit and tie rushed toward her.
Seren tightened her grip on the pouch as tension wracked her frame.



thirteen
Bree shuffled in her seat, gazing out at the entrance of the bank, growing more restless with each passing minute. What if Seren’s files were gone? But she had stored it in a vault, and since this was a reputable establishment, there shouldn’t be a problem.
Then again, the mob had their fingers in every pie, so why not be involved in a bank? How long had the Syndicate known that Seren is cooperating with the FBI? Perhaps they had planned to first get all the evidence and then take her out as the final step in saving their organization.
Was that too far-fetched? Seren had described the Syndicate as a sprawling organization full of internal competition and strife, so could they pull off something like that? Bree knew how organized crime worked, to a degree, as much as a prosecutor could, and that surely differed from Seren’s knowledge, or that of other higher-up members.
Then, she realized that her eldest daughter would try to call her this weekend for their weekly chat and fail to reach her, only to panic. To avert that, and to stop her head from driving her insane with questions to which she had no answers, she called Temperance.
“Hello? Who is this?”
“Hi, honey.”
“Mom! What phone are you calling from? I don’t recognize the number. I almost didn’t answer.”
“Something’s wrong with my old one, so for now, I’m using this one. Grab a pen and jot down my number in case you want to call me while… all of this is still ongoing.”
“Why didn’t you put your sim-card into the new phone?”
“Oh honey, you know I’m not up to date with all that technology.” She gave Tempe her number.
“Got it. What about Dad?”
Bree scoffed. “Please. Your dad isn’t any better. Besides, remember, I’m in Alabama.”
“Oh, I totally forgot. Is granny nearby? Let me talk to her. We haven’t spoken in ages, and Grandma Mary says hi, too.”
“I can’t. I’m out right now. How are things at your new place? Did you settle in nicely? I’m glad you got rid of those roommates and now got your own place.”
“They weren’t that bad. But yeah. It’s great having my own space and being near Grandma Mary. I’m busy with work. There’s this couple that lives next door to Grandma, and she’d introduced us after I’d first moved here, when she insisted on finding me friends. We hung out a while back, and it’s nice living closer to them, too. They helped Grandma during the pandemic, and they are great. You should… meet them one day.”
“Oh, that’s sweet.”
“So can I still call you on the weekend, or will you be busy?”
“You can try calling, and if I don’t answer, then—”
“Yes, yes,” Temperance said, laughing.
“You know your grandparents.”
“I gotta go, Mom. Thanks for checking in. Talk later. Bye.”
“Bye bye, honey.” Bree hung up and sighed. She glanced at her watch. This brief phone call had only delayed her worrying herself into an early grave. 
The burner phone was as plain as they came, without internet or games on it (Bree didn’t count the snake game which she hadn’t played in forever, and which used to make her testy. She refused to even look at it now).
Bree stuffed the phone back into her jacket pocket and shifted her gaze back to the bank, observing the pedestrians milling about the area, all busy and seemingly with a clear destination.
She almost envied them—their carefreeness, their existences devoid of organized crime or the FBI chasing them down. Yet, what did she know about them and their struggles?
People always assumed that their lot was worse, and that they were carrying the biggest cross, but in the end, so did everyone else. Her mama always said, ‘now Gabriella Anne, don’t you go believin’ anyone’s pain is less than yours because you don’t carry it, but also don’t you ever believe your pain is nothin’ ‘cause there are people who got it worse. The Lord doesn’t give you more than you can handle.’ Bree sometimes thought God confused her with a body builder.
Lost in thought, she almost missed Seren rushing out of the building and hurrying toward her. She sat up straighter. Did something happen?
Seren tore open the backdoor and stowed her duffle bag before plopping into the driver’s seat. “Ready?”
“You got everything?”
Seren nodded, but she seemed agitated. Or was Bree imagining that because of her own worries?
“Let’s go then.”
Seren started the car. “Let’s head to Memphis.”
“Will you let me drive part of the way?”
Seren chuckled and steered the vehicle into the busy traffic.
“You are ridiculous.”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
“Did you run into any issues?”
“As a matter of fact, I did.” Seren turned and entered the freeway.
“Well?” Bree urged when Seren didn’t continue.
“My box appeared untouched and contained everything I’d placed in it last time. I’d put it all in my bag, then made to leave when a man approached me in the lobby.”
“What did he want?”
“My heart nearly stopped because I thought it was someone from the FBI, or worse, a muscle from the mob whom I’ve never met. Because if you think about it, and I’ve contemplated this extensively after our last conversation—the Syndicate is vast, and we are involved in everything, never mind that the upper levels are cagy and all have their own little group that guards their secret viciously, and—”
“Seren Doyle, I will strangle you if ya don’t tell me what happened!” Was she joking? Didn’t she realize how worried Bree had been?
Seren glanced at Bree for a second before releasing a soft chuckle and returning her focus to the road. “Brad… something. I don’t recall his last name. He wanted to sell me something. Apparently, he’d done his homework and recognized me, and so—”
“Are you serious? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Seren frowned. “I just did.”
“You don’t…” Bree unclenched her jaw and released a deep breath. “You don’t find it suspicious that this guy recognized you on sight? You are not a celebrity, and we aren’t even in California. However, we are fleein’ from the mob while also tryin’ to avoid the FBI since we cannot be sure where this leak originated. Any of this ring a bell?”
“Yes, but—”
“Anyone who’s recognizin’ you, especially in a place where you’re storin’ incriminating information about your Syndicate—”
“You know I hate it when you call it that,” Seren grumbled.
“That’s hardly the point. Besides, you are the head of the Orion Syndicate.”
Seren huffed. “In name only, if you consider that said Syndicate put a hit on me and my son.”
Bree waved her off. “Details.”
Seren’s eyebrow raised. “Very important details.”
“Not for this. He could’ve tried stallin’, or maybe he put feelers out to see what you’re up to. Either way, I’m bettin’ good money that he’s ratted you out to someone. The question remains, who is he workin’ for?”
“You’re overreacting.”
“I’m not! You are just a terrible criminal.” Alternatively, Seren lied to her, and that thought ached much more than any pain Bree could recall, so she flung her suspicions to the moon and sought to ignore them bouncing back down.
Seren snorted. “Paddy would agree with you.”
Bree grimaced. “Not somethin’ I’m fixin’ to do.”
“You need to calm down. No one followed us, and we’re on our way to Washington. We likely only need one or two stops at the most, and—”
“Those are overnight stops. Besides, how can you be sure that you weren’t followed? You who didn’t consider that Brad recognizing you is a problem?”
“I’m not that incompetent. We’ll be fine,” Seren said, drumming on the steering wheel.
“Famous last words,” Bree muttered. Of all the criminals she had to run away with, it had to be this woman who seemed more predisposed to be a harmless librarian than a petty thief, much less the boss of a notorious crime syndicate.
Bree would have her work cut out for her. She didn’t doubt Seren had collected incredible evidence against major players—for heaven’s sake—against her own father, but she seemed so hopeless when it came to how the criminal mind worked.
How fortuitous for Seren that Bree had stopped by to complain about the obnoxious HOA, and while they still needed to settle the tree issue, she would prove indispensable on this crazy mission to bring down the mob.
Bree had worked toward taking down organized crime for years, and sure, this wasn’t the way she’d expected to reach her goal, and she wouldn’t be able to lead the prosecution, but that didn’t matter as long as these horrible people were brought to justice.
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Seren felt abashed because it hadn’t occurred to her that Brad shouldn’t have recognized her. But did he really? She had opened the account under an alias, and when he approached her, she’d been so relieved that he didn’t belong to the FBI or the mob, that she went with it and hurried to finish the conversation so they could continue their drive.
Besides, she had hated leaving Bree alone for too long. She looked at Bree and noted her shifting and drumming her fingers on her thigh. It seemed as if Bree didn’t believe they’d be fine. Or didn’t she believe Seren? Why did the idea of the latter upset her more?
They drove a few more miles in silence, but the question that had popped into Seren’s head earlier, at the end of their little argument over Brad from the bank, and that she’d attempted to ignore, resurfaced and tap danced in her mind.
This drove her up the wall, and Mateo had always said she should open up—that she needed to share her needs and worries with people she cared about because often, misunderstandings caused more drama and harm than what actually and intentionally happened. Like when the seemingly short-tempered and upset friend turned out to be hungry or tired.
She cleared her throat. “Did you…”
“What is it?” Bree’s gaze focused on her. She seemed to zone in on Seren’s tone.
“I told you the truth about Brad and the bank. He must have seen it pop up somewhere that I was there and then maybe he asked someone, and they pointed him toward me? That bank holds quite a bit of my money, and he likely just saw it as another profitable opportunity.”
“OK.”
“It’s not as if he knows my real name, and—”
Bree frowned. “Wait, what?”
Seren sighed. “I told you that Mateo wanted us to leave. We didn’t get as far as we’d have liked before he died, but we had alternative identities. I mean, we have that with the Syndicate, too, but it’s not like I could have used one of those since Paddy might track them. Scratch that, I’m sure he’s tracking them, and—”
“What you’re saying is that Brad didn’t recognize Seren Doyle, but went after a client who has a substantial holding at his bank, and whose name isn’t in any shape or form connected to you? The real you?”
“Yes?” Why was Bree flushing?
Bree closed her eyes before raising her hands in the air, then dropping them. “I swear, you’ll be the death of me,” she hissed.
Seren’s eyes widened. Her influence often spelled trouble for others, but she had tried all her life not to be the death of people. So why would…
“You realize you could have led with that? ‘Oh, Bree, don’t worry. Brad only recognized my fake identity.’ The one that hoards loads of money at the bank.”
“I don’t hoard—”
“You always focus on the irrelevant part of what I’m saying!”
“I’m sorry?”
Bree huffed. “Seren, I’m not mad at you.”
“Could have fooled me,” Seren mumbled and dipped her head.
“I was scared. I worried you were lying, and that… I don’t know.” She heaved a sigh. “I always seem to trust the wrong people in my private life, and I thought…”
Seren grasped Bree’s hand and rubbed her thumb over her icy fingers.
“I’m telling the truth. I haven’t lied to you, and that won’t change. Please believe me. I’m not like… these other people, but I’m not used to sharing things, and I need you to cut me some slack. I don’t keep things from you intentionally. Just sometimes, it’s all so clear in my head, but…”
“I don’t live in your head.”
Seren smiled. “Yes.”
“Duly noted.”
“Thank you.” Seren offered a genuine smile to Bree before focusing fully on the road once more. Wouldn’t do to have an accident now that her head had once more settled down. 
As they passed a slew of exits, Seren knew it would be smart to allow Bree to drive as well, and she didn’t doubt her ability to drive safely toward their next destination, but it would mean relinquishing control.
After graduating college, Seren had given up control over her life and most major decisions. To be fair, she hadn’t had many choices before she’d gone to university, yet her time in Atlanta had been an eye-opening and exhilarating experience since for the first time, she had made every single decision based on her own true desires. For a while, Seren had been almost dizzy with the assortment of choices before her.
Perhaps the return to how things used to be before Atlanta came as such a shock after having experienced a different, freer existence. She sometimes wondered why she’d allowed all this to happen. Why had she permitted her father to control her life?
Would she have changed or rebelled if Mateo had been awful? If he hadn’t possessed such a gentle and kind heart, or if he had been interested in acquiring a wife in all aspects, and not just as a pretense? Would that have set Seren free? She’d never know. Not that it mattered.
She also wouldn’t change anything at this point because all of this had given her Parker. However, if she had made another choice back then after graduation, if she’d followed E’s wishes for her future—their future— would there be a different, older child now? Or children? She wasn’t sure anymore that E had ever wanted children, though she had wanted a life with Seren.
What made this more tragic was that Seren had longed for a life at E’s side as well, but precisely because of that desire, she’d ended things. It was easier to lose E as a romantic partner than to lose her forever. Paddy would have had no qualms about eliminating E as the obstacle he had perceived her to be.
No. There had never been another choice. Still, this got her Parker, and she had kept E’s friendship. If only she wasn’t faced with the conundrum of Bree, the moment when everything changed once more.
“I love it when you ignore everything I say,” Bree said, the edge in her tone drawing Seren’s attention to the present and away from her mental meanderings.
Her fingers traced over her necklace. “Excuse me?”
Bree sighed. “We’ve been driving for four hours. I gotta pee, and we should use this break to fill up on gas and get you some more caffeine. Alternatively, you could allow me to drive.”
Seren glanced at the gauge. They could drive for a while longer, but they’d made good time, so a quick pit stop wouldn’t be an issue. “All right.” Five minutes later, she took the next exit and headed for the closest gas station.
“You go inside and pay while I pump the gas. Get some caffeine for both of us and something to eat?” Bree suggested.
“What? You’re already out of the ton of candy you bought?”
“That wasn’t a lot of candy!”
“To you,” Seren said with a chuckle, and left.
“I was more thinking of snacks, but sweets are always welcome,” Bree called after her before she settled next to the pump.
Seren snorted. “Right.”
Back in the car, after Bree had finished filling up the tank and both used the restroom, Seren handed her a plastic bag.
Bree rummaged through its content. “Ohh, Twizzlers and chicken wings? A woman after my heart.”
Seren flushed. “Here.” She handed Bree a large bottle.
“Ice cold sweet tea? Oh, I could kiss ya. Thank you.”
Seren avoided her gaze and fumbled with her own bottle. This Bree issue worsened by the hour. She sighed.
“Seren Doyle, did you join the dark side and got yourself some sweet tea?”
Seren’s gaze snapped back to her. “What? No, no. See.” She held up her bottle.
Bree grimaced. “Unsweetened tea? What is your childhood trauma?” She shuddered.
Seren opened her mouth to reply, but stopped when Bree raised her hand. “No. Dumb question. Never mind. You come from a long line of mob bosses. I’m not sure I wanna know your childhood trauma. Most definitely not on an empty stomach.”
Seren shook her head. “You are unbelievable. But there are stories to tell. My grandfather Owney alone—”
“Mm-hmm.” Bree bit into a wing and, after a moment, wiped her mouth on a napkin. “Takes one to know one, but I’d say we’ve established that already.”
Seren rolled her eyes and bit into her ham and cheese sandwich before turning the key in the ignition. “Ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.” Bree froze and dropped her wing back into its container. “You said your grandfather Owney. Are you…” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you telling me that your grandfather was Owney Madden? The one they called The Killer? Owner of the Cotton Club?”
“Caught up on that, huh?”
“Wait… you said the Orion Syndicate has been in your family for generations, but Owney immigrated from Ireland to the United States, and his family before wasn’t involved with organized crime.”
“That’s correct.”
“But then…”
“You assume that only Paddy has ties to the mob, or that the Orion Syndicate was always called that.”
Bree blinked rapidly. “Your mother?”
“Yes.”
“Both of your parents are the heirs to crime organizations?”
Seren’s face darkened. “Well, my mother was, seeing as she passed away shortly before Parker was born.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Bree squeezed Seren’s thigh.
Seren gritted her teeth as heat crawled up her neck. “It’s all right.”
“I still struggle to wrap my head around this.”
“Mateo and I were both born into organized crime and our marriage was an effort to combine our… businesses. That’s not uncommon.”
“So that’s what happened with your parents?”
“Yes.”
“But then why did Paddy become the leader, whereas you took over instead of Mateo? It seems like your mother was from a longer line of… enterprises?”
“The Orion Syndicate is more powerful than the Torres Cartel. But yeah.” She shrugged.
“Go on.”
“While mom came from a more powerful group, she was the only heir, and back then, it was even more unthinkable for a woman to lead than it was ten years ago when I took over.”
“How progressive of Paddy.”
Seren released a dark chuckle. “It wasn’t. He had no other choice. His health took a turn for the worse back then. It’s better now, but it looked as if he was going to die. We were in the process of a big merger, and he didn’t want to risk it falling through or us getting the short end of the stick, so to speak.”
“So he abdicated.”
“If you can call it that. Once he was better, he worked to take back the reins, but I wouldn’t let him. I suppose he only relented because he was still pretty weak. Or perhaps he’d already started to undermine me from the inside.”
“How so?” Bree asked.
“I doubt he could have planned my assassination in the spur of the moment. No. This… He’s been rebuilding in the shadows.”
“Do you think he always planned to move against you?”
Seren shrugged. “I wouldn’t be shocked, as obsessed as he is with power. Though I think it was more his inability to give up control, and well… He might have needed to ensure that I would lead the Syndicate according to his vision and did nothing crazy.”
“More like a controlling back-up plan?”
“Yes. Of course, I had to make waves.” Seren sighed.
“You mean when you tried to turn the business… legit?”
“Yes. We have a real estate company that is legal and has never been involved in anything relating to the Syndicate. I wished to branch out from there. Establish more such businesses and slowly close the old avenues of… commerce.”
Bree snorted. She picked up her food again. “You’re all nuts.”
“I never denied that.”
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They found a semi-decent hotel in Memphis that wasn’t booked to its teeth—college football season—and while Seren took a shower, Bree settled on her bed to pore over the materials from the bank. Her heart pounded in her chest, reminding her of the jackhammer that spewed out motes of dust and assaulted all their eardrums the summer she’d turned sixteen when her daddy had decided they needed a new driveway.
She sat cross-legged on the bed, leafing through page after page of the most meticulous collection of evidence she’d ever encountered. There were receipts, images, detailed accounts of movements, mergers, payments, contracts, even murder. Perhaps she’d have to adjust her image of Seren from harmless librarian to devious accountant.
She suppressed a scoff. And to think the FBI had been licking their collective chops over what Seren had already revealed to them—yet she’d held back the biggest and most important information.
Bree had been a prosecutor for a long time, and this was as much of an open-shut case as she’d ever seen. Though, she’d never encountered this in such a high-profile proceeding. They would not just dismantle one of the most infamous crime syndicates, they’d also be able to take down many of their associates and imprison the upper echelon of these organizations.
All because of Seren and her evidence. No wonder they were out to stop her. Did her father and his cronies know what kind of information Seren possessed?
“Hey,” Seren’s raspy voice drew Bree out of her reverie.
“Hey.”
“Find anything interesting?” Seren asked before rummaging through her bag and dropping her towel to get dressed.
Bree flushed and averted her gaze, focusing back on the writings on the sheets strewn over her bed. She wouldn’t call herself a prude—she’d even been to a sauna once where she’d shown up naked, much like everyone else—but the habit of dressing and undressing in front of another, so completely nonchalant and unaffected, still baffled her.
The first time Seren had done that, Bree’s eyes had widened so much that it was a wonder they didn’t roll out of her skull before she’d almost choked to death on her sweet tea. She’d felt dazed, like she had when she’d almost knocked herself unconscious with a wheelbarrow. A story she’d also not share without lots of alcohol involved.
“Did you?” Seren settled on the mattress. Now fully dressed.
“Huh?”
Seren chuckled and shifted to be more comfortable. “You’ve been engrossed in all this for hours. Anything interesting?”
“It hasn’t been hours!” Bree glanced at the clock. “It’s not my fault ya taking forever-long showers.”
“Sure.”
“This is… insane.”
“How so?”
“How did you gather all this information? Some of this goes back…” Her gaze wandered from page to page. “Over ten years?”
“Hmm.”
“Didn’t you start after Mateo died?”
“Yes, but I am quite aware where the Syndicate and most of its associates bury their bodies—financially and literally.”
Bree groaned. “It’s no surprise they wanna kill you.”
“I doubt they realize the full scope of the data I’ve collected.”
“Let’s hope so, because if they did…” Bree heaved a sigh.
“Indeed.”
“Why were you holding this information back from the FBI?”
“Who says I did that?”
“Come on. Don’t get defensive. This is me asking.”
Seren sighed. “I wanted an extra bit of security, and I can’t say I’m all that trusting of law enforcement, especially when I know that some of you are compromised.”
“I’m not law enforcement. I’m an officer of the court.”
Seren waved her off. “Same difference. And I didn’t mean you personally, just your side of things.”
“Isn’t that the side you wish to be on, too?”
“Yes, but sometimes what we want doesn’t matter as much as the reality we face.”
Bree held her gaze before deciding to change the subject. “Have you spoken to E? How’s Parker?”
“They’re both fine.”
“That’s good.” Bree exhaled in a rush as relief spread through her.
“I still worry,” Seren voiced after a moment of protracted silence.  
“Of course you do, but he’s in good hands. You trust E, right?”
“With my life.” She released an aggrieved chuckle. “With Parker’s life, apparently.”
“They don’t know E, and it’s more likely that they will catch up with us, especially after your run-in with Brad at the bank.” Bree failed at keeping a stern face.
Seren groaned.
“Why did you guys split, anyway?” Bree switched the topic since she didn’t relish a repeat of Seren disappearing in one of her moods.
“Brad?”
“What?” Bree frowned. “You and E.”
“Oh, I had to go back to California, and my life… It wasn’t something I’d want for… for someone I loved.”
“Why didn’t you leave? You were already on the other side of the country.”
Seren stared at her with wide eyes.
“What? Your father wouldn’t have let you go?”
“I’m an only child.”
“OK.”
“Recall that the Syndicate has been in my family for generations. I also mentioned that Paddy is big on tradition.”
Bree shrugged. “That doesn’t mean that—”
“He’d have killed E.”
The pencil in Bree’s hand dropped to the bed.
Seren tilted her head. “You seem to still be underestimating my father. Rather curious, given your profession.” 
Bree stifled a sigh. How to explain? “I compartmentalize.”
“Excuse me?”
“I told you I’m quite obsessed with my job, and that I spend way too much time thinking about work. Once I’m on a case, that’s all I live and breathe. It’s been a huge topic of contention between Sam and me. However, the problem isn’t as easy as it seems.”
“Your obsession and focus?”
Bree nodded. “The only way for me to think of something else, to avoid drowning in a case at the expense of everyone and everything else, is to shove it all in a neat little box and close the lid. Lock it up.”
“I’m not sure I follow, or that I understand how that relates to our discussion.”
“Early in our marriage, Sam complained I was gone for too long, but it wasn’t just the hours. It was my inability to turn off my brain. I was never off the clock, not mentally, at least. So, I tried to compartmentalize. Once I got home, I put all my thoughts and ideas about my cases in a box and closed it.”
“That doesn’t sound like a good idea. What if you’d had an inspiration to solve a case while in the shower?”
Bree raised her eyebrows.
“What? I have my best ideas there,” Seren said, and pulled a pillow close to her chest.
Images of Seren under hot, streaming water derailed Bree’s train of thoughts. She needed to get a grip on this.
“Go on.”
Bree cleared her throat. “Right. Yes, you’re correct. It’s not ideal, and I’m sure it has slowed me down in some areas, but it was the only path to make peace at home and to allow me to focus on our family without intrusive thoughts of work.”
“And now?”
“I’ve done the same. I pushed all the mob business, what it means and, well, what I know about organized crime and their operations, into my drawer and locked it. So you were all that was left.” Bree avoided cringing, barely. She shouldn’t have said that given how Seren’s face had turned crimson, and how she’d dipped her head and fiddled with a loose string on the pillow.
“So you’re saying you forgot about the mob and how they handle disobedience because you focused on… well, just me, as a person?”
Relief flooded Bree. “Yes. Exactly.”
“Your husband sucks,” Seren said in such a deadpan manner after a beat of complete silence that Bree burst out laughing.
“You do recall that he’s technically no longer my husband.”
“I didn’t forget.”
“Right. But there’s no divorce planned soon.”
Seren shook her head. “Because it would be bad for his ambition to become the next governor,” Seren said with such derision, Bree almost shuddered, struggling to believe the fervor behind Seren’s words. She couldn’t remember a time someone had taken her side in this manner.
“Yes.”
“I know you’re living together and all of that, but how will that play out? How long does he expect you to keep up this charade, especially since you said that you don’t want to live like that anymore?”
Bree worried her lower lip. “Well, according to our original plan, we’d get divorced once he’s been governor for a year.”
“You’re that sure he’ll win? His competition in the primary is quite steep.”
“This obviously assumes he wins. If he doesn’t…”
“You’ll divorce him earlier?”
“Yes, but not right away because that—”
“Will look bad, too,” Seren finished for Bree.
“What?”
“What about you? What about what you want?”
Bree heaved a sigh. “I’ll manage, and it’s not forever. I’d feel terrible if I were to go back on my word. There are moments when this is harder, when it seems more unlivable, or that I can’t bear it anymore. But usually, after I sleep on it, it’s OK again.”
“He’s asking a lot of you.”
“It’s not so bad. We are both allowed to have other relationships, as long as they are handled discretely.”
“How long has this been going on again?”
“Two years.”
“Have you been with anyone else in that time?”
Bree rolled her lips. It was almost scary how close they had become in that short amount of time, and how natural it seemed to talk to Seren about this, but also for such questions to feel fine. Usually, Bree would bristle and clamp up at such personal inquiries, but with Seren, everything seemed different. “No.”
“Lack of opportunity or something else? What about Sam?”
“He’s with someone currently.”
Seren scoffed. “I bet.”
“You seem upset.”
“Don’t think I didn’t notice how you chose not to answer the part of my question that concerned you.”
Bree smiled. How strange that even this didn’t bother her. She rarely appreciated it when people called her out on her defense mechanisms. Not that she didn’t wish to share these things with Seren, but it was all so complicated.
“I’ve never met your husband, and honestly, I’m the last person you should take relationship advice from, given that E was my last true relationship.” Seren’s gaze drifted away from Bree, whose eyes widened at this information.
“But?” Bree asked.
“He… Sam sounds like a manipulative, selfish prick. I’m sure you’ve chosen to stay alone because you wouldn’t be able to give your partner your all, and that makes you… uncomfortable. You don’t enjoy sharing. Don’t look so scandalized.”
“I’m not!”
“Right.”
“What makes you think that?”
“I’ve seen how you hoard and guard your candy, as if anyone needs a fast track to diabetes.”
“First, that’s not true. I shared plenty of candy.”
“With Parker.”
“So?”
“That’s hardly the point, so stop deflecting. If you started a relationship with someone else, I bet you’d feel bad because that other person would have to share you with your husband.”
“Sam and I haven’t had sex in over four years.”
Seren frowned. “I thought you said you… technically separated two years ago?”
Bree glared at Seren. “And?”
“Oh, OK. All right, but it’s not just about the physical aspect of a relationship. That’s the least important part of intimacy, anyway.”
“So all your… encounters with women since E were physical, then? You said you haven’t had a relationship since then.”
“What?” Seren’s eyes widened. “No, no. I haven’t… There’s never been…”
“Oh,” Bree exclaimed, forcing herself not to look as shocked as she felt. That meant Seren hadn’t slept with anyone in around twenty-five years. While she hadn’t missed sex a lot so far and hadn’t been in a hurry to find someone new—precisely (and to her annoyance) for the reasons Seren pointed out—that was an exceptionally long time. 
“I think we should go to sleep. We have a long drive ahead of us,” Seren said before turning off the light.
Bree sat still in the dark and blinked rapidly. What had just happened?
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After that embarrassing confession that she hadn’t shared with anyone, not even E, Seren craved sleep to forget what a blabbermouth she became around Bree. She hoped that sleep would also eliminate the urge to strangle one Samuel Worrington. This man had no idea how lucky he was to have Bree in his life, and instead of being aware of this and treating her accordingly, he had fed her all this bullshit about how she failed him by being ambitious and focused on her career.
Meanwhile, he’d been guilt-tripping her with his sobriety and binding her to him so he could follow his own political ambitions, while screwing however many other women who were probably half Bree’s age. What a fucking hypocrite. Seren pummeled her pillow into submission.
She needed to sleep, and she’d been faking it, deep breathing and all, while her mind raced along a dusty, dangerous, high-speed track, unwilling to slow down enough for her physical drowsiness to ensnare her mind. Bree was a true enigma. Not because of the pesky feelings Seren seemed unable to squash.
No, she was so confident about her work, and less than modest concerning her record as a prosecutor, but whenever it related to herself, to her personal life or to how other people viewed her, Bree spouted words that were saturated with self-doubt, self-deprecation, and were tinted with self-loathing. Seren hated every such syllable, even if quite a few of those emotions haunted her as well.
She turned again, glaring at Bree’s slumbering shape under heaps of downs. Who needed that many covers to sleep? Seren almost sweated by looking at the heavy weight of blankets. She sighed.
Tomorrow, if they were lucky, and especially if she shared the driving load with Bree—which she would attempt to do, not that she’d told her yet—they could arrive in Washington. Would it be too late to show up at the FBI headquarters? Did they have after-hours for informants? She doubted they ever fully closed the building. Perhaps she could look this up.  
A whimper pulled Seren back to the waking world right when she’d been dozing off. She rose and leaned on her elbow, squinting toward Bree tossing and turning in bed. Another whine bled from Bree’s lips.
Should she try to wake her? Seren recalled Bree’s previous nightmare and now wondered if she had them nightly, and she had slept through most of them. She was a deep sleeper. What was the protocol in such a situation?
Seren hadn’t been around people in this way since forever. She had no close friends to speak of—E notwithstanding, and Seren’s desire to keep E away from her family’s clutches had complicated their relationship.
Why make friends only to endanger their lives? There had only been Mateo, then Parker. There were no sleepovers or any other social events with friends. These last few days, with Bree at her side, had shown Seren how lonely she had been, and how much she despised her restricted life.
Did her feelings for Bree originate in her loneliness? Would she have fallen for anyone in the current situation? She doubted it. Bree was, to her great frustration, the type of woman that made her breathless, left her with sweaty palms and had her heart drumming like one of those Energizer bunnies. Seren supposed that such a reference would soon be too outdated. Did people still use a lot of batteries?
Sometimes, her mind drove her insane, especially when she reverted to old habits of trying to distance herself from her emotions. Though she’d at least admitted to herself that she was falling for Bree. That could be considered progress.
Bree shouted and Seren jumped out of her bed and hurried to her side, hesitating before climbing onto the mattress that now contained a thrashing Bree who whimpered and stammered unintelligible words.
Seren grasped Bree’s shoulders, trying to halt her movements while hoping to rouse her. “Bree. Wake up. It’s only a dream.”
At first, Bree continued her jerky movements unabated before she stilled, then her eyes snapped open, and she blinked rapidly as if trying to catch her bearings and make sense of her surroundings. Of Seren in her bed. Of them so close. Bree licked her lips before her gaze drifted around the room until she once more focused on Seren, who felt heat wash over her body, unable to decipher its origin.
“Are you all right?” Seren asked, her voice cracking as she drowned in Bree’s warmth and nearness.
Bree nodded. Her pupils seemed to swallow her irises, or maybe the low lighting in the room played tricks on Seren.
“You want to talk about it?” Seren brushed a strand of blonde curls out of Bree’s face, starting when Bree’s hand intercepted her fingers and prevented her from pulling back, tugging her closer instead.
Seren inhaled harshly, convinced she could now count every single one of Bree’s eyelashes. She didn’t dare move, and indecision held her frozen, only aware of how Bree, who was always so cold—she vividly recalled her icy feet when they’d slept in the same bed at E’s place—had turned into a furnace that chipped at the ice that had been Seren’s familiar companion for decades.
Bree declined.
Seren had forgotten her question and was about to ask something else—what, exactly, evaporated as she forgot everything, even her own name—when Bree released her hand, seized the lapel of her shirt to pull her near, and surged forward to claim Seren’s lips in an ardent kiss.
Seren had imagined kissing Bree more often than she’d ever admit, and while she’d at first tried to repress such thoughts like she’d always done in the past, with time ticking by and them growing ever closer, these errant musings became more frequent, and worse, much harder to quell.
Every time she felt as if she’d finally regained control—that she was done with this ridiculous infatuation—her elation dwindled, and like sand through her fingers, her resolve trickled away as her brain not only insisted on returning to her fantasy, but added elaborate details and continued the scene to…
Seren groaned when Bree’s searing tongue entered her mouth. Her imagination had nothing on reality. She was awash with Bree’s heady scent, and… How could she still taste peppermint on her tongue?
Bree shifted her hands, raising them to run her fingers through Seren’s hair, massaging her scalp with just the perfect amount of pressure while shuffling impossibly closer.
Heat rushed through Seren as her stomach clenched with arousal. Why had she ever given up on physical intimacy? She must have lost her mind decades ago, and while it had been hers to give away, she reclaimed it now. Seren snaked her arms around Bree’s back and drew her near, their legs intertwining as their ragged breathing rang through the room.
Seren deepened the kiss, intoxicated and lost. Something snapped and released inside her—a tension she’d failed to perceive properly or recognize before the sheer relief of its absence brought her to her knees.
Bree moaned and shifted her leg, pressing her thigh against the now damp ache between Seren’s legs.
Seren broke the kiss and whimpered, panting as her body screamed at her to draw Bree even closer, to lower herself fully onto Bree’s thigh, to ride the delicious friction to completion, to accept everything Bree seemed to offer so willingly.
Bree followed her, her generous mouth kiss swollen as she once more sunk into Seren, connecting their lips. She tugged at Seren’s lower lip and bit it gently, rolling them over and pushing Seren deeper into the mattress as one thigh returned to its previous place, pushing against the sky-high need between Seren’s legs.
She should stop the kiss, return to her bed, and then they should talk. Talk with proper distance between them because apparently Seren couldn’t trust her body, which shouted at her to stop thinking, begging her to continue.
Bree’s hands snuck under Seren’s shirt, and she shuddered when Bree raked her nails down her sides. Bree sucked at Seren’s tongue, then broke the kiss, licking and nibbling along Seren’s neck before her tongue stroked over her collarbone while one hand palmed Seren’s breast, brushing against her hardening nipple.
Seren’s eyes were closed, and she trembled when excitement warred with reason before ice cold fear washed over her, drowning out the heat and paralyzing her in suspended disbelief. “Stop,” she croaked, shaking like a leaf. “We need to stop.”
Bree froze, halting all movements before lifting her head. Her eyes widened and her words seemingly died on her lips at the sight of tears streaming down Seren’s face.
She cupped Seren’s cheek. “Oh, honey,” she rasped.
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Seren cleared her throat. “I think we should go back to sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead.” She shifted out from underneath Bree and got off the bed.
Bree almost shuddered at the sudden loss of her warmth and nearness. “All right.” What else could she say? She’d woken from an awful nightmare in which the mob shot Seren and Parker, and Bree hadn’t been able to reach them. She’d only seen them motionless on the floor, with wet crimson all around them.
When she had opened her eyes, Seren hovered above her. Warm. Alive. She might have been capable of showing some restraint, but when Seren reached out and touched her, all was lost, and she had to kiss her. So she did.
Now she wondered if she’d ruined everything. Then again, what was there to ruin? What kind of future could they have? Would she leave Sam behind, given she’d promised she’d stay by his side until a year after the election?
On the other hand, would she be willing to turn her back on what might grow between her and Seren? Of course, that all assumed that they were successful in reaching the FBI and in landing a crippling blow against the Orion Syndicate and its allies. You also remember that Seren hasn’t had a relationship or sex with anyone since E, so why should you be any different?
Bree sighed and rolled onto her side. She despised her mind sometimes. It excelled at questioning everything she desired, and if it wasn’t probing her wish for whatever or whomever, it inquired why she should get it or why anyone would want her.
“She kissed me back,” Bree mumbled into her pillow before sleep engulfed her and ushered calmer images that were still threatened by receding shadows in the periphery of her slumber.
They had a quick and silent breakfast the next morning. Bree had to throw out her first cup of coffee because she’d added salt instead of sugar and almost vomited on the table when she’d taken a sip of that devil’s brew.
Seren had grimaced in sympathy, but she had said nothing. Overall, Seren had been quiet and distant, escalating Bree’s anxiety tenfold. She’d messed everything up with her rash and impulsive actions the previous night. Like she always did. Perhaps she’d learn to do better once she was fifty? As if.
This had always been her biggest flaw, and she knew it, yet when it came down to it, she always made the wrong choice. At least this questionable character trait had rarely had a negative impact on her work.
“Are you ready? I was thinking we… we could share the drive?” Seren asked, not catching Bree’s gaze.
Bree’s eyes widened. Did she just hear… “Are you serious? You’re letting me drive?”
Seren rubbed her index finger over the rim of the coffee cup, still avoiding eye contact, yet Bree couldn’t tell what had caused this sudden bout of… shyness? Avoidance? “Yes. I want to start driving, and—”
“Obviously.”
Seren shifted and glared at Bree. “This is… I haven’t ridden with anyone since I’ve passed my driver’s license test.”
Bree opened her mouth, then closed it. “That’s… thank you,” she finally managed to say.
Seren waved her off. “Let’s go.” She grabbed her bag and rose.
Bree followed her, and after getting rid of their trays, they headed for the car.
The first hour of the ride passed in silence, and it might as well have, for Bree’s stomach rumbled as if she’d gone on a wild rollercoaster ride after eating five sticks of fried butter and topped them up with a few fried pickles—not that she’d ever tried any such atrocity, but she’d seen them at enough fairs, and she’d always wondered how they’d taste.
At first, she suspected anxiety rattling through her as the culprit, but at this point, she worried that she’d eaten something that disagreed with her, or perhaps that had gone bad? The milk in her cereal? The creamer in her coffee? It hadn’t coagulated when she’d added it, though in hotels, you never knew how long something had already stood out. She grunted.
“Are you all right? You’ve been awfully quiet this morning.”
Bree almost snorted. That was rich. She swallowed a sarcastic reply. “I’m fine.”
Seren’s jaw tightened, but she remained silent.
Bree wondered if she should bring up last night, yet she doubted she could handle such a discussion while nausea coursed through her, and she already had to quell the bile that inched up her throat.
Two more hours ticked by. Bree sipped water, a liquid that existed to clean her body, and to cook, not to be consumed. As before, they didn’t talk, and by then, Bree couldn’t have done so even if she’d felt the inclination. Sweat dripped down her neck and back, and she feared she’d throw up the moment she’d open her mouth.
The music from the radio—a soft rock mix she hadn’t minded before—grated on her nerves and her head pounded. She groaned.
“What is it? Are you OK?” the urgency and worry audible in Seren’s voice tugged at Bree, but she could only shake her head.
“Do you want me to stop? You’re pasty, and… you’re all sweaty!”
No shit, Sherlock. Bree nodded.
Seren drove off to the next exit and reached the first gas station before Bree flung open the door, stumbled outside and threw up.
Seren appeared by her side and gathered up Bree’s hair to hold it back from her face. One of her hands rubbed Bree’s clammy back.
She coughed and groaned before another bout of nausea swept through her, and her stomach cramped. Tears streamed down Bree’s face as she vomited again.
“Shh,” Seren hummed. “You’ll be fine.”
Bree longed to smack her, but her focus remained stuck on trying to prevent more of her stomach contents from spilling onto the concrete.
“We should find a hotel here and stay for the rest of the day. You’ll need to recover.”
“No,” Bree grunted.
“One more day won’t make a difference.”
Bree shut her eyes, heaving anew. After that latest spill, she took a deep breath before rising into a standing position. “We gotta keep drivin’.” She panted. “I’ll be OK.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I wanna stay on the road for a few more hours. I don’t think I can drive.”
“Of course not. Let’s continue and see how it goes, but if you feel sick again, we will stop wherever we are,” Seren said in a tone that brooked no argument.
“Yes.” Bree opened the car door and grabbed her water bottle to rinse her mouth. “I must have eaten something bad. The milk or the creamer?”
Seren frowned. “Wouldn’t you have tasted that?”
“I doubt it. I once drank spoiled milk as a teen without realizing it.”
Seren grimaced. “That’s… gross.”
Bree shrugged.
“Then again, given how much sugar you add to your coffee, that must drown out everything else.”
“I was also too traumatized by the salt incident.” She shuddered.
“There’s that.”
They entered the car and drove off.
Bree mostly stared out of the window for the next two hours, trying to force her stomach to settle. She gazed at the passing cars or the ever-changing landscape. She sometimes forgot the vastness of the United States, and its diverse scenery.
Still, nothing abided the nausea that crept back up. She hated it—how you felt this utter and sheer relief the moment after you threw up and you fooled yourself into believing that you were better, only for the queasiness to start anew, a slow rise that would once more only be quenched by… ugh. She didn’t even want to think it.
“We need to stop,” she pressed out a few minutes later.
“At a hotel, or right now?”
“Hotel,” Bree mumbled, hoping she’d make it until at least the parking lot.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
Bree remained silent. She’d snapped at Seren earlier when she kept asking her every five minutes how she was, so she couldn’t blame her and shout, ‘well, you didn’t ask me how I was feeling during the last half hour!’ Still, temptation abound.
Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at a hotel outside of Knoxville, and Bree managed to enter their bathroom before falling to her knees in front of the toilet. Not how she’d imagined this day.
Seren knocked on the door. “I’ll check if they have any antiemetics downstairs. If not, we passed a pharmacy on the way, and I’ll head there. Be right back.”
Bree only grunted in reply. This sucked.  
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Naturally, the hotel had no such medication. Why? Seren almost yelled at the receptionist for failing to stock anti-nausea medicine, but she halted—despising rude and condescending attitudes toward service industry workers—and offered a curt nod to Aimee, who in all honesty had no influence over the items their little in-house store carried, before she stalked out of the hotel and to her car.
Although she knew a stomach bug would pass, Seren couldn’t help but worry about Bree. Despite the terrible timing, her attention lingered on Bree and how much she hated to see her suffer. 
Forty minutes later, she darted back to their room, yanked open the door, and nearly collided with Bree, who stood wrapped in a much too short towel that she clutched close to her chest.
“I took a shower,” she squeaked, staring with wide eyes at Seren who struggled to hold on to the bag in her hands. 
“I see,” Seren rasped, then cleared her throat. Her gaze remained stuck on the drop of water that trailed down Bree’s throat and disappeared into her cleavage. She shook her head. Bree is sick! What is wrong with you? “How are you?”
“Always better for a while after throwing up,” Bree said, then stepped back farther and made a beeline for her bag that lay open on the bed.
“Good. I mean, that you’re a bit better, not that you vomited.” Seren wanted to hit her head against the wall. “I’m going to put this here.” She placed Bree’s medicine next to her bag on the mattress. “I’m… I will take a shower, too.” She nodded, more to herself than anything, and spun around to disappear into the bathroom.
Inside, she closed her eyes, releasing a low groan. What was wrong with her? Ever since the night before, ever since tasting… No. Don’t go there.
Seren shucked off her clothes, turned on the water and, with a sigh, stepped under the almost scalding stream. She never should have kissed Bree. Now, that was all she could think about. Worse, all she wanted to do again. It appeared that she’d opened a floodgate she no longer had the strength or the will to close. How she’d longed to curl up in bed with Bree last night, but she didn’t trust herself.
When they’d kissed, Seren’s mind had gone blank, which was a rare occasion given that she often struggled to turn off her brain. Yet, with Bree’s mouth on hers, and her soft skin beneath her fingertips, Seren had been helpless, only focused on Bree and on getting closer to her. She’d felt like drowning in heat and warmth, and…
She needed to avoid these thoughts. That way lay only madness. If something were to develop between them, which Seren doubted—why would anyone choose to be saddled with her baggage, not to mention, Bree remained tied to that awful husband of hers—now wasn’t the time for that.
Despite all this, and heedless of her misgivings and doubts, Seren could picture them together so easily, and this had never happened, not since E, though to be fair, she had ensured it wouldn’t happen again. This adventure throwing them together had changed all that.
Their circumstances made it impossible for Seren to keep her usual distance, and since the universe appeared to be a meddlesome asshole, it would send the type of woman to complain about trees who could bring Seren to her knees, and whom she’d made it her mission in life to avoid.
While last night had been intoxicating, sex was the least of what Seren desired from Bree, and her longing to share that with her remained… substantial. How could she let this happen? What had she done wrong? Had the circumstances and her inability to withdraw led her to fall for Bree?
She’d been contemplating this all day—the same questions rattling in her head—she supposed that might continue for as long as she couldn’t find an answer. Or, until you give in and allow yourself to…
Oh, God. She needed to rethink her water temperature. At least she wouldn't be tempted tonight, what with Bree being sick and all. Not that she wanted her to feel unwell. Seren closed her eyes and groaned. She was a disaster. 
When she returned to the bedroom area, she’d expected Bree to be asleep, but upon stepping closer to check on her, Seren noticed she was merely resting. “Hey. How are you?” Seren murmured.
Bree shifted and gazed at her. “Still queasy, but I’m hoping the medicine will help, especially given how gross it tastes.” She grimaced.
Seren chuckled. “I thought it was your color. Isn’t it super sweet? It’s been a while since I’ve had to take it.”
“We have a different definition of sweet, Doyle.”
Seren grinned. She raised her hand and touched Bree’s forehead. “Good. You are cool and no longer clammy. I doubt it’s a stomach bug. Did you have diarrhea, too?”
“Oh, shut up!” Bree threw a small pillow at her. She shuffled to the side. “Can we sleep together? I don’t wanna be alone tonight. That is… I don’t want to push you.”
Heat slithered along Seren’s skin as images of Bree she’d tried to drown in the shower jumped to the forefront of her mind, and she forced herself to remain calm. “No, it’s fine. Let me just get dressed.” She dropped her towel and tossed it into a corner before walking to her duffle to get her clothes.
Bree groaned and flipped around, facing away from Seren, and gazing at the closed blinds instead.
“I sometimes forget you grew up in such a prudish culture,” Seren said while she put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt.
“Not everyone stems from a long line of exhibitionists,” Bree hissed.
Seren laughed. “I’m not sure my family has ever been called that.”
“Hmm,” Bree said, and even without seeing her face, Seren knew that she was rolling her eyes. “Get in here. I’m cold.”
“You’re always cold.”
“That’s mostly accurate, though I don’t recall you complaining about my temperature last night.”
Seren swallowed hard, remembering the heat rolling off Bree in waves. “Maybe I should sleep in my own bed.”
“Seren Doyle, don’t you dare! I’d dramatically spin around and glare at you if I wasn’t so tired. I want to take a nap, and I want you here with me. Trust me, I’m not goin’ to jump you or anythin’.”
“Too bad,” Seren mumbled and got in bed, shifting to lie next to Bree.
“I heard that, and I wish I could do somethin’ ‘bout it. Sleep first. Then perhaps some food, and more sleep. This is so inconvenient.”
Seren snorted. “It’s for the best. I also brought you some saltines and ginger ale.”
“You’re the best,” Bree almost slurred.
Seren shuffled closer and ran her hand down Bree’s side, her gaze glued on the little tremble that ran through Bree at the contact. “I hope you’ll feel better after your nap.”
Bree hummed in apparent agreement or thanks, but then she grasped Seren’s hand and slung it around her, pulling her closer, practically making Seren spoon her.
She shut her eyes and taking a deep breath, she inhaled Bree’s sweet, clean scent, tinged with a hint of the vile pink draught that would hopefully be enough to rid Bree of her upset stomach.
Bree exhaled deeply, and her breathing evened out as she seemed to drift off.
Seren intertwined their legs and shuddered—Bree’s feet were icicles—before snuggling even closer. She needed to make sure Bree would be comfortable. She pulled the blanket up higher over them, resigning herself to being too hot.
After minutes of stillness and lured into comfort and warmth by Bree’s nearness—her snug fit against Seren’s body—she relaxed. In this moment, the weight she’d carried around since her childhood, since noticing the horrors her family perpetrated on others at an age where other children spent their time riding their bicycles and begging their parents for candy or trips to the mall, lessened its iron grip on her. Even her shoulders ached less.
“What am I going to do with you?” Seren mumbled, her face pressed against Bree’s neck. She never wanted to leave, and with that thought, and a heart heavy with relief and contentment, most of all too tired to worry further, Seren succumbed to sleep as well.
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When they’d woken up in the evening, Bree had still felt nauseous, but hadn’t thrown up again. She’d eaten a pretzel Seren had purchased along with a frozen dinner for herself at the store downstairs, and both had fallen asleep later while watching a documentary about whales, still stretched out on Bree’s bed.
The next morning, Bree woke up, bracing herself for nausea, then exhaled in a rush when her stomach remained quiet and instead of queasy, she felt snug and comfortable, most of all, pleasantly warm. She was about to snuggle deeper into the blankets when she realized that the heat that cocooned her didn’t stem from the covers, but the solid form pressed against her.
Bree glanced at the clock, surprised by how long they’d slept in. She supposed her upset stomach and Seren’s driving took a similar toll on their energy.
Memories of the previous afternoon and evening washed over her, and how Seren had lingered after they’d woken up from their nap. She’d stayed for the night, and even if part of that had been exhaustion, Bree almost seemed to recall Seren pulling her close and pressing a kiss against her nape at some point. Had that been real, or did it spring forth from wishful thinking?
Either way, their present situation wasn’t a product of her imagination. She could feel Seren’s breasts molded against her back. She’d been jealous of her ability to sleep without a bra, while also appreciating the view. Now, though, the awareness left her winded, and the twisting sensation in her stomach had a different and much more pleasant origin.
Judging by Seren’s slow breathing, the woman remained asleep. Should Bree sneak out and act like this wasn’t a big deal? Was it? Should she wake Seren? Though, considering how skittish Seren seemed about all of this, she should nix that idea.
Lost in rumination, Bree didn’t register Seren shifting behind her until a warm thigh nestled between her legs. A naked thigh. Bree had only thrown on her underwear and a long t-shirt after her shower, so now Seren’s thigh pressed against her panties.
Bree shut her eyes and stayed as still as she could while her heart hammered in her chest and her mouth went dry, all moisture fleeing south. She tried to focus on something mind-numbing—football, but she knew nothing of it aside that it bored her to tears, so her thoughts raced back to the ache between her legs, and with it, the desire to move—to press down against the hard muscle.
Bree worried her lower lip and bit back a groan when Seren stirred, pulling her tighter against her as a warm hand splayed under her shirt and rested on her stomach. This was torture. She ought to wake Seren, but their current situation would mortify the woman even more. In the minutes that followed, during which nothing changed, Bree calmed down and settled further into the warmth.
She focused on her breathing and counted. It seemed doable. Then she tried to extricate herself, but instead of loosening her grip, Seren pulled her closer. Her hand under Bree’s shirt crawled up, resting beneath the edge of her bra.
Bree’s eyes fell shut when Seren’s hips pushed against her, and her leg added more pressure. A ragged breath spilled from her lips, though she once more managed to swallow a groan. This was ridiculous. Perhaps this would be more bearable if she hadn’t been celibate for the last four years.
She should have taken advantage of her unofficial split with Sam and spent a few nights with someone else. If she had, she might not feel like falling apart now because a strong, naked, hot thigh pushed against her heat. God, she longed to turn around, wake Seren, and entangle their bodies, forget about everything and everyone else.
Seren mumbled nonsensical words into her neck, while Bree wanted to scream in a mixture of frustration and longing when Seren’s warm breath ghosted over her sensitive skin. She needed to stop. She knew Seren wouldn’t want it, not like this, if she’d ever wanted to explore what lay between them at all.
Bree grasped Seren’s hand from beneath her shirt and dragged it out, placing it on top of her clothed stomach. She gritted her teeth as she eased forward before spinning around, now facing Seren and resting on her arm. Her movement and the loss of body heat seemed to rouse Seren, who blinked before opening her eyes, gazing at Bree almost owlishly.
“Hey. How are you?” she rasped, and her voice skittered along Bree’s nerve endings. She cursed the impact this woman had on her senses.
“Better,” she pressed out.
“Are you sure?” Seren touched Bree’s forehead. “You feel a bit hot.”
“You are a furnace.”
“Huh?” It seemed to take Seren a moment, but then she flushed. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to crowd you.” She placed more distance between them.
Bree smiled. “You didn’t.”
“OK. Good.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “We should get ready. I want to call E and check on Parker before we head to the car.”
Bree nodded. “I’ll use the bathroom and change. Why don’t you call her now? Tell them I said hi.” With that, Bree hopped out of bed and dashed to the restroom. She wished she could take a cold shower. Instead, she washed her face and brushed her teeth, then halted when Seren’s voice rose.
Bree finished up and rushed back out. “Is everything OK?”
Seren paced the room, gazing at her phone while her fingers flew over the screen.
“Hey! Isn’t that your real phone? I thought we couldn’t—”
Seren raised a hand. “Hush!”
Bree folded her arms and glared at Seren.
“No, no, no,” Seren stammered and tears welled before tracking down her cheeks.
Bree dropped her hands and hurried to Seren, grasping her upper arm and squeezed. “What happened? Are they OK?” 
Seren almost collapsed onto the sofa and Bree settled next to her, keeping in physical contact the entire time.
“Talk to me, please.”
Seren handed her phone to Bree, who did a double take when she glanced at the screen.
“What is this?” She frowned, holding the phone farther away, but she couldn’t read a thing. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she grumbled, rising to snatch her reading glasses to inspect what had spooked Seren.
Her stomach clenched as she read the message, and she felt goosebumps rise on her nape. With a sigh, she once more joined Seren on the couch. “I understand the text, but I’m confused about the system. What made you check there?”
“E didn’t answer. She always answers when I call. Once she answered while sitting in the bathtub, and one time even on a date. E has Parker, so…”
“There’s no way she’d not answer.”
“Yes.”
She pointed at the phone. “And this?”
Seren sighed. “It’s how my father and I communicate. We both have access to this email account, and we can leave messages by saving them as drafts that are never sent out.”
“Oh. I heard about… criminals communicating like that.”
“Right.”
“I’m not saying you’re a criminal.”
“I am, though.” Seren waved her off. “None of that matters. He has Parker and E.”
Bree clenched her jaw. “How did this happen? Did they know about E after all?”
“They can’t have known about her. I don’t understand this,” Seren ground out, covering her face with her hands.
“Are you sure? Maybe someone followed you when you went there with Parker, back when you stored all the evidence at the bank.”
Seren shook her head. “No. I was careful, and I paid close attention.”
“That doesn’t mean—”
“No!” Seren jumped off the couch. “That’s not it! Something else. Perhaps you were correct, and Brad at the bank was involved, and—”
“How would he have found E and Parker, though? Unless they followed us the entire time.”
“No. No. I don’t know. We must go back. We need to save them.”
“You’ll make the exchange?”
Seren froze. “Of course. Do you think I’d sacrifice my son, so you can—”
“Woah, slow down.” Bree raised her hands. “That’s not fair.”
Seren hung her head. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. I understand. When our kids are concerned…”
“We need to go.” Seren marched to the bed, tossing her clothes into her duffle before stopping midway and turning to Bree, clutching her necklace and tugging at it. “Do you… They are alive, right?” her voice sounded so small, Bree’s heart ached.
“Yes, of course. They want your evidence. They know they’re out of luck unless they free Parker and E.
“My father, he…” Seren trailed off and stared at the piece of metal in her hand while the rest of her torn necklace tumbled to the floor. “Damn it,” she muttered.
Both Bree and Seren kneeled to pick up the pieces.
When Bree grasped a segment of the chain, something rolled out of it and glided into her palm. Bree picked the rectangular piece of plastic between her thumb and index finger and frowned. “Why do you have a…” She flipped it around. “I wanted to say memory card, but that’s not one of those tiny thingies. They usually have these golden prongs at the end.”
“What are you talking about?” Seren reached out and accepted the object. “What is this?”
“I dunno. I’m not a tech person. It’s your jewelry.”
“It was a birthday gift from my father three years ago. Six months later, Mateo died.”
“Oh,” Bree breathed. Then, after a beat, “I’m surprised you’re wearing a gift from Paddy.”
“Hmm, it’s… I think more of Mateo than Paddy, but…” She sighed and closed her eyes. “It’s a tracker.”
“One of those satellite thingies that can tell where you are?”  
“Yes.”
“Oh, for cryin’ out loud,” Bree groused before seizing the device from Seren and stomping to the bathroom where she threw it in the toilet, then flushed. “Take this, you bastard,” she snarled.
Seren stood at the door, looking at Bree with wide eyes. “Did you just…”
“Yeah. Let Paddy Doyle track the sewers.” 



twenty
Seren could only gape at Bree, unable to believe the events of this morning. She should have realized things were going too easily. Paddy never would have started the attack on her without plenty of aces up his sleeve.
No. He plotted a myriad of steps ahead. Now it seemed that these plans spanned years; years of meticulous scheming on how to get rid of her. Or rid of them. Would he kill his only grandchild? Ice slithered through Seren.
She should have known better, but in her heart, a small part struggled to understand how her father could hold no love for her at all. She’d undoubtedly been her mother’s daughter, both in looks and personality, most of all, in affection. Still, you’d think that all parents harbor affection or good will toward their child. It stung more than she’d ever admit.
Bree’s solution to the tracker was.... efficient, but Seren was more captivated by the fury emanating from Bree and how that wrath focused entirely on Paddy and the Syndicate. After E, Mateo had been the only person to speak up for Seren or try to defend her—and as much as she’d once loved E, it wasn’t the same—for Mateo and Bree were aware of what they were facing when siding with Seren.
“Why are you standing here like a statue? Move! We gotta go and get them back. It’s almost noon.” Bree pushed by her and hastened to collect her belongings. 
Seren shook herself out of her stupor and finished packing. Five minutes later, they sat in their car. “What if we split up? You deliver some of the evidence to the FBI, while I go to meet with the Syndicate at E’s.”
“That’s the worst plan ever. It’s suicide.”
“Why? It will not be that much different from—”
Bree cut her off. “You must drive almost non-stop to get there in time, and that’s counting on good driving conditions and no traffic delays. Unless… Should we fly? It’s a fourteen-hour drive from here back to E’s,” Bree said.
“I don’t want to be without a car.”
“We could rent one at the airport in Austin. He said we only have twenty-four hours to get there. What if—”
“No. We will drive. I won’t rely on anyone else. I start, you drive the second leg.”
Bree’s eyes widened. “You were serious.”
“Of course,” Seren said, driving the car out of the parking lot. “Things are changing, and I’ll have to adjust.”
“Can I see the message again?” Bree asked after a moment of driving in silence.
Seren unlocked her phone and handed it to Bree. “The mailbox should be open.”
“Isn’t that a security risk?” Bree never noticed Seren’s glare as her fingers flitted over the screen.
Seren sighed, dizzy with anxiety, and with her heart firmly lodged in her throat since reading her father’s message.
“How will they make sure we give them everything?” Bree asked a few minutes later.
“What do you mean?”
“He writes here that you are supposed to hand in everything you’ve collected against his organization.” She scoffed. “But they don’t know what you have. So, theoretically, you could give them half, or withhold the most damaging pieces of evidence, and they’d never know.”
Seren tilted her head. “True.”
“That means he’s lying.”
“That’s always a safe assumption to make about Paddy Doyle.” Seren’s hands tightened on the steering wheel.
“No. I just… This is a trap. He doesn’t plan to release them.”
Seren shifted in her seat. “What are you talking about? Once he has what he wants, then—”
“You remain a liability. This is a ploy to get you there so they can kill you. I have no idea about his designs for Parker and E. Given all you’ve shared, I’d say he aims to kill you and E, and raise Parker himself so he can eventually take over. You said he’s very concerned about the family line.”
Seren nodded, unable to speak since Bree’s words had catapulted bile up her esophagus. She’d been duped by hope—after all these years, after knowing who her father was—she’d held on to hope, and without Bree, she’d have blindly marched in there, handed over her materials and assumed they’d let them go. Was she that naïve? Had she been in denial? “I hate all of this,” she muttered.
Bree’s hand grasped Seren’s thigh and squeezed. “I know, honey. That’s why we’re getting y’all out of there.”  
Seren choked out a laugh. “You make it all sound so simple.”
“Most problems have simple solutions, but we transform them into enormous obstacles in our heads.”
“Even cases where the mob kidnaps your kid and ex-girlfriend and plots to kill you?”
“Well, that might be a bit more… challengin’, but we’ll figure it out. I already have a few ideas.” Bree turned and grasped Seren’s duffle that contained all their evidence against the Syndicate, before fishing out her phone. “It’s all right I’m using my phone?” she asked.
“Sure. At this point, what does it matter?”
“Thought so,” Bree said.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking pictures. Or scans. Temperance added this app on my phone to scan documents. I haven’t used it much since then, but… Oh, here it is.”
“There’s too much stuff, and I’m not sure scans like this will hold up in court.”
Bree halted and threw a crooked smirk at Seren. “Because you’re the law expert here?”
Seren cleared her throat. “You may have a point.” She couldn’t believe it. Even in this situation she had to catch her breath, utterly distracted by how cute Bree looked with her glasses and that infernal smile. “OK, so what do we do now?”
“I will take pictures of the most important documents and email them to myself. What about sending them to someone else?”
“No!”
“Hear me out. It could be like a safety net, in case anything happens to us, and—”
Seren’s knuckles paled as she gripped the steering wheel. “Nothing will happen to us.”
“I’m all for that, but what if it does? Shouldn’t we make sure that they won’t get away with it?”
Seren sighed. She knew Bree had a point, and this wasn’t a case of her struggling to admit she was wrong. She’d just been so used to doing everything alone. Mateo complained about this endlessly—Seren, we might not be lovers, but you’re my best friend. Let me help you—she still recalled how his voice sounded, and sometimes she deliberately just sat there replaying his words in her head, no matter how exasperated they were. Not only because he’d often been spot on, but because she dreaded forgetting the sound of his voice.
And here was Bree, a whirlwind intent on upheaving Seren’s entire life. She’d already collapsed a part of her walls. No, that wasn’t right either. She’d always hated that very notion because it seemed as if you needed an act of violence to find love or to connect with someone. No. Bree didn’t crash her walls. She’d knocked and Seren had opened the door.
“Hey! Earth to Seren! Now isn’t the time to get lost in your head.”
Seren smiled. “OK. We should email it to someone, but with instructions only to open it if they don’t hear from us within… forty-eight hours?”
“Good idea. And otherwise, they should delete the email if we do contact them.”
“Sounds good. Who do you want to send it to? Not Sam,” she almost growled his name.
Bree chuckled. “No. I was thinking of my friend, Donna. We can trust her. She’s the honest type who loves and follows rules. She won’t be tempted to open the email.”
“That’s the one Sam doesn’t like?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Let’s send it to her.”
Bree rolled her eyes. “Once we are out of this life and death situation and have dealt with the Syndicate, we need to have a talk about the other night.”
Seren straightened in her seat. “I already apologized for last night. You were the one who asked me to sleep in the same bed with you, and—”
“You’re adorable when you get all worked up.”
Seren huffed, keeping her gaze trained on the road.
“But that’s not the night I was referring to.”
After a heartbeat, heat flooded Seren. “Oh.”
“Yes. Oh.”
“I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.”
“Well, yes and no. I wanted to give you space, and while… I was worried I’d overstepped certain boundaries, I’ve also realized that life is too short to be a coward. There’s something between us, Seren. And we should at least talk about it.”
“Right. OK. We can do that. After…”
“Obviously. Priorities and all,” Bree said, glancing furtively at Seren, who refused to catch her gaze.
She was doomed enough. While she didn’t hope they’d avoid that conversation—she was neither suicidal nor would she endanger or sacrifice her son for anything in the world—this proved to be… tempting. She should have just approved those damned trees.
But even that was a lie, and Seren had grown so tired of lies. Of lying to herself. Of lying to Parker. Of lying to E. Of lying to Bree. Most of all, she was tired of lying for her father and the specter of the Orion Syndicate, which had ruled her life since she could form memories and had already taken so much from her. They wouldn’t get anything else, least of all Parker, E, and Bree.
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Bree continued scanning document after document, saving them all on her phone, though she wasn’t sure if she’d managed to set it to save on that cloud thingie Tempe had been raving about. Thankfully, she had a great memory, and her daughter’s instructions had been thorough, but the worry remained as dealing with technology always had her second-guessing herself. Then again, needless worrying seemed to be her birthright.
In fact, she should have a degree in the field, more so, if there were such a PhD program, she’d ace it summa cum laude. Still, this was more important than saving random pictures she took of squirrels eating French fries on top of trash cans, so her concern seemed more justified here.
She skimmed some files while scanning them, and once more marveled at the treasure trove of evidence in her hands. It would be a shame if the Syndicate got their hands on this and destroyed it all. Obviously, Parker and E were more important.
Curious how that worked. People were so often willing to sacrifice a random stranger for the greater good, but when it came to someone they knew and loved? It shifted everything. She wondered what that said about human nature? Something benign, that people didn’t have the capacity to be concerned with the entire world without being overwhelmed and ceasing to function. Or, alternatively, that we were all selfish and only cared about our own.
Yes, you could argue that bringing down the Orion Syndicate and its associates would save many lives in the long run, and so it should be more crucial to protect the evidence.
Would a computer make such a decision? She recalled that weird A.I. movie Sam made her watch a while back. She shuddered at the memory. Everything there would be nothing but a calculation.
Saving the evidence and taking down the Syndicate equaled ten lives saved over a year, which ranked higher than saving two lives. Never mind, these ten lives would be hypotheticals. At least until they weren’t.
And they’d be loved, too. Not by her and Seren, but by others. Didn’t they count as well? There had to be a way to accomplish both. Bree refused to believe that a middle ground remained out of reach.
She tried to focus more on her task—all her contemplations were ruining her mood—yet her mind kept forging on, meandering down roads she preferred not to visit, and given the importance of what she was doing, and the threat looming over them, you would think this issue would have all of Bree’s attention.
But no. Their scheduled ‘talk’ distracted her, and so did her insistence that they address this… thing between them. What had happened to her forever quest to avoid any such nonsense? Seren was a terrible influence. And here Bree was, lying again.
She wondered if she’d made a mistake by requesting this conversation, but not only was such a worry moot—not that that had ever stopped her from erecting fanciful, mental castles of fears and dread so leaden they threatened to crush her—but they needed to survive for all of this to happen. Hence, Bree should focus on the evidence at hand. The problem? Bree’s mind rarely did what it should.
A couple of hours later, she finished the last scan and wrote a quick email to Donna, inserting the link to her folder on the cloud and praying she did it correctly so Donna could access the files instead of getting that weird number error, or worse, receiving a password request.
Oh, she hated computers. She was semi-proficient, more than she’d have been without her job, but she abhorred technology—all these devices and gadgets, and don’t even get her started on the horrors of social media—whoever came up with that should, well not be shot, for Bree detested violence, but stepping barefooted on a LEGO piece every night seemed like an appropriate punishment.
“I’m done,” she said, turning off her screen.
“Good,” Seren replied, not taking her eyes off the road.
“When do you wanna switch driving?”
“When I get too tired. Do you mind driving at night?”
“Nah. It’s all the same to me.”
Seren chuckled.
“We should stop and get supplies.”
“You’re hungry? I can stop at the next food exit, and—”
“I was thinking more like weapons. I’m sure those guys will carry arms.”
“Oh. No need. I have a bag with weapons and other stuff in a compartment in the back.”
“You do?”
“Do you believe I’d go on the run from the mob without weapons?”
“Well, no, but—” Why was she even surprised?
“This position might not come naturally to me, and I despise it, but I’m not completely inept,” Seren grumbled.
“I never thought you were. Do you have pepper spray, or better, a taser or something similar? I’m an adequate shot, though I don’t like guns.”
“Yes, but I don’t want you anywhere near there.”
“Excuse me? What is your plan for me then? You’ll drop me off at a mall somewhere while you waltz into E’s barn and get killed?”
“Yes, no. Not the killing part, but the rest—”
“Hush your mouth, Seren Doyle. You must’ve bumped your head if you think even for a single second, I’ll let you go there alone.”
She rolled her lips.
“We’re in this together. I want that sweet boy and E safe as much as you do, and I want to bring down the Syndicate even more than you, but—”
“I highly doubt that.”
Bree tilted her head. “It’s your family’s business.”
Seren scoffed. “That doesn’t mean a thing. Imagine your family business is human trafficking. You still think I should carry some nostalgia and fondness?”
“Of course not, but—”
“My family is accountable for so many deaths, Bree. I’m responsible for people dying. I cannot cause you getting hurt, or worse.”
Bree frowned. “I thought you had killed no one.”
Seren worried her lower lip. “There’s a difference between killing someone and being liable for their death.”
“What happened?”
“Can we not? There are other, more pressing issues at hand, and—”
“No. First, we still gotta drive for too many hours, and second, you cannot drop something like that into my lap and expect me to move on.”  
“Why? Because you want to sleep with me and me being a murderer crosses some sort of line?”
That stung, and Bree reeled, seeking to reign in her temper. “I’d say having sex with murderers crosses a line with plenty of people,” she drawled. She reminded herself that Seren labored under considerable pressure and that she lacked experience with interpersonal relationships, but this was uncalled for.
She crossed her arms in front of her chest and turned her head to gaze out of the window, attempting to distract herself with the fleeting landscape of rolling hills and trees, interspersed with beautiful, colorful flowers that she supposed most people would consider weeds.
Several minutes passed by before Seren broke the silence. “I’m sorry.”
Bree hummed. 
“I don’t deal… effectively with conflict.”
Bree snorted. “No kiddin’.”
Seren gritted her teeth. “I just… I feel… I’m wrong for you.”
Bree shifted her gaze to Seren, who still didn’t meet her eyes, but since she was driving, that was likely for the best. “That’s an arrogant assumption.”
Seren looked at Bree now. “What?”
“You presume to have a better idea of what’s good for me than I do.”
“It’s not that. I merely know what it would entail, being involved with me. I have a child.”
“I got two. That’s not a reason.”
“No, but yours are grown. Parker needs me, more so now that I’m upending his entire life. Lord knows how traumatized he’ll be from…” Seren’s voice broke.
Bree reached out and squeezed her thigh. “He’ll be fine. Kids are far more resilient than we give them credit for.”
“Isn’t that just how we justify parental screw-ups? We were all fucked up by our parents and I tried so hard, especially after Mateo died, but it’s difficult, especially given my family’s business.”
“You’ve done all you could, and you will keep doing so. We all make mistakes, but even here you tried your best to protect him amidst this insanity, and there’s only so much you can do. You didn’t know about your father lurkin’ in the shadows, stalkin’ you for years.”
“No, but I should have.”
Bree sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You don’t like Sam.”
“Huh? What does that have to do with anything?”
“You feel he manipulates me, and that he… that he’s not good enough for me.”
“He isn’t!”
“But you’re sayin’ you’re not either. And while you’ve never tried to manipulate me, you are tryin’ to determine what is best for me now. I don’t appreciate that.” She struggled to keep the bite out of her voice, and her heart ached when Seren’s face crumbled.
“I didn’t mean to—”
“Hush. I’m not mad at you, honey.” She rubbed Seren’s arm.
“Then why did you—”
“To make you see that what you’re sayin’ here is nonsense, and it’s not for you to determine what is good or bad for me. I get to decide that. You do, however, get to choose if you want me, too.”
“Bree…” Seren sighed. “That doesn’t matter.”
“I disagree. In fact, I’d say that’s all that matters.”  
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How was she supposed to reason with Bree and persuade her that a romantic relationship between them—she doubted she could handle a friendship at this point—would be a bad idea and would end in disaster when Seren wanted Bree more than she had ever desired anyone? Seren pouted. She should have okayed the damn trees. As if. She didn’t wish she’d never met Bree. What she wished for, she—
“Really?”
Seren’s gaze flickered to Bree. “What?”
“You always disappear in your head when we’re having an important conversation.”
Seren shrugged. “I’m not used to people wanting to have important conversations with me. Well, personal ones, that is.”
“What about Mateo?”
Seren chuckled. “He knew better.”
“Unlike me?”
“Obviously,” Seren said, adding a trace of humor to her tone.
“Remember when you accused me of derailing conversations by changing the topic?”
“That wasn’t an accusation, as I merely pointed out such a tendency.”
“Mm-hmm.” Bree shot her a disbelieving glance. “So?”
“Weren’t we supposed to have this entire conversation later, after we survive the trap Paddy set for me?”
Bree grumbled.
“I promise we will talk.” Seren held out her hand and Bree grasped it.
“I hope you know that means you’re promising we’ll survive.”
“You will survive because—”
Bree snatched her hand away. “If you dare finish that sentence, I won’t be responsible for what I’m gonna do to you, but you won’t have to worry about survival no more.”
“I don’t want you to die,” Seren whispered. 
“I don’t want either of us to die. But like I said, not only are we in this mess together, but our chances are higher that way, too.”
“How do you figure? They don’t know you, so you could get away, and—”
“Quit it. I’m serious, and I don’t wanna hear it again. For the record, I hate repeatin’ myself.”
“Go on then. Tell me how we’ll have a bigger chance together.”
“Well, I figure they wanna meet you in the barn, right? And E’s place is in the middle of the woods, and I dimly recall there were lots of trees around the barn, too.”
“The trees are mostly behind the building,” Seren said.
“Right, so while you go bring the duffle to them and use the front door, I will sneak up from the back.”
“And do what?”
“Incapacitate the goons on the outside, obviously.”
“Obviously,” Seren drawled with a laugh that contained no mirth. “You said you didn’t like guns. There’s also no guarantee that there will be any guards outside.”
“That’s why I asked about the taser. Why wouldn’t there be?”
“It would depend on how many goons Paddy deemed necessary, and whatever their orders or plans are. Aside from that, for your plan to work, you’d need to get close. They’ll see you, and then they’ll hurt you, at best.”
“Ye of little faith. Daddy and I used to go huntin’ together. I know how to be stealthy and creep up on an opponent.”
“There are an infinite number of things that could go wrong. It’s not the same thing either, to go hunting deer compared to sneaking up on Syndicate muscle.”
“What’s the alternative? I’m not talking about going in and giving them what they want. We’ve established that’s a trap, and you’ll die.”
Seren pinched the bridge of her nose. She had no better plan, and that was the problem. Their time was running out—exactly like Paddy—the conniving bastard—had counted on when he had only given her twenty-four hours to complete the exchange. He understood people committed more errors when they had to act fast, especially when you’d emotionally compromised them, and Seren most definitely fell into that category. Hard.
She drummed on the steering wheel. Unless… She hadn’t thought of Amy in years, and who knew if she and Pete were still in the same business. But it was worth a try. “I think we need a distraction. Your plan is risky. I hate the notion of you even attempting to take down the outside guards, if there are any, mind you, there could be more than one out there, too. Then what? It wouldn’t solve the problem of the men inside who will probably be armed.”
“Right. But you said that Paddy often underestimates you, to where you doubt anyone will be outside.”
“Yes, though that’s not as much an underestimation as a reality.”
“Stop selling yourself short. You’re smart and quite capable. You’ve run this business for ten years now. If you were as bad at this as you make it sound sometimes, your entire operation wouldn’t be where it is today. Law enforcement had next to nothing on the Orion Syndicate before you switched sides. Stop letting Paddy get to you.”
Seren grumbled. “That’s easier said than done. Besides, I don’t want to be good at this.”
“Yes, yes. You’re more than a criminal. We’ve established that, too, and once more, not the point.”
“What is the point, then?”
“What we’ll do instead. You don’t approve of the original plan, nor the idea of me knocking out the goons.”
Seren shuffled in her seat. “You have a point, and it is unlikely Paddy would come heavy handed to this… conflict.”
“OK. So this distraction?”
“A friend of mine, well, more like a friendly contact, Amy. She builds explosive devices, and—”
“You mean bombs?”
“Yes?”
Bree frowned. “Isn’t that overkill as far as distractions go?”
“What if we detonate a bomb near their cars? We could slice the tires first, just in case the bomb does less damage than we’d like.”
“So they’d be stuck there.”
“Yes. But here’s the thing: I will go in with the bag, while you will take care of the cars.”
“By taking care, you mean slicing the tires or the bomb?”
“Both. Though I suppose I could see if Amy can build a bomb with a cell phone detonator, then I could start it remotely, but I’d prefer if you did it since… well, what if you’re close by when… That’s too big a risk.”
“Not keen on getting blown up into bits.”
“So should I contact Amy?”
Bree shook her head. “This is too dangerous. Not only the danger to us, but what if we blow up E’s farm? That would be awful.”
Seren sighed. “You’re right. It is overkill. Also, time wise, this might be pushing it. Amy wouldn’t have the time to build that bomb, though I’d hoped she’d already have a device we could use.” She bit her lip. “So, what then?”
“A distraction is a good idea, but we’d first have to investigate the area and see where they are parked. If their cars are more toward the house and not the barn, there are at least 500 yards between the barn and the house, and with all those trees around…” Bree trailed off. “If you want a big bang, we could use firecrackers. There are some that are deafening, and I’m sure there’s one of those fireworks stores that sells all year round on our way to Texas.”
“OK, but the firecrackers won’t do any damage.”
“But slashing their car tires would still prevent them from following us. We could bust their windows, too. That would cause the alarm to go off.”
“Do you suppose all the men would go check that out?”
“I guess not, and it hinges on how many they’ve brought along. So, after I slash the tires and break the windows, I could drive off farther away from the barn and set off some firecrackers, then head in the opposite direction and once some goons have left the barn, I set up more firecrackers there, so whoever is left might go investigating, but heading the other way.”
“The goal is to have only one or two guards in there with E and Parker,” Seren said, nodding.
“Yes, and then you go in and get them out. Could you bribe them?”
“Either that or I’ll shoot them.”
Bree’s eyes widened. “Won’t they frisk you before allowing you into the barn?”
“True.”
Silence reigned for the next few miles as they each seemed immersed in their own thoughts.
“What about a knife? Did you bring any?” Bree asked.
“Of course, but they’d find that, too.”
“Depends. We could buy a bra that allows for fillers and hide a knife in there.”
Seren snorted. “No, thank you. There’s not that much metal in my breasts.”
“So there’s some in there?”
Seren rolled her eyes. “Figure of speech.”
“No piercings or anything?”
Seren flushed. “No.”
Bree chuckled.
“What about you?” Seren swallowed hard. Had she really just asked that?
“I’ll leave that for you to find out.”
Seren closed her eyes, then opened them wide when remembering that she was behind the wheel. That woman!
“All right. Let’s get back to business. Would they plan to kill you right there, or would they first take you somewhere else, like to Paddy?”
Seren couldn’t reply. The rapid topic change and the emotional shift gave her whiplash.
“Well?” Bree asked after a few minutes passed without an answer.
Seren cleared her throat. “I’d think my father would prefer to talk to me first, but who knows? Perhaps he is in there waiting for me.”
“Do you think so?”
“I don’t know. No. Since I was a teenager, he stopped being involved with dirty work.”
“Huh. But this is about you and Parker.”
Seren shrugged. Her father didn’t care about them, but the Syndicate meant the world to him. Both versions were possible, and she could make a sound argument for either. Perhaps he wanted to punish Seren for daring to endanger his beloved enterprise, and so he needed to be there to dole out said punishment.
On the other hand, Paddy might be too busy with whatever nefarious scheme he hatched now that he resumed leadership of the Syndicate, so he didn’t deem this little dilemma worth the trouble.
She also could never tell if her father thought her incompetent in general, or just terrible at leading the Syndicate since she lacked his ‘killer instinct.’ He’d complained about that often enough.
“Is there a way we could figure out how many syndicate muscles we gotta deal with?”
“Oh! Yes, of course. I’ve been so focused on weapons and Parker and E. There’s an infrared camera in the bag as well.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere. So how about we arrive through the back way, hike through the woods to check out the building and see how many they got inside? Or you know what? I do that while you drive around to the front until I call you and tell you what you can expect on the inside.”
“That all assumes we have enough time.”
“I doubt they have orders to… hurt E and Parker if you don’t show up on time.”
“We don’t know that, and I’m not willing to risk it.”
“That’s fair.” Bree sighed. “We need to hurry.”
“We are! I’m driving as fast as I can without attracting attention from the police.”
“We should have taken a flight.”
“Nonsense. We’d never have gotten all our equipment through security, and I told you, I won’t—”
“Rely on anyone or anything but yourself. Yes, I know.”
“Why are you so bitter?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Maybe it matters to me?” Seren glanced at Bree and watched her jaw tighten. She didn’t look back at her.
“You can’t have it both ways.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Either we have this conversation now, or we wait for later. Never mind that this later might never happen if they kill you the moment you step foot into that godforsaken barn. Don’t act like all of this isn’t related. You know what I mean, and you’re the one who refused to discuss any of this, from why you’re responsible for someone’s death, why you’re supposedly so terrible for me, to… hell. You won’t even say if you want me, too, so don’t you start with this now.”
Seren didn’t reply. She didn’t want to say she was sorry, not only because she feared Bree would choke her if she dared, but also because saying sorry didn’t mean a thing when it altered nothing. At the moment, she couldn’t change anything, and if Bree respected and accepted her wishes, then it seemed unfair for Seren to broach this subject in order to get the answers she wanted.
After driving twenty minutes in silence and spending the entire time trying to think of something to say that would convey her feelings and show her remorse without saying ‘I’m sorry,’ Seren whispered into the stillness, “I’ll try to not be such a clueless and inconsiderate ass in the future.”
Bree’s head snapped toward her, and her eyes narrowed. “That would be appreciated.” 
Seren released a heavy sigh. At least she had smoothed things over a tiny bit.
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They stopped at a gas station to fill up and grab a bite to eat before Seren drove on, maintaining she remained awake enough. Bree didn’t doubt that the mixture of fear and anxiety that must be pulsing through Seren would cause her to stay alert, but she worried about the inevitable post-adrenaline crash.
They made a quick pit stop at Fireworks, Bree couldn’t help but snark about the less than original name for a store that sold, well, fireworks, but thankfully, they had everything they needed—a bucket full of Wolf Pack firecrackers. Bree had researched this online, and apparently, they were the loudest firecrackers legally available. She hoped they’d be loud enough to work as a distraction. They’d also picked up a few metal buckets to amplify the sound. 
Bree struggled to understand how a person she had met only five days ago could be that important to her and become someone whom she felt closer to than she could fathom, yet who also exasperated her like no one else. While tempting to blame it on the circumstances, Bree knew herself—she knew her heart—and most of all, she recalled how she didn’t hesitate for a second to face and challenge the Orion Syndicate to free Seren and Parker. Her mama would likely accuse her of being a few fries short of a combo and admonish her that all her choices led to trouble. And chaos. Not necessarily in that order.
Bree sighed. A glance at her watch showed almost seven. She should try to sleep so she could take over driving soon. Seren had been nagging for her to sleep for a while, and Bree finally got comfortable enough in her seat to shut her eyes and rest.
Distorted imaged filled her dreams—she huddled up high on a wooden surface in some type of barn that also acted as a garage with cars below them. Seren and Parker sat by her side, and though heights normally didn’t faze Bree, the distance between their ledge and the ground terrified her.
She gripped one of the wood panels, gazing down and shuddered. Seren and Parker behind her seemed unbothered by the entire situation while dread swept through Bree. She tried to shift, then cursed and cringed when a splinter pierced her index finger and blood dripped from the tip.
She startled awake with a gasp.
“Hey. Are you OK?”
“Yes,” Bree rasped. She glanced at the clock. It was past nine p.m. She’d slept for almost two hours. “I think it’s time for me to drive the last stretch.”
“There’s a rest stop in ten miles. We’ll switch there, OK?”
Bree nodded. 
They got more food and after once more refilling their gas tank, Bree drove for the first time since the start of this… misadventure. While hyper focused and careful, the tension that accrued in her shoulders quickly forced Bree to relax, and after an hour of driving, she felt normal—as normal as she could feel given the circumstances.
Bree blamed the quiet—she didn’t count the low hum of the radio—on the fact that they were both struggling with their nerves and more or less failed to calm them. Well, at least Bree hadn’t succeeded so far, though most of her glances in Seren’s direction saw the other woman either drumming her fingers on her thigh or shifting restlessly in her seat.
They realized they’d need two cars since Bree would have to cover the stretch from E’s house, past the barn to their secondary distraction location quickly. So they stopped in College Station, close to E’s, and found a place that rented cars twenty-four/seven. They selected an old Ford Focus and Bree drove behind Seren for the last miles toward E’s place.
They arrived on a back road, half a mile out from E’s property close to six in the morning, and Bree trembled with exhaustion. It had been a while since she’d driven so long, and through the night with so little sleep. She exited her car, shivering at the cool, humid air washing over her, and joined Seren in the Cadillac.
Seren hadn’t slept a wink since they’d left the hotel and now sat there hunched with small, red-rimmed eyes.
“You should have slept some,” Bree said while they waited silently in the car, unmoving.
“Hmm. I couldn’t. And I’d have had nightmares.”
“Your body would still be more rested.”
“No. Bad sleep is sometimes worse than no sleep.”
Bree let the topic drop. It wouldn’t change anything.
After a brief moment of stillness, they exited and Bree grabbed her equipment—a can of pepper spray (just in case), buckets, firecrackers, a lighter, a knife, and a crowbar. They’d altered their plans some. Seren would drive to the front and enter with the duffle once Bree texted her. Before that, she’d use the infrared camera to figure out how many people they’d have to deal with.
“You need to be careful,” Seren said, seizing Bree’s arm as she turned to head back to the rental.
Bree frowned. Did Seren think she didn’t grasp how serious and dangerous all of this was? “Of course. I’m not stupid.”
Seren heaved a sigh. “I don’t…” She closed her eyes.
A sense of loss struck Bree. She loved Seren’s eyes. Their hue, yes, but even more so how expressive they were. She’d read and heard people say that ‘eyes are the windows to a person’s soul,’ and she’d always considered such notions to be sentimental tomfoolery, but Seren’s eyes and what she saw in them left Bree breathless. And now she had the audacity to close them, when this very well might be the last time they would see each other.
Bree’s protest died on her lips when Seren’s eyes snapped open. Bree froze, then gasped.
Seren’s eyes shone with determination, but they were tinged with panic and so full of sorrow that Bree’s heart felt undecided on whether it should pick up its pace or falter and still.
“Wha…” Bree uttered before Seren grabbed the lapels of her jacket and pulled her close, claiming her lips in a bruising, urgent kiss that had Bree’s lungs burn and knees buckle. After a second of stunned stillness, she embraced Seren and drew her near, sinking deeper into the kiss.
The heat of Seren’s mouth and her clean scent, lavender, and a crisp mix of something woodsy Bree failed to identify, left her dizzy and she could only follow Seren’s lead as her teeth rasped over Bree’s tongue. Their previous kiss at the hotel had been hot and had left Bree an overwhelmed, aroused mess in need of an icy shower, but it paled compared to the frantic ardor Seren poured into this kiss.
Bree’s heart ached. This kiss tasted of goodbye. She clutched Seren closer. She couldn’t lose her. They didn’t even get to be together yet! How could this be the end? What was she planning? Her thoughts and worries spiraled out of control and Bree broke the kiss with a cry.
“What are you doing?” she almost shouted.
Seren stumbled, and her face fell, contorted in a mask of disbelief and pain that made Bree’s heart even heavier. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
Bree surged forward and drummed on Seren’s chest.
Seren’s eyes widened, but she made no move to defend herself.
“I’m not upset about the kiss, you fool! You’re planning somethin’, and you think you’re gonna die, or you’re keepin’ somethin’ from me! Seren Doyle, I swear, if you—”
“Shh,” Seren breathed, grasping Bree’s arms, and once more pulling her close. Her eyes softened, and the hurt reflected in them earlier vanished—replaced by a warm fondness that didn’t injure Bree any less. “I’m not lying. I’m not keeping anything from you. We’re following the plan just as we discussed.”
“Then why?”
“I’m scared. My son and E are in there. Their lives are in danger, and I cannot even think about this because I’ll lose it if I do, and then I’ll break down and sit in a corner and cry. But then my head jumps to you. We’ve just found each other, and I… there’s so much I want to know about you, explore with you. And we might not get the chance, and I’m sad and frightened, and—”
Bree stopped the swell of words gushing from Seren by pressing her index finger to her soft lips. “We’re gonna get through this. All of us. I refuse to believe that we’ve met only to lose each other so soon. There’s been enough loss in both our lives to last a lifetime. Follow the plan. Don’t be a hero, and don’t you dare do somethin’ stupid like sacrificin’ yourself.” She sniffed.
Seren smiled. “I won’t. But Parker—”
“That’s different. We’ll save that sweet boy.”
Seren nodded. “And E.”
“We will save them both and we will all live, get our happy ending and all that nonsense.”
Seren pressed out a choked laugh. “Do you promise?”
Bree cried. “Yes,” she rasped before once more claiming Seren’s lips. This time, their kiss contained no passion, only solace.
A thought made Bree freeze as she pulled away, and instead, she grabbed Seren’s hand. “Do you recall when you asked me what I wanted?”
“Yes.”
“I want to be enough. Not for someone else.” Bree scrunched up her brows. “Been there, done that, and it’s not… It’ll never be enough ‘cause people keep changin’ their minds. One day you are what they want, and the next, none of that matters anymore.” She inhaled harshly. “I need to be enough for myself. I want to stop punishing myself for my thoughts, my needs, my… everything.”
“Bree,” Seren whispered, squeezing her hand.
Bree clenched her jaw and willed the tears that had shot into her eyes to remain there. “No, no. I’m not askin’ you to do or be anything. I’m not even askin’ you to tell me I am enough for you. I’d… We’ll see how all that goes, down the line, but I… I wanted you to know.”
“Thank you,” Seren croaked.
Bree nodded, not trusting her voice. They released each other and, after staring at the other for a lingering moment, both turned and strode to their respective cars. Bree sped off, heading toward E’s house.
She released a rough breath when she saw two cars parked in the driveway. After killing the engine, she jumped out and grabbed her tanto knife. At first, Bree had suggested slashing just two tires on each vehicle, but then Seren had pointed out that this would make it possible for them to switch and combine tires, and no one wanted that.
Bree slunk across the graveled driveway, each step crunching, and the sound resounded in her ears much louder than it should. She bent low next to the silver Audi and, exhaling in a rush, she thrust the tip of the blade into the smooth surface of the rubber on the side, about an inch below the tread.
Bree had to use all her force, but after a moment, the blade pierced the rubber and a psshh sound filled the air. She withdrew the knife and slashed the remaining three tires; the muscles in her arm shuddered with each additional stab while pearls of sweat peeled down her neck.
By the time she finished slicing the tires of the blue BMW, she panted, and her arm ached. She wiped the rear of her hand over her eyes, breathing deeply, trying to calm the erratic beating of her heart. More work remained.
Bree dropped the knife into her bucket. She hadn’t had to exert herself this way since high school. Perhaps she should ask Seren to include her in those exercise drills she had talked about the other night. If they survived all this. Don’t think like that!
She’d ignored Seren’s text earlier, but now she fished her phone out of her pants pocket and read it with a small smile. Just as they’d hoped. They might get away with this after all. She replied to Seren, telling her she was good to go.
Next, Bree grabbed her other bucket, the metal one, and dumped several Wolf Pack firecrackers inside. She placed it farther from the cars and crouched down. Her hands trembled, and she had to click the lighter several times before the flame stayed. Bree clenched her jaw and lit the fuse of the crackers before darting to the Audi. A few seconds later, the Wolf Pack exploded in a deafening noise—she should have brought ear plugs.
Bree grabbed the crowbar and, swinging wide, she smashed the driver’s window of the Audi. She watched the glass fracture as the cracked window turned milky, yet it sufficed, and the alarm blared into the stillness, chasing birds off their tree branches.
She dashed to her car, her hands shaking as she turned the key in the ignition and her Ford stuttered to life. Bree drove toward the little pathway hidden by trees, toward the barn, then past it. Her tires dug into the muddy trail, and at one point, she feared she’d get stuck, but thankfully, the car continued its trek.
Once she’d placed about five hundred yards between her and the building, she turned off the engine and rushed outside with another bucket in hands to set up the next round of firecrackers. This time, she lit them faster, despite her sweaty palms and her breath rattling like she’d just completed a marathon.
As if, Bree chuckled at the thought. If anyone ever saw Bree running, they’d better pick up their pace because that meant a horde of ravenous zombies raced after her. Running for sport. She scoffed.
Her ears rang, and her heart thumped while sweat poured down her back as she jogged to her vehicle. Bree’s life didn’t usually include this much excitement or danger. She almost longed for boring days in the office. “All over trees,” she muttered before once more jumping into her car and driving toward the barn.
As discussed, she sped past the outbuilding toward the road leading away from E’s farm and headed toward the highway. Her fingers clutched the wheel as she accelerated. She hoped it wouldn’t take too long for Seren to join her.
If she focused on that, her mind stayed distracted enough that she didn’t conjure up one horror scenario after the other. The goons not leaving, or them catching on. Hurting Parker. Seren. E. She hated waiting, and she sucked at it. Her brain never listened to her, anyway.
She arrived at the narrow little trail they’d chosen beforehand, and where Seren would meet her once she had freed Parker and E. If she managed that. How long should she wait here before she needed to return and barrel into the barn like some demented bat out for… What exactly?
Seren had left her a gun, ammunition, and pepper spray, but what would that do against heavily armed criminals? What would she do if she was too late?  



twenty-four
Seren regretted leaving Bree the moment she started her car to drive closer to the front of the farm. As agreed, she’d park close enough for a hopeful escape, but far enough as to not be spotted right away. Their entire plan hinged on Paddy underestimating Seren and having sent only a small contingent of their… his people.
God, they’d lost their minds. How could they think this would work? She gripped the steering wheel. Everyone she loved stood on the brink. Seren groaned. This disaster could only end in a catastrophe.
Ten minutes later, Seren parked her car between two ash trees, the barn up ahead, barely out of sight over the hill. She stepped out of the vehicle with the infrared camera clutched in trembling fingers. Crouching down on top of the hill, she lifted the device and pointed it at the barn. There were five separate signatures—two more huddled together in the middle of the room. One smaller. Parker and E.
She released a ragged breath before hurrying to the car. Once inside, she texted Bree the information. No reply. Bree was likely busy with the cars. No need to freak out and imagine all the things that could have gone wrong, or worry about what had happened, and whether Bree would be all right.
Too bad intentions often went counter to what your brain would choose to do instead. She always thought it funny when people compared the brain to a computer. Such a malfunctioning device would never get past the prototype phase. Who needed a computer that instead of printing on command, played music or yawned and shut off?
She held her phone in her hand, staring at it, willing it to beep and announce Bree’s message, telling her to go in, that she was fine. Seren needed to be in this godforsaken barn; she needed to see Parker. She pinched the bridge of her nose. The bag with all the evidence lay on the passenger seat, almost shouting at her.
What if things went wrong? They could all die. And what if Donna didn’t get the email? The Syndicate would then own all the evidence, once more getting away with everything.
Seren worried her lower lip and drummed on the steering wheel before pressing out a heavy sigh when her phone beeped. Her shoulders relaxed as she read the message. Bree had finished her preparations. Showtime.
Seren grabbed her bag and exited the car. She stiffened at the tension that radiated through her frame. The sensation reminded her of being cold to her bones, so, so cold that she felt unable to relax a single muscle. While Seren rarely got cold, she loathed it when it happened. “Here goes nothing,” she mumbled and trod through the dewy grass toward the structure.
Once in front of the door, she halted. Were they so confident that they wouldn’t have a lookout outside? She took a deep breath before opening the door, and as soon as she stepped inside, three guns were pointed at her. She raised her hands into the air, the bag remaining slung over her shoulder.
“Mom!” Parker called.
Seren flinched, watching how E prevented him from rushing forward. “Stay with E, baby,” she called.
“Look who finally made it,” Thomas sneered.
She had never liked him, and the feeling remained mutual. As a hardcore supporter of her father, he had always complained that she failed to run the Syndicate the “right” way. Relentless and brutal, Thomas delighted in hurting others. Like too many other, he’d joined the mob because he got off on violence.
Seren looked around. There stood Riley, another one who despised Seren. Did her father have a list of everyone who hated her? All too likely.
Maria, at the other side of the room, had always been more neutral, and one of the two who weren’t pointing a gun at her. Unlike Connor, of course. She didn’t expect him here, given he often rotated as one of Paddy’s bodyguards.
She shifted her gaze and froze. James. What was he doing here? This made no sense. Her father didn’t even like him, though he belonged to the ruling committee—rich and powerful members of the Syndicate with too much power, with their own employees, spies, and side projects. 
“Cat got your tongue, little traitor?” Riley asked, his voice a hard growl. “I can’t wait to kill you later,” he snarled.
Her eyes focused on Parker and E, who held her son close to her body, shielding him as best she could. Seren hid a tremble at how pale and scared he looked. Her poor baby. All he’d had to go through, just because she’d risked it all.
And E, she looked as if she hadn’t slept in ages. Seren could tell how agitated she was, how worried about Parker, and even about Seren, judging by her friend’s gaze flickering between them. Why did she keep hurting the ones she loved?
Riley crept closer while Thomas drew near, too, both keeping their weapons trained on her.
“Here, let me do this,” Maria strode over and patted down Seren, never once catching her eye. “All clear,” she said, stepping back.
Riley tore the pack from Seren.
“We got what we need. Let’s finish this,” Thomas grumbled.
“Not so quick,” James said, never moving from Parker and E’s side. “Is this everything, Seren? Or did you hide some more of your ill-gotten slander elsewhere?”
Seren would have snorted in any other situation. “That’s it.”
“Bring it here,” James demanded.
Riley marched to James and handed him the duffle as Connor and Maria strode closer to the door, seemingly checking to confirm Seren came alone. A little late for that. Seren would have done that right away. Meanwhile, Thomas glowered at her with his gun still in her face, once more leaving her with the urge to punch his face.
Sweat dripped down Seren’s nape and her heart seemed to have joined a heavy metal band as their overenthusiastic drummer. She cleared her throat.
James went through the files when a loud explosion rang out. He rose.
Seren started.
“What’s that?” Maria asked as the klaxon sound of a car alarm howled in the distance.
“The bitch brought help,” Connor spat.
Riley rushed over and pushed Seren, who stumbled a couple of steps back. “What did you do?”
“Nothing,” she replied and held his feverish gaze, though she felt like jumping out of her skin. Her fingers trembled, and she longed to charge toward her son and protect him. Usher Parker and E out of there, and—
James’ command tore Seren out of her thoughts. “Maria, Connor, go check it out. Judging by the sound, the explosion originated near the house. Make sure the cars are OK.”
Both nodded and left the barn.
Two down. Seren hoped Bree would have escaped from there fast enough.
“I don’t like this,” Riley said, pacing up and down. “We should just get rid of them all. Paddy said—”
“I know what Paddy said,” James barked.
“I’m just saying. She’s up to something. I know her. Look at her shifty little eyes.” Riley motioned toward Seren, who frowned.
“Don’t worry. We’ll take care of them when the time’s right.”
Seren shifted her stance. Come on, Bree. I could use a little help here.
Another minute ticked by until James kicked the bag with his foot. “That’s quite the collection.”
Before Seren could reply, another explosion resonated.
“What the fuck?” Thomas called.
“She did this!” Riley scurried toward Seren and pointed his gun at her.
“It’s not my fault you didn’t secure the perimeter,” Seren said.
Riley slapped her.
“Hey!” E shouted, tightening her grasp on Parker, seemingly the only tether preventing her from hurrying to Seren’s side.
Seren caught E’s gaze and shook her head.
“Can we not?” James sighed. “Just see what that was about. Both of you. Then find the others before returning.”
“What? Leave you here with her alone?” Thomas grunted.
James unholstered his gun. “What can she do, unarmed, with her kid and her dyke on the line?”
“Right,” Riley said, glancing toward Thomas. “Let’s go. The faster we handle this, the sooner we can end this and head home.”
Thomas nodded, and with a last glare toward Seren, followed Riley outside.
Seren held James’s gaze. “Didn’t expect you here.”
“Like I’d miss this.”
A minute passed in which they only stared at each other.
“I’m assuming you have an escape plan?”
“This was part of it, but we must hurry.”
“Wait, what?” E asked, straightening but keeping Parker tucked against her.
James grabbed the bag and threw it at Seren, who caught it. “Let’s go then. This won’t take them long. You can tell me everything in the car.”
Seren nodded and held out her arms for Parker, who sprinted toward her, crying.
“Shh, baby. It’s all right. Let’s go.” She turned to leave, then halted and turned toward E. “Come on.”
E grumbled while she followed them out of her barn. “You got so much explaining to do, Seren Doyle,” she muttered.
Seren cringed. “I will. Later, I promise. My car is over there,” she said, pointing at the hill behind which she’d parked her vehicle.
They ran toward it, James flinging open the passenger door and sliding in, while E and Parker went in the rear.
“Drive. What are we waiting for?” James asked.
“Where’s Ms. Bree?” Parker asked.
“We’ll pick her up.” Seren stepped hard on the gas pedal, and with tires screeching, they sped off.
Seren focused on the road, concentrating on the feat of getting Parker and E out of the Syndicate’s clutches, away from Paddy’s reach, and with everyone unharmed, instead of losing herself in fright for Bree. What if Riley and the others had gotten to her? Then they’d have another hostage situation on their hands. Or even worse. What if they killed her? Nausea roared in her stomach.
She raced down the road leading away from E’s and joined the highway, getting close to… wait, what had happened to Bree’s rental? Why was it empty? What’s going on?
Seren almost careened off the street, but somehow wound up catching the curve and skidding to a stop next to Bree’s car.
“What’s happening, Mom?”
“Hush, not now, sweetheart,” Seren said, pulling the car into park and bolting out of the driver’s seat, slamming the door shut behind her. “Bree?” she called. Not her smartest move ever, given that this could be a trap, but her heart galloped in her chest at a dizzying speed while she stood there, trembling and panting, a second away from losing her mind.
“Bree!” she tried again, jumping when Bree ducked out from behind the rear of her car with her gun pointed at the ground.
“Are you all right? Who’s the guy up front?” Bree hissed.
Seren’s brows knitted together before she spun around to look at the car. “Oh, James.”
“And?”
“He’s Mateo’s boyfriend. Or better, he was his boyfriend.”
“Wait, what? What is he doing here? Mateo had a boyfriend?”
“Yes, but that’s a conversation for later. He’s with the Syndicate, too, and we were damned lucky that he led their entire operation. Come on. We must hurry and get out of here.”
Bree nodded and rushed to follow Seren into the car, joining E and Parker in the backseat.
They drove off, and Seren thundered down the highway. “This is Bree. James.”
“I’m so happy you’re here, Ms. Bree!” Parker gushed.
“Me, too honey. It’s so good seeing you again.” Bree reached out and ruffled Parker’s hair.
“We’re going to Washington, yes?” Seren asked, still breathless as her heart pounded. The rush of adrenaline kept her lightheaded.
“Yes,” Bree said, while James only grunted, and E remained silent.
“Not the enthusiastic affirmation I hoped for, but I’ll take it.”
“I wanna go home, Mom,” Parker said, his voice low.
“Oh, sweetheart,” Seren breathed, wishing she could comfort him and grant his request right away. She threw a thankful nod at Bree, who pulled Parker close and placed an arm around him. “We will return home as soon as we can, but first we have to make sure they won’t get away with what they’ve done.”
“Some of… some men said that…” Parker shook his head.
“What did they say, honey?” Bree asked.
“That granddad did all this.”
Seren’s shoulders slumped. She knew that there would come a day when Parker would learn everything, when he’d become aware of their family’s history and that his grandfather likely had his father killed and had tried to kill him and his mother, but she’d hoped to keep this from him as long as possible.
“Is that true, Mom?”
“I’m afraid so, sweetheart,” she finally pressed out. She hated lying to him, and if she lied now, it would surely blow up down the road.
Parker started crying and Bree pulled him closer, stroking his hair.
They drove in silence for a while until James cleared his throat. “We can’t stop aside from getting gas and using the toilet.”
“We’ve disabled their cars, and none of them followed us,” Seren replied.
He shook his head. “They know. They know where you’re headed, and they will figure out a way to contact people at home. You know we have sympathizer and helpers everywhere.”
Seren sighed. He was right. “All right. We’ll… take turns driving, then.” How she hated the very thought. She could handle Bree driving, but the rest? Not as if she had any other choice, though. “Are you all right, E?” Seren asked.
E shook her head. “I’m just worried.”
“We’ll make it to the FBI, and they can get us to a safe house until they make all the needed arrests,” Bree said.
“They’ll have probably burned my house down by then,” E said, heaving a sigh.
“I’m sorry for roping you into this,” Seren said.
E waved her off. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep Parker safe.”
“This isn’t on you!” Seren exclaimed.
“Let’s talk about that later. We should all get some sleep so we can switch driving,” E said and leaned her head against the window.
“First good idea I’ve heard,” James grumbled, trying to get comfortable in the passenger seat.
“I’ll stay up with you, so you have someone to talk to. Parker is out, by the way.”
“Good. It’s been a lot,” Seren whispered, catching Bree’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “Thank you.”
Bree smiled. “No problem.”
Seren tried to repress the memories of the danger they had been in. If James hadn’t been there, if Paddy had sent anyone else? She swallowed hard. No, such thoughts wouldn’t do.
“So, James and Mateo,” Bree said after almost half an hour filled with mundane chatter. Seren supposed she’d wanted to make sure James was asleep.
“Yes.”
“You knew about this?”
“Of course. I told you Mateo and I had no romantic connection.”
“Because you’re both gay?”
Seren blew out a short but exasperated breath. “Mateo wasn’t gay, but he loved James, and they… God, they were so cute together. Don’t tell James I’ve said that.”
Bree chuckled. “He seems very… stoic.”
“He’s not one for many words, that’s for sure.”
“I’m surprised he stayed after Mateo passed. I’m not sure I could have continued to be involved with people I blamed for the death of someone I loved.”
Seren released a noise that sounded like a mixture of a huff and a scoff. “Is this another moment where you are compartmentalizing to the point of missing the obvious?”
“Hey! There’s no need to be rude.”
Seren’s shoulders sank. “I’m sorry.”
Bree sighed. “No worries. It’s not even that. I don’t get it. Yes, crime organizations are often powerful and connected, but they’re not all powerful. Their reach ends. There must be a way to leave them.”
“You mean you didn’t understand this from all your work on the mob? All those trials and case files?”
Bree tilted her head.
Seren lowered her voice, “You could spend your entire life listening to testimonies about the mob, and you’d still never scratch the surface, what it means to live in, or worse, be raised in such an environment.”
Bree held Seren’s intense gaze in the mirror’s reflection before her friend focused back on the road.
“It’s harrowing. It devours you and you watch your soul grow dimmer each day, allowing more of their endless, infinite tentacles to seize you and squeeze so hard that you choke on your morals, your ideals, your very conscience because following those…” She gritted her teeth. “You don’t just leave the mob.”
“I’m not trying’ to be insensitive here, but—”
Seren chuckled. “I appreciate such a valiant attempt.” Seren barely suppressed a smile.
Bree cleared her throat. “Have you considered that this is your view from the inside? It sounds like a cult. Like you’ve been brainwashed to believe this. They have a grip on you, no doubt, but no one is ever that powerful. No individual, and no organization unlike what fiction… or the exaggerations of criminals try to sell us. There is always a way out.”
“I can see that. But how about this: there’s a difference between the reality that exists and the one you expect, the one you perceive, right?”
Bree frowned.
“OK, if I believe that something is impossible, it will become impossible to me, right?”
“You mean because then you’ve already given up?”
“Yes, in a way,” Seren said. “A well-functioning syndicate needs theater. It needs fear, and yes, for its members to believe in its greatness, in its invulnerability, power, and most of all, in the far reach of the person in charge.”
“I’ll give you that, but that doesn’t mean you have to buy into that, especially when you’re in a higher position or are close to those making up the upper echelon.”
“Yes and no.”
Bree grunted before biting her lip.
Seren’s gaze traveled to Bree’s mouth, and she swallowed a sigh and shifted her focus from the rearview mirror to the road ahead. The last thing they needed was a crash. “Some people might want to believe all that because it makes them feel powerful and that they are part of something bigger, but for others…”
“What?”
“These syndicates attract two types of people: the desperate, and the violent. You can be desperate for money, but often that despondency is born out of a vice. Drugs, gambling, prostitution. All kinds of addictions, which often gives them dirt on you. Why do you think people stay in the first place? As I said, some get off on the potential for violence and the high-risk environment. There are financial rewards if you move up in the ranks, but overall, it’s… traumatic. Once the Syndicate sinks its claws in you’re done for. Trust me.”
“But—”
“Look, most people don’t join this mess unless they’ve already hit rock bottom. If you’ve got nothing left to lose, then what the Syndicate offers might seem like a good deal, or well, the only way to resolve your debts or bankroll your addiction. So these people, they have no choice. They can’t just leave. And if they try… Let’s say it rarely has a happy ending.” Seren tightened her grip on the wheel.
“James doesn’t seem to fit that type.”
“No. But as you’ve pointed out, he’s upper level, and that comes with other… issues.”
“Is that why you’ve never tried to leave?” Bree asked after a stretch of stillness.
“That’s another can of worms,” Seren said.



twenty-five
Bree hated her life. No, that wasn’t correct. She hated where she currently found herself. One would expect that her problem lay in being on the run from the mob and the FBI (also to the FBI), and that caused her discontent, but no. Bree found herself quite exasperated by past choices, especially now, when she sat in the rear of Seren’s Cadillac with Parker between them—cuddled up against his mama, who surprisingly held on to Bree’s hand.
They had halted at a gas station, where James had taken over the wheel, and E had sat up front to keep him company. The two chatted, and their hushed mumblings morphed into a kind of white noise, while Bree’s entire focus centered on her hand resting on the seat, entwined with Seren’s long fingers.
Bree had startled when Seren first grasped her hand and stroked the back of her thumb, but she’d squeezed Seren’s hand and didn’t let go. Could James and E see what was going on in the backseat? On that note, what was going on here? “Are you alright?” she whispered, no longer able to sustain the silence that only made her thoughts roar.
Seren smiled at Bree. “Yes. You?”
Bree nodded, afraid her voice would crack like her teenage nephew’s who’d visited them last year over the summer.
“I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m so sorry for—”
“Don’t,” Bree’s voice graveled. She couldn’t tell whether Seren wanted to apologize for the mess with the Syndicate, or worse, for what happened between them. Their second kiss. This time, Bree hadn’t started it. But she wanted to hear none of it.
“But—”
“No,” Bree hissed. “I’m not sorry about being here with you, about having been ‘dragged,’ as you like to put it, into this mess. I most definitely don’t regret what else has happened, and if you dare apologize for the kiss or worse for me tryin’ to help get them out, Seren Doyle, I swear—”
“Bree,” Seren interrupted her whispered shouting, squeezing her hand. “You could have gotten seriously hurt. If these guys—”
“They didn’t, OK? We got away clean. We got everyone out, including James. Parker is fine.”
“Yes, but—”
“No. You must take your wins, too. Did everything work out perfectly? No. Does it suck that we are in this position to begin with? Yes, but it’s what we got now. It’s what we must do.”
Seren choked back a ragged breath. “I was so worried. I thought there’d be no way I wouldn’t lose one of you,” her voice broke.
“Oh, honey,” Bree cooed, wishing she could pull Seren close, but instead, all she had left was to clasp her hand tighter and brush her thumb over Seren’s index finger.
Seren rubbed her eyes. “It’s all right. I just… It really hit me how close we came… How I almost lost everything, and all because I was so selfish, and just—”
Bree’s laughter interrupted Seren while Parker stirred.
James and E fell quiet before they continued their conversation.
Bree canted her head. James seemed pretty chatty with E. Did they know each other?
Seren cleared her throat.
“Right. It’s just rich. You callin’ yourself selfish. You’ve told me not to think that way about myself, and I’m tryin’ but compared to you, most people are selfish. You want to bring down a major crime syndicate, and you’ve risked your life to do so.” Bree clenched her jaw. “Aside from that, wanting to be free isn’t selfish.”
Seren hummed. “You should remember that, too.”
Bree narrowed her eyes, then sighed. “It’s a hard habit to break.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Are we good?” Bree asked.
“Yes. Of course.”
Bree felt the tension ebb away, allowing her to breathe easier. Rationally, she knew Seren wouldn’t hold her hand like this if she wanted to erect a wall between them, if she’d decided to cast Bree away. But that was often the problem: most of her relationships had included this push and pull, this moment where everything seemed all right, where she thought they were doing fine, but then the other shoe dropped, the one she didn’t know floated in the air above her, and suddenly conflict and strife lay at her feet, trouble that she had somehow caused. Or so they’d always say. She expected it, and a part of her wondered if this would play out with Seren, too—if this was how relationships worked.
Bree closed her eyes. Did she just call what was between her and Seren a relationship? She should go to sleep. Perhaps that would chase away the foolishness that seemed to be her companion right now. Or at the least, she’d not have to listen to it.
“We should sleep,” Seren mumbled, then tilted her head when Bree chuckled softly.
“Never mind. You’re right. We have hours to go, and the rest can wait.” She yawned, trying to get more comfortable while continuing to hold Seren’s hand.
Six hours later, Bree took over driving, while E joined Seren in the back. Parker was still out, and Bree had told Seren not to move him when she’d stirred and seemed to want to join Bree up front. To Bree’s surprise, both women fell asleep quickly.
She’d told James to catch some sleep, too, but he only shook his head.
“Can’t sleep.”
“Well, I’m sure E can drive next, or Seren again. She won’t mind taking another turn,” Bree said and suppressed her eye roll.
James smiled. “Yes, she likes to be in control.”
“Hmm,” Bree replied, and shifted in her seat. “Did you know?”
“Know what?”
“That her father sent his men to kill Seren and Parker at their house.”
James grunted. “No.”
“Would you have warned her?”
His gaze turned to Bree, but he said nothing right away.
“I just…”
“You’re wondering if you can trust me.”
“That’s a fair question, don’t you think? I don’t know you.”
“I don’t know you either, but I am aware of who you are, Mrs. Gabriella Worrington, US Attorney of the Northern District of California.”
“You have me at a disadvantage,” Bree said, using her honeyed, soft tone that usually made people feel more comfortable around her because they thought her a dumb, naïve blonde.
“Seren trusts me. Isn’t that enough?”
“No. Seren is too trusting.”
James pressed out a low laugh. “You must not know Seren very well. She’s anything but that.”
While quite aware that you couldn’t describe Seren as too trusting, Bree worried about her judgment where James was concerned. Being Mateo’s boyfriend might have blinded her. For all they knew, he could have been involved in Mateo’s so-called accident.
So Bree remained silent, contemplating how best to reply. She hated giving away too much, seeing as she didn’t fully trust James yet. Yes, he had helped them at E’s, and he’d driven according to their planned route, but E had sat beside him the entire time, so if he had some devious plan, there’d have been no way to put it into motion then.
“Seren loved Mateo.” She stifled a sigh. Even when she tried to be circumspect, she couldn’t help but go for the jugular.
James stiffened.
“She believes you loved Mateo, too.”
“Lady, I know you’re used to being someone important and all, but you got no idea what you’re talking about,” he muttered while the vein in his neck bulged. 
“Here’s the thing, Mr.?” She paused.
“Robinson,” he grunted. “Should I call my lawyer, Mrs. Worrington?”
“James, then,” she said and rolled her lips. “Seren was close to her husband. They were best friends, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Yes.”
“She trusted him.”
“What’s your point?”
“Well, she knows Mateo loved you, and I wonder if she perhaps transferred her trust for Mateo to you, especially after his untimely and tragic passing.”
James balled his hands into fists.
“I’m sure you’ve heard of ‘guilt by association?’”
“Who hasn’t?”
“Right. But I’m wondering if this is a case of trust earned by association.”
“Now, lady—”
“Bree. If I’m to call you James, drop the lady,” she demanded in a curt tone.
“I’ll admit that without Mateo, Seren and I likely wouldn’t have gotten familiar, friends, whatever you don’t believe we are. We’re… quite different and surprisingly similar. She’s closed off, even more so since… since Mateo.” He released a jagged breath and cleared his throat. “I never felt a love like his.” James sounded wistful and avoided Bree’s gaze.
Sincerity and grief poured off James, and her heart drummed faster.
“Mateo was the sun. When he looked at you… It’s like his warmth and affection sustained you, no matter what else happened. Mateo… he was good for Seren, and when she lost him… When we lost him… You don’t recover from that. The grief, it stays. Just changes with time.” James gazed out of the window.
“Mateo sounds like an amazing man.”
“He was. And perhaps Seren first trusted me because Mateo did, and because he loved me, but I want to believe that I’ve earned her trust myself over the years.”
“How long were you and Mateo together?”
“Six years. But I’ve known him for twenty. I’m Parker’s godfather.”
Bree sighed.
“I’m glad you’re looking out for her, Bree, but I’m not the enemy—we left them behind in Texas.”
“No. We didn’t. The enemy still sits in California,” Bree said with steel creeping into her voice.  



twenty-six
Seren hadn’t meant to fake sleeping. She’d been resting her eyes. E had fallen asleep, and while there were so many things they needed to talk about, not now, not here. Not when her dearest friend needed rest.
She’d slept fitfully earlier. Her dreams transporting her back to E’s, to the barn, to Parker’s pale, scared face, to the men and woman she’d known for a long time, and who had turned their guns on her at her father’s behest. Not that the men had needed much incentive. In her dreams, they didn’t get out.
She’d tried to reach Parker and E, but she failed each time she tried. It felt almost as if she ran on a treadmill, or rather a hamster wheel. No matter how fast she sprinted, she couldn’t reach them. To make matters worse, she fought not only for Parker and E. No, in her dream, they also held Bree captive.
So once Bree had started driving, she sought to rest more, but when they’d begun talking, Seren realized that first, they’d never have talked like that if they thought she were still awake, and second, she had to hear this conversation.
It proved difficult to remain quiet, to not raise her voice in protest and defend either of them. James was a good man, and he didn’t earn her trust because Mateo loved him. He’d done that on his own, but Bree couldn’t know that, and her heartfelt protectiveness rang like a warm echo in Seren’s mind, chipping at the ice.
She also felt nerves skitter along her skin at getting to experience Bree in her element, as the woman seemed to be made for interrogating people. She’d rarely witnessed James talk that much at a time or even share so much with an essential stranger.
Yet, what overwhelmed her and caused tears to well in her eyes—Bree’s last words—the enemy in California. She swallowed hard and resisted the urge to wipe her eyes. Bree knew her better than… anyone else, really. She almost gasped. How could this be?
Shouldn’t that be E or James at this point? What about Mateo? He’d known her best, but Bree… She read Seren effortlessly and most of all, what she found didn’t make her run away. Quite the opposite.
Bree knew the Orion Syndicate. She knew how they operated. She knew who her father was, especially considering how long he’d been in charge without law enforcement ever having an inkling that he had been the head of the Syndicate for most of his adult life. Yet, Bree stood by her, even defended her, or better, she attempted to ensure that James wouldn’t betray Seren.
She couldn’t remember someone other than her mother showing her such consideration. Mateo didn’t count. He’d been raised in the cartel as well, and so his perceptions were off at times, as far as what should be considered normal behavior when it came to interactions between families. Some things were just a given—how fathers treated their children, how children acted around their parents. Seren sometimes wondered how he’d never picked up on the dissonance between what he considered acceptable behavior coming from their parents, and the care and affection he’d bestowed upon Parker.
But Bree was different. She didn’t grow up as the heiress of a crime syndicate, raised by a cold, ruthless father and a mother, who, while loving Seren dearly, always submitted to her husband and never openly contradicted him. Bree actually knew right from wrong and how to treat people, how to be considerate. And while she needed to be kinder to herself, she’d shown Seren nothing but compassion and support. She didn’t know how to repay that, but she’d keep on trying.
Seren knew before she’d ever met Mateo that she’d slit his throat while he slept if he’d ever dared to treat their future child the same way Paddy had treated her. She’d been in that mindset when they’d met, and to say that had made things awkward between them for a while would be quite an understatement.
She must have drifted off because she started at Bree’s cold fingers on her arm. Seren blinked rapidly before realizing they’d stopped at another gas station.
“Hey, you,” Bree said with a soft smile. “Wanna use the bathroom? Think we should wake Parker? We’re only one driving shift away, and good, old Jimmy here isn’t ready to pick up the next driving session.”
“Hey! I said I was fine driving!”
Bree ignored him. “Think you can do it?”
“Yes.” Seren shuffled Parker to the side. “We should let him sleep until he wakes up on his own, which should be at any moment. He’ll be wired either way, but this has been a lot.” She stroked his hair, then exited the car.
After six more hours (Parker woke up shortly after they’d left the gas station, and they made a quick pit stop at a fast-food restaurant to allow him to use the restroom), they finally arrived at the FBI headquarters in Washington. Parker had spent the remaining drive much like Seren had predicted—a bundle of restless energy with a million questions.
That the only available snacks were a cheese sandwich and candy—never allow Bree to be in charge of replenishing supplies for a trip—hadn’t improved that situation. At least her poor boy hadn’t yet picked up the habit of sipping sweet tea.
After Bree talked to the agents and they were given entry, Seren flung the duffle over her shoulder and led the rest of them inside.
They first had to go through security before they could enter all the way. In the foyer with its open space and marble floors, Seren and James’s steps slowed down, both realizing that they were walking on (former) enemy territory, while Bree marched ahead as if she’d returned home.
Bree introduced herself to the first officer they saw, who snapped to attention and nodded a lot before disappearing. She strode over to Seren. “They will be here to speak to you soon,” she said, reaching out to squeeze Seren’s hand.
Seren held on tight for a moment before letting go of Bree’s hand and exhaling roughly. They’d made it. She struggled to believe it, but they’d made it to the FBI headquarters. Best of all, none of them were injured. They’d freed Parker and E from Paddy’s goons, and even James was now with them.
Yes, they’d been luckier than they’d had any right to be—she still couldn’t be sure what she’d have done with the last remaining guard if it had been anyone other than James. Seren hoped she would be able to negotiate for James as well. He must have valuable information to offer, too.
After Seren squashed the desire to pace over the next ten minutes, a door opened, and an older woman in a tailored dark purple pant suit marched toward them, her expression stern, but not hostile.
Seren released her clenched jaw and tightened her hold on the strap of her bag. This was the right thing to do. She already had an agreement with the FBI that guaranteed her freedom, but what would that mean if it would separate her from Bree, for Lord knew for how long? 
Bree offered her a small smile and an encouraging nod as the woman led Seren into her office.
“Please sit down, Ms. Doyle. I am Deputy Assistant Director Ella Fernandez. You’ve given us quite a fright when your residence came under attack, and we were unable to locate you. I understand you have something for us?”
Seren tilted her head. That was one way of putting it.
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The safe house. Bree never expected to find herself in such a place, but even if they’d suggested she returned home—they didn’t; in fact, Fernandez strongly advised against it—there was no way she’d leave Seren and Parker now.
The FBI had placed them in a two-story home in the suburbs of Philadelphia. Fernandez estimated they might have to stay for a week. They preferred to move on all major players at once, and while this case had been ongoing, there were still preparations left, as well as the OK from the respective judges on the case.
Bree knew all too well how that system worked. She also had a few more days before Sam expected her home, and while she planned to call him, she dreaded that conversation. Yet, Bree doubted she’d ever be in the right frame of mind to handle this disaster or face such a probable argument. If possible, she’d postpone this forever, but life, rudely, prevented you from taking such easy exit ramps. At least she’d had the presence of mind to email Donna and tell her to delete her previous email.
Seren and Parker had taken the main bedroom upstairs. Parker had wanted Bree to join them, and his request had touched her heart, but she felt the two of them needed some alone time. She’d reassured him she’d be right next door in the guestroom. Meanwhile, E and James had taken the remaining two bedrooms downstairs.
Bree’s room resembled an office that had been converted to a bedroom with a makeshift full-sized bed (she couldn’t recall the last time she had slept in such a narrow bed), but she needed to be close to Seren and Parker, and aside from crawling into the super comfortable looking king-sized bed with them, this remained her best option.
She’d taken a long shower and dressed in an oversized shirt and panties, forgoing the bra for tonight, sick of its confines and trying to be as comfortable as possible as she doubted she’d be able to sleep much. Too much excitement had her running on adrenaline for hours on end, then crashing in the car, only for things to get tumultuous once more.
Now this. Quiet. Still. Bree only heard her own breathing, which left her feeling even more alone.
The conversation she’d had earlier with Seren after Parker had gone to bed beleaguered her mind. It lingered, and she knew Seren would blame this on the content of her so-called confession, but its staying-power related more to the question of assumed guilt and how we all tended to torture ourselves.
◆◆◆
 
“I need to tell you this before we go… before this thing between us goes any further. That way, you can change your mind and it won’t be…” Seren rubbed the back of her neck. She’d entered Bree’s bedroom and leaned against the closed door.
As far as dramatic entrances and greetings went, Bree would give this an eight, bordering on a nine out of ten. It surely had her heart pumping. She settled on the bed. “All right.” Bree hated Seren’s posture—readying herself for a physical blow.
“I told you I’ve killed no one, and that is… I didn’t pull the trigger, but I might as well have.”
Bree didn’t react. Well aware of Seren’s tendency to be too hard on herself when it came to the Syndicate and her role in it, she’d always reserve judgment, not only until she heard the full story but also until after she’d asked many questions.
“Shortly after I’d taken over, there was this woman, Eva. She… She’d been with us for years, but she was done. She’d gotten clean and wished to start her life over, away from Orion and its specters.”
“Understandable.”
Seren nodded. “She’d approached me about leaving. She’d started dating this guy who had no ties to organized crime, and she wanted to see where it would go.” Seren’s hands tightened into fists. “I let her go. I said she may leave, but that she can never talk about the Syndicate, and that… if she did, we’d know and… find her.”
Bree grimaced. That didn’t sound good. “Did you mean it?”
“Letting her go or moving against her?”
“Both?”
“I was envious of her chance, of her ability to say, ‘I’m done’ and to leave. But I was rooting for her, too. I wanted her to be free of us.”
“OK. What happened?”
Seren swallowed hard. “She died,” her voice broke.
Bree gritted her teeth. “I need more details.”
Seren shrugged. “Someone must have told my father about this, about my decision. They went after her and killed her. An example for those who wished to leave.”
Bree’s brows furrowed. “I don’t see how any of this is your fault. Also, I thought you were in charge. How did you react to Paddy doing this?”
“I let her go! I knew how the Syndicate had handled such cases in the past, but I was naïve enough to believe that I could change it! That just because I’d let her leave, she’d be… safe.” Her brows furrowed. “If I had said no—”
“She might’ve still left.”
“You don’t know that!”
Bree laughed. “Neither do you.”
“This isn’t funny!”
“No, it’s not. I’m not laughing at…” She sighed. “How did Paddy justify this move?”
“He never admitted it. Claimed it was an accident.”
“Like Mateo. How could this be an example if he denied a hand in it?”
Tears brimmed in Seren’s eyes. “He always had his eyes and ears everywhere. And you don’t need evidence to be scared. People knew she’d left, then died. That was enough.”
“Look, we’ve established that Paddy is a bastard, and I have no doubts he orchestrated this. But I still don’t agree that any of this is on you. There’s quite a difference from saying ‘yes, go ahead, leave the mob and be happy,’ and pulling the trigger and shooting someone.”
“I know that.”
“Then why do you blame yourself for this?”
“Because I should have known better!”
“This isn’t your cross to carry, Seren.”
“But if I’d—”
“No.” Bree rose and strode to Seren, stopping right in front of her. “You always seem ready to carry the world. But you forget one thing.”
“What’s that?” Seren croaked.
“You only got two hands.”
Seren chuckled.
“This isn’t on you.”
“I wish I could believe that.”
Bree grasped Seren’s hand. “I cannot help you with that. We are always our harshest critics. But maybe time can help?”
“Perhaps.” Seren exhaled in a rush. “Are we OK?”
Bree rested her forehead against Seren. “Why wouldn’t we be?”
◆◆◆
 
Thunder clapped outside and Bree rolled onto her side, staring at the blinds that allowed rays of light from the streetlamps to enter, illuminating enough of outside for Bree to see the rain pelting down. She sighed. She should have accepted Parker’s offer.
Had she imagined the disappointment she saw shining in his mother’s eyes when she’d declined his invitation to join them? Was that why Seren had come to talk to her? Did she think Bree would reject her?
Hopefully, their conversation had assured Seren that Bree didn’t wish to carve a distance between them. Bree didn’t work like that. Well, that was a lie. Bree worked exactly like that. Conflict avoidance had been her go-to reaction. But did Seren realize she was the exception? Perhaps Bree should tell her. Communication and all that.
Even though she’d been convinced she wouldn’t fall asleep soon, somnolence had crept up on her. Abruptly, a fleeting awareness overcame her with a rush back to consciousness as her heart thudded so hard Bree worried she must still be running around E’s barn. She panted—stiffness shot up her arm from her hand that clutched the bedsheets in an iron grip. With a sigh, she released her hold.
“Are you all right?”
Bree started and drew back. Why hadn’t she noticed Seren right next to her? “Wh… What?” she stammered.
Seren stroked up and down Bree’s clammy back. “You were screaming. A nightmare? Was it about… what I said earlier?”
Bree licked her lips, surprised by how dry and chapped they were. “It’s fine. I don’t…” Her brows furrowed. “I remember little, but it wasn’t about that. You really need to let that go, at least concerning us.”
Her dreams had been saturated with a sense of looming dread that still ran through her, but there were no accompanying images. “Parker!” She made to rise, but Seren pushed her down.
“Shh,” Seren almost cooed. “He’s all right, still sleeping. It took him a while to fall asleep after I joined him. He tossed and turned for the first half hour, but he’s out like a log again, and I left the door to the room ajar.”
“That’s a weird saying. Logs aren’t alive. They don’t move. They just lie there.”
Seren chuckled and sat down next to Bree, who had scrambled up and leaned against the headrest. “That’s the point. They don’t stir. Dead to the world. Also, I’d say trees are alive.”
Bree waved her off. “Of course they are, but logs are dead trees.” Her gaze traveled to Seren’s long legs clad in shorts with a hem not even reaching mid-thigh, along with a tight shirt that clung to her chest like a second skin. While a lovely view Bree had been appreciating during their adventure, it seemed exceptionally uncomfortable to sleep in. Not that she’d ever bring that up.
“Hmm. Are you sure you’re OK? I worry about you.”
Bree laughed. “You worry about me? What about you? You never told me what happened in the barn.”
Seren sighed. “I wasn’t planning on having that conversation now.”
“When will we have it? There will always be someone around during the day, making sure we can’t talk.” She tilted her head. “But maybe that’s what you want?” Bree frowned. Where was that insecurity coming from? She needed to heed her own sermons.
“No. I want to tell you.” Seren heaved a sigh. “It’s a lot, and difficult. There’s been so much on my mind, then we had this other conversation, and—”
Bree grabbed Seren’s hand, surprised by the cold radiating off her. “It’s OK. I’m being silly. I don’t know… You don’t have to tell me. If this is too hard—”
“No, no. It’s fine.” Seren smiled and squeezed Bree’s hand.
“Why are you so cold? Come, let’s get under the covers and talk.”
Seren’s eyebrows rose. “In a full-sized bed?” 
“Better than a twin.”
“Not by a lot.”
“What? Are you afraid of being too close to me?” Bree teased.
“That’s not the word I’d use,” Seren drawled before both shifted to lie under the covers.
They were so close that with better lighting (and her reading glasses), Bree would have been able to count Seren’s eyelashes.
“It all happened so fast. I noticed James last because I’d focused on the others. Of course, Paddy would send some of the people in the Syndicate who hate my guts the most.”
“I suppose that’s an added advantage.”
“Hmm. Well, it shocked me to see James, and I still need to talk to him, though tomorrow he might be busy with that FBI agent Fernandez said they’d send to interview him.”
“I can imagine. It must have been jarring seeing him there amidst all those people who… had Parker and E. James said he and Mateo had been together for six years. How did that work out? Were they lovers or boyfriends? Not that it matters… I just…” Bree trailed off, feeling silly for the odd things her mind sometimes jumped to and focused on.
“It’s OK. They were all of that and more. If they could have, they’d have gotten married.”
“Aww. That’s so sweet.” Bree’s face turned somber. “I didn’t trust him right away. I… It is possible that I was perhaps rude to him and interrogated him a tiny bit?” Bree suppressed a cringe.
Seren held Bree’s gaze, then issued a low and rough chuckle that washed over Bree, making her restless while fighting off the impulse to shuffle even closer to Seren.
“Sorry.”
“You’re apologizing an awful lot.” Seren drew a lock of Bree’s blonde curls behind her ears. “I heard.”
“What?”
“Your little interrogation.”
“Oh, but you were sleeping.” She raised up on one elbow. “Seren Doyle, were you fakin’ sleep?”
“No! I’d never,” she said, but her smile belied her words.
Bree huffed. “You’re terrible.”
“Takes one to know one.”
Bree grumbled but settled back down. Her bare legs bumped into Seren’s long ones, and she shivered.
“I honestly didn’t mean to listen in. I was resting, but you started talking, and…” Seren shook her head.
Bree almost trembled at Seren’s gaze, which remained warm yet held a mischievous edge to it. Perhaps it hadn’t been the best idea to suggest they both share this bed. Had it been this hot before?
“Seeing you that way was… appealing,” Seren said after a moment of silence had ticked by.
Bree stilled, almost afraid to breathe.
“And your words…” Seren sighed. “Thank you for watching out for me. I cannot express how much I appreciate it. Even if you don’t need to worry about James. He’s a good man.”
“I’ll always worry,” Bree husked, and their gazes locked.
The smile fell from Seren’s face, and she cupped Bree’s cheek.
At this point, Seren seemed to have returned to her regular temperature because her touch on Bree’s skin burned, and yet, Bree leaned in while stifling the yearning to press forward and claim Seren’s lips. That wasn’t what they were here for. That wasn’t what they were supposed to do. They needed to talk, and—
Seren surged forward and connected their lips, her tongue dipping between Bree’s lips, begging for entrance.
Bree’s eyes slipped shut, and with a low moan her lips parted to allow Seren to steal her breath.



twenty-eight
Seren loved Bree’s taste, and she’d be lying if she claimed that this hadn’t been on her mind since their last kiss—before then, if she were honest, yet she hadn’t planned this moment. In fact, she had first hesitated to even sit on Bree’s bed because she needed to avoid giving her the wrong impression.
She had spent hours watching Parker, drinking him in, full of love and gratitude to have her boy with her, safe and sound, until she felt enough at ease to drift off to sleep before rousing and having to soothe her son back to sleep.
Seren must have just fallen asleep again when muffled shouts woke her, and she’d sprung up and dashed to Bree’s room to find her thrashing and almost falling out of bed, trapped in what seemed to be an awful nightmare. Had their talk caused that? She’d tried to comfort her.
She’d come here to help, to console, and perhaps to have one of the many conversations they needed to get through. She’d hesitated when Bree suggested they slip under the covers, but she’d been cold and missed Bree’s closeness, and Seren could only resist temptation so much.
She supposed she could blame the narrow bed. Who in their right mind would be able to keep their hands off Bree in a situation like this, with emotions soaring and their adventure now behind them, coupled with the uncertainty that still lay ahead?
Seren got lost in their intense kiss, in Bree’s hot tongue playing with her own, and she delighted in the little tremble that ran through Bree when she sucked on hers.
Bree panted as Seren’s warm hand glided underneath her shirt.
Seren moaned as her eyes fell shut. Deepening their kiss, she encountered no barrier between her hand and Bree’s breasts. She brushed her thumb over one pebbled nipple and sucked harder on Bree’s tongue.
She was drowning in heat, in Bree’s clean scent and sweet taste, in how sensitive, almost electric, every touch of her skin felt, and her body didn’t know what to do with the surge of arousal that gushed through her. She’d forgotten how different this felt with another woman.
Bree’s hips bucked, and her legs fell open as she pulled Seren on top. Seren couldn’t help rocking her hips, which Bree encouraged when her hands found Seren’s ass, drawing her closer. Seren shifted so one of her naked thighs would press against the damp fabric between Bree’s legs. She shuddered at the warm heat against her skin.
Bree moaned at the contact and broke their kiss to lick up Seren’s throat before pulling the soft skin between her teeth, sucking hard.
Seren groaned and eased back. She seized wandering hands and pinned them on either side of Bree’s head. She hovered over her lover, watching her flushed face and blown pupils before she lowered her head again, once more claiming swollen lips in a bruising kiss.
Bree pressed their bodies even closer.
Seren worried Bree’s lower lip with her teeth before drawing back. “Where do you want me?” she whispered.
Bree moaned but didn’t reply.
Seren wondered if Bree felt as dizzy with arousal as she did. She held Bree’s feverish gaze, overcome with the urge to touch her. To feel Bree’s need for her.
But Bree surged up and once more claimed Seren’s lips in an ardent kiss, using both her surprise and pleasure to flip them around—a feat Seren would’ve congratulated her on if she hadn’t been so inundated with excitement.
She released a harsh breath, then blinked owlishly at Bree. That wasn’t going according to plan, but again, when had that ever applied to them? They’d been spinning out of control from the moment they met, and with her righteous anger and hankering for sweets, Bree had upended Seren’s world, and now set out to shatter her.
Bree grinned, and the look of triumph on her face pulled at Seren, but then she sobered. “Is this really what you want?”
Seren canted her head. “Am I doing this wrong? It’s been a while, but—”
“No, no,” Bree rushed out. “I… I suppose I was wonderin’ why… why me? This is a big step for you, isn’t it? And I’m… I know you don’t like me sayin’ this, but I’m a mess, and—”
“Hush,” Seren said, her heart lurching. “You’re so beautiful.”
Bree blushed.
“But that’s not why I’ve been aching for you. You’re so kind and sweet. You’re protective and loyal, and you are funny, too. Sometimes, at least. And you’re stubborn. We can’t forget that.”
Bree released a teary chuckle.
“You are amazing, Gabriella Worrington, and I want you. I want this with every fiber of my being.”
“Oh,” Bree breathed.
Seren caressed Bree’s cheek, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear.
Bree smiled and touched Seren’s flushed face in a soft caress.
Seren felt intoxicated by the vision above her, by the sensation of Bree stretched out on top of her, even if this interfered with her plans. For now. But most of all, Seren’s heart soared at the affection and care that gleamed in Bree’s eyes, though right now, she was more interested in making them glow with desire again, and apparently, Bree felt the same for she pressed her lips against hers.
Bree hurried to leave Seren’s mouth and instead kissed and sucked at Seren’s neck before tracing her tongue along her collarbone. She scooted lower and pulled Seren’s shirt up, freeing first her trembling belly and then her heaving, soft breasts. She moaned as she dipped her head and drew one of Seren’s dusky nipples between her lips, scraping it with her teeth.
Seren whimpered at the wet heat of Bree’s mouth sucking at her nipple until it hardened.
Once Bree seemed satisfied with her effort, she released the nipple before meandering to the other one, repeating her attentions while rolling the stiff peak she’d left behind between her index finger and thumb.
After what seemed like an eternity that only added fire to Seren’s simmering arousal, Bree released her breast with a pop and licked down her torso, kissing her sides before nibbling at her hip bones.
Seren shut her eyes and pressed her head harder into the pillow.
Bree blew air over the path she’d just explored with her tongue.
Seren trembled as goosebumps covered her skin.
Bree pulled down Seren’s shorts, along with her panties, and threw them on the floor before settling between her legs with her arms folded on top of Seren’s stomach, on which she rested her chin. “I reckon the better question is, where do you want me?”
Seren groaned and closed her eyes.
Bree’s position anchored Seren’s hips, so her attempts to push up or gain any type of friction were in vain.
Bree didn’t move. She said nothing else, just held Seren’s gaze with such a calm expression that Seren wanted to shout.
“You know where,” Seren finally ground out, unable to calm the pressure rising within, reeling, almost light-headed with excitement.
“Hmm, there?” Bree traced one digit down Seren’s side.
Seren growled.
Bree chuckled.
“Stop acting like you don’t know.” Seren grasped Bree’s hand and maneuvered it between her thighs, whimpering when Bree’s fingertips touched her sensitive flesh.
Bree’s eyes closed while her mouth fell open and she moaned.
Seren barely stopped herself from hyperventilating when Bree’s fingers stirred against her slippery, warm flesh.
“What do you want now?” Bree rasped.
Heat coiled low in Seren’s abdomen as sweat pooled at her lower back. She swallowed hard. “I want to be writhing beneath you, breathing hard and fast, aching to feel you inside me.”



twenty-nine
Bree groaned as a wave of arousal shot through her like lightning. This woman was going to be the death of her. She couldn’t remember ever having felt this turned on or overwhelmed in her life. Bree loved Seren’s suggestion. She’d had the same vision dancing before her eyes during too many of the recent nights, and it would sometimes invade her dreams only for her to wake up with a distinct ache between her legs.
Bree lowered her head and placed open-mouthed kisses on Seren’s quivering stomach, nibbling at her skin, and pulling the soft flesh between her teeth. She let go, then trailed south, once more dragging her tongue over Seren’s protruding hip bones (and she had the nerve to call Bree skinny!) and soft belly before she shuffled farther down, her feet falling off the bed along with the covers, but she hardly noticed as her entire focus shifted to the glistening folds she longed to taste. But first, she kissed Seren’s inner thighs.
Seren’s legs tightened while her hands found purchase on the bedsheet. “Don’t you think there’s been enough teasing?” Seren rumbled.
“Never.” Bree grazed along Seren’s left inner thigh, up high until the crease leading to her goal, but she wasn’t done yet. She nibbled at the tendon of Seren’s upper thigh, but steadily avoided her pubic area.
Seren groaned, screwing her eyes shut. 
Bree smiled, switching her attention to Seren’s right thigh. She so enjoyed being thorough, though Seren’s breathy whimpers and obvious frustration—her trembling frame, the tautness of her body, the restless shuffling of her hips—also ratcheted Bree’s arousal, and she moaned when after nipping at Seren’s thigh, she ran her tongue up the line beside Seren’s heat.
“Please,” Seren pleaded.
Bree sighed, and unable to wait any longer, she sank her head between Seren’s legs, overcome both by the heady scent and taste of Seren as her tongue darted through slick folds.
Seren moaned, her fingers tightening in the sheets as her body arched, seeming to urge Bree to inch higher.
Bree licked along the outer folds before getting lost in the wellspring of Seren’s arousal, pressing her tongue inside.
Seren groaned and her hands clutched Bree’s head, encouraging her on.
Bree trailed her tongue up but stopped right before the swollen nub and instead, she twirled her tongue around the area of Seren’s clit, adding no pressure or friction (much to Seren’s verbal frustration). She slid up her hand and used two fingers to massage Seren’s entrance.
“Oh, God,” Seren gasped.
Bree pushed two fingers inside Seren’s silken heat the moment she sucked her clit into her mouth, swirling her tongue around in hard and fast strokes.
Seren sobbed and her body shook as her hands slipped from Bree’s head and fell back onto the mattress.
Bree moaned. She could do this forever, and Seren’s reactions to her ministrations were exhilarating, causing her to ground her hips into the mattress, yearning for friction. She increased the pace of her tongue and the thrusts of her fingers.
Too soon, Seren stiffened, her back bowed before she halted, then shook and quaked as her release seemed to whip through her and a helpless drawn-out moan bled from her lips.
Bree kept up both her suction and the pumps, though she slowed them down, lowering the intensity to guide Seren through a series of trembling aftershocks. With one last kiss to Seren’s curls, Bree pulled out her fingers and crawled up Seren’s body, connecting their mouths in a ravenous kiss.
She hoped Seren wouldn’t need a long time (any time, really) to recover, for she was burning up. She worried that she’d come as soon as Seren touched her, so she avoided sinking onto her raised thigh, though she wanted to, badly.
Seren’s hands snuck around Bree, then traveled down her rear. She slipped them under her shirt and scratched down her back.
Bree moaned and arched.
Without breaking the kiss, Seren’s first played with Bree’s nipples. She pinched and rolled them before her hands stole down farther, ghosting over a trembling stomach before disappearing in Bree’s soaked panties.
Seren sighed. “You’re so wet.”
Bree could only moan in reply, too overcome to form words.
Seren ran her fingers through Bree’s wetness, adding the barest of touches to the straining nub, delighting in Bree’s shudder before she pushed three fingers inside.
Bree grunted and shut her eyes, then whimpered when Seren pulled out and edged her thumb up to rub against her clit. She gasped, powerless against the arousal flooding through her veins, the tightness and the tension that seemed to swallow her whole.
Seren joined their lips in a sloppy kiss while alternating between quick strokes inside and the flickering motions of her thumb, adding more pressure.
Bree broke the kiss and shuddered. She needed this to continue, but she couldn’t stave off the wave of liquid arousal that washed over her, threatening to drown her if she didn’t relent and allow it to sweep her off her feet.
“Come for me,” Seren breathed hotly into Bree’s neck.
Bree froze before shaking in the most intense orgasm she had ever experienced. Her body juddered so hard and for such an extended period (or perhaps only due to her distorted perception) that she worried she might snap in half.
Seren stopped and after one last stroke that had Bree quivering, she pulled her hand back up and drew Bree closer.
Bree snuggled against Seren, nuzzling her throat, and sighed. She could only pray this wasn’t a mistake. She had no regrets, but she worried about Seren and that in her excitement, she had taken things too far too quickly, given Seren’s heightened emotional state.
“Stop worrying so much. You’re ruining my bliss,” Seren grumbled.
Bree smiled while kissing her neck. “I kinda like you.”
Seren laughed. “I like you, too.”
They almost dozed off, but after a brief discussion, they made their way back to Seren’s bedroom. Bree had relented, not only because neither of them relished the idea of Parker waking up alone, but because she genuinely struggled to let Seren go. This way, she could stay with her.
They climbed onto the bed and slid under the covers. Bree sighed. This was nice.
Parker lay between them, hugging his pillow.
“He’ll be OK, right?” asked Bree.
“I hope so,” Seren murmured.
“You might wanna consider therapy.”
“What? I don’t see myself speaking to a stranger.”
Bree rolled her eyes. “No, for him. He would benefit from it. I could recommend some. One of them specializes in children and trauma.” She didn’t add that Seren could benefit from therapy as well.
“Hmm. Do they allow the parent to come along?”
“Probably, but they likely kick you out at a certain point. He’s old enough that the shrink will wanna discuss a few things alone.”
“I suppose. Thank you. Though it’ll all depend on what happens with us now.”
“What do you mean? There’s no way they’re throwing you in jail.” Bree froze. “You did request immunity? Did they give you that agreement in writing?”
“You’re asking that a bit late.”
“Well?”
“Yes, yes. I’m not stupid.”
“I never said you were. But law enforcement can be stingy.”
“To the head of one of the biggest crime syndicates who wants to rat out everyone and their mamas?”
Bree laughed. “How very southern of you.”
“What can I say? You rubbed off on me.”
“Yes, and how much fun that has been,” Bree said, and preened when Seren flushed.
“As I was saying.” Seren cleared her throat. “Fernandez mentioned witness protection. We don’t know yet how the raids will go and who gets away, if any.”
“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.” And with that, Bree’s heart sank like a stone.



thirty
The next morning, Seren had just finished her first cup of coffee when E entered the room and, after pouring herself a mug, she settled next to her at the kitchen table. “Where are all the others?”
“James is still sleeping, and Parker has conned Bree into playing Monopoly.”
“Poor Bree. That boy is a shark.”
“That he is,” Seren said. “How are you? Did you sleep OK?”
E shrugged. “More or less. I woke up a few times, and then it took me a while to fall back asleep.”
“I know the feeling.”
E took a sip of her coffee and sighed. “I always thought your family were some small-town gangsters, not that you’re a mob princess.”
“I’m not a mob princess. If anything, I’d be a queen.” Leave it to E to jump right in. 
E smiled. “You were my princess. Back then.”
“Oh, E.” Seren grasped E’s hand.
E waved her off. “It’s all right. I’m not hung up on you or anything. Sure, there’s a sadness that we couldn’t… just be. See where life would’ve taken us, but it’s more than that. When they took me and Parker…” Tears filled her eyes.
Seren squeezed her hand. “I know.”
“I was so worried about him. If they’d killed me, whatever, but P?” She closed her eyes.
Ice slithered through Seren. “Don’t say that. Don’t talk like that, please,” her voice cracked. She didn’t want to imagine a world without E. She’d given up their relationship because she needed E to be alive and well, and that desire hadn’t changed.
“I was so scared. I knew you’d try to help, but I wasn’t sure what you’d be able to do. They were real criminals, ‘Reen.”
Seren’s eyelids fluttered at the use of her old nickname. E hadn’t called her that since… they were still together.
“It made me reevaluate my life. I… I think I want more than what I’ve been satisfied with. Or settled with, let’s be honest.” She released a humorless chuckle that tore at Seren’s heart.
“What do you want?”
E sighed. “It’s all still hazy in my head, but… I’m tired of being alone. Of doing all this on my own. I’ve had some flings, a few fleeting, somewhat lingering moments here and there, but I never went all in again. It seemed like a sure road to heartbreak, and I dunno. Been there, done that. Why repeat it?”
Seren heaved a sigh.
“But you got Bree now. At least judging by the noises that rang through my ceiling vent last night.”
Seren flushed scarlet and avoided her gaze.
“I’m happy for you. At least something good came out of this mess.”
Seren smiled. “Thank you. I think the fact that we’re all alive counts for a lot. Besides, you’ve also had an epiphany.”
“A very expensive one.”
“Most good ones are, my dear friend.” She patted E’s hand. “You know I love you, right?”
“Yeah, yeah. No need to get all sentimental.”
Seren chuckled. “And here I thought we were having a moment.” She sighed dramatically.
E grinned. “A different one than you had last night with Bree.”
Seren swatted at her. “Hush. Will you drop it?”
“Why would I when your face turns such delightful shades of red?”
Seren dropped her face in her hands. “Were we that loud?”
“My room is right under yours. They no longer build houses like they used to, so the walls are thin.”
Seren groaned.
“I also kinda remember how you sound when… you’re dying a little. Not to mention the mark on your neck there.” E chuckled.
Seren’s hand flew to her collar. “I take it back. I don’t love you. In fact, I can barely tolerate your presence.”
“Hey! No take backs! That’s just going to injure my delicate heart.”
Seren narrowed her eyes. “What heart?”
E clutched her chest. “You wound me.”
“Whatever.”
They both smiled at each other.
“We’re good?” Seren asked after a moment of silence had ticked by.
“Were we ever anything else?”
Seren’s eyes filled with tears, and she rushed forward and enveloped E in a tight hug. “I was going out of my mind, E. I can’t lose you, too,” she mumbled into E’s neck.
E returned her hug. “It’s all right. You won’t get rid of me that easily.” After a beat. “I love you, too.”
Seren tightened her hold and allowed her tears to fall.
A few minutes passed until a low chuckle rumbled through E. “If this were a romantic comedy, Bree would enter the room now and then run away crying, accusing you of two-timing her.”
Seren released a choked laugh and pulled back. “Good thing this is real life, then, hmm?”
“Yes, lucky you, not having to deal with such a dramatic scene. And she’s from the South! Think ‘Scarlett O’Hara: Betrayed!’ You’re Rhett Butler I suppose.”
Seren snorted.
E sobered. “You’re serious about her?”
“I’ve not been with anyone else since we broke up.” Seren suppressed an eye roll. She’d never understand how Bree had not only managed to draw her out of her shell (a supremely comfortable and protective little thing, thank you very much), but her influence now somehow also seeped into her other relationships. 
“Wow. I had no idea. I assumed you handled this much like I did. That… that means a lot. She does.”
“She means the world to me. And to think it all started with trees.”
“Huh?”
Seren rolled her eyes. “Never mind.”
“Oookaay,” E said, her eyebrows furrowed.
“Anyway, it doesn’t mean…” She sighed. “I avoided any woman I could have been attracted to before,” she rushed out, and her words sounded stupid now, even to her own ears.
“You what?” E gave the impression of someone trying to follow a tennis match but not understanding the rules, or even knowing what the ball was for.
Seren heaved another sigh. “It seemed easier to remain alone than facing the reality that the woman I love might get killed. I’m not dead. I do notice attractive women. But for what, then? I never had a desire for flings, and if I were serious, and my father… Look what happened to Mateo. And he was part of the family.”
“What exactly happened to him? Did you ever find out more?”
“I’m not sure. Not really. Paddy buried that one well. I was hoping James knows more.”
“Hmm.” E shook her head. “Your father is a real asshole. You know that, right?”
Seren laughed. “I’m quite aware.”
“Good, good.”
Stillness, interrupted only by the sound of a shower turning on down the hall.
“Ah, sleeping beauty awakens,” E drawled.
“Don’t let him hear you say that,” Seren said.
“What’s he gonna do? He might be part of the mob, but we’re in an FBI safe house. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the agents lurking around the property monitoring us.”
“James wouldn’t hurt you.”
“I know. I’m just messing with you. Inappropriate humor in stressful situations. You know me.”
“Good to see some things don’t change.”
“Oh, I’m too old for that.”
“For what? Change?” Seren snorted. “I thought you wanted to change your life.”
“Yes, yes. I do. But who knows? Maybe that’s just like when I was healing from the accident for months and felt the urge to get some sheep and perhaps a few horses once I recovered.”
“I’m assuming you didn’t?”
“Sure didn’t. By the time I was better, there were other things that captured my attention, and making soap and jam, never mind my moon and the stars, take up enough of my time.”
“That’s true. One day you might still get your distillery.” Seren smiled. “And who knows, this time might be different.”
“Well, both were near-death experiences, so…”
“Oh, E.”
E shrugged. “Anyway, are you gonna corner James next, or will you save Bree from your son?”
“Corner James? You were the one who joined me in the kitchen.”
“Details, details,” E said.
Seren shook her head. Some things truly didn’t change.



thirty-one
Bree refrained from flipping the board. What kind of example would she set? Then again, did she need to set an example for this little hustler? “You’re cheatin’!” she called. 
“I’m not. You’re just not good at this game.” Parker held out his hand, and with a little grunt, Bree paid up for her stay in his hotel on Boardwalk. “Don’t you think $2000 is a bit much for a night at a hotel?”
Parker shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t make the rules.”
“But you could bend them. Give me a discount? I’m almost broke, and I thought we were friends.”
His brows furrowed. “But that’s the point. You’re supposed to lose all your money, so I win.”
Bree chuckled. “Is that so?”
He nodded. “How come you ended up in our bed this morning? I thought you didn’t want to share a room with us.”
Bree startled, then cleared her throat. Kids had this uncanny way of cutting straight to the chase. It was unnerving. “Uh, well, I had a nightmare.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I get those too sometimes. I didn’t sleep during… when grandpa’s men got us, but if I had, I’d probably have had nightmares, too. Don’t you think so?”
“That’s probably true.”
“I’m glad you came to us after your nightmare. Mom surely made it better. She’s good at that.”
Bree flushed. “She did.”
He tilted his head. “Are you sick? Your face is all red. Mine does that when I have a fever.”
Why did Parker have to be just as observant as his mama? “No, no, honey. I’m fine. Do you want to talk about what happened?”
Parker held her gaze. “I don’t understand why grandpa did this, and why he’s always so angry at mom. She’s his kid. Why would he treat her like that? My mom never gets mad at me.”
Bree ruffled his hair. “That’s because she’s a good mom.”
“Yeah.” He rolled the dice again, once more avoiding Bree’s measly property collection. “I was just glad Uncle James was there. When I saw him, I knew things would be all right. He was dad’s friend.”
“I know.”
Parker pulled one of his knees close to his chest. “He said some mean things to Mom in the barn.”
Bree narrowed her eyes. “Did he now?”
“Yeah. But it was probably all for show so the others wouldn’t catch on that he’s on our side.”
“You’re right. You’re a smart little cookie.”
Parker grinned.
“How’s it going? Have you lost all your money yet?” Seren asked, leaning against the doorframe.
“Mom!” Parker jumped up and darted to Seren to hug her.
Seren pulled him close and kissed the crown of his head.
“You’re a family of cheaters. None of y’all can be this good at games.”
“You had time to play more than one round?” Seren asked.
“No, but I’m sure the next one wouldn’t be different because of this little cheater here.” Bree said, rising and tickling Parker’s sides.
He giggled. “I didn’t cheat. I told you, you’re just bad at this game.”
“She’s bad at most games,” Seren said.
Bree’s eyes narrowed. “There are some games I excel at. I don’t recall any complaints earlier.”
Seren’s eyes widened, and a flush crept up her pale neck.
“You played a game without me? No fair!” Parker pouted.
“What? No, no. Bree is just being a brat,” Seren said with a glare.
“Takes one to know one,” Bree replied with a small smile.
“You guys are so weird. I’m gonna go check on Aunt E.”
“Do that, baby,” Seren said and gave him another quick hug before watching him head out of the room and racing downstairs. She turned back to Bree. “Please don’t make sex jokes around my son.”
“I’d never!”
Seren raised and dropped her arms. “You just did.”
“That wasn’t a sex joke. I was merely reminding you that I don’t suck at all games. It’s not my fault your mind fell right into the gutter.”
“Where else would it go after you mentioned last night?” Seren hissed.
Bree stepped closer. “I said earlier, which is much more accurate since you joined me way after midnight.”
Seren stumbled until her back hit the wall. “You’re unbelievable.”
Bree followed, stepping so close she could feel Seren’s shaky breath wash over her face. “Again, something you seemed to enjoy earlier, and judging by how out of breath you are already, I’d say you don’t mind now either.”
Seren swallowed hard.
Bree’s gaze dropped from Seren’s fiery eyes to her soft, inviting lips—lips she’d spent most of the night kissing until they were red and swollen. She leaned closer, but instead of kissing Seren, she buried her face in her neck and nuzzled the warm skin there. She smelled like summer.
Seren clenched her jaw. She stilled.
Bree could tell that this outward reaction wasn’t the entire story, judging by the rapid drumming of Seren’s pulse under her lips. She kissed, then licked Seren’s neck, stifling a moan when Seren twitched. Bree was afraid she’d succumbed to an addiction. An urgent need to make this woman lose control.
Bree raised her hands and clutched Seren’s upper arms while pressing even closer.
Seren dropped her head against the wall with a low thud and closed her eyes.
Bree sucked at Seren’s earlobe before whispering, “if I were to unbutton your pants and push my hand inside, underneath your panties, would you be as wet as I am right now?”
Seren groaned, a tremor ran down her frame and her hips jerked forward, pressing against Bree.
Bree shifted and traced one hand down Seren’s arm before making quick work of Seren’s pants, unbuttoning them.
“Bree,” Seren murmured, and it sounded like a plea, but Bree couldn’t tell if Seren implored her to stop, to continue, or to hurry.
Bree’s fingers were cold which made the heat she encountered upon touching the soft fabric of Seren’s panties stand out even more. She closed her eyes.
Seren’s breathing turned ragged and she shifted her head, pressing her lips against Bree’s forehead, then whimpered as her hips bucked the moment Bree pushed her fingers underneath Seren’s panties, clever digits drawing through slick heat.
“God,” she rasped.
The sound of Seren’s voice—affected like this, by her—shot straight between Bree’s legs. “I love that you get so wet for me,” Bree whispered, sliding her fingers along Seren’s folds, circling her clit with fast strokes before gliding down and pressing two fingers inside Seren’s snug heat.
Seren’s hips gyrated against Bree’s hand, and with her eyes shut, she pulled Bree closer.
Bree sought Seren’s lips and joined their mouths in a ravenous kiss. She pulled out of Seren and focused all her attention on the swollen nub, rubbing fast swirls while scraping her teeth along Seren’s tongue.
Seren broke the kiss and released a low moan.
Bree stared at Seren’s face, taking in her flushed cheeks, the glistening skin, and once her eyelids fluttered opened, she saw the clear blue of her eyes drowned out in black.
“Bree,” stammered Seren and clutched Bree’s back before she stilled, then shook in hard and fast tremors, panting her release into Bree’s neck.
“Seren, are you up there?” James called from downstairs, followed by footsteps.
Bree froze, then snatched her hand out Seren’s pants and jumped back.
Seren’s trembling hands hurried to button her pants. She pulled her shirt down and gazed at Bree with wide eyes.
Bree’s heart still hammered in her chest, and she knew she must look a sight, much like Seren had the disheveled appearance of someone who’d just been fucked against a wall. In a bedroom, with the door wide open, in a house they shared with three other people. Bree had never been reckless when it came to her romantic entanglements, but around Seren, she just couldn’t help herself.
Her phone rang the moment James entered.
He gazed between them, Seren never meeting his eyes. “Uh, Seren, could we talk?”
“Yes, sure,” she croaked, then cleared her throat. Without another glance at Bree, she scurried out of the room.
Bree released a shuddered breath. What is wrong with you? She stomped to the nightstand and gazed at her phone. Great, now she’d missed Tempe’s call.



thirty-two
Seren, more flustered than she’d ever been in her entire life, followed James into his bedroom.
He closed the door after her.
“We need that much privacy?”
“There are benefits to closed doors. You should try them.”
She stifled a groan and willed away (more or less successfully) the blush she could feel creeping up. “As you were saying?”
“Right,” James said and chuckled. “Good for you. It’s about time you got some action.”
She closed her eyes. “James, can we please drop this and get to what you wanted to talk about?”
He sighed. “That topic carries much less levity.”
“That is to be expected, and to be honest, much preferred at this point.”
“What do they say, be careful what you wish for?”
Seren settled on the bed, motioning for James to join her.
“It’s funny how you invite me to sit on my own bed.”
“I’m gracious like that.”
He sat down and leaned against the headboard. “I’m sorry for stalling. This isn’t easy.”
Seren held his gaze.
“First, I want to say I’m sorry. I’ve already apologized to E in the car, but we didn’t get a chance to talk privately before.”
Seren tilted her head. “What are you apologizing for?”
His eyes widened. “I didn’t stop Riley. The way I talked to you in the barn. The words I used? You know I don’t—”
“Oh, no, no. I’m sorry you were ever worried about that. I understood why you said that and that you didn’t mean anything by it. How could you have stopped that idiot?”
He exhaled harshly. “I’m glad you’re not mad. Still, Parker was there, and he heard it.”
“He hasn’t said anything to me yet, but I’m sure that’s only a matter of time. You want to talk to him, or shall I explain it?”
“I would like to do that, if you don’t mind? I want to apologize to him, too.”
“All right. So, what’s the other thing you wanted to talk about?”
His shoulders drooped. “Do you remember when you left for Texas about a year or so ago? When your father was in the hospital?”
Her brows rose. “Yes.” She didn’t realize James had been aware of this as he’d been out of the country at the time overseeing a small merger.
“Well, they raided your house. That is, Paddy had that done.”
She gasped, too stunned to jump up and pace like a part of her demanded.
“He had them first take pictures of everything so they could rearrange your belongings exactly as they found them.”
She shook her head.
“Did you notice anything off when you returned?”
Seren shrugged. “Nothing that would have stood out to me. This was a difficult time, and I was still reeling from losing Mateo, trying to be there for Parker, and…”
“Betraying the Syndicate?”
“It seems that I was betrayed first. And I… I didn’t move against Orion out of hate or vengeance, though bringing Mateo’s murderers to justice is a bonus.”
“You want to be free.”
She straightened. “Yes.”
“Paddy never liked Mateo, and he blamed him on influencing you to turn against Orion.”
“That’s nonsense!”
“We both know that but try changing the old man’s mind.”
She sighed. “Like squeezing water from a stone.”
“Exactly. Anyway, they wanted to see what you were hiding. At that point, they were only suspicious, but had no evidence against you, so they used the time you were gone to spy on you.”
“Did anyone follow me to Texas? I was careful, and I seemed to be in the clear, or I’d never have seen E.”
“Not to my knowledge, but it’s not as if Paddy shares his plans and contingencies openly.”
She snorted. “How did you remain in his good graces?”
“By acting like getting rid of Mateo was a good thing and being sure to oppose everything you wanted or said.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yes, well. I’d promised him.”
Dread slithered down Seren’s back. “Promised him what?” her voice rang low but carried a harshness with it that led to James raising his hands.
“Woah, slow down. Mateo never trusted Paddy. He was convinced he’d come after you and Parker one day. That’s why he didn’t tell you all his plans. He wanted to make sure that if anything went awry, it would blow up in his face only.”
Moisture welled in Seren’s eyes, and she lowered her head. “That bastard.”
“Paddy or Mateo?”
“Both! But for different reasons. Mateo could still be alive if he had shared his plan. I could have helped him!”
“Or you could have both died. He wanted to make sure Parker would keep at least one of his parents.”
“Damn him!” She jumped up and marched to the window, but the view outside with its swaying trees and serene overall air didn’t aid in calming the storm brewing inside. The implications of everything James had just shared were staggering. “What did they find? At my place.”
“Nothing.”
She released a scornful laugh. “That’s because I’d taken everything with me to Texas.”
“Good timing, then.”
She spun around and glared at James. “What was Mateo’s plan?”
“Same as yours, it seems.”
Seren’s eyes widened. “He’d gone to the FBI as an informant?”
“That was the plan, but I believe Paddy beat him to it.”
Seren covered her face with both hands. “How did they know Mateo planned on doing that? If only he and you knew, because that’s what you’re saying here, right? He surely didn’t tell me that! We’d gotten fake IDs and shuffled money to the side. All he talked to me about was leaving. Running away.” She scoffed. “As if.”
James shoulders slouched and he avoided Seren’s gaze.
“Talk to me! I thought that’s what you wanted? You’re aware that I just accused you of betraying Mateo! Why aren’t you defending yourself?” By now Seren almost shouted, and tears brimmed, finally falling, tracking down her cheeks until she swiped them away with the back of her hand in one rough, jerky gesture.
“I might as well have,” he rasped, still not catching Seren’s gaze.
She stalked toward James. “What are you talking about!”
When James finally raised his head, his bloodshot eyes filled with tears. “We had a fight. About a week before the… the accident,” he spat the last word.
“About what?”
James cleared his throat. “I’d heard rumblings in various sections of the Syndicate. It seemed like… They knew. They knew Mateo was up to something. I told him about it. I said it was too dangerous to continue, and that he should lie low and not meet with the FBI. He was supposed to see an agent named Koba and talk about setting things up. Becoming an informant.”
“Wait. Koba. Are you sure? That name sounds familiar.”
“You’ve heard it before?”
“I think Fernandez mentioned him. As the one in charge of the field op?”
“Really? Huh. Still, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It’s possible he’s just one of the agents who worked on the Orion Syndicate case.”
“True. But that one agent is connected to Mateo, who died a week later. When was he supposed to meet Koba?”
“That’s just it. We argued, Mateo said I was overreacting, and nothing was going to happen. He’ll just have a chat with the guy, and I should let it go. We’d talk afterward.”
“All right. Then what? And how does any of this mean you’ve betrayed Mateo? Did you run to Paddy and tell him about it?”
“Of course not,” James ground out. He clenched his jaw. “But I might as well have. I was so upset with Mateo. A lot was going on at the time in general. I was so tired of the Syndicate, our life there, and… keeping Mateo and I a secret.”
Seren waited, trying to be patient, but the tapping of her foot on the wooden floor betrayed her.
“I got drunk.” He shook his head. “Riley and Thomas came by.”
Seren closed her eyes.
“I was pissed. And angry and hurt.”
“God, James. What did you do?”
James wiped his eyes. “I didn’t… I complained about Mateo being stubborn and reckless.”
“You realize that neither Thomas nor Riley ever liked Mateo and me. Why were you hanging out with them?”
He shrugged. “I’m not that choosey of the company I keep when intoxicated.”
“One way to put it,” Seren grumbled and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “But calling out Mateo as rash and hard-headed isn’t betraying him.”
“No,” he rasped. “But blabbing about… him wanting out is.” James’ eyes pleaded with Seren, begging for absolution, but a strange mix of rage and disbelief coursed through her as her ears felt stuffed with cotton. James wasn’t stupid. He knew these people. He knew her father.
“Say something,” he implored.
Yet Seren stood there—frozen like an effigy—unable to move or say anything, for her thoughts were racing past her with lightning speed, and she could barely follow them, let alone string them into pronounceable syllables.
Her head throbbed and nausea rumbled in her stomach as if there was a competition between which would incapacitate her first—a migraine attack or worshipping the porcelain throne and spilling her stomach contents, which seemed intent on crawling up her esophagus.



thirty-three
Bree settled on her bed with a small sigh. “Yes, honey, I’m fine. Stop worryin’ about me,” she reassured Temperance, having returned her call after she’d recovered from her reckless tryst with Seren. She still struggled to believe what had just happened, but those were contemplations for another time, not during a conversation with her daughter.
“How can I not worry about you when you’re in an FBI safe house? You were never even in Alabama. You lied to me.”
“Listen, I wasn’t able to tell you the truth before, but now I don’t wanna worry you.”
“What does Dad have to say about all of this? I’m surprised he didn’t say anything when we talked last night.”
“Uh, I haven’t told him yet.”
“Mom! He’s gonna be so mad.”
“Yes, which is why—”
“You said nothing. Like always.”
The disappointment in her daughter’s voice stung. “That’s not fair. Besides, my relationship with your father is between him and I. It has nothin’ to do with you or your sister.”
“Not like you’re our parents or anything,” Temperance grumbled.
“That’s not our only role. And us being married or not has no impact on us being your parents.”
“Married? Who said anything about…? Are you getting a divorce? Does Dad know about that?”
Bree cringed and flopped on the mattress. She covered her eyes. “Honey, let’s not talk about that. We will discuss it all when I’m home, all right now?”
“So there is something to discuss.”
Bree sighed.
“Fine. Have it your way, like always.”
“Tempe, please.” Bree’s heart clenched. She sometimes wondered if she had been such a terrible and selfish parent, or if Sam and her interactions had skewed Temperance’s perception. She’d always given in. Always the first to apologize, and Sam had never been above making it known that he wasn’t at fault for any conflict that had risen between them. What else could her children believe? Perhaps that was selfish of her, too, pinning her failures on Sam. “I promise we will talk.”
“OK.”
“What were you saying about your friends earlier?”
“Oh.” Temperance cleared her throat. “I’ve mentioned them last time we talked. Rania and Antoinette, the couple that lives next door to Grandma Mary. The ones who helped her during the pandemic. They went shopping for her and all that. I met them before I moved here because Grandma was always gushing about how sweet they are and how I need more friends.”
“Right, right, you said. What about them, honey?”
“I just… I really like them.”
“OK. I’m glad you made more friends. I was worried about you. You’re so focused on your career, and—”
“No, Mom. That’s not it. I…” Temperance sighed.
“What is it?” Bree asked, then lifted her head and glanced at the door when Seren’s voice, shouting, resonated from downstairs. “Honey, we’ll discuss that later. I gotta go.”
“Yeah, that’s fine. Are you sure you’re okay, though?”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine. Bye now.” She hung up before Temperance could say goodbye and slid the phone into her pants pocket as she hurried out of the door and down the stairs.
Bree barged into James’s room without knocking. She took one look at a pale, furious Seren and the defeated looking James sitting on the bed before stepping closer to Seren. “Everything all right?”
Seren started and turned her head, gazing at Bree like she’d seen a ghost.
“Come on, honey. Let’s go to your room.” Bree rubbed Seren’s shoulder before tracing down her arm and intertwining their fingers.
Seren allowed Bree to pull her out of the room, then released her hand.
Bree glowered at James. She didn’t know what had happened, and yes, he looked like a walking, or better sitting, heap of misery, but she had little to no sympathy for him given that whatever he’d done or said had put Seren in a state of stupor.
Seren stormed off into her bedroom, Bree on her heels.
“What happened?” Bree asked the moment the door fell shut behind her.
Seren paced the room, shaking her head.
“Seren? Talk to me.”
“I don’t…” She halted, clenching her jaw and avoiding Bree’s gaze.
Bree contemplated drawing near, to offer some physical comfort, but Seren seemed skittish enough that such a move might make her clamp up fully. So she remained silent and waited.
Seren closed her eyes and raised her head.
Bree stared at her bobbing throat and had to fight back flashbacks from their night together. Or from earlier. She still struggled to fathom her attraction to Seren.
Not the fact that she felt attracted to her, though she’d never experienced such an intense pull before. The sheer draw…
It even paled in comparison to the huge crush she had on her physics teacher in high school. No wonder she’d received such abysmal grades, for Bree had been too lost in daydreams to make sense of a single word the woman had said.
Yet, she was no silly schoolgirl anymore, no hormone-riddled teenager desperate to experience their first bout of intimacy while having zero understanding of what any of this meant. Bree was a grown, middle-aged woman. She should have a handle on this. Still, she found herself distracted and unable to quash the desire for the brilliant, beautiful woman in front of her. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” Seren rasped. “Not after the stunt you pulled earlier.”
“How do I look at you?” Bree husked.
Seren’s eyes flickered. “That voice should be illegal. Also, next time, let’s close the door? E and James have both teased me mercilessly.”
Bree flushed. “I’d say I’m sorry, but—”
“It’d be a lie.”
“Yes.”
Seren chuckled.
“I’m glad your spirits seem to have lifted, but I doubt your friends overhearing us is what caused all this.” She gestured at Seren.
Seren dropped on the bed. “No. It wasn’t. That’s how it started, only to go downhill from there.” She ran her hands over her face.
“It’s all right if you don’t wanna talk about it,” Bree said after another moment of stillness had passed between them.
“Of course it is,” Seren said and waved her off.
“You’d think so,” Bree mumbled, crossing her arms.
Seren returned her focus on Bree. “Hmm?”
“Never mind. I just wanted to… I’m here for you if you need me.”
Seren smiled, reaching out her hand. “Come here.”
Bree stepped away from the dresser and strode toward Seren, grasping her hand.
Seren pulled her into an embrace and inhaled deeply. “Thank you. That means a lot.”
Bree hummed and trailed one hand through Seren’s dark tresses.
“The short version, James believes he caused Mateo’s death by blabbing while drunk about Mateo wanting to leave the Syndicate.”
“Oh,” Bree said with a shuddered exhalation. “Did he?”
“He might have.”
Bree pulled Seren closer. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too. I’m sure he’s tortured himself enough about it. He loved Mateo, and to…” Seren shook her head. “I can’t even imagine. Still. It was a hard piece of news to swallow.”
“I bet.”
“I might not have taken it too well.”
Bree rubbed circles over Seren’s back. “No one would have. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”
“No, but I shouldn’t let it out on James. Mateo was an adult, and he made decisions as he wished, which included becoming an FBI informant without ever telling me.”
“Oh,” Bree breathed. “That’s…”
“Yes. Exactly.”



thirty-four
Seren had spent the remainder of the day lost in thought, and at this point, she worried she might pass out from the sheer emotional overload of the previous week. She’d known one day she’d have to run from the Syndicate, and while terrified for Parker, she’d prepared as best as she could have and convinced herself that gamble would be instrumental in fighting for a better future for her son.
However, she didn’t foresee Bree, or E and Parker getting taken hostage, nor did she account (much less prepare) for the bomb James had dropped at her feet. Fury still raged within her to where her vision grew hazy and she saw white spots flitting before her eyes—her anger an amalgam of rage and grief, both directed at James and Mateo. She never expected to feel betrayed by her husband. Yet here she was.
Seren could understand protectiveness—the need to save loved ones. She felt sorry for the dilemma Mateo had maneuvered himself into, but what he’d done was both reckless and selfish. They’d been a team, or so she’d assumed. She would forgive him, especially since he’d done it all out of love, but it still stung.
Not so much that he’d confided in James, but not her. They had been beyond that. She’d never been jealous of James’ role in Mateo’s life. That wasn’t the issue. Treating her like a non-equal partner, making her and Parker an even bigger target, that was the problem.
Besides, this… Koba—neither a common name nor a typical occupation—proved to be another distraction. Seren had no doubt as to his being the same agent Mateo wanted to talk to about his future as an FBI informant; the same name Fernandez had mentioned as spearheading the active field agents for their case against the Syndicate. 
“We might have a problem,” Seren mumbled, stroking Parker’s hair as he lay sleeping between her and Bree. The latter had been about to fall asleep, judging by the way she jolted, blinking rapidly while shifting to sit up.
“What? In what way?”
“I’m not sure, but something doesn’t add up. During my talk with Fernandez, an agent came up, one who’s in charge of other agents for the operation against the Syndicate.”
“I’m surprised they even told you that,” Bree replied, yawning.
“Is it normal to have the same people on a case in different states?”
“What do you mean?”
“This guy, Koba, he’s the one Mateo was going to meet when he contacted the FBI. James said it’s nothing, but… I have this feeling and it’s making me restless.”
“I’d say there are plenty of things makin’ you restless right now. You also got little sleep last night.”
Seren snorted. “And whose fault is that?”
“Could this be exhaustion talkin’? It’s not that unusual for agents to travel for their job and work in different states. I mean, it is the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
Seren rolled her eyes. “You don’t say.”
“How about this? You call Fernandez tomorrow and tell her about this man. She could check it out.”
“Do you think she would? What does my word mean?”
Bree chuckled. “Currently, a lot.”
“I’m serious. Yes, I’m useful given all the information I bring to the table, but to them, I’m a criminal who’s going to get away with her crimes because they want to fry the other fish.”
Bree interlocked their hands. “You’re not a criminal, and again, your word counts with the FBI, regardless of how they may personally view you.”
“You need to stop saying that,” Seren’s voice broke and tears welled in her eyes. “You might be falling for a delusion.”
“Oh, really? And what delusion is that, Ms. Doyle, archenemy of peach trees?”
Seren released a short laugh against her will. She sometimes hated how Bree took the wind out of her righteously overblown sails. She glanced at their hands.
Bree’s hands were a bit smaller than hers, more delicate, but they fit perfectly. She closed her eyes. “I think our trip together, this… disastrous adventure may have clouded your perception.”
Bree groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. “That again? Why? What brought this nonsense back into your head?”
“Who says it ever left?”
“Well, you seemed quite content last night and this morning,” Bree grumbled.
“My inability to resist you doesn’t change the general situation.”
“And pray tell, what is this general situation?”
Seren sighed. “I am a criminal. I may not have killed anyone directly, but I’ve worked for a criminal enterprise nearly my entire adult life. I’ve kept their secrets, and I helped bury their bodies. So even if I did not set out to harm anyone, my actions, my inactions, still had the same result.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Oh? How’s that?”
“Unlike most, you didn’t willingly join the Syndicate. You didn’t wake up one day and decide to live this life. You were born into it. Is Parker a criminal?”
“What? Of course not. He’s ten!” Seren snapped and withdrew her hand from Bree.
“Exactly.”
“I’m not ten, in case that has escaped your notice.”
“You’re not funny. You were once ten, much like Parker. An innocent.”
“I didn’t stay that way, though.”
“Neither would Parker if you had continued and didn’t try to take them all down!”
“Yes, and do you see where all this has led me? Mateo is dead, and we will probably have to go into witness protection, and there’s no guarantee we can ever leave again because there might always be someone out there looking for revenge. I may have exchanged Parker’s cage for another one, only with different jailors.”
“You don’t know what will happen, and you’ve done the only thing that you could do to give Parker a better, safer life. And Mateo, I’m sorry, but he made his own choices. Yes, he should’ve talked to you, but that train has left the station.”
Seren gritted her teeth. “There’s no future for us. Why are we fooling ourselves here?”
Bree’s eyes narrowed. “I cannot believe you dragged me out of my sleep—I’d just drifted off—to throw this at my feet, and with Parker between us as a buffer. Well done, Seren.”
“I didn’t mean to!” Seren hissed. “It was… my mind, it—”
“Sabotages everything,” Bree muttered, sitting up and burying her face in her hands. “I’m gonna sleep in the other room.” She rose and climbed off the bed.
“Bree—”
“No, I cannot have this discussion now. I’m mad, but I also understand your fears, and I don’t wanna understand them.” Bree heaved a sigh. “I’m so tired, Seren. This isn’t easy for me either, and I’m scared, too. But unlike you, I don’t try to destroy a good thing because it might be difficult.”
Seren had no reply.
“Good night,” Bree mumbled, and left the room.
Seren tightened her jaw, trying and failing to ward off the tears that were now trickling down her cheeks. She swiped the back of her hand over her eyes. Why did she always ruin everything? Yes, she dreaded that one day Bree might wake up and realize she had fallen for a criminal and see it for the mistake it should be. But what if that day never arrived?
Did her preemptive strike designed to protect her end up costing her everything? She hadn’t planned for this conversation. It had bubbled up and, as always, she’d swathed her fear around herself like a damned blanket.  



thirty-five
Bree woke up with a headache and her phone ringing. She groaned and blindly seized the device on her little nightstand. “‘llo,” she rasped.
“Oh, look who’s finally decided to answer my calls. Good morning, Bree,” Sam said.
Bree sighed. Her habit of turning her phone off at night, so she’d be conscious enough to screen calls in the morning, seemed to have deserted her. Though she couldn’t postpone this conversation for much longer. “Mornin’ Sammy.”
“Don’t call me that when I’m angry with you.”
She sighed. “How are you?”
“Small talk, really? Where are you? I know you didn’t visit your parents. I spoke with your mother yesterday. Did you take a vacation with your boyfriend? We agreed to be discreet, Bree. This is not it.”
She frowned. “What boyfriend?”
“Come on! Do you expect I never noticed how Michael is always sniffing after you? He’s been doing that ever since you hired him. Isn’t he too young for you?”
“Michael? My assistant? Have you lost your mind? How old is Candy again?” She had to refrain from rolling her eyes at the ridiculous name alone. Who named their kid Candy?
“Where are you?”
Deflection. Of course. She rubbed her temples. Why did everyone insist on worsening her headache? Seren with her… No. She tightened her jaw. She wouldn’t go there now. “I’m in a safe house.”
“You’re what? What is going on? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Don’t you worry.” She tried to smile.
“That’s a difficult task, being married to you.”
Bree could hardly breathe for a second, much less talk.
“What did you do?”
She clutched her blanket. “Nothin’! Why do you always…” Bree clenched her jaw. “I got dragged into a… precarious situation, and I cannot give you any details.”
“Of course.” He sighed. “When will you be back?”
“I don’t know. That’s out of my hands. I’m hoping within the next few days.”
“What about work?”
“Well, I’m still off for the rest of the week, then there’s the weekend, so hopefully I’ll be back on Monday. If not, I’ll call in sick.”
He snorted. “This is so typical of you.”
“What? Do you think I planned this, or that I’m enjoyin’ it?”
“How the hell am I supposed to know? You keep lying to me, and everything you do is just… chaos.”
“Well, it’s lucky that this won’t be your problem for much longer, then.”
“What are you talking about? We have an agreement!”
“No, what we have is me doin’ you a huge favor, and I reckon I don’t wanna do this anymore!”
“Be serious!”
“I am. My God, Sam. What are we even doing? Is all of this worth us being miserable for another two years?”
“My campaign—”
“Is not worth my happiness. We obviously need to talk, but I can’t do this for much longer. I’m sorry.”
“What happened this past week?”
“I got some perspective.”
“I doubt there isn’t a man involved. You never could make a decision without involving your emotions.”
Bree laughed. “Yes, I’m sure there’s no man involved. Bye now.” She ended the call without waiting for another reply. She flung the phone away and watched as it almost crashed into the bed frame at the foot of her bed before skittering to a halt on her blanket. At that moment, she noticed she was shaking. She covered her face with her hands. “My God, what have I done?” she whispered before sobs shook her frame and she collapsed on her side.
Bree started when the bed shifted, unaware of how much time had passed—she hadn’t heard the door open nor feet padding across the room. She sat up and her eyes widened when she saw Seren had settled on the edge of the mattress. Sorrow and worry tinged her eyes while her entire posture appeared timid, as if she feared Bree would yell at her or cast her away.
Seren’s hands fidgeted in her lap, and she opened her mouth but couldn’t seem to get a word out. Instead, she grunted when Bree burst forward and embraced her, burying her tear-stained face in the crook of Seren’s neck.
Bree clung to Seren, no matter how mad she still was. Or perhaps mad wasn’t the right word. She felt hurt and confused, and so, so achingly sad for Seren, but now, none of that mattered because for the first time in her life, Bree felt comfortable in seeking solace from another with conviction in her heart that she wouldn’t be turned away.
Seren pulled Bree closer and kissed the top of her head. “I got you,” she whispered and stroked Bree’s back.
Fresh tears fell against Seren’s neck as Bree’s fingers dug into her back. She knew she should tell Seren about her conversation with Sam, but she couldn’t find the words to explain what she’d said, and what it would cause, and how scared she was, not out of fear for having made the wrong choice given that this had been a slow build over the last years, but of what it would do to her life.
Bree rarely made demands for herself in her personal life. She usually just went with it all and sort of meandered through that aspect of her life, knowing she’d never get it right anyway, so why keep fighting that stream and drowning in the process?
No. It had always been better, so she’d thought, to follow the waves wherever they’d take her, and if she didn’t like it somewhere, the water wouldn’t stop. It would keep flowing and eventually, take her away to other sceneries. Like her children. Like changes at work. Yet, the water had been cold, and it had seeped into her bones and frozen her, arrested her in a space that fit too snugly, that chaffed and rubbed and slowly but surely squeezed the life out of her.
And Bree had let it. She had allowed it because she’d seen no alternative. And Bree didn’t know how to convey any of this without making it seem like meeting Seren, falling for her, had caused this change, because it hadn’t. She’d been at the cusp of this for years, and yes, their adventure gave her the final push to realize that she wasn’t forced to live a life that suffocated her.
That she could change, not just how she saw her circumstances or life itself. No, she could actually say, ‘you know what? I don’t need this. It makes me miserable, and I don’t want to choose this anymore.’ She could get up and walk away.
She suddenly realized that nothing bound her to anyone or anything, at least not in the sense she’d always perceived, felt. And she no longer accepted the bargain of keeping her word when the consequences drained the life out of her.
Tempe and Faith were grown, and even if they weren’t, she’d concluded that allowing herself to be miserable and small, too afraid to live her life, would not aid her children’s happiness either, even worse, she’d give them one of the worst examples to live by.
Didn’t all the shrinks say kids learned more by what you did than what you said, especially if there was a conflict between the two? Is that what she had done to her daughters? That was a rumination to resolve on another day. 
It seemed silly to proclaim: ‘my life is my own and I’m in charge and will change whatever I must to breathe’. What woman nearing fifty with a dizzying speed came to such a simple and obvious conclusion and then portrayed it as a life changing insight? And here she did it again—casting doubts on her feelings.
But no, she wouldn’t. It didn’t matter what others would say or think, or even that she arrived at such a realization so late. Life wasn’t a god damned race.
“I think I see smoke coming out,” Seren said, interrupting Bree’s thoughts.
Bree pulled back. “Huh?”
Seren smiled and brushed her fingers over Bree’s cheeks, wiping away her tears. “Smoke. Out of your ears. You know, from all the thinking and fretting you’re doing?”
Bree laughed. “Takes one to know one, I suppose. You who frets over the fate of dinosaurs.”
“Hey!” Seren hid a smile. “That was a tragic event. I have feelings, you know?”
“Yes, I know.” Bree shuffled closer and pressed a soft, lingering kiss on Seren’s lips. “I know we can’t say what the future holds, and I’m not making any promises, nor do I expect any from you, but…” She licked her lower lip and held back a smile when Seren’s gaze dropped to her mouth. “I want to see where this could go. Do you… Would that be something you want, too?”
Seren held her gaze before pressing their foreheads together, whispering, “yes.”



thirty-six
By the time Seren returned to her room to get Parker, he’d already left. They found him rinsing out his cereal bowl when Seren and Bree entered the kitchen. A couple of minutes later, a yawning E joined them.
“Took you long enough to get down here,” Seren addressed E.
“At least I got my beauty sleep,” E said, pouring Seren a cup of coffee before filling her own. “You still look like you need it.”
Seren narrowed her eyes. “You’re so kind.”
“I know. My biggest flaw.” She drank a sip of her coffee.
Bree chuckled and pulled her own mug out of the cupboard.
“You really need to stop being on her side,” Seren said.
“I’m on no one’s side, especially before I’ve had my first shot of caffeine.” Bree added coffee, then milk and sugar.
E’s eyes widened. “You call that coffee?”
“Don’t bother. She has the metabolism of a hummingbird and she’d perish without her daily pound of sugar.”
E shuddered.
Bree only smiled and sipped her drink.
“Where’s James?” Seren asked.
“I don’t know. He’s still asleep? Parker and I were just—”
“We need to leave,” James said, marching into the kitchen. “And you need to pay more attention to your phone.” He shoved Seren’s phone into her hand.
“What?” Seren asked when the two FBI agents who’d been watching over them entered the house.
“We leave in five minutes. What isn’t packed will have to remain here,” the dark-haired agent said.
“I don’t understand.” She glanced at her phone and noticed two missed calls from Assistant Deputy Director Fernandez. “Fernandez called?”
“Yes. Come on. Get your stuff. I’ll explain on the way.”
“Parker, wait for us in the living room,” Seren instructed.
Parker nodded and ran to the other room.
“Let’s go.” James hurried them out of the kitchen and to their respective bedrooms.
“What about your stuff?” Seren asked while throwing her and Parker’s belongings haphazardly into the duffle bags on the bed.
“Already packed. Didn’t have much to begin with.”
Seren grunted.
“Fernandez called and they… You were spot on about Koba.”
“What?”
“He appears to be working with the Syndicate.”
“Shit!” Seren grabbed their bags and rushed out. “Bree!”
“Yeah, yeah,” Bree mumbled as she exited her room, her bag slung over her shoulder.
They entered the living room the moment the agents returned. “Ready?”
“Yes,” Seren replied, and they followed them out into a van. She missed her car.
After nearly two hours of driving in silence, Parker cuddled close against her side—Seren had worried even more about him now that he kept so quiet—they arrived at a new house.
“Stay back,” one agent said as he led them to the front door. “Wait here.” He knocked on the door that was promptly opened by another agent. “All clear,” the newcomer said.
“Isn’t that a tad… paranoid? This is an FBI safe house,” Seren mumbled to Bree. “And by the looks of it, other agents were squatting in it.”
Bree cleared her throat. “You can never be too careful, especially not after what has just happened with that… guy,” whispered Bree, leaning into Seren, who held onto Parker.
After a few minutes and once another agent appeared at the door, too, they concluded their discussion and turned to them. “You may enter. We will remain outside until a new team relieves us later.”
“Thank you,” Seren said, and they all filed into the house.
This time, there were only three bedrooms available, all on the same floor of the one-story house. James and E immediately disappeared into the two smaller bedrooms, leaving the biggest one for Seren, Bree, and Parker, the latter storming into the room and slamming the door shut behind him.
“That’s… new.” Bree said.
Seren sighed. “Not really. He was like that after Mateo died. Withdrawn and angry.”
“That’s understandable.”
“Yes.”
“What is it now? Did he say something to you?”
“Why? Should he have? Did he mention anything while you guys were playing Monopoly?
Bree sighed. “We talked a bit about the barn, and that… well, your father came up. He said James was mean to you? What did he say?”
“He didn’t mean it. He was just acting the part, and he will talk to Parker about it later, to explain.”
“So you won’t say anything, then?”
Seren worried her lower lip. “I first want to see what’s upsetting him now. We’ll see if it comes up. Parker comes to me eventually, and I don’t want to force anything out that he isn’t ready to tell me.”
Bree nodded.
“I’ll go talk to him.”
“I’ll be over there.” Bree pointed at the living room.
“Thank you.” Seren squeezed Bree’s hand before entering the bedroom.
Parker sat in the corner on the carpet, leaning against the wall under a window, his legs pressed against this chest.
“Hey sweetheart.” Seren padded closer before settling across from him. “We talked about slamming doors.”
“Sorry,” he mumbled into his arms.
“What’s up?”
He shook his head.
Seren leaned back and rested both hands behind her back, looking up at the ceiling. “Oh, look. It’s a popcorn ceiling.”
Parker’s head lifted to follow Seren’s gaze before he pressed his face into his arms again.
“Do you remember when you thought it was called that because people throw popcorn up, and it sticks against the ceiling?”
“I was five,” he muttered.
“What did you say? You were nine?”
“Five, mom. I was a child, then.”
“Ah, I see. And now you’re what?”
“Almost a preteen.”
“All right. Doesn’t preteen mean twelve?”
“I’ll be eleven in two months!”
“Right. I forgot.”
He raised his head and his eyes widened. “You forgot my birthday?”
Seren smiled. “No. I’m just in denial that you’re getting older.”
“But I want to get older! I want to be a grown up.”
“Why’s that?”
“So I can help you get away from Grandpa!”
“Oh, sweetheart.” Seren rose and sat back down next to Parker, wrapping an arm around him and pulling him close. “That’s why we are doing all of this. To leave Grandpa.”
“I know, but… we almost didn’t make it. And now we’re running again, and you and Bree are fighting, and you’re angry with Uncle James, and Aunt E is all… strange.”
“We aren’t fighting. And things will be fine between James and me. How’s E strange?”
“I heard you argue with Ms. Bree, and then she slept in her room. I don’t like it.”
“Sweetheart, Bree and I are all right. We’re friends.”
He mumbled something incomprehensible.
“What’s that?”
“I thought you were more like… like Dad and you. That you’d get married and all.”
Seren flushed scarlet. “What makes you say that?”
“Because of the way you look at each other. It’s like in one of those lip-suck movies. And you’re happier when Bree is around.”
Seren didn’t know how to reply, so she settled for remaining quiet.
“Am I wrong?”
“Not necessarily. I like Bree a lot.”
“And she likes you, too. So all you need to do is stop arguing, and then we can have a family again.”
“Parker, listen, we don’t need another person to be a family. We are a family. You and I, OK?”
He rolled his eyes. “I know that, but… it’s… I miss Dad.”
She squeezed him tight. “Me, too. But Bree, or anyone else who’ll join us down the road, they wouldn’t be a replacement for your father. They’d be their own person.”
“Of course. I didn’t mean…” He chewed on his lower lip. “I just really like Bree. She’d be good for us, you know?”
“Yes.”
“So, can you maybe not make her run away?”
Seren chuckled. “I’ll try my best. But you must also understand that things are difficult now, with us trying to get away from Grandpa. We might have to go hide for a while, and Bree won’t be able to join us.”
“Why not?”
“She has her own life to get back to. Her children, her job.” She left out Sam because, well, why complicate things for Parker even more?
“Does that mean she’ll forget about us? Will we go back home at some point?”
“Who could ever forget you? I hope we’ll be able to go back, but I don’t know how long it will take. It depends on how fast they can figure out what to do with Grandpa.”
He nodded. “Well, maybe if it takes too long, Bree could join us?”
Seren’s heart clenched. “We’ll see, sweetheart, OK?”
He nodded.
“So, about E?”
Parker shrugged. “I dunno. She’s just been less fun?”
“I see. I’ll talk to her to make sure she’s all right, OK?”
“Thank you. You’ll also talk to Uncle James?”
“Yes. I will.”
He hugged her.
“Come on. Let’s go check on Bree first.”
Parker jumped up and ran out of the room.
Seren groaned. “I’m too old to be sitting on the floor,” she grumbled and rose to her feet, stretching her back.



thirty-seven
Bree had re-read the same passage in the book she’d found lying around in the living room several times by the time Parker bounded out and hugged her. “Hey, honey,” she said.
“Mom is going to talk to Aunt E and Uncle James. Wanna play Monopoly again?”
Bree groaned. On the long list of activities she didn’t want to do right now, that unbearable game ranked near the top. “You mean lose at Monopoly again, you little shark.” She tickled him as she chased him around the couch.
He giggled. “I’ll get the game.” Parker darted back into the bedroom as Seren exited.
“Please be quick with those chats. I doubt I can handle another round of that game with your spawn.”
Seren chuckled. “I cannot influence how long those conversations will take.”
Bree reached out and grabbed Seren’s hand, pulling her close. “Perhaps you need an incentive,” she mumbled as her breath ghosted over Seren’s face.
“Promises, promises,” Seren whispered before pressing a quick kiss to Bree’s lips.
When they pulled apart, Parker stood in the doorway with the board game underneath his arm, tilting his head as he scrutinized them. “I think I prefer lip sucks in movies. This was gross.”
Seren rolled her eyes. “Have fun,” she said and playfully bumped into Bree.
“I’ll have my revenge,” Bree called after her.
“Sure, sure,” Seren said before walking down the hall and knocking on E’s door.
“You don’t wanna play with me?” Parker said, his brows furrowed.
Why did the Doyle family have to keep looking at her like that? “Oh, I do, honey. I just… This isn’t my favorite game.”
“Well, let me go check and see what other games we brought.”
“No, no. It’s fine. I know you love it. Perhaps this time I’ll get the better of you.”
Parker snorted and strode to set up the game in the dining room.
After two hours that concluded in another resounding defeat, Bree convinced Parker to have lunch, which Seren, E, and James joined shortly after.
At first, a somber and tense mood filled the air, and Bree couldn’t tell its origin—personal strife between Seren and her friends, or the current situation with its murky future. However, she’d experienced worse with Sam, and after a while, conversations flowed easier. 
Later, Parker had requested to spend the night in E’s room because “she’s finally fun again, and I wanna avoid seeing more of your lip sucks.”
This comment had caused Seren to flush, whereas Bree managed to grin and hide her mortification. Meanwhile, James had chuckled, and E laughed out loud, ruffling Parker’s hair and stating that she’d gladly host her favorite nephew for the night.
After the others retired, Bree and Seren settled on the couch with the TV on low in the background.
“Everything OK?” Bree asked as she stroked through Seren’s hair, who had laid down and rested her head in Bree’s lap.
“Mm-hmm,” she mumbled. “Cleared the air and all. They’re both good.”
“I’m glad.” Bree hummed.
“Parker wants you to join us in witness protection… if things take too long.”
Bree’s hand stilled. “And what do you want?”
Seren rolled her lips. “That’s not up to me.”
“I’d say what you want is entirely up to you.”
“Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean I’ll get it.”
“You know, it is helpful to let others know what you want.” Bree once more trailed her fingers through Seren’s dark tresses.
“Is that how it works? Makes sense why I rarely got what I wanted, then.”
Bree remained quiet. She’d quickly learned that pushing Seren never accomplished anything, and that she rewarded patience. She also had to ruminate on this herself. Would she do that? Would she join them in witness protection? How long was too long? These trials could drag out. Her daughters…
“I think my biggest worry is that they won’t catch all of them, and so it’ll never be safe to return.”
“That’s a big one.”
“Hmm.”
Silence. Only the prattle on the TV rang through the room.
“I do want you,” Seren whispered into the stillness.
Bree had to strain to hear her, but when her words registered, her heart thumped in her chest. “I want you, too.”
Seren squeezed Bree’s upper thigh.
“There’s a lot of stuff I need to take care of. Sam, the kids. My job.” She heaved a sigh.
“I’m not expecting you to abandon your life and join us.”
“I know. Besides, we don’t know yet that this will happen.”
Seren snorted. “I’m the star witness in the case of the decade, if not longer than that, and the fate of the largest criminal enterprise in the western hemisphere hangs on me being alive to testify. I’m sure the FBI will be content with hoping for the best when it comes to my safety.”
Bree dipped her head. Seren was right. That didn’t mean she had to like it.
They called it a night shortly after, and Bree headed to the bathroom to take a shower. Lost in thought and trapped between worry and frustration, Bree startled when the shower door opened behind her. She glanced over her left shoulder and swallowed hard at the sight of a nude Seren with her hair tied in a ponytail.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” Bree said, cursing how breathless her reply sounded.
“Do you mind me joining you?” Seren’s gaze traveled down Bree’s frame as goosebumps pebbled along Bree’s skin.
Bree shook her head, at a loss for words as her thoughts stuttered to a halt and her body heated in a way unrelated to the hot water still streaming over her.
Seren stepped closer, pressing their naked bodies flush together.
Bree gasped, closing her eyes. She had missed her. How could she miss someone she’d been joined at the hip with for the last nine days?
“Did you notice that I not only closed the door but also locked it?” Seren’s breath washed over Bree’s face.
She shook her head again, still struck mute by Seren’s appearance in the shower, by her lithe frame towering beneath the water.
Seren chuckled before brushing her mouth over Bree’s, nipping at her lip, grazing it with her teeth. “I’ve had this vision, and while I’m convinced my knees will complain tomorrow, it’ll be so worth it,” she murmured against Bree’s lips.
Bree’s eyes closed and a shudder spread down her body at Seren’s nearness, her words, and the images those words evoked.
Seren connected their lips in a hard and hungry kiss.
Bree clutched her closer, overwhelmed by the water pouring over them, the heat of Seren’s body and the slickness of their skin. She released a whine when Seren pulled away to suck at the sensitive skin of her neck instead.
Seren palmed Bree’s heavy breasts, rolling hard nipples between her thumb and index finger.
Bree moaned and her knees trembled. Her breasts had always been extremely sensitive. She’d often wondered if she could come from such stimulation alone, and the way Seren’s touch shot straight to her core seemed to indicate this as a distinct possibility.
Seren licked down her clavicle before bending lower to kiss and lick Bree’s breasts. She stayed away from the stiff peaks as she divided her attention evenly between both breasts.
Bree groaned as her hips jerked forward when searing heat finally engulfed her, flooding her senses the moment Seren sucked a nipple into her mouth.
Seren’s hand played with Bree’s other breast, pinching the hardened nub while she sucked harder at the other one, drawing her teeth over the puckered skin.
Bree reeled with arousal twisting low in her stomach before it shot like lightning through her body.
Seren’s hand left Bree’s breast and instead trailed south, playing with wiry curls, then dipping low and sliding from Bree’s entrance back up, playing with her wetness while ignoring her clit.
Bree groaned and tumbled backward, hitting the wall when Seren released her nipple with a plop and sank to her knees, raking her nails down Bree’s legs on her way.
Seren nuzzled damp curls before licking through Bree’s heat. She hummed. “For someone who doesn’t enjoy being wet, you sure are drenched. And this,” she ground out before licking once more through Bree’s folds.
She closed her eyes in a manner that reminded Bree of her own facial expression when she was eating chocolate. “This is all you, and not the shower’s doing.”
Bree released a weak chuckle. “How long have you been waitin’ to say that?”
Seren tilted her head. “I’ll never tell, but if I did, I’d say pretty soon after you first made that comment.”
Bree’s laughter bled into a drawn-out moan, her knees buckling when Seren buried her face between her legs and hungrily pressed her tongue inside.
Seren gripped Bree’s upper thighs to steady her as her tongue pressed in and out, massaging her entrance on each outward stroke before pressing back inside.
Bree moaned, her hands gripping at Seren’s back, and her nails dug into the tense muscles of her shoulders, leaving crescent-shaped imprints.
Seren groaned, then edged up and traced her tongue along Bree’s folds, sucking and flicking her tongue against them.
“Seren, please,” Bree pleaded, unsure how long she could remain standing.
She didn’t relent. Instead, Seren raised her hand and pressed two fingers inside only to splay them, massaging the rough, trembling walls she found.
Bree shook and whimpered. Her vision blurred as arousal sloshed through her veins like syrup. “Please,” she pressed out. She needed pressure. Friction.
Seren, who’d ignored the straining nub begging for her attention at the apex of Bree’s thighs, shifted and sucked Bree’s clit into her mouth. Hard.
Bree sobbed when the fast and firm strokes of Seren’s tongue caused liquid heat to burst through her—the delicious suction that her lover’s searing mouth applied expertly built Bree up toward an explosive climax.
Seren’s heady groan rippled against Bree, who dropped her head back, her neck muscles straining as her entire body trembled.
Bree’s stomach muscles tightened, her hips stuttering as a thunderous wave crashed over her and she quaked in her release, Seren’s name a helpless shout spilling from her lips.
Seren continued to pump her fingers in and out while her tongue slowed down its ministration, following the erratic movements of Bree’s hips as her body seemed to lose itself in a series of intense aftershocks.
Bree sighed and dropped her gaze. Her stomach clenched at the vision of Seren on her knees in front of her. Their eyes met and Bree gasped when Seren’s gaze darkened and her tongue and fingers picked up their pace, once more catapulting her arousal sky high.
Bree swallowed a shout and her hands reached out to steady herself against the fogged shower glass as Seren devoured her while she watched, enthralled by the pink tongue peeking out every now and then as Seren drove her toward another blinding release. 
By the time they made it out of the shower, only cold water remained, and they were sure to hear the others complain about the lack of hot water come morning.
They fell onto the bed, exhausted and out of breath, yet wrapped around each other. Bree couldn’t fully grasp the desperation that clung to her and resulted in her clutching Seren close, unwilling to allow any space between them. This night seemed to tie them together in both sorrow and solace—for the days to come and the hope of a brighter future. 



thirty-eight
Everything had happened so fast, and all Seren could do was hold on to Parker as he wept into her chest, pressed up close, hiccupping now and then. She stroked his back and mumbled soothing words while trying to bury the fear and sadness threatening to overwhelm her. Seren needed to be there for Parker. She couldn’t fall apart now on their drive to Minnesota. Be careful what you wish for and all that. 
Another call from Fernandez had woken them on their second morning at the new safe house. The task force had arrested most of the upper echelons of the Orion Syndicate, plus a few other related organizations, and so they deemed it safe for E and Bree to return to their respective lives, while Seren and Parker joined the witness protection program, as did James. They had refused to let them stay together and never told Seren where they’d relocated James.
They had barely had time to pack their bags and say goodbye before the US Marshalls came and ushered them into their respective vans. Seren felt lighter after she’d set up a means of communication with Bree (against the rules), and while she remained unsure the other woman would break this rule—anxious as Bree was for their safety—this solution offered Seren a tighter grasp on her sanity. Still, the dread of not having any contact with Bree for who knew how long clung to Seren like tar.
They’d shared a hurried embrace and a desperate kiss before parting, and Seren hadn’t looked back because if she had, she wouldn’t have been able to enter the car. She’d focused on Parker, who’d been shell-shocked and quiet, barely able to say goodbye to anyone before following Seren to the car.
But once they’d driven off, the floodgates opened, literally, and he’d been crying in her arms for the last half hour.
“Parker, buddy, come on.” Seren stroked his hair. “We’ll be all right.”
“We’re… all alone.”
She sighed. She knew the feeling. “But we have each other, right?”
He wiped his face against her shirt. “Yeah.”
“That’s still a lot?”
Parker nodded.
“And it won’t be forever.”
“I don’t want to start a new school.” Parker wiped his hand over his eyes.
“There’s no way around that, I’m afraid. And the new school might be an awesome adventure.”
Parker frowned, and it seemed as if he hadn’t spent the last thirty minutes crying. “I learned enough. I know enough and my brain is active enough as it is. My life is what it is, and it’s my life, so I should get to choose how to live it.”
Seren chuckled. “No one has ever learned enough. And you’re a kid, so you must go to school.”
“School isn’t right for kids. It damages children physically, mentally, and emotionally.”
“Is that so?”
He nodded.
“I’ve talked to one agent earlier who is from Minnesota, and he said most schools there have ice hockey teams.”
“Even middle schools? Because you know I’ll be in middle school.” He sat up straighter.
“How could I forget?” She ruffled his hair. “I’m not sure, but they have hockey teams outside of school, too. Maybe you can join one of those?”
“Yay!” Parker bounced in his seat.
Seren wished negative emotions would evaporate as quickly for her as they did for children. What a gift.
Over the next few days, they settled into their new, cozy little house, Seren going by the name of Sharon, while Parker had to adjust to being called Sebastian, much to his displeasure, as he’d quipped, “Do I look like a crab?” Yes, they had watched a million and five Disney movies during their family movie nights, and when he was six, he’d been obsessed with one red-haired mermaid. It took him some time to react when they practiced the new names, and Seren wondered how that would work out at school.
The new school year had started two weeks before they’d arrived, but the Marshall handling their case had advised they keep to themselves until they got a handle on their new identities and acclimated to their surroundings. Seren planned to sign Parker up for a local ice hockey team as soon as they were allowed to rejoin public life.
As Parker worked on his homework during their second week there, Seren settled behind her laptop, ready to write Bree, only to end up staring at the blank screen with its blinking cursor for a good twenty minutes. She had so much to say, so much to ask, but instead she sat there frozen with clammy hands and a racing heart, worrying about Bree’s potential answers, and even more so about Bree not replying at all.
She wasn’t insecure about Bree’s feelings, though those might have changed once she’d returned home and realized that her emotions were a product of their proximity and the overall high-stress environment.
Still, Seren mostly managed to push those fears aside, but the ‘no reply’ scenario hung over her like an anvil ready to drop and crush her. She sighed and started typing. If she said nothing, there would never be an answer.
Hi. I miss you.
Seren grimaced and almost deleted the words. But they were true. And besides, how else was she supposed to start this?
I’m not sure you will reply here, you know, rules and all, you being… well, what you are. But I figure, even if you don’t reply, you might read it? And I wanted to update you on the little man. They demanded that we wait before enrolling him in school and me working away from home. We ended up compromising on waiting another month, or better, until they can… take care of a few things.
We started school today, under duress, as he said, because school is terrible, though he prefers being able to at least stay home for as long as I have to home school him. He is so excited about joining the local ice hockey team soon. His dad was a huge fan and, well, so is the son. It’s already cold here today, which you’d hate with a passion. Job wise… I cannot do anything right now, but that suits me. I need some time to adjust. Financially, we are OK. I have access to most of my finances that my husband and I had transferred, and they’ve also given me money to settle in.
I was contemplating joining the local university as a math instructor, but I’m in such a… weird headspace. I’m not sure that’s a good idea right now. Besides, I already missed the start of the term. I saw I could join as a math tutor, and I might do that down the road and see how I like it. It seems less stressful than being an instructor, and it would get me out of the house.
How are you doing? How are your kids? I am sure everyone was happy about you being home again. I’m still so sorry for having dragged you into my mess, and for the problems this might cause for you down the line. I’m not sorry that I fell for you, though.
Take care of yourself. 
Seren shook her head. This was trash, but she supposed it would have to do. She saved the text as a draft and closed her laptop. Should she take a nap? She rubbed her eyes. Sleep hadn’t been easy, though she still needed to be careful, given her tendency to ‘flight sleep,’ a term E had coined for her inclination to sleep whenever overwhelmed. The pleasure of being unconscious, especially when no nightmares haunted her sleep? Hard to resist.
Parker had mostly cured her of that habit because it proved difficult to indulge with a kid around, especially after Mateo passed. Parker needed her, so she’d pushed her grief to the side. But once he returned to school, there’d be nothing wrong with seeking some semblance of comfort in what amounted essentially to a free trial of death. Morbid much? Seren rolled her eyes.
She needed to get into her exercise routine again. Yes, she needed to establish an overall routine that helped her stay on track of everything, because otherwise, Seren feared her mind might derail, and no one needed that.



thirty-nine
Some days Bree wished she were still on the run from the mob. It had been one month since she’d left the safe house, and Seren and Parker’s absence cast a bleak and listless shadow over her life—as if she lost a limb or carried an enormous void inside her chest. Despite all of this, Bree would be reevaluating her life choices at this point, regardless.
The time she’d spent quarreling with Sam over the last weeks defied belief. Every interaction led to an argument. Just entering the room and seeing Sam was enough—her body grew tense, and she felt like she had to watch each step, or something would blow up.
Sam had started drinking again. He’d done it in front of her, looking her dead in the eye as he chugged down a bottle of beer. An odd choice because Sam used to be more of a hard liquor guy—that thought ran through her head as she stood with her mouth agape on cool kitchen tiles—a desperate diversion attempt to avoid falling into old habits. A part of her wanted to apologize, to rush to Sam, take his hands and ask how she could help—to promise that she’d stop doing or saying whatever made him tumble.
Instead, Bree straightened, spun around, and left the room, then the house. She’d driven aimlessly through the city, not sure where to go or what to do. She was slowly suffocating in her own house. Faith had returned to campus and her dorm room, and thankfully missed out on the misery at home.
She had only talked to Tempe once since returning home—their weekly chats currently on hold due to both dealing with changes (Tempe hadn’t fully disclosed the nature of her struggles, but neither had Bree).
That one conversation had been cut short because her daughter had been late to for date with her neighbors. Whatever that meant. But at least there hadn’t been any additional harsh words.
So far, Sam had refused to sign the divorce papers she’d served him with, but the thirty days hadn’t run out yet, and she still held some hope he’d cave. Though after that stunt in the kitchen, she felt plagued with doubt. She’d get the divorce either way, and if it resulted in a default divorce, that would be fine, too. Still, she’d hoped they could settle this amicably.
Bree wanted nothing from Sam. In fact, she wanted out, and she’d actively been searching for rentals that wouldn’t bind her to any amount of time living there—yes, she wanted to leave a path open to joining Seren and Parker, if needed and possible. Or desired.
Bree hadn’t checked the email account Seren had promised she’d create for them to communicate via drafts. Lord knew she wanted to, but the idea of endangering their lives through her selfish actions trapped her in place. At the same time, this fear warred with her worry that her inaction may lead to Seren believing Bree might no longer be interested in her. Hence, she had spent a lot of time fretting over circumstances she could change.
Eventually though, Bree gave in and sat in front of her computer in their home office, loading the account Seren had created and logging in with the cheeky password of yellowmonstrosity2u. She chuckled. In the draft folder, she found two letters from Seren, and her heart sped up when she opened them.
She devoured Seren’s most recent message—a play-by-play recount of Parker’s first ice hockey match before reading the first note. Her breath caught in her throat. God, she shouldn’t have waited that long. The first letter dated back three weeks. What Seren must think of her!
Hi!
I miss you, too. Both of you. I cannot even describe how much, and I’ve never…
Bree worried her lower lip, then sighed. At least she didn’t have to look at Seren when confessing this.
I’ve never missed anyone. Not like this. My children, sure, but that’s different. I don’t think I’ve ever been physically and emotionally pained by missing another.
Yes, I first tried to forget about this means of communication, not because I didn’t want to hear from you but because I was scared. I still am. I refuse to even contemplate that my selfish desire to talk to you ends up endangering you two.
Life has been busy here, as you can imagine. My kids are well. I will move out soon. Looking for an apartment somewhere closer to work. My husband isn’t happy with this, but... That is my problem, and I’ll deal with it somehow.
Bree reclined against her chair. Seren deserved to know about the divorce. But she didn’t want to get into Sam or his attitude.
The little man will be so adorable on ice. I am surprised you’ve allowed him to compete in such a dangerous sport. I’m assuming he won’t have to learn to skate.
She drummed her fingers on the desk. Why was this so hard?
I filed for divorce. And no, it’s not because of you, though… yes, you were the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back, no doubt. But I’d have gotten there on my own. To be honest, it was about damned time I stood up for myself and not allowed him to talk me into doing something that is only making me miserable.
I hate the spot I am in. With him, the kids, and most of all, with you and the little man gone. For Lord knows how long.
Oh, I also got an earful from Mama about… well, never mind. I don’t want to get into this either. Let’s say my soon-to-be ex had shared my apparent disappearance with my parents. That was not a fun conversation.
Your best friend says hi, by the way. How she knows we’re still talking? An educated guess, I’d reckon. We’ve talked on the phone once, but mostly we text every once in a while. Your father’s guys really did a number on her property.
Anyway. Enough about me. I hope you guys are well. Please keep in touch. I love hearing from you, and I’m sorry it took me so long to get the courage to check this account. Please be safe. I’m counting the days.
Bree saved the draft, logged out of the account, and closed the browser before she leaned back, smiling. Elation thrummed through her from the relief of having talked to Seren, even in this distant way. God, how she missed them.
“Are you seriously still saying there’s no other man?” Sam sneered.
Bree flinched, then swiveled her chair to focus her attention on her soon-to-be ex-husband. “Are you spyin’ on me? How long have you been lurkin’ in the doorway?”
He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’m lurking in my own house?”
“Answer me!”
“How about you answer me? You’ve filed for divorce because some man promised you what? Does he even know you?”
Bree clenched her jaw. “There’s no man.”
“You cannot tell me that smile was work related. I know what you look like when you’re happy and in love.”
“Must have been some time since you’ve last seen that,” she snapped.
They glared at each other.
“Who is he?”
“There’s no he!”
Sam’s eyes widened, then he chuckled. “I thought that was a phase back in college. Are you gay now? Are you going to divorce me in the middle of my campaign that you’d promised to support, only to run off with another woman? Do you have any idea what that will do to my chances of getting elected?”
“Not everythin’ is about you, Sammy,” she spat his name. “You’ve extorted that promise out of me, like you’ve done so many times, and—”
Sam recoiled. “Extorted?”
“Yes! You and your, ‘oh, I need to talk to my sponsor’ whenever we were fightin’, or I wasn’t bendin’ to your will with whatever new project or idea you had that would promote your ambition. Did you ever think about me?”
“Of course I did! How can you even say that?”
“It didn’t feel that way. I cannot tell you how long I’ve felt like a means to an end.”
Sam pinched the bridge of his nose “We’ve had our difficulties, and—”
“We separated two years ago!”
“Yes, but we agreed to stay together, for the kids, and—”
“Don’t you dare bring the girls into this! They are grown, and the status of our relationship doesn’t affect our roles in their lives. They want us to be happy. Have you been happy?”
“I’ve been content.”
“I haven’t. And perhaps I want more than that. And so should you, especially if this contentedness led to you drinkin’ again. I don’t want that for you.”
Sam dropped his head and sighed.



forty
Seren tried to rein herself in and only write Bree twice a week, but she ended up caving and writing more. She took comfort in not having reached the pathetic state of needing to write Bree every day. She’d never admit that she’d love to do just that. Some words were better left unsaid and buried deep inside the forever lost recesses of your mind.
She’d often wondered why brains were such assholes and refused to forget what we really wanted them to, yet you couldn’t get them to memorize lines from the Epic of Gilgamesh. What a stupid assignment that had been.
Parker had settled in mostly, especially after he’d been freed from ‘homeschool hell’ (his words; the earlier appreciation all but evaporated), and could join the local ice hockey team, which had proven to be a life saver, even if Seren didn’t appreciate twice monthly games that had her going out of her mind with worry. She consoled herself with the fact that the sport came with lots of padding.
Seren had hosted Parker’s entire hockey team, plus a few classmates, for his birthday party right before Thanksgiving. She struggled to believe her sweet boy had turned eleven. Nothing like children to remind you how fast time flies.
Seren had started tutoring math at two local colleges. The pay amounted next to nothing, but she enjoyed the distraction. There were moments when she could fool herself that this was her life. Oh, she still missed Bree, but this simple life with just Parker, a normal job, and no demands for lying, cheating, and ruining the lives of so many others with drugs and guns? It was enticing.
She doubted she could ever fully forgive the role she’d played most of her adult life, though perhaps she should try. Bree had a point. She never chose that life. She’d been born into it. Though, at some point, people needed to take responsibility and change if what they had no longer worked, or worse, had become an abysmal horror. You did. She tried to be kinder to herself.
Sam had finally signed the divorce papers, right before his thirty days had run out—Seren had been stunned that Bree had filed for divorce so quickly. She didn’t think she’d been the cause, for she knew Bree had an endless list of reasons to leave that… man. Still, she’d felt buoyant, almost light-headed when Bree had first told her about this. Though she’d tamped down her expectations. A divorce from Sam said nothing about Bree’s readiness for a life with Seren and all the baggage that would entail.
They didn’t talk about their relationship in their letters, just reports on their daily lives and little humorous anecdotes, like when Parker had asked her, “are you doing this just to make me miserable or is it for a good reason?” when she’d shouted at the ref during one of his matches (well-deserved given he’d ignored a blatant foul against Parker, and based on Seren’s play-by-play of the incident, Bree had agreed), or when Bree, flabbergasted and confused had asked her if she’d ever heard of polyamory and how Bree should best approach that.
To be fair, that only became a hilarious anecdote in retrospect once Seren, quite taken aback and flustered at first, found out that Bree had been talking about her oldest daughter and her neighbors. Seren had done some research and sent a few book recommendations Bree’s way. Internally though, Seren had laughed tears at the notion of what that revelation would do to Sam’s campaign and political aspirations.
Seren wasn’t sure what to think of the fact that a highlight of most days consisted of settling down with her laptop, reading Bree’s messages and replying.
We finally added Christmas decorations, inside and out. Apparently, that’s huge here. We’d morphed into shivering icicles when we went inside and first had to thaw in front of the fireplace with a mug of hot chocolate for our guy. He misses you a lot. While he was sipping his drink, he turned to me and said: ‘I think this wouldn’t be sweet enough for (you). We should get some marshmallows so when she comes here, she can add them to make it better.’
I didn’t have the heart to say no, so now we have marshmallows in the pantry that no one here will eat. I know you’re frowning, grumbling, what child doesn’t like marshmallows, or, my name, followed by, what have you done to that poor boy? Will you tell me which one it was?
One of the instructors at one college has invited us to Christmas dinner, the same one who we’d gone out with the other day to watch a movie and who had us over for Thanksgiving. She’s such a sweet and kind person. She said why should we be all alone for Christmas, and I don’t know. The little man seemed excited about the prospect, and we had a good time at Thanksgiving, though there she had her siblings and their families over, too. We’ll probably go. What are your plans for Christmas? Heading home to see your parents? This time without unexpected adventures, I hope.
I have received no updates for a while now. Then again, it’s only been close to three months. I suppose I should have more patience, but this is just all taking so long! How am I supposed to be patient when the life I yearn for is on indefinite hold? I can’t really talk to you about it because we don’t do that. Why is that? Would you prefer such a conversation in person or is there more?
I’m sorry. I should delete this. Knowing me, though, I won’t.
Seren leaned back, clenching, then releasing her hands. She’d tried to hold this in, but it bothered her. Why did they never talk about their relationship? Perhaps it just hurt too much. She felt that way, and she suspected Bree did, too. She tapped her fingers on the couch cushion and craned her neck toward Parker’s room. All dark and quiet.
Her hands trembled and heat blossomed in her chest when she typed the next few lines:
I miss your touch. Your scent. I dream of you all the time, and in those dreams, we are together again, and I get to touch you once more. I get to smell the sweet scent of your hair and watch goosebumps pebble across your skin as I draw my fingertips down your chest. But do you want to know the truth? My thoughts always circle to you pressing me against the wall, to your lips on my skin, your hot tongue in my mouth, and your fingers inside me as I clench around them.
Seren threw the laptop onto the couch next to her as if it had scalded her and covered her flaming face with her shirt. What on earth was she doing? She exhaled roughly and leaned back against the couch. She eyed her laptop as if it were toxic sludge or entirely to blame for her foray into… would that be considered sexting? It wasn’t a text message, though? She had lost her mind. There seemed no other explanation.
At almost fifty-one, her head overflowed with explicit images, replaying one fantasy after the other, now entangled with memories, and her desire to be with Bree, to feel Bree’s body press her into the mattress… She groaned.
Those no-good thoughts would lead to nothing, especially since for all Seren knew, it could be months, years even, before they’d see each other again. And then what?
Seren closed her eyes, quelling her tears. She wanted them to be together. Seren wanted a life with Parker and Bree at her side, and she had never wanted something as badly, yet it existed outside of her control. She hated being out of control. Until she had met Bree, although their current state—forced apart and unable to alter their situation—didn’t resemble the ‘loss of control’ aspect she’d learned to enjoy with Bree. Would Bree even be willing to wait?
Seren sighed and grasped her laptop, glaring at it as she saved her missive.



forty-one
Bree panted and pulled at her shirt’s collar as she read through the end of Seren’s latest message. Fortune had smiled upon her by making her move the previous week, since facing Sam this keyed-up missed being an item on her to-do list by about ten miles.
She’d also started to read Seren’s notes while sitting on her bed with her computer on her lap, and she regretted this now—the more impersonal and decidedly less comfortable office would have helped her retain her equilibrium.
“God,” she breathed and shuffled her position to avoid any pressure between her legs. She would not do this. Well, not now.
What are you doing to me??
Bree took a deep breath.
This should be illegal. I don’t even know what to say. Just know that I’m right there with you. I miss and long for you, too, and I cannot wait to see you and our little man again. Maybe I’ll even get to watch him play ice hockey. Though we’d have to bring blankets, maybe even those portable heating pad thingies? I forgot what they are called. And a thermos full of hot chocolate with marshmallows. He is a man after my own heart. You were spot on, though my thoughts ran more along the lines of, ‘what have you done to that poor boy?’
Our Thanksgiving has been awkward and stilted enough that no one wants to repeat that. The girls will be with Sam on Christmas Eve, and they will stop by my apartment on Christmas morning. He’s invited Candy to live with him—what a shocker.
It is so nice to be living on my own. I’ve never done that, you know? I went from my parents to the dorm with a roommate, to living with Sam. Even though it is nice to not have to compromise and I don’t know, if I don’t want to clean the dishes one evening, I don’t. I no longer risk falling into the toilet at night because someone has left the seat up (please don’t ask for further details). Still. I’d be with you guys in a second if it were possible and if you’d have me.
I didn’t intentionally avoid speaking about us. It just seemed easier. And it’s painful because it all comes back to our inability to be together, and not only that, but we don’t know when it will all end. It’s different with a long-distance relationship because there, you most often have an idea about when it will end and you can work toward that, and this isn’t the case here. All we have are these messages, and while I am grateful you thought of this, it still hurts. Even these talks. I can hear your voice in my head, but you’re not here. Not even almost.
Bree sighed. Well, this took a disheartening turn.
But I believe that we will work this out. I want to, and I hope you do, too. If you are worried about this taking too long, well, first, there’s nothing we can do. Courts move slowly, and to be honest, they are moving quite fast in this case so far. I’m not fully or even officially in the loop since I’m sitting this one out for obvious reasons, but I have enough friends who keep me in the know, to a degree. It looks like we might see some action this coming summer. But listen, even if it takes longer, I will be here. We will find a way, so have a little faith.
Bree worried her lower lip, almost glowering at the blinking cursor on her screen. Should she? Oh, why the hell not?
I sometimes stand in the shower and tremble because my mind flashes back to you on your knees in front of me, and to the look in your eyes when you buried your face between my legs and sucked me into your mouth.
She rushed to press save and closed her laptop. Well, that was done.
Christmas turned out to be a pleasant affair, away from Sam and Candy, but with both her daughters around, who seemed to have noticed a shift in their mother.
“You seem different,” Faith said as they sat together in the living room after having opened their presents.
Bree hummed. “In what way?”
Faith tilted her head. “Lighter, somehow. Were you really that unhappy with Dad?”
Bree sighed. Her tendency to keep peace at home kept getting her in trouble. “It’s difficult to explain.”
“Try us. We’re grown.”
Bree smiled and reached out to cup Faith’s cheek. “You’ll always be my babies.”
“That doesn’t mean you have to withhold stuff from us. We share what’s going on in our lives with you,” Temperance said.
“Yes, like you suddenly having two girlfriends. Who are married. To each other,” Faith said with a laugh, then frowned. “That’s quite impressive, given you’re a total stick in the mud.”
“Hey!” Temperance threw a pillow at Faith.
“Stop it, you two. Don’t you mess up my decorations.”
Both Faith and Temperance snorted at the same time.
Bree rolled her eyes. “That isn’t how you get me to see you as mature enough to handle such a conversation.”
“She started it!” Temperance exclaimed, pointing at her sister.
Bree only raised an eyebrow, but remained silent.
“Sorry,” they both mumbled.
Bree contemplated what to tell them. She refused to lie, but she also didn’t want to damage their relationship with their father, nor did she relish talking about Seren, never mind that she couldn’t, given Seren’s current status. “It’s complicated, and there are things I won’t ever tell you, not because I don’t trust you, but they are between your father and I.”
“Fair enough,” Faith said.
“I am happier now, but don’t go assumin’ I hated life with your daddy. He’s a good man.”
“He has his flaws. We’re not blind, Mom,” Temperance said with a soft voice.
“We all do, honey. Again, this isn’t about blame. We both hadn’t been happy in a while, and—”
“Is it because of Candy? Did he cheat on you with that trollop?” Faith asked. 
“Now honey, don’t you go insultin’ Candy for the mistakes of your daddy.”
“I knew he was cheating on Mom,” Faith addressed Temperance. “I told you so!”
“He wasn’t cheating. We’d already separated by that point. I hope he’ll be happy with Candy. I hold no ill-will toward your daddy.”
“Is it because he’s drinking again?” Temperance asked, her voice small, tugging at Bree’s heart.
“Oh, baby,” Bree said, pulling Tempe against her, who hugged her mother close. While Faith, brash and outspoken, took more after Sam, or better, she exhibited Bree’s work persona in all walks of life, Temperance shared Bree’s soft and easily bruised heart. With the difference that Temperance dealt with her vulnerability in a much more open and honest way. The bravery of that child had always amazed Bree.
“He is?” Faith sighed. “That sucks.”
“I’m sure your father will work things out again. He’s been meeting Tim more often, and he’s been going back to his meetings. Things were difficult for him for a while there.”
“You’re always apologizing for him,” Temperance said, scoffing.
Bree grasped her hand. “Honey, there was a time when I truly loved your father, and we had good times. Besides, he gave me the two of you, and I’ll always be grateful for that. But in the end, things didn’t work out, and yes, it’s taken us a while to realize we’re not compatible, but better late than never, right?”
“I suppose,” Tempe grumbled.
“Isn’t one of your… ladies quite a bit older than you? Did she see such a change coming for her?”
Temperance flushed. “No, she didn’t.”
“Well, she could have always dreamed of robbing the cradle,” Faith quipped.
Temperance glared at her, but then her phone rang, and she picked it up, flushing. “Hi, Antoinette. Yes, I can talk.” She rose and strode toward the guestroom.
“No indecent shenanigans on the phone,” Faith called after her sister, who took the time to turn around and give her the middle finger.
Faith chuckled.
“Oh God. Please, let’s change the subject. What are y’all doing for New Year’s? You’re celebrating with your sister, right?” Bree refused to talk about any of this with her daughters (innuendos included). She still couldn’t believe one of Tempe’s significant others—that she needed plural here—was close to her age, but thankfully two years younger. Bree didn’t know how she’d have handled it if the woman had been older. How awkward.



forty-two
The months flew by with a speed that both elated and terrified Seren. Her worries about Parker had been assuaged through the weeks as he made more friends, settled into school, the neighborhood, and, of course, his beloved ice hockey team, the Arctic Foxes. His questions about Bree had lessened, too distracted by life and excitement as an eleven-year-old boy would be.
They had spent a lot of time with Claire, her colleague from college, who had hosted them for Thanksgiving and Christmas. Claire, around Seren’s age, child-free and never married, doted on Parker, and as often the case here, her son took easily to people, and overall seemed more carefree now that they’d left her father behind.
A part of her regretted not doing this earlier. That they didn’t pack their bags and leave right after Parker was born. But what life would that have been, always looking over their shoulders? Of course, they also could have gone to the FBI then. Why didn’t they?
How different Parker’s life would have been from the start. All their lives. God, Mateo might still be alive, and he could have shared his life with James. What about Bree? Would they have met in that scenario? She’d like to think so, though under vastly different circumstances.
Too soon, spring turned into early summer, and Seren considered applying for the math instructor position at Claire’s college. It seemed like a good fit, though she remained reluctant, hoping for Bree’s prediction about the trial date to come true. Perhaps come late summer, they’d be able to return home.
Then she gazed at Parker and worried that she would do him a disservice by taking him back there. Maybe when everything had settled down, they could move somewhere else, with Bree by their sides. Seren frowned. What castles she had started building.
In the end, Bree’s information had turned out to be spot on, and come June, Seren received the message that they’d bring her back home to San Francisco to testify against the Syndicate. They had planned a preliminary set-up (whatever that meant), on Monday and Tuesday of the following week, and so she asked Claire if she minded watching Parker.
He would have to join her for the actual trial, scheduled to start a week later, but she didn’t want to bring him along for the early trip as his team had their big season ending celebration. Thankfully, Claire agreed to watch Parker, who bounced with excitement once Seren had assured him she would not do anything dangerous.
When she left, he’d hugged her and told her to say hi to Bree for him. She’d nodded—figuring she’d do that in one of her next messages, as she doubted she would see her during this trip. Seren wished that would be different for the real trial, but she had no high hopes. 
She’d told Bree about it, lamenting that everything took place during the week and that she'd be too busy, but then that hardly mattered since Fernandez had told her that she'd be sequestered and barred from seeing anyone during her stay.
Bree had been cagey in her replies, and Seren assumed that she probably could or would only say so much. She had already broken many rules by maintaining contact with Seren.
After a five hour and twenty-minute flight, Seren arrived in San Francisco on Sunday night, more tired than she’d expected and more than ready to allow the agent who’d traveled with her to lead her to the hotel for some much-needed rest. She sighed once she entered her hotel room as memories of her time on the run with Bree rushed through her mind. She refused to get lost in them now.
Instead, Seren ate the banana and the peanut-butter sandwich she’d brought along, took a quick shower, and fell into bed, asleep the moment her head hit the pillow.
The next morning, Fernandez picked her up and drove with her to the courthouse. Seren doubted this followed standard protocol, but she remained quiet and turned her head to gaze out of the window.
After a couple of minutes had passed, Fernandez cleared her throat. “I wanted to thank you.”
Seren shifted her attention to the other woman. “For what? Testifying against the Syndicate is much more for myself than anyone else.” Not entirely true, but she rarely spoke the full truth when talking to others, well, with a few exceptions. Fernandez had no reason to know that.
“No. There, you’re merely doing the minimum a decent person would do.”
Seren held her gaze.
“I was referencing our… unfortunate situation with Koba.”
“Oh.”
“He’s been arrested, and apparently, he’s been in your father’s pocket for the last ten years. Sabotaging so many of our cases that were aimed at the Syndicate.” Her lips thinned.
Seren leaned forward. “Was he… He was the one my late husband was supposed to see when he wanted to become an informant with the FBI.”
Fernandez nodded.
“But they never met. Yet Mateo died soon after. Do you know anything further about this?”
Fernandez sighed. “Yes, but most I cannot share with you. I can say that a meeting between the two took place, and we are quite confident that your husband perished because of the information Koba relayed to the Syndicate.”
Seren released a ragged breath. She had to tell James. He needed to know that Mateo’s death hadn’t been his fault.
“However, please be aware that I’ll deny that I ever said so. I… I’d want to know if it were my husband.”
Seren offered Fernandez a brittle smile, followed by a rough, “thank you.”
Fernandez nodded.
They remained silent for the remainder of the trip.
While Seren hadn’t been sure what to expect of this preliminary set-up, she didn’t anticipate a million questions or the prosecutors trying to coach her, distract her, or break her concentration. A dull headache settled behind her temples halfway through, and she wanted to go back to the hotel, call Parker, and write to Bree, not listen to discourse about hostile witnesses and hung juries.
You would think that with all the evidence Seren had given them, this would be a relatively straightforward case. But of course, with Paddy Doyle involved, it would turn into a drawn-out nightmare.
She had finished after six p.m., had a quick phone call with Parker before she once more wolfed down a sandwich and took a long and relaxing shower, allowing the hot, harsh pulsing stream of the water to loosen the tight muscles in her shoulders and with it, ease the tension in her head.
She’d just dried herself when a knock sounded on her door. Seren first wanted to ignore it, but then the knocking picked up again and grew in volume. Who could this be? They had sealed the floor off and agents were watching the area. Surely, this couldn’t be some Syndicate muscle sent to silence her?
Unnerved, Seren, now wrapped in a towel, marched to the door and gazed through the little peephole. She froze, then swung open the door. “What are you doing here?”
Bree’s gaze traced along her body. “Are you in the habit of openin’ the door clad only in a too-short towel?” she croaked.
Seren stumbled back, allowing Bree to enter her room. “How… I don’t… This floor has been blocked and is reserved only for people who will take part in the trial. Did they just let you in? How did you get here?”
“I’m here for the trial, too. They have cars.” She grimaced.
Seren had no words, so she just kept her gaze trained on Bree, who stood there like a statue, her jaw clenched, her posture stiff as if something pained her. “Are you all right?” Seren asked, longing to hug Bree, but still feeling off kilter, both by Bree’s sudden appearance and the flinty look in her eyes. If she didn’t know it any better, Bree looked like—
“Drop the towel,” Bree rasped.
Seren’s eyes widened.



forty-three
Bree was losing her mind. She had never even dreamed of abusing her position for her own gains, but here she wouldn’t have hesitated. Yet, thankfully, that hadn’t been necessary since they called her to show up for the trial prep as well. She may or may not have used her position to guarantee she’d stay at the same hotel. Bree needed to see Seren.
She’d first stayed longer at work than she’d wanted to, and then she’d gotten stuck in traffic so she’d arrived later than planned. If she’d had to take a cab, she’d have paid the taxi driver a ridiculous amount of money to get her to the hotel faster so she could check into her room and take a quick shower before finagling Seren’s room number out of one of the agents. Luckily, everything still worked out.
Once the agents guarding the floor were distracted during their shift change, she darted to Seren’s room and hammered on the door. When it swung open, Bree’s heart thrashed in her chest as everything came crashing down as soon as she saw Seren again, who had the nerve to stand before her wearing only a towel, her dark hair still damp from the shower as she held open the door with an iron grip that turned her knuckles ashen.
“Drop the towel,” she repeated. Her voice resonated in her ears, sounding foreign and far away. Perhaps the drumming of her heart drowned out any other sound. 
“You can’t be serious,” Seren hissed, daring to tighten the white fabric that ended at her upper thighs and revealed a tantalizing amount of cleavage.
Bree canted her head.
“What about the guards?” Seren’s whisper reminded Bree of a choked shout, and her mind spiraled, wandering to the bed behind them and all the delicious, sinful things she wanted to do to Seren.
“They are far enough away.” She tilted her head. “Still, you better be quiet just in case,” Bree ground out.
Seren flushed.
“If you think I won’t…” She bit her lip. “After months of sending me detailed, explicit messages of your fantasies, of what you want to do to me, of what you want me to do to you…” She panted, shutting the door before she dropped her purse on the floor and shrugged off her light jacket, throwing it over the desk chair. Bree stepped out of her shoes, then removed the rest of her clothing until she stood nude in front of a wide-eyed Seren. “Drop. The. Towel,” she growled and stalked closer to Seren.
Seren’s hands and arms slackened, and the towel sank to the ground.
Bree rushed the last few remaining steps, groaning the moment her overheated skin pressed flush against Seren’s cool flesh.
Their faces were only a fraction of an inch apart and Bree could smell Seren’s sweet breath on her face. Like summer and strawberries.
Seren swallowed hard.
Bree made no move to connect their lips and instead shifted her head, and when their cheeks almost touched, she allowed her hot breath to wash over the side of Seren’s face. “You’ll feel me tomorrow when you sit in the conference room for another training session,” she whispered into Seren’s ear and delighted at the jerky shudder that ran through Seren’s frame. “Will you be able to answer their questions when all you can think of, all you can feel, is the reminder of my fingers inside you?”
Seren whined low in her throat and her eyes slammed shut. 
The sound made Bree throb, and with a groan, she crashed their mouths together as they clutched each other close. Her grasp tightened on Seren’s back when their tongues met in a frantic kiss. Bree sucked at Seren’s tongue and propelled her back until her legs collided with the edge of the bed.
Seren almost stumbled but then sat down, never ending the tangle of their tongues.
Bree broke the kiss and with a feverish gaze trailed her fingers along Seren's chest. “Scoot back,” she mumbled, then followed Seren onto the bed. She crawled forward until she hovered over Seren; gazing down into her eyes that had turned almost black. “I’ve missed you so much,” she rasped before once more connecting their lips, not allowing Seren to answer, though she could taste her reply by the way she clung to her.
Seren raked her nails along Bree’s back with enough pressure to sting.
Bree arched up and moaned. She inched to the side and leaned on one arm, sketching her fingers down Seren’s heaving chest and breaking their kiss to watch as she teased, then rubbed her lover’s stiff nipples before curving down, ghosting over Seren’s quivering stomach until she sunk her fingers into the liquid heat between her thighs.
Seren groaned and spread her legs wider.
Bree moaned at the sight of Seren beneath her, aching for her touch, and those little rocking motions of her hips seeking contact left Bree dizzy. The wet heat on her fingertips drove her higher, and her stomach twisted in arousal as she glided her fingers through Seren’s slickness.
Seren clutched at Bree’s arm as if the contact anchored her against the onslaught of sensations Bree’s touch rained down on her.
Bree kissed Seren, nibbling at her lower lip, but kept her eyes open to observe her as she pressed three fingers inside, encountering no resistance.
Seren’s eyes fluttered closed, and she grunted before adjusting the canting of her hips to the rhythm Bree set with her languid thrusts that quickly picked up speed. Seren moaned.
Bree swallowed the sound with a deep kiss—Seren’s expression of bliss as she’d pushed inside her etched into her mind. “Shh, remember, we might have an audience.”
Seren clenched her jaw.
Bree chuckled. She was giving it her all to make staying quiet as difficult for Seren as possible. She splayed her fingers inside and smiled when Seren’s nails dug into the skin of her arm.
Seren pushed her head harder into the mattress and panted. “More,” she breathed.
Bree shuddered and added a fourth finger, still sliding in and out at the same fast and easy pace.
Seren’s mouth fell open, but no sound escaped, only her harsh breathing rang through the room along with the wet sounds of Bree’s thrusts.
Bree loved the soft heat that engulfed her fingers and sought Seren’s lips in another fervent kiss as she shifted her thumb to brush against Seren’s straining clit.
Seren shivered and broke the kiss. She shook her head.
“Are you all right?” Bree asked, slowing her pace.
“No, no,” Seren whimpered and one of her hands shot down to grip Bree’s arm between her thighs. “Don’t… stop,” she forced out, gasping when Bree once more increased the speed of her strokes.
“Another,” Seren mouthed.
Bree froze and gritted her teeth before turning and pulling out. She narrowed her fingers and added her thumb before pressing back inside Seren. “Is this OK?” her voice cracked.
Seren’s neck strained, and breathing hard, she surrendered a drawn-out moan, nodding frantically.
Bree’s gaze flickered from Seren’s face, watching for signs of discomfort, to her hand slowly disappearing inside her. At this point, Bree contemplated her chances of experiencing a heart attack, given the way the straining muscle pelted her chest wall. She panted and her eyes widened once Seren had swallowed her hand.
Both women groaned.
“Move,” Seren croaked. Her skin glistened with perspiration and her hips rocked against Bree, who released a rough breath before heeding Seren’s command.
The sensation of being inside Seren like this overwhelmed Bree, and she feared her brain had shut down for good. All she could do was feel—the wetness around her wrist, the snug heat that encased her hand, and the ridges and bumps her fingers encountered between stroking over smooth areas inside. She sighed.
Seren trembled and strained, following the push and pull of Bree’s ministrations. “Bree,” she gasped.
Bree shifted higher and joined Seren in a short, sloppy kiss before drifting down, sucking hard at her nipples.
Seren hissed.
Bree kept up her thrusts, though they were shallower now as she once more spread her fingers inside.
Seren shook.
Bree settled between her thighs and, without preamble, sunk her face in Seren’s sodden curls, licking the area around her wrist before edging up and sucking her clit into her mouth.
Seren moaned, louder than she should, given the circumstances.
Bree was beyond caring. She only longed to watch, feel, and taste Seren as she fell apart. She had never been this aroused in her life and her core throbbed when Seren keened and seized the sheets with pale fingers.
Bree sucked harder, tracing quick circles around Seren’s clit with her tongue as she continued her deep thrusts, pulling almost all the way out before driving back in.
Seren’s back bowed and her mouth dropped open in a silent shout as her body quaked and trembled.
Bree’s free hand held onto Seren’s lower stomach, pushing her harder into the mattress while she twirled her tongue in tune with her hand’s movements.
Seren lifted her torso; a raw sob tore from her throat as her body quavered, and wrecked in tremors, she shuddered and cried out her release.



forty-four
Seren wondered if she’d passed out, for when she blinked and focused her eyes, Bree lay next to her, cuddled up against her side with a wide smile on her face. Had this really just happened?
“Hi,” Bree said.
Seren chuckled. “Hi. How long was I out?”
Bree bestowed a sweet kiss against Seren’s dry lips. “Maybe ten minutes.”
Seren smiled. “I believe it’s customary to say hello before making someone come so hard that they pass out,” she rasped.
Bree trembled and worried her lip. “You’re kinda impossible to resist.”
Seren released a low laugh and pulled Bree closer, breathing her in. “I missed you,” she said after a moment. Words were inadequate to express the void she’d felt inside her all these months without Bree at her side.
Bree hummed. “I think we’ve established that I missed you, too.”
“Indeed,” Seren said. She shifted and hissed at the sting between her legs.
Bree’s brows furrowed. “Are you OK? Oh, my God, did I hurt you?”
“No. It’s all right. You made good on your promise, though. I will feel that tomorrow.”
Bree narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t have my entire hand in mind when I said that,” she grumbled.
“No, it wasn’t in your mind, all right,” Seren said and chuckled when Bree flushed crimson. “How did you find me here? Fernandez said I was supposed to be sequestered.”
“Yes, but luckily, I was called here, too, and let’s say my position opens doors that tend to remain closed, and please believe me, I’d never been tempted to knock on them before, even if it was just for the name of a hotel or your room number.” She pursed her lips. “You’re a terrible influence, Seren Doyle.”
Seren released a throaty chuckle. “Says the woman who just fucked me into oblivion.”
Bree’s chest heaved.
“Now it’s my turn, though,” Seren whispered and claimed Bree’s lips in a scorching kiss. She had so many ideas and desires spinning through her head, competing for her attention, but then she recalled a tidbit out of their letter exchange. Bree had been adorably shy in her responses, while Seren hadn’t been able to stop herself from escalating their correspondence.
Seren broke the kiss, taking in Bree’s flushed cheeks, her kiss-swollen lips, and her quivering chest. God, she loved this woman. Her face crumbled and tears shot into her eyes.
“What is it?” Bree asked and cupped Seren’s cheek.
Seren shook her head, unable to voice the words. Not now. She didn’t want to say them for the first time while they were having sex, but she could show her. “Just overwhelmed,” she murmured and clasped Bree’s hand to press a lingering kiss against the soft skin of her palm.
Bree smiled.
Seren pulled back. “Turn around.”
Bree raised her eyebrows before shifting and turning to lie on her stomach.
Seren pushed blonde curls to the side to trail her fingertips along Bree’s nape, who shuddered at the caress. Seren traced her hand lower, drawing fingers along her shoulder blades before she ghosted down her spine, adding pressure to Bree’s sacroiliac joint.
Bree grunted.
Seren smiled and moved to settle on Bree’s upper thighs, wincing at first at the stretch and pressure, only to moan when she had to bridle the urge to seek friction to alleviate the steadily rising ache between her own legs.
Bree groaned.
Seren leaned forward and scratched her nails down Bree’s shoulders and across her butt, enjoying the way Bree arched into her touch. She repeated her movements a few times, leaving red lines along Bree’s pale skin before she stretched out her body on top of Bree, aligning their hips so that her mound pressed against Bree’s ass.
Bree trembled and her hands grasped the bedsheets.
She raised her arms and grasped Bree’s hands, loosening their grip and intertwining their fingers as she nuzzled Bree’s neck.
“Seren,” Bree mumbled, pressing her body up into Seren.
Seren gasped and responded by pressing down, pushing Bree deeper into the mattress. She released Bree’s right hand and snuck her arm down, drawing her fingertips across Bree’s side before she pressed her hand under her belly, meandering south to the heat between Bree’s legs.
Bree groaned at the first touch of Seren’s fingers exploring her slippery flesh.
Seren closed her eyes, reveling in the evidence of Bree’s arousal. “I love how wet you get for me,” Seren purred into Bree’s neck as she drew her fingers up and down Bree’s length, steadily avoiding her clit, and instead caressed her entrance, coating her fingers in Bree’s essence without pushing inside.
“Seren,” Bree admonished through clenched teeth.
Seren chuckled and licked along Bree’s throat before biting it softly.
Bree groaned, trembling when Seren shifted her attention to her shoulders before sliding back up and sucking one earlobe into her mouth.
Seren stayed close, breathing into Bree’s ear as she plunged two fingers inside Bree.
Bree moaned and pushed her hips up only for Seren to press them back down, almost tethering her to the bed.
Seren sped up her thrusts as much as she could, and once Bree had settled into a rhythm, she pulled out, much to Bree’s vocal displeasure, which bled into a long moan when Seren’s fingers stole up and rubbed her clit instead.
“Yes,” Bree breathed, rocking against Seren’s hand.
Seren spun tight circles around Bree’s clit, all the while using her pelvis to hold her down, arresting the jerky, desperate undulations of Bree’s hips as she stroked her higher.
Bree buried her face in the pillow and grunted. A sheen of sweat covered her body, and she shuddered, nonsensical words spilling from her lips.
Seren loved how their bodies fit together, clung together. She placed an open-mouthed kiss on Bree’s shoulder as her fingers shuffled lower.
“No!”
Seren smiled. “Patience, love,” she breathed and once more pressed her fingers inside, this time using three.
Bree trembled and squeezed her eyes shut, panting into the otherwise silent room.
Seren’s wrist burned and would hurt in the morning, but she didn’t care and instead picked up her strokes until Bree tensed beneath her. She pulled out.
Bree sobbed, tightening her grasp around the sheets as her body bowed.
Seren refocused on Bree’s clit, adding featherlight touches, little, soft circles.
“Seren,” Bree grumbled. “I swear, if you don’t…” The end of her sentence morphed into a moan, and she once more dropped her face into the pillow when Seren picked up the speed and pressure of her strokes.
Seren pressed her hips against Bree while she rubbed her hard and fast.
Bree stilled, suspended in a moment that seemed to stretch like molasses, as if her body couldn’t decide if it should hold on or let go.
At least until Seren whispered, “Come for me. Now.”
Bree groaned and trembled, her body juddering in tremors that shook her frame while Seren held on and guided her through a hard climax, nuzzling and kissing her neck.
They laid like that for a moment before Seren rolled off Bree and grabbed the blanket to cover their spent bodies.
Bree huddled closer and sighed. “That was… something.”
Seren hummed. “I did pay attention to your messages.”
“I can tell,” Bree mouthed against Seren’s neck.
“Are you hungry? We could order room service.”
“We burned enough calories, and I never say no to dessert.”
Seren chuckled. “How shocking.” She sobered. “I’m so happy you could come here.”
“I needed to see you. There were moments when I wondered if I’d dreamed it all. If I had dreamed you.” Bree ran her hand along Seren’s arm.
Seren frowned. “You always sounded so positive and assured in your emails.”
“That doesn’t mean I didn’t worry or have doubts.”
“No, of course not. Wait, doubts?”
Bree sighed. “Not about us, more like the situation we’re in, whether everything would work out, given how long all this could have taken. And there still might be delays. And then what?”
Seren brushed a loose strand of hair out of Bree’s face and behind her ear. “Why didn’t you talk to me about this? I prattled on about my fears and worries.”
“I didn’t wanna make things worse for you, and well… I wanted to be strong. For you. For us,” Bree’s voice broke.
Seren sighed, pulling Bree closer. “You are not responsible for my emotions, nor is it your job to make sure I don’t fall apart.”
Tears brimmed in Bree’s eyes, and she cleared her throat. “I suppose that’s somethin’ I’ll have to get used to.”
“Mm-hmm,” Seren mumbled and pressed a lingering kiss against Bree’s forehead. “No worries. I’ll remind you.”
Bree laughed and pressed her face into the crook of Seren’s neck. “I love you,” she whispered.
Seren held her tight and smiled, closing her eyes. “I love you, too.”
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One Year Later
 
Bree held the front door open, shivering at the cold air that wafted over her. “Parker, are you ready? Come on! We’re runnin’ late!” she called.
“I’m here,” Parker said, skidding to a halt next to Bree. “Why are you wearing a jacket?”
“It’s cold!”
“It’s summer.”
“Fifty-nine degrees is not summer, young man.”
“It’ll get warmer later.” He dashed out of the house and sprinted toward the car. “Come on. I thought we were running late.”
“Cheeky little demon,” Bree grumbled while she pulled the door closed behind her and locked it. “I’m not made for this weather,” she mumbled, striding to the car while wrapping her jacket tighter around her frame.
Parker groaned. “You’re not really going to turn on the heat, are you?”
Bree fiddled with the temperature setting. “You better believe I am. Listen, I was born and raised in Alabama and spent most of my adulthood in sunny California. You made me move with y’all to freakin’ Bloomington, Minnesota. Turning on the heat in my car is the least of what you’ll have to endure. Summer, my butt.” She buckled up and drove off.
“Do you regret it?” Parker’s voice cracked.
Bree almost slammed on the brakes, but instead she noticed a parking spot ahead and halted the car there.
“What are you doing? We’re late!” Parker exclaimed.
“I don’t care. They can wait.” She turned to him. “I’ll never regret moving here with you and your mama. I love you both, and I cannot imagine my life without either of you in it.”
“But—”
“I also hate the cold, and so I’ll likely bi… complain about it a lot.”
He sighed. “I thought you’d like the summer better.”
“Again, this isn’t what I’d call summer, but it’s all right. I’ll adjust. You guys were so happy here during…” She rolled her lips; those were memories she still struggled to revisit. “You’ve made such great friends. And your team! What would the Foxes do without you?”
Parker grinned.
She ruffled his hair, and he leaned into her touch before frowning.
“You won’t do that in front of my friends, right?”
“What?”
Parker’s gaze shot to her hand still in his hair.
Bree rolled her eyes. “No, honey. I won’t embarrass you in front of your little friends. Is Maggie going to be there, too?”
Parker flushed. “Don’t know,” he mumbled, and turned to look out of the window.
Bree chuckled before pulling out of the parking spot and driving to the skating rink where Parker’s teammates were having their annual end of season party. She’d been living with Seren and Parker for the last six months, since the trial concluded and Paddy Doyle and his acolytes were put behind bars for racketeering and murder. Yes, thanks to Seren’s and James’s testimonies and evidence, they’d been able to charge quite a few of them with murder.
Seren had first suggested that they move back to California, but Bree knew how happy both were in Minnesota—she still struggled to believe she now lived here, the land of biting wind and icicles—and so Bree convinced them to stay and joined them instead.
Thankfully, this wasn’t a forever agreement, as Seren promised that once Parker went to college (and he’d better choose a state with a higher average temperature), they’d move somewhere warmer.
Returning here after the trial had been awkward for the Doyles, as everyone knew them by different names, yet their social circle quickly adjusted, even though Parker kept his nickname, Seb, that still adorned his hockey jersey.
Bree had quit her job, and both were currently between employment, as they jokingly called it. They had enough money to take a break and settle into their new lives, their relationship, and, for Bree, her new surroundings. Her daughter Faith had visited several times with her boyfriend, Joe, and she had even brought her best friend, Alex, along for Christmas.  
Tempe had visited by herself once so far. Supposedly, Rania and Antoinette were busy (Bree blamed the cold weather), but she had met the two women in Florida, even if the circumstances had been dire. In the end, Temperance seemed happy, and nothing else mattered to Bree.
She hadn’t been in contact with Sam since that fateful trip to Florida, and she had to admit that she didn’t follow his life or career, and she’d be hard pressed to answer questions on how he was doing now, or how his newest campaign had been going. Her daughters avoided that topic of discussion, and Bree never asked.
Bree and Seren spent all their time together, and what Bree used to consider suffocating—being around another person every day, had now morphed into a source of comfort and pleasure. She felt happy, despite the constant miserable weather, and this state of being felt so foreign she’d almost sabotaged it.
Each time this happened, Seren saw right through her and allowed her to rage or cry or go for walks alone without making her feel like she was being selfish or defective.
Bree had never met anyone before Seren who knew how to deal with the mood swings that would sometimes hit her. And even when Bree itched for a fight, Seren would neither engage nor withdraw.
She’d just continue their life together and treat Bree the same as always. As a result, the storm that brew inside her would dissipate and she could breathe again.
They’d both also started seeing a therapist, separately, and this had been a tremendous help to them. There were moments when Bree worried she was too happy, or that this contentedness couldn’t be sustainable, that this easy, warm life would shatter at her feet, leaving her bereft to crawl back to places that never felt like home.
This particular mood had an interesting solution that they had once discovered by accident that ended in a rather heated encounter in their bedroom. That night lasted for hours and saw them both spent, sated, and panting until Bree collapsed laughing with tears streaming down her face after Seren said she would gladly endure the sacrifice of ensuring Bree's inability to walk straight the next day if it would help her stop catastrophizing. This had so far proven to be her favorite method of shutting up her brain.
One Saturday morning, Bree came to a startling conclusion as she sat across from Seren during breakfast, who still made a face at her sugar intake. While squeezing honey onto her pancakes, she realized that for the first time in her life, she felt that she was enough. Not for Seren, though the other woman would argue that Bree was more than enough for her, but for herself.
She felt at peace within herself, and that feeling astounded her so much that she added too much honey, even for her own sweet tooth, onto her stack of pancakes. She still ate it—the sacrifices you made.
Parker rushed out of the car and sprinted to his friends as soon as they rolled to a stop.
Bree exited the vehicle and followed Parker inside the skating ring. She scanned the crowd and smiled when she saw Seren engaged in a seemingly deep conversation with… Bree froze. Was that E? She rushed closer.
“Oh, my God, E! It’s wonderful to see you again!”
E smiled, touched Seren’s lower arm and rose to hug Bree, who squeezed her tight. “Surprise! It’s good to see you, too. Is Minnesota any better than the last time I was here?”
“Not really. The weather’s still just awful. Can you believe these heathens call fifty-nine degrees summer?”
E laughed. “It’s truly shameful. I’m glad I brought my jacket.”
Seren concealed rolling her eyes.
“It’s also very…” E’s gaze swept over the crowd of families and friends of the hockey team. “Pale. I can’t remember the last time I was the only person of color at an event.”
Bree rubbed her hands together. “That’s because y’all are sane and stay away from this appalling cold.”
Seren chuckled and reached out, grasping Bree’s hand. “Hey, you.” She pulled her close and pressed a kiss against Bree’s lips.
“Hmm. I suppose that makes up for my suffering.” She settled in the seat next to Seren.
E snorted. “You two are disgusting. Isn’t the honeymoon phase over yet?”
“Hey!” Seren threw a napkin at her.
“So rude,” E grumbled playfully.
“Who you’re tellin’?” Bree snatched up Seren’s wine glass and took a sip.
Seren pulled Bree closer and whispered in her ear. “Be careful or I might change what I’ve planned for you tonight. Parker is spending the night at Tom’s house. His mother agreed to host the three rascals.”
Bree sputtered, almost choking on the sip of wine she’d been swallowing. “You’re wrong, E. She’s perfectly polite, and… all that.”
E chuckled. “Yes, she’s especially all
that.”
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Seren smiled at their antics. “So, how’s life been treating you now that you’ve solved your big dilemma?”
E shrugged and scraped her shoe over the linoleum floor. “It’s fine.” She ran her finger over the rim of her glass.
“You’re hiding something!” Seren barely resisted pointing her finger at E.
E’s head snapped up. “What? I’m not!”
“You’re all shifty. What’s up? Don’t tell me she changed her mind?”
E sighed. “No, no. I… It’s… Don’t make fun of me.”
“We’d never,” Bree said, once more taking ownership of Seren’s wine.
“You could get your own, you know?”
Bree smirked. “What would be the fun in that?” She took another sip.
Seren narrowed her eyes at Bree before shifting her attention to E. “So? Spill it.”
“We moved in together, and—”
“You thought I’d make a U-Haul joke?” Seren said. 
E sighed. “Can you not?”
“Well, I am happy for you, and I’d never make such tasteless jokes,” Bree said.
E flushed. “Thank you.”
“Hey! It wasn’t a tasteless joke, and I didn’t even make it,” Seren groused. “I’m obviously excited for you. It was about time.”
“That’s another thing I didn’t want to hear,” E said with a small smile.
“I mean it in the most affectionate way.”
“Isn’t there an idiom about how advice can hurt?” E asked.
Seren tilted her head. “Not sure, but then again, I’m not the person obsessed with idioms that I’d research them in foreign languages.”
“It’s just so fascinating.”
Bree laughed. “If you say so. More importantly, you’ve not been in touch much since you were here in February.” Bree pouted.
E chuckled. “You guys are ridiculous. It’s not… It’s a long story, and—”
“We have time. Tell us everything.” Seren put her elbows on the table and now leaned her head on her folded hands.
E laughed.
“In her own time, honey,” Bree said, taking hold of one of Seren’s hands and squeezing it.
“Thank you, Bree. At least someone here has manners. Must be a Southern thing.”
Bree grinned while Seren glared at her.
“I did what Bree suggested back then, with all the delivery options.”
“You got lucky, then. Bree’s ideas are sometimes a bit… adventurous,” Seren said.
“And just for that, you won’t be getting this back,” Bree said, keeping Seren’s glass out of her reach and taking another sip. 
Seren shook her head. “Anyway, how about we skip to the more interesting parts, the reunion?”
E frowned. “Given what I’d unwillingly learned about you two during our adventure last fall, I’d say there’s no need for you to live vicariously through anyone.”
Seren flushed.
Bree laughed. “She got that right.”
“Whatever. I just want E to be happy, and—”
E held her gaze. “And a romantic relationship does that?”
“No, of course not. Sometimes we are the happiest on our own. A bad relationship is likely one of the worst places to live in. But if you meet someone who fits…” She shrugged and snatched her glass out of Bree’s hands. “There are… advantages.”
E snorted. “Yeah, I can see that.”
“You are so romantic,” Bree drawled with a long-suffering sigh.
Seren offered Bree a sheepish grin before refocusing on E. “I’m serious. I’m not saying you need a relationship to be happy. And good Lord, people should never go into one believing that’s what will make them happy. That isn’t why I am rooting for you.”
“Right. That’s too much pressure to put on another,” Bree added, pulling Seren’s hand into her lap.
“Yes. So, I just recalled that conversation back in the safe house. About your epiphany. And I am relieved you guys worked it out. That’s all. Well, and I want some more details.”
E hummed. “Yes, yes. I agree, there are distinct advantages to a relationship, despite it all starting, well, not with trees.” E grinned at Seren, who sighed. “Our situation, while different, was still complicated, and now we live together, and… well, we’ve sort of intertwined our financial lives, too.”
“In what way?” Seren asked.
E grinned. “I’ve been meaning to invite you. Next month, I’m finally opening my distillery.”
“Get out! Are you serious?” Seren exclaimed, suppressing the urge to jump up and hug E.
“And all of this out of an indecent proposal.” Bree sighed.
“Oh, please! That’s not how it started.” Seren cut in, but then her eyes widened when E averted her gaze. “Oh my God, it was? I thought she hired you to be her date, not to have sex with you. How come you left this out when we talked, but Bree knows? You agreed to such a thing?
“What? No!” E fell back against her chair, dismay written over her feature. “I think Bree’s imagination got lost here. You both know the same stuff.”
Bree shrugged. “It was always clear how this would all end, so in a way, wasn’t it an indecent proposal?”
“No,” both Seren and E exclaimed at the same time.
“She just… she needed a date for the holiday season. There’s no way anyone could have seen all that coming.” E rubbed the back of her neck.
“Oh, please. Because fake dating has never turned real. And how cute is that?”
E suppressed a grin.
Seren grimaced. “You make it sound like one of those fake-dating Hallmark movies.”
“I’ll drink to that,” E said and picked up her beer.
“Those aren’t so bad,” Bree mumbled.
Both E and Seren groaned.
“It’s not my fault neither one of you has a romantic bone in your scrawny little bodies.”
“I’m taller than you,” Seren argued.
“Yes, I was more thinking of you when I said scrawny. You’re getting too skinny. All that exercise you’ve been doing. Little was referring to the shrimp over there.”
“Hey!” E called, coughing to ward off choking on her beer. “I heard that.”
“Well, not like I was whispering now, was I?”
“I take it back. It’s not nice to see you at all. It’s torture.”
Bree laughed. “You’re a terrible liar. But we’re delighted for you, and we will be excited to join you for the grand opening.”
“Aunt E! You’re back already? Mom said she needed to run an errand before meeting us here.” Parker dashed toward E and flung his arms around her, almost toppling her out of her chair.
“Hey buddy,” E said, pulling him close. “I missed you. And yes, I’m the surprise errand your mama had to run.”
Bree snorted.
Seren smiled. She hadn’t known happiness such as this existed, or if it did, that she’d ever be lucky enough to experience it. Life was good. It was better than that, and while a part of her sometimes worried that their luck would tumble down like a house of cards, those moments were getting fewer and farther between, also thanks to her shrink.
She’d at first only agreed, in part because Parker blossomed and his sessions with his psychologist had a huge role in that, but mostly, she felt like Bree needed to see one, yet that infernal woman would only do so if Seren made an appointment as well.
So she had. But talking about her worries with a complete stranger? That proved to be… daunting. The first few sessions were a complete waste since Seren hadn’t said a word. Yet, Dr. Anderson just sat there, taking notes, not at all bothered that the scratching of her pen on paper resonated as the only discernable noise in the room.
At one point, Seren shouted at her, she didn’t recall about what, some inane complaint, but from then on, she’d opened up about her past, her family, and her fears and worries about Parker and Bree.
Seren’s past relationship with E had been doomed from the start, even if Seren hadn’t been willing to acknowledge that right away, and her refusal to be with anyone since had ill-prepared her for a real romantic relationship. Or so she’d thought. As it turned out, life with Bree came as easy as breathing.
Oh, of course, dust would pick up and scramble the air, making them sneeze and cough, but it would all settle again, and they knew that what happened wouldn’t spell the end, but represented a normal hiccup, and a sign that they cared and were dedicated to the little family they’d created.
Seren still talked to James, who had broken down crying when Seren told him about Koba and how he didn’t cause Mateo’s death. They’d sat together for hours, Seren holding his hand while he started his path toward releasing the paralyzing guilt he’d carried since that night.
Testifying against the Syndicate and her father had taken a toll, and for the longest time, Seren had been wracked with guilt, not so much that she was doing the wrong thing or betraying her family—Paddy had stopped being her family eons ago—no, she’d been worried that she’d forever put a target on Parker and her, and that this would also ruin her chances with Bree. At first, she even questioned if she should risk a relationship with Bree because she couldn’t handle the idea of Bree getting hurt because of her.
When Seren talked to her about that, Bree had been quite effective in convincing her that if Seren ever dared to contemplate leaving Bree for her own good, there’d be hell to pay, and not the enjoyable disagreements they often solved tangled up in sheets. Bree—both reasonable and logical—explained why Seren was full of shit. Meanwhile Seren sat there with heart-eyes, filled with love while considering which of Bree’s fantasies they should explore next.
They’d grown comfortable in the city and their little house, enjoying the time they were allowed to spend together while watching Parker live the carefree life she’d always wanted him to enjoy. Now, they just needed to figure out what to do job wise. Bree had contemplated working at the library, to which Seren pointed out that this didn’t mean she could sit there all day and read. Bree’s reply had been an adorable pout.
When Seren suggested she work as a lawyer again, Bree had deflated, but then Seren proposed she didn’t have to be a prosecutor. She could open her own office or work as a public defender or offer her services to people who couldn’t afford representation, and therefore were usually screwed by the system.
They didn’t need the money, really. While the government had seized all the Syndicate’s assets, Seren had separated her money from the illegal activities and gains of her father’s empire some time ago. Bree also brought enough money into their relationship that they could follow their passions.
At Seren’s suggestion, Bree straightened, and a shiver rushed down Seren’s back at the fire in her eyes. By no means had Seren suggested this career change because she… enjoyed seeing Bree in her element, or so she kept telling herself.
As for herself, she’d decided that she’d eventually return to teaching math at the college she’d tutored at before. Math was simple. It had a right or wrong answer, and you could count on its predictability, and for now, Seren needed that in her professional life, as she preferred excitement to only reside in her personal one, and with Bree and Parker at her side, that was almost a guarantee.
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