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        As always, I have to thank my husband, because I love him more than life itself.

        

        This book was a little different, in that I ran a contest to come up with the name of the hero. I had too many wonderful suggestions, but I narrowed it down to Dean Elliot West.

        ‪Sharee Varilone and Elizabeth E. Neal suggested Dean‬‬

        ‪Margaret Chaney Handler and Nikki Kirchenwitz suggested Elliot‬‬

        ‪And Amie Larkin Pontari suggested West

        Thank you for playing ladies!!!

        

        To all the military women out there, former or current, I commend you! Keep kicking ass!‬‬
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      As with most things in her life, Rachel could see the crash coming. It was as if time completely stopped, but she was unable to do anything to change the events about to happen. The truck barreling in from the right hand side showed no signs of slowing for his stop sign. Even if he did manage to slam on the brakes he would still slide through the intersection.

      For a split second, she didn’t know whether to hit the gas or the brakes herself. Her foot made the decision for her, slamming on the brake pedal full force. The BMW, her pride and joy, began to slow as the anti-lock brake system tried to disengage four thousand pounds of forward momentum, but she knew in her heart that it wasn’t going to help.

      Just before the collision she clenched her body, knowing that this was going to hurt like hell, if it didn’t kill her outright. As she looked up and to the right at the very last second, she caught a glimpse of the rolled iron add-on brush guard, then a flash of the man’s slack face before her world exploded.

      Rachel had been through several explosions in her life, both literal and figurative, and none of them had been easy. Her mother’s suicide had been the first leveling blow when she was just a girl. It had taken weeks for her to come to terms that she would never see her mother’s radiant face again. The second had been her father. Yes, he’d been there but he’d never been the same after the loss of his wife.

      As five million things flashed through the screen in her mind before she felt the impact of the truck, she wondered if this one would be as bad as Afghanistan. At least in Afghanistan she hadn’t had the killing expectation of dying she was experiencing now.

      Then the expectation was gone, replaced with bone shattering force. Rachel tried to be flexible, but the rod in her spine from the last time she was destroyed didn’t allow her much. As the truck struck the passenger side, crumpling the doorframe and blowing the airbags, she was jerked violently to the right, then snapped back to the left. As her head smashed into the window and frame, her world went spinning.

      It seemed like the devastation just went on and on, her vision twirling like a top. There was a secondary crash on the driver’s side, and sudden pain, then the world stilled. Rachel felt like she continued to spin, even though the world around her had stopped moving. Light splintered as it crept through the shattered windshield, sending shafts of rainbow across the jumbled interior.

      Rachel was afraid to move but her protective instincts kicked in. Her eyes worked well enough when she blinked them open, although the left one had something in it. She tried to blink the obstruction away and realized it was blood, running steadily down the left side of her face. Yeah, she should have known. She’d hit that A-pillar damn hard.

      She drew a breath and tried to get up her courage to move her limbs. She knew from past experience that this would hurt like hell, but she had to evaluate how badly she’d been injured. She had to know.

      For a moment reality shifted and she was back in Afghanistan. Though she’d flown for most of her career, there had been times when she’d had to ground convoy one place or another. And being on the ground, watching troops get blown up, had caused her so much more anxiety than actually being in the air and looking down. It had been one of her greatest fears, being blown up like that.

      Her reality re-centered and to the here and now and even though it felt like she’d been blown up, she knew she hadn’t.

      Drawing breath was fine, but as she tried to lift her head to look around needles of pain shot down along her spine. Oh, fuck. She breathed deeply, trying to block it out even as fear tightened her lungs. If her back was messed up again… patiently, carefully, she lifted her head. Once her gaze was square she relaxed just a little.

      With deliberate care she wiggled her toes. They were good. But her left leg was being squeezed by something and was her greatest source of pain. Lifting her arm to try to wipe away some of the blood on her face, she looked down. Her view was obstructed by the deflating airbag. She couldn’t see what was squeezing her leg. Lifting her head again she surveyed the rest of her body.

      There was shattered glass everywhere. It tinkled down onto her lap when she lifted her head. Scratches decorated her arms, including a nice laceration down the meat of her left forearm. The blood wasn’t arterial but it would definitely make her woozy if she didn’t get it stopped.

      Again she tried to brush something out of her face. Ah, hell, her freakin’ ponytail had come undone.

      She became aware of voices outside, drawing closer. Hopefully they would look at the scene before they rushed in to help. There was a long guardrail in front of her beyond the mangled dash and she saw a couple of people climbing out of their vehicles to gawk.

      Glancing around she tried to find something she could wrap around her arm. Her gym bag had been on the back seat but she doubted there was any way she could reach it. The distinctive pinging sound of a message being received on her phone registered, but she couldn’t see the unit itself.

      Taking another breath she knew she had to straighten herself up in the seat and try to do an assessment. That way when first responders arrived they’d all be that much ahead of the game.

      Swallowing her fear, she gripped the steering wheel in front of her and used it to help her lift her chest. She’d expected searing pain but she actually only felt bruised discomfort. Nothing clicked or ground together like a broken bone. As soon as she was vertical, her breath began to come easier.

      Oh so carefully she swiveled her head to the left and the right. Everything seemed to be working okay.

      The BMW had come to rest against a guardrail on the eastbound side of the road. She’d been heading westbound. She was amazing that she hadn’t struck someone head on. There were a few cars directly in front of her, the drivers staring at her open mouthed. If she could have laughed and waved, she would have.

      Her left leg throbbed with excruciating pain. Pushing the deflated airbag out of the way she tried to see again what was restraining her but couldn’t.

      In the distance she could hear sirens, several of them, and she wondered what had happened to the guy in the truck. Her car had surely taken the brunt of the damage. With that huge brush guard on she doubted he’d barely felt hitting her expensive little car.

      There was a scrabbling outside her car and a few voices lifted in alarm.

      “Are you okay in there?”

      The deep voice came from the back of the car but Rachel didn’t swivel her head to look; she was still being cautious. “Y…yeah.” She cleared her throat. “I’m fairly okay.”

      “Good. I’m trying to get to you. Just hang tight, okay?”

      Rachel choked out a laugh. “I’m not going anywhere,” she promised.

      There was a scrabbling in the back of the car, then a pounding. The car shook around her as if someone were trying to break into the vehicle.

      “What’s your name, ma’am?”

      That deep voice was incredibly calm. It stood out from the concerned yammering of the onlookers.

      Then his words registered. Rachel would have laughed if she’d been a little more with it. Ma’am? Really?

      “Rachel. Searles.”

      “I wish we could have met under better circumstances, Rachel.” His voice strained as if he were lifting something. “My name is Dean. Dean West. I’m on Denver PD. First responders have been called and they’ll be here any minute and we’ll get you out, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “My left leg is trapped. Otherwise, I seem to be intact.”

      “Well, that’s good to know.”

      Rachel rested her head against the seat, adrenaline making her muscles quake. She wanted to bolt. Think about something else, damn it.  “Is the other driver hurt? I saw the crash coming but couldn’t do anything about it.”

      Dean’s voice was muffled. “Nah, I think he’ll be fine. His vehicle is a lot beefier than yours.”

      “Mm,” she murmured. She blinked, wondering why it was so hard to keep her eyes open. The blood loss? “Hey, Dean?”

      The car rocked again, as if he were trying to rip the passenger side door open. “Yeah, Rachel?”

      “I think I’m going to pass out, honey.”

      There was a pause in the jostling of the car and then it started up again in earnest.

      Rachel let her eyes fall shut and hoped he managed to get it open.

      

      Dean cursed as her voice went quiet, her head lolling forward at an awkward angle. Blood-stained honey blond hair hung forward over her face. Sweat began to bead his forehead as he tried to wedge one of the doors open but it wasn’t working. The woman had been struck in the passenger side but the driver’s side was wedged against the crumpled guardrail. The expensive black BMW had been totally crunched. There was no way to get into it. Wait. The most intact part of the vehicle was the hood. Careful of the buckled edges, he climbed up onto the hood, lying on his stomach. The windshield had been shattered and glass glittered all over the inside of the car.

      The woman didn’t move when he said her name. Daring to reach through the obliterated windshield he searched for her carotid artery in the side of her neck. The beat was there, though a little fluttery and faint. “Rachel? Rachel.”

      She didn’t move. Dean looked down her shoulders and body. There was a slice down her left arm but he couldn’t see anything more than that. Scrambling for something to stop the bleeding he looked through the car, but didn’t see anything. “Shit,” he muttered.

      Sitting up on the hood of the car he stripped off his orange Columbia t-shirt, folding it in half. Leaning back down he wrapped the fabric around her arm, trying to put pressure on it without hurting her.

      Long dark eyelashes fluttered and her eyes opened, then winced in pain.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. We need to put pressure on this to stop the bleeding.”

      Golden eyes the color of warm caramel lifted to his as if it were the hardest thing in the world to do. Dean grinned at the woman, trying to be reassuring.

      “Oh, damn. You’re too cute for your own good,” she mumbled. “And look at those muscles. Hmmm.”

      Dean laughed but didn’t let up the pressure on her arm. “Thank you. Try to keep your head still, okay?”

      An ambulance pulled to a stop right beside him, silencing the siren. “Rachel, your ride is here.” Reaching up he ran his thumb over the arch of her left brow, wiping away the blood. Though his training screamed for gloves before he made the action, some visceral urge overwhelmed his common sense.

      Her eyes flickered but she didn’t turn her head. “I’ll take your word for it. You’re going to have to pull the car away from the guardrail before I can get out, though.”

      Dean felt a trickle of fear roll down his spine. “Why Rachel?”

      Blinking, trying to brush at the blood on her temple, she moved her chin toward the floorboards. “My left leg is trapped. Gonna need something to wedge it out.”

      A paramedic caught his attention and Dean repeated what she’d just said.

      “Fire department’s on the way. They’ll get her out. Can you squeeze over a little?”

      Dean did as he was asked but didn’t let release the pressure on her arm. Rachel’s eyes flicked to the paramedic, then back to his own as if she didn’t want to lose the connection. Dean didn’t want to either. So even as the medic asked her questions she continued to look at Dean.

      “Your eyes are amazing,” she sighed.

      Dean gave her a brilliant smile. “Thank you. I have to say, yours are too. Like caramel that’s been left in the sun to melt.”

      A cell phone chimed from inside the jumbled car and she choked out a laugh. “I can’t come to the phone right now…”

      Dean laughed with her, trying to encourage the lightheartedness, in spite of the situation. “If it’s important they’ll call back.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed, her eyes closing. “Maybe you can find it for me if I get out of here.”

      “When you get out of here, not if,” he corrected.

      But she didn’t respond. “Rachel?”

      Things began to move fast then. After he checked her vitals the paramedic working on her managed to fit a cervical collar around her neck and began bandaging her arm. The firemen arrived and it was quickly decided to use hydraulic extraction tools to get her out of the car. Dean told one of the guys what she’d said about her leg and he nodded, stepping up on top of the hood with the huge Jaws of Life machine.

      Dean relinquished his hold on her arm to the paramedic and stepped away from the car to give the firemen room to work. But he watched Rachel through the mangled passenger door.

      Nathan Killian, another DPD patrol cop and his best buddy, stopped beside him. “Did you see this happen, West?”

      Dean nodded and quickly scanned the area. “Unfortunately. Where’s the truck?”

      Killian shook his head, shrugging his shoulders. “It totally disappeared. We’ve got several units canvassing the area but if it was decked out like you said, he may not have even sustained any damage.”

      Dean nodded, fuming. It was bad enough the woman got hit but the second vehicle leaving the scene of the crime was criminal, literally. “Let me know if you find him, would you? I’m going to stick with her for a while. I’ll tape a statement for you tomorrow morning when I’m back on duty.”

      Killian nodded and returned to diagramming the scene.

      Dean made sure to stay out of the way of the first-responders. He knew from experience that there was nothing more aggravating than trying to do your job around rubber-necking civilians. But when they finally pulled her from the car a half hour later, he waded over to the gurney heading to the ambulance. She had regained consciousness, her eyes fluttering in the sunlight. Leaning over her he blocked out the sun so that she could focus on him. “See, you made it out.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed, eyes drooping closed.

      Dean let them load her up, watching closely as they locked the gurney into the back of the vehicle, closed the rear doors and took off.
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      Stunning aquamarine eyes with mile-long lashes plagued her dreams and as soon as she woke, she wished she could go right back to sleep. Doctors and nurses were poking and prodding her. Somebody walked into the room holding blue x-ray films and the group paused to huddle around it.

      “What did I break?” she asked.

      One of the young men in the circle turned to look at her. He grinned, looking a little clownish with big glasses perched on his skinny-ass nose.

      “Ms. Searles, glad to see you awake. We’re just looking at your scans. Looks like you’ve been through some trauma before.”

      She sighed, wishing she could turn the overhead lights off. She couldn’t even turn her head away from the light because of the cervical collar. “Yes. A bit,” she told him, totally tongue-in-cheek.

      He turned back to the scan and even she could see the long metal rods in her spine, as well as the half a dozen fixators and twelve screws, showing white on the dark blue background. “Mid-back fracture, T4,5, and 6 several years ago. Helicopter crash in Afghanistan.”

      Doogie Howser turned to look at her, eyes bugging behind his glasses. “Well, luckily for you there doesn’t seem to be any damage to the prior repairs, although I’ll forward these to an orthopedic surgeon to make sure.”

      The ball of tension in her stomach eased but she wondered if she should even listen to the kid. He looked like he’d just graduated high school.

      A second, more mature man stepped to the side of her bed, reaching to remove the collar. “I don’t think you need this anymore. I’m Dr. Carter. Can you tell us what happened?”

      Fighting impatience, Rachel went through the series of events that she remembered.

      “Excellent. And what day is it?”

      “Saturday.”

      “That is correct.” He pulled a penlight from his pocket to shine into her eyes, then away. “You have a concussion from your head striking the door-frame of the car. While it’s not too bad, I don’t think I want to release you just yet; head trauma can be unpredictable. You’ve got severe contusions on your left calf but again, no breaks. We had to put a dozen stitches in your arm, but those can come out in a week to ten days. I think you were very lucky this time, Ms. Searles. The airbags protected you from the worst of it.”

      Rachel wasn’t ever going to bitch about spending so much money on that car, then. The airbags alone had probably saved her from extensive injuries. She could spend the night in the hospital. It was so much less than she’d expected.

      Several hours later she was ready to bitch. Though they were only doing their job, the damned nurses would not leave her alone. As soon as she drifted off to sleep, which she needed desperately, they slipped in to check her pupil response and other neurological markers. After she’d been woken up four times in the course of the evening, she snapped at the pretty brunette twig with the perma-smile. “If you people don’t leave me alone for the next six hours to get some true sleep, I will walk out of here AMA. Do you get me?”

      Her shiny perma-smile wilted. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “Then you better check with whoever is in charge because though this bed is one of the softest hospital beds I’ve ever felt, I will walk out of here without hesitation.”

      They gave her four hours. Barely. As she cracked her lids open to look at the woman pushing a wheeled cart into the room, her eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. Four hours would be all she would get today. Although if she went home she could sleep all she wanted.

      With that thought in mind she demanded to be released as soon as the doctor came for rounds. And though he hemmed and hawed, he eventually gave in in the face of her implacable stubbornness. The doctor gave her a handful of prescriptions and demanded that she follow up with her general practitioner. Rachel promised she would because it was only sensible. She didn’t want to have any more medical issues than she had already.

      As they wheeled her down the long hallway to the front of the hospital, she wondered who she could call to come get her. Maybe if there was a valet they could call her a cab. Shit, she didn’t have any money. She was just wondering if it was still possible to make collect calls when the orderly wheeled her outside the doors.

      There was a white Denver PD cruiser waiting at the curb, with an aquamarine-eyed savior in uniform leaning against the fender. For a moment, Rachel just had to stare. She’d known the man had to have been real, but she’d never expected to see him again. And she certainly didn’t remember him being so gorgeous. Or so built. Those muscles had taken many long, long hours in a gym to achieve, but he wasn’t muscle-bound. Those incredible biceps strained the sleeves of his shirt but weren’t too much.

      As the orderly pushed her wheelchair to the turn-around, the hunk in the black uniform pushed away from the car, lips spread in a blinding smile.

      “Were you in uniform before,” she asked, confused.

      The officer shook his head. “No, ma’am. Yesterday was my day off.”

      “Yet you still ended up working.”

      He shrugged his incredibly broad shoulders, giving her a sheepish look. “It was worth it to help rescue a beautiful woman.”

      Rachel barked out a laugh, truly amused. “If you think a blood-covered face is beautiful, you may need to seek help.”

      Dean laughed with her, head tipped back and strong column of his neck moving. Though he wore a bullet-proof vest beneath his uniform, she could tell he moved like a trained warrior.  Rachel was stunned to realize how drawn to him she was. Though she worked with gorgeous, confident men every day, it was work. The fact that Dean had shown up here, appearing to want to give her a ride and check up on her, made her think this was more personal. Maybe she should clarify. “Do I have a statement I need to fill out or something?”

      Dean blinked those glorious eyes. “Well, that’s up to your investigating officer. I signed out to give you a quick ride home. A buddy’s wife works here so she called me when it looked like you were getting out. She said you were a bit of a pain last night.”

      His gaze did a quick head to toe, taking her measure, then his smile broadened.

      Rachel was a little stunned. Men weren’t generally drawn to her. It had been pounded into her head that she was too strong, a little too butch, to appeal to men. After being in the military for so many years, and especially in the exclusive group she’d been in, it had not benefitted her to be feminine, so she’d tried to block that part of herself away.

      “I…thank you for the offer of a ride, but I can call a cab.”

      Dean shook his head and moved forward, holding a broad hand out to help her from the chair. Rachel took that hand without thinking, letting him lift her up. At any other time she’d have brushed his offer of aid away and just shoved up out of the chair herself but something about Dean West had knocked her world a little off kilter.

      His strong hand gripped her own and tugged but she swayed. She took a step to steady herself and ended up chest to chest with her rescuer.

      Rachel stepped back, flustered and angry with herself that she felt that way. What the hell was going on with her? Maybe she could blame being so out of balance on the pain meds they’d given her.

      Dean still had that ornery grin on his face, but it seemed to be tinged with awareness now. Surely that couldn't be right… no man in their right mind would go for her, not looking the way she was right now. The nurse had apologized when she’d handed over Rachel’s bag of dingy, blood-streaked clothes. There was a monster bandage on her temple, where she’d had to get a few stitches in one of the lacerations. Her hair hadn’t even been brushed in a solid day, let alone clean.

      Rachel didn’t have family in the area so there was no way she could have fresh clothes dropped off. She could call one of the guys from LNF, but she didn’t want anybody to know what had happened if she could avoid it. Although in the interest of full disclosure, she should probably let Duncan know what had happened.

      “Let me drop you off somewhere. As long as you don’t mind riding in the cruiser, I can save you some cab fare.”

      Rachel gave him a narrow-eyed look. “Do I have to ride in the back?”

      Dean chuckled deep in his chest. “Not today. I’ll let you ride in front like a big girl.”

      His humor was pretty contagious. And she didn’t live far from the hospital. She wouldn’t put him too far out of his way. “Lead the way, Officer West.”

      Without another word he took her elbow in his hand and walked her carefully to the car. He jumped forward enough to swing the door open for her, then grabbed a couple of things off the seat and threw them through the hole in the glass partition to the back seat. It was incredibly sweet but a little off-putting too. That back seat had probably seen a lot of icky things.

      Rachel settled into the car seat and reached for the seatbelt, but he’d already stretched it out and was leaning in to reach around her hips to snap it shut. Blood suffused her face--she could feel it. Even as tan as she was, he had to see her embarrassment. “Thank you,” she choked out.

      Rachel didn’t know if it was because she was so embarrassed or what, but it seemed like he withdrew very slowly, giving her an incredible amount of time to look at the dark blond stubble growing in on his square jaw. When he finally pulled out of the car and carefully shut her door, she heaved a breath. Holy hell, what the fuck had that been?

      Officer West circled the front of the car, giving her a chance to catch her breath and give herself a stern talking to, but as he settled behind the wheel, his broad shoulders reaching beyond the width of his seat, she had to wonder why he was taking the time to be with her.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” she murmured.

      That broad smile turned her way. “I know. But I wanted to. I wanted to check and make sure you really were recovering.”

      Okay, that time she didn’t imagine it. He had held eye contact with her way too long. Blinking out of her own daze, she watched his strong, broad hand twist the key in the ignition and shift the car into drive. Rachel took a moment to look at the interior of the car. Dash mounted pc, cursor blinking. Miscellaneous papers stuffed into the sun visor above his head, spare set of cuffs hanging from the spotlight at the left of the dash. Typical patrol car; although spotlessly clean.

      “How long have you been a cop, Mr. West?”

      His blond head turned, one brow raised. “About seven years. I graduated police academy a year after I graduated college. Been on the job ever since, although I moved out here from California about six months ago to be closer to family.”

      He was still unbearably enthusiastic about his job. Rachel sighed, feeling older than her years. In had been a long time since she’d been that eager about anything.

      “So, how do you feel? Nothing broken, obviously, but you’ve got to have been beaten up.”

      Rachel sighed. “Yes. My left calf is hugely swollen and tender, but no major damage. I was injured in the service but even those prior injuries were fine. I was lucky, I guess.”

      West looked at her, interest in his eyes. “Which service were you in?”

      “Marines,” she told him with a small smile. “I was a helicopter pilot.”

      Yep, there it was. That slack jawed look people always got when she told them where she’d been for the past several years.

      “Wow, that is very cool.”

      Rachel gave him a nod and turned to look out the window. It had been cool. It had been the most cool thing she’d ever done. Well, besides fly.

      That familiar need to be soaring through the blue surged through her. It had been a couple years now since she’d been behind the stick and she missed it desperately. She looked up at the puffy clouds in the sky today. Optimal flying weather.

      “I can tell you miss it,” he murmured.

      Rachel blinked and sighed. “Yes, I do. More than anything.”

      “Can you not still fly?”

      She shrugged and turned to look out the window without answering him.

      Luckily, he didn’t pursue that line of questioning.

      “Do you know how the other guy was in the crash? Was he injured?”

      Dean gave her a look out of the corner of his eyes. “Actually, we haven’t found the guy who hit you. He left the scene.”

      Rachel felt her mouth drop open. “Are you serious? He hit me and took off?”

      Dean gave her a sympathetic look. “Yes, he did, but we have people looking for him. We’re checking the surveillance footage of the convenience store a mile down the road to see if anything’s there. I got a vague description but I was too far back to get details. There was a lady ahead of you that stopped and had more info, so we’re trying to piece everything together. We’ll find him.”

      Rachel sank back in the seat, her aches and pains bone deep and with no closure on the accident. Damn it.

      Dean pulled into her neighborhood and drove to her duplex without direction. It was nice to have a cop drive you home; no directions needed. Pulling up in front of her garage door he parked the cruiser. Mrs. Lightner, the widow next door, flicked her living room curtains and Rachel knew she’d be having company soon, whether she wanted it or not.

      Dean parked the cruiser, hopped out of the car and circled the hood to open her door. Rachel waited, though it chafed a little at her independence. But honestly, she didn’t think she’d be able to push up out of the seat without serious assistance.

      Or…was she just yearning to touch Officer West again?

      Dean opened the door and held a hand out to her. Rachel took it and swung her legs out, then braced herself on his hand to stand. That solid anchor never budged as she gained her feet and she appreciated that more than she could have expressed. “Thank you,” she sighed, waiting for her bones to settle before heading for her door.

      “Oh, wait,” he told her, ducking back into the car. The trunk popped and he went around to retrieve a white plastic bag. “Here are your keys from the car and your wallet and cellphone.”

      Well, duh… how the hell had she planned to get into the house without her keys?

      “Thank you so much, Dean. My head’s been so foggy with the concussion and stuff, I didn’t even think about my things.” She flipped open her handy, dandy cell phone case slash wallet. All of her cards were inside, as well as the cash she’d had. She hit the power button on her phone.

      “I turned it off to save what battery you had left. It was beeping a lot.”

      Rachel cringed when she saw all the messages and missed calls. “Yeah, I work with a pretty protective group of guys and I was supposed to go work out with a couple of them yesterday. I’ll call them back.”

      Even as she finished speaking the phone vibrated in her hand with another incoming message. Maybe she shouldn’t have turned it on just yet.

      Dean walked beside her as she limped her way up the sidewalk to her door then waited while she unlocked it. Rachel turned a little uncomfortably, wondering how to gracefully say goodbye. “Thank you, Dean. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Really. You’ve gone above and beyond.”

      He shrugged away her thanks with a smile. “You don’t have to thank me. But if you’d like to do something for me, maybe you’ll agree to go out to dinner with me?”

      Speechless, Rachel blinked, shock coursing over her. With her unclean everything clothes, hair, face, mind—her heart raced with embarrassment. The man was sex incarnate and she was the nastiest she’d been in a long time. Was he hoping she would give in because she was feeling vulnerable?

      When she didn’t say anything immediately, he waved a broad hand. “You don’t have to answer now. Take your time. I know I should have waited until you were a little more recovered, but I couldn’t help myself. Just think about it.”

      Giving her a look that seemed a little embarrassed, he headed back down the driveway.

      Rachel’s heart raced. And just the fact that she had that physical reaction made her open her mouth and call out a ‘Yes’.

      Dean looked back at her and grinned. “I can call you?”

      Giving a single tight nod, Rachel tucked her hair behind her ear before backing into her condo.

      Gasping, she dropped back against her door and covered her mouth with her hand. What the hell had she just done?
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      Dean vibrated with excitement all day, wondering how long he needed to wait before he called Rachel Searles. If he called too soon, she’d know what a geek he was but he didn’t want to put it off too long because he wanted her to know how interested in her he was.

      As he backed into the driveway of a derelict building, one of his favorite spots to catch speeders, he glanced at the empty seat beside him. Though she’d been embarrassed and in pain, he’d loved having her beside him. When he’d touched her, his skin had prickled with awareness.

      Rachel had an allure to her that he couldn’t figure out. She wasn’t the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, but she was definitely the strongest. It wasn’t very often that he met a woman that impressed him that way, but she definitely did. Her face was lean-boned and her golden eyes direct, full of knowledge of a life lived. She was tall enough that he didn’t feel like he was going to break her if he hugged her, and strong enough that she looked like she could take him down if she felt she needed to. The thought of grappling with her sent a bolt of awareness through his cock.

      Dean’s shift dragged on. He’d sworn to himself that he would give her a day to recover but as the hours crawled by his determination flagged and he got a little out of sorts. The speeders he pulled over probably wished he was having a more relaxed day because he listened to every convoluted excuse then wrote them out the ticket.

      He drove back to the substation, gathered his crap and locked the car, then strode into the building. There was only one report to write but several tickets to forward to the courthouse.  Killian slapped him on the back as he walked into the building.

      “You working out tonight, West?”

      Dean nodded. “Yup. I’ll be there.”

      He seriously needed to work off some of this anxiety.

      

      Rachel called Wilde. After she spoke with Shannon for a minute to give her the scoop on what had happened, her friend connected her to the boss of LNF.

      “Wilde,” he answered.

      For some crazy reason, emotion suddenly attacked her. It took several heavy breaths to calm her unease. “Sir. I’m just returning your call. I’m sorry it took so long. I was in a crash.”

      “Are you okay, Searles? Do we need to come get you?”

      That solidarity that every Marine had was so irreplaceable. “No, sir. It happened yesterday. I spent the night under observation for a concussion, but they released me this morning. I’ll be into work tomorrow.”

      “Damn, Searles. Are you sure you’re okay to return? You can have some time off if you need it.”

      “Thank you but no, sir. I’m pretty sure I can be in tomorrow.”

      Come hell or high water, she murmured to herself.

      “Well,” Duncan told her firmly, “if you change your mind stay home. Sometimes the effects are the crash are felt more later.”

      Rachel choked out a laugh. “Oh, I doubt I can feel much worse than right now. In the spirit of full disclosure I should probably tell you they had to cut me out of the car.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

      “Shit, Searles! Was this a single vehicle or did somebody hit you?”

      “Somebody hit me. Then drove off. DPD is investigating but I doubt they’ll find him. Totaled my car.”

      “Damn,” he breathed. “That sucks. That was a nice car.”

      She laughed, a little wistfully. “Yeah, it was.”

      The car would have to be replaced, too, as soon as possible. She could ride her bike in the mean time. Assuming she wasn’t too sore to move tomorrow.

      “Take tomorrow off. That’s an order. And I’ll leave it open in case you need more time.”

      Rachel sighed, knowing that was probably best. She wouldn’t do anyone any good if she had trouble moving in the morning. “Okay, I’ll stay home. Thank you, sir.”

      “Quit, Searles. Stay home and get better. I’ll work your ass harder when you come back.”

      “Agreed.”

      She hung up, exceedingly thankful that she had settled in Denver, Colorado. The Lost and Found Investigative Service was incredible. Duncan Wilde had created an environment open to any and every type of former military, as well as any and every type of disability. When they cycled out of the military, either retired or medically discharged, the servicemen were usually left at a loss as to what to do with themselves. The skills taught and encouraged in the service were not necessarily applicable to civilian life. And if they were wounded, or “combat modified”, it made it that much harder to find a slot to fit in.

      Wilde had created a company that not necessarily catered to the wounded employees, but definitely made allowances for, and adapted to their new lifestyles. But he still required that they all attain their private investigator’s licenses and conduct themselves in a business-like manner, as well as perform physically to the best of their abilities. No matter what their disability, every man and woman at LNF played on level ground.

      It was exhilarating. And not something she ever wanted to jeopardize. She had enough sense to know, though, that she could be more of a liability and distraction at work tomorrow than a help.

      

      Dean waited two endless days to call Rachel, though it almost killed him. Six o’clock. He could call her after six. After his shift had ended and he’d gotten home. But the benchmark had been distracting as hell. Even the guys at work remarked on his being distracted, but he couldn’t help it. Thoughts of Rachel plagued him, until he wondered if there was actually something wrong with him.

      The little piece of paper with her number on it sat on the coffee table in front of him, but he didn’t need it. He’d long ago memorized the thing; it was just comforting to have it there.

      As he punched the numbers in to his cell phone, he had to pause to clench his quaking hand. Forcing his fingers to move, he finished the sequence then waited, breath held, for her to answer.

      But she didn’t answer.

      Disappointment swamped him and he had to shake it off. Even as he debated calling her again, the cell phone rang in his hand. Heaving a breath he swiped a finger across the screen. “Hello?”

      “Hello. Is this Dean?” The voice was tentative.

      “Yes! Rachel?”

      “Yes,” she chuckled. “Sorry I missed you the first time. I couldn’t move as fast as I needed to grab the phone.”

      “No big deal. Really. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “No, I’m up. Achy. Trying not to take the pain pills they gave me.”

      Dean could totally sympathize. “I was in a motorcycle wreck a few years ago. Destroyed my right ankle and messed up my knee. I can understand not wanting to take the pills. They knocked my butt out and made me dizzy. And nauseous.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what they do. And I’m bored out of my mind. When I get like this I usually go work out but the doctor said I have to lay off that for a week.”

      That sounded like an opening if he’d ever heard one. “Can I bring over some takeout? We can play cards or I can stop and rent a couple movies.”

      “Oh,” she sighed, and he could tell she was thinking. “Yeah, that might be okay.”

      Though it wasn’t the rousing ‘hell, yeah’ he’d hoped for he’d take it. “Okay, I’ll be over in about an hour.”

      “Sounds perfect. Later!”
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      An hour. Okay. What did she need to do in an hour?

      Settle her nerves, first off.

      With that thought in mind she went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea. Grunt, her feline roommate, looked at her with mild reproach as she moved around. Though his food bowl was mostly full, enough had been eaten that he apparently feared starvation. Crossing to the cupboard with his dry cat food, Rachel very carefully leaned over, back straight, and drew it out of the depths. Pain shafted through her spine as she raised herself up and she decided then to leave the canister on the counter.

      Rachel looked around the apartment. Though she wasn’t a messy person there were a few things she needed to pick up. She went to the bedroom closet and reached up to the top shelf, searching. There it was. She pulled down the long aluminum stick of the gripper tool. It was only about three feet long, but it kept her from having to bend over.

      Moving slowly through the condo she picked up the items she needed to and lit a candle. Though she couldn’t decorate worth a damn she loved to have candles around. Maybe the yummy smell would make up for sitting on the plain brown furniture.

      Glancing at the clock, she winced. Dean would be here within forty minutes. The thought of having a man in her space that she didn’t work with was very strange, but a tingle of feminine excitement ran through her. It had been months since she’d been out on a date, and she certainly hadn’t been excited before, during or after that disaster.

      Rachel showered and cleaned up, then took the time to add just a bit of makeup to her eyes. She’d never been one to use a lot and as she looked at the bruising and small line of black stitches at her temple, she wished she’d have listened to one of her girlfriends when they’d tried to teach her. There was a bottle of foundation in the basket beneath the counter, but when she opened the lid she realized it had dried out. Grrr…

      Moving to the bedroom, she stood in front of her closet doors. If he was just bringing over some pizza or something, she didn’t need to go all out but maybe more than jeans and a T-shirt. Dragging the hangers along the rod, she debated what to wear. Her hand hovered over a nice apricot colored button down shirt, a little more feminine than what she normally wore. Mentally shrugging, she slipped it on. It would have to do.

      Running some pink gloss over her lips and scraping her hair back into a ponytail she moved back out to the living room to stare at the clock. Anxiety hit her then. Was this a date? Kind of?

      Dean arrived right on the dot of seven, knocking firmly on the door. Rachel’s heartbeat took off and she blinked at the sudden tension in her body. Deliberately taking a deep breath she moved to pull open the door.

      Dean grinned as soon as he saw her, his vivid aquamarine eyes crinkling with emotion. “Hello, Rachel.”

      “Hello, Dean.”

      Lifting his pale brows he ran his gaze over her face. The man got brownie points for not looking at her chest. But then she kind of wished he would because his direct, drawn-out examination was making her a little uncomfortable.

      “You look amazing. I hope this didn’t stress you out too soon after the accident.”

      Rachel made a face and gave a slow shake of her head. “No, I’m fine. Believe me, I’ve dealt with more stress than this. Come on in.”

      She stepped back to let him cross the doorjamb and into the room. There was a brown paper take-out bag in his huge right hand. “I hope you like Mexican. I’ve got this great place down the block from my apartment that I go to way too often.”

      Rachel was surprised. “No, Mexican sounds delicious, actually. Not what I expected.”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I didn’t want to take the easy route, you know, like a pizza.”

      Grinning, he crossed to her dining room table and started unpacking Styrofoam containers. He set a second brown paper bag aside then set a foam clamshell at one place setting, and a second at the other.

      Rachel watched the heavy muscles of his shoulders flex and extend. She was around men every day, had been her entire life. She had always been a better guy friend than girl friend because she didn’t get into all the girl stuff. If asked whether she’d like to shoot or shop, shooting would get her vote, hands down, every time.

      But as she looked at the way Dean moved, lean back elongating as he reached across the table, she decided she didn’t want to be his buddy. At least, not just his buddy. God, he had a great ass. She jerked her attention back to what he was doing.

      “What can I get you to drink? Beer, pop, water?”

      “I’ll take a water, please.”

      Rachel drew two tall glasses of ice water from the filtered jug she kept in the fridge and walked them to the table. Dean looked up at her as she entered the room and she almost stumbled. The look in his eyes… it took true strength of will to set the glasses down without spilling the water.

      He actually moved to hold the chair for her. Face burning, Rachel let him scoot the chair under her butt. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      Dean sat across from her and the chair actually creaked. His eyes flicked to hers and he widened his eyes theatrically. “I’ve only destroyed one chair in my life, I swear!”

      Rachel laughed and looked away, entirely too charmed by him. “It’s stronger than it looks. Though you are a big dude.” She took the excuse to look him up and down.

      He wore a soft blue button-down shirt, short sleeves revealing his muscular biceps and forearms. Dark blond hair covered his tan skin and she could trace the length of his veins down his arms. She wanted to trace those veins with her fingertips.

      Dean leaned his head down to catch her gaze and Rachel felt her skin heat again. Shit, he’d caught her gawking at him. “Yes?”

      He tipped his chin toward the white Styrofoam container in front of her. “I ordered chicken fajitas and enchiladas. Which would you prefer?”

      They both sounded good. Hunger was suddenly overriding the nausea. “Can we split them?”

      Dean’s perfect smile spread and he nodded, putting her request into action.

      “Where are you from, Rachel?”

      “I’m from a little bit of everywhere. My dad’s in the Marines, so we bounced around a lot. I’d been to more countries by the age of twelve than most people see in their lives. My dad is getting ready to retire in a couple years and he’ll probably stay in Pensacola, where he’s stationed now.”

      “With your mom?”

      Rachel stared at him for a moment before shaking her head. “No, my mom committed suicide when I was about ten.”

      Dean cringed and reached forward to rest his hand on hers. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      The touch of his cool fingers on hers made her appreciate him all the more. “She got tired of the life, I think, though she never told Dad that. We were getting ready for another move out of the country when she swallowed a bunch of sleeping pills.”

      Though she didn’t say it out loud, she had been the one to find her mother, of course; lying on her bed as if nothing were wrong. It was not unusual for her to take a lot of naps, when she got older Rachel realized was a symptom of her depression. But Mom had always been good about getting up to make dinner for her daughter and husband. That night she did not.

      “Did you have brothers or sisters?”

      “No, just Dad. But after Mom…left, he was a very different man. She had been the central support of our family and when she left things fell apart. My dad used to be a steady fixture in my life, but he couldn’t stand to be at the house without Mom in it. He got the acceptance he needed from the Marines, and I mean that literally. He was on base as much as possible.”

      “I’m surprised you weren’t a little resentful of them, then.”

      What an interesting insight. “No, not resentful. I graduated high school and joined as soon as I could. For a while I found that acceptance, too. There’s nothing like knowing the guy next to you will take a bullet for you.”

      Dean lifted his brows at her as he shoved a forkful of food into his mouth.

      “Oh,” she laughed. “I guess you do know. How about you? Do you come from a long line of cops?”

      Dean tilted his head. “You know, I didn’t used to think so. My dad is a carpenter and all of my uncles did construction work, but a few years ago I learned from my mom that her family had been heavy into law enforcement. That must be where I get the urge.”

      “And does your family live around here?”

      He nodded. “My dad’s been having health issues so I moved back here to be close to them.”

      “Where were you before?”

      “California. I had gone to college out there, loved it and never left. One of my workout buddies was an Anaheim cop and everything he did sounded fascinating. So, though I have a degree in computer programming, I went to the police academy and worked there for years. I loved it. I just moved here to Denver about six months ago.”

      Rachel quirked an eyebrow. “Sounds like you had fun out there.”

      “I did,” he told her with a grin. “But Dad’s getting older and I needed to be close for Mom.”

      The food was probably as good as he’d promised, but she didn’t taste any of it. She was too busy watching him. Light brown stubble darkened his jaw but his skin was nicely tanned, obviously from being in California. It was also obvious he worked outside a lot. He had the typical cop sunglass tan, paler around his stunning eyes.

      Dean moved seamlessly from one topic to the next and managed to keep her entertained throughout the meal. He had an unending supply of ‘crazy-ass suspect’ stories and she giggled more than she had in a long time. It was nice not dwelling on losing her parents. And even though he told her a lot about himself—likes and hobbies—she sensed there was so much more to him. Rachel wanted to ask him a million questions but didn’t feel it was exactly appropriate at that time.

      She sat back in her chair, surprised at all they had in common. They each had a love of speed and riding the edge of danger. As one of the few women to fly the heavy Super Stallion helicopter in combat she wouldn’t have given that experience up for anything. It had been the most trying but rewarding thing she had ever done. Dean talked about law enforcement the same way.

      The two of them also had a love of physical fitness and an eagerness to experience all life had to offer. When he mentioned the motorcycle he’d crashed she took him out to the garage to show him her bike. The black Honda 250R was a few years old but definitely suited her need for speed…occasionally.

      “I had a Ninja 650R. That thing was a beast,” he sighed, face going soft with remembered enjoyment. “But it got away from me on a rainy night. I’ve been thinking about getting something new to replace it.”

      There had to be several years’ difference between them, but everything he talked about she enjoyed. “How old are you, Dean?”

      Again, that ornery grin. “I’m twenty-nine.”

      A few years younger than her, not much, but miles apart in experiences.

      Rachel wanted to act more reserved, but there was no way. She was enjoying talking with him too much.

      “Tell me about the military.”

      She lifted her brows in surprise. “Well, I was in there for ten years, all tolled, before I was shot down. I flew the Super Stallion, a heavy equipment and personnel helicopter. I could haul 55 troops or thirty thousand pounds of cargo. Or if it was a slung load, up to thirty-six thousand pounds. I hauled Humvees and armored vehicles all over Afghanistan.”

      He blinked in amazement. “That’s incredible. Truly. I’ve been near those things and they are impressive. Massive machines.”

      “Yes, they are. It was a great time in my life,” she admitted. “I still miss it.”

      He nodded, eyes going thoughtful. “I would miss running hot if I couldn’t do it again. And just helping people.”

      Rachel nodded. “I know what you mean. That’s one thing I love about LNF. We do that there.”

      “If you have a job that you can feel fulfilled and like you’re helping the community, that really makes a difference in your well-being.”

      It did, truly.

      Rachel took a more comprehensive look at Dean. Yes, he was handsome and virile but he had a depth to him that she didn’t always see in men. Coming from the military environment she’d been in, she’d seen more than her share of egotistical jocks. Dean had the build and character to dominate any situation if he wanted to, but he didn’t. Everything she’d seen him do had been compassionate and gentle. And he didn’t feel the need to act like he knew everything.

      “I agree, whole-heartedly,” she smiled.

      That direct gaze dropped to her mouth and it was all she could do to keep her lips curved.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Rachel.”

      The smile completely fell away as arousal swirled through her. Damn, it had been a long time since anyone had stirred her that way. She’d heard the words before, many times, but when they were thrown at her as an attack, questioning her ability to do her job or how she’d gotten there, the effect had been very different.

      Dean wasn’t belittling her or trying to get sexual favors from her in the middle of the desert.

      Taking a heavy breath, she tipped her head. “Thank you, Dean. I appreciate that.”

      He glanced at the clock on the wall and started gathering up trash. “As much as I’ve enjoyed this I should probably get going. You’re still recovering.”

      Rachel also glanced up, amazed to see that it was after ten o’clock. She didn’t want him to leave. She was enjoying herself and had totally forgotten about her pain and boredom.

      Piling everything in the paper bag he started to put it in her trashcan, but it was too full. Setting the paper bag aside he pulled the plastic bag full of trash from the can, settled it against the floor a couple times and put the paper bag inside. “Where’s your trash can?”

      She motioned out the back door to the wheeled Waste Management container, a little humiliated that he was hauling out her trash but also fascinated. Damn. A good looking guy with conversation skills, unending sexiness and an openness to clean. What the hell?

      Dean laughed when he caught her looking at him and moved close enough to look down at her. “I took the trash out but you can put the bag back in.” Then he seemed to reconsider his words. “Wait, where are your trash bags?”

      “Left hand cupboard under the sink.”

      Sighing, he moved to pull a folded bag from the roll, snapping it open before he settled it into the trash can. Then, moving back to her he leaned down to drop a kiss to the top of her head. “I only did it this time because you’re injured and I didn’t want you to bend over. I can tell how stiff you are. Next time it’s your turn.”

      He pointed a meaty finger at her, then gathered up his phone and turned to leave.

      Rachel followed him to the door, her bones creaking. The huge man took up a lot of room in her home but she hated to see him leave. “Dean, thank you so much for the dinner and everything. I really do appreciate it.”

      “Thank you for seeing me. I hope it doesn’t seem too strange.” He cast her a squinty look in question.

      She shook her head, what she could. “Not at all.”

      “Think we can do it again, but maybe go out next time?”

      Rachel blinked, a little caught off guard. “Yes, I guess we can. Call me.”

      That broad grin stretched his mouth again and she had to catch her breath. Before she could move away he leaned in and brushed his lips over hers. Rachel gasped but he’d already pulled away and was slipping out the door.

      As she watched his broad back heading to the black truck in the driveway, she had one of those premonitions. There was another crash coming. This time straight to her heart.
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      Dean hated to leave. When she’d opened the door and he’d seen her standing there, his tongue had glued itself to the roof of his mouth. When he’d picked her up at the hospital she’d cleaned up a little, but damn. Now that she’d removed the big bandage and gotten some sleep, she looked flippin’ gorgeous. He’d had no idea.

      But her expressive eyes had still carried a lot of pain.

      Everybody had issues to deal with in life. Rachel seemed like she’d had to deal with more than normal, though. Dean wanted to wrap her in his arms and hold her on his lap, curled under his chin as he blocked out the world and gave her a chance to recover.

      As he slid into the cab of his truck, he looked back at the house. She stood backlit by the living room lamp, a thoughtful smile on her face.

      Though she hadn’t said it outright, he knew she wasn’t wild about the few years’ age difference between them. It didn’t mean anything to him, really. The woman was incredible. She hadn’t gushed about herself like a lot of women he’d met out here. And she certainly didn’t make herself out to be more than she was. There were a few pictures throughout her condo, one of which was of her in her flightsuit standing next to a small group of other women in flightsuits. Her hair had been a lot shorter then, but she’d still been stunning.

      Dean felt a pull to Rachel that he’d never experienced with any other woman. From the slightly dazed look in her eyes when he’d kissed her he hoped she felt the same.

      Killian teased him unmercifully the next day as he agonized over whether or not to send her flowers. “I don’t think she’s into flowers.” He frowned, looking at the pages of options on the computer in front of him.

      “All women are into flowers.”

      Killian didn’t even look up from filling out his paperwork, so he missed the skeptical look Dean sent him. Then he did jerk his head up. “Hey, there’s a place in Arvada that sends those edible arrangements. I bet she likes cookies or fruit.”

      Dean thought about it for a minute. “That may not be so bad.”

      He found the place online and placed an order for a mixed arrangement of brownies and cookies.

      Killian grinned at him as he pushed away from the desk, paperwork in hand. He smacked Dean on the shoulder. “Hopefully she won’t think you’re criticizing her weight.”

      Dean looked up at him sharply. “No way. She wouldn’t, would she?”

      Killian shrugged his heavy shoulders. “You never know with women. They’re strange creatures. I’ve been married eighteen years and I still haven’t figured my wife out. When she starts yelling, I just apologize. Then I get her flowers.”

      Dean gave his buddy a look. His wife Joyce was one of the most pleasant people he’d ever met. He doubted she’d ever lifted her voice to her husband at all.

      Killian must have seen the look on his face because he grinned, his blue eyes shining. “Okay, I may be messin’ with you. I love her to pieces and we get along better than we ever have. Now that the yahoos are getting older and more self-sufficient, we have more time for each other. She’s really sweet right now because she wants to do another cruise this year. I’m going to soak up the lovin’ then give in, but not just yet.”

      Dean laughed at the wicked light in his buddy’s eyes. Killian had been his training officer when he’d first moved out here last year, and they’d been the best of friends since. They traded insults and jokes almost constantly, but Dean new if he ever needed anything Killian would be right there.

      Dean gave him a serious look. “Rachel appeals to me more than any other woman I’ve ever met. It’s a little scary how similar we are.”

      Killian grinned at him crookedly. “That’s excellent! Good thing you weren’t working that day, huh?”

      “I know.”

      If there were an active case it was kind of an understood rule that there could be no fraternization between the officer in charge and the subject. Too much chance to lose objectivity. But Dean wasn’t worried about that.

      Even if he had been the officer doing the report he doubted he would have been able to resist asking her out.

      

      Rachel went back to work on Wednesday. Wilde had talked her into staying home an extra day, probably because he’d heard the pain in her voice. She was too stubborn to take the pain pills they had given her but she would take the time off, then make up her workload later.

      When she walked into the gleaming office building that morning, Shannon was waiting for her. The smaller woman dared to reach out and wrap Rachel in a hug. “I was so worried about you. Are you okay?”

      For a moment, Rachel was a little choked up. She wasn’t aware she’d meant that much to Shannon. Yeah, she’d been incredibly welcoming, but hadn’t she done that for all the new hires? Maybe it was just because she was now pregnant now and everything seemed to make her emotional.

      “I’m fine. Just bruised and sore.”

      Shannon turned her left arm over and gasped at the line of stitches. “Oh, fuck!”

      She slapped a hand over her mouth and looked down the hallway guiltily, scanning for Palmer. “I told John he had to start laying off the word fuck because the baby is coming, and now I’ve said it.”

      Shaking her head, wincing, she released Rachel’s hand.

      “When did this happen?”

      “Saturday.”

      “And they had to cut you out with the jaws of life? Is that what I heard?”

      Rachel nodded and pulled out her cell phone to show Shannon the picture of the mangled car. Dean had taken it for her. The smaller woman’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to cry.” She reached out and gave Rachel a hug again. “If I had known, I would have been there for you. I know your family isn’t nearby.”

      Incredibly, Rachel’s throat began to tighten. Shannon was so sweet to have said that. “Thank you, Shannon. Honestly, I was kind of out of it for a while, then I slept the rest of the night. When they released me, I kind of had a buddy waiting. There was a guy that stopped, an off-duty cop named Dean West. He got there right after I crashed and helped me out, then he picked me up when they released me from the hospital.”

      Shannon’s sharp hazel eyes turned considering and Rachel felt her cheeks flush. She was a decorated Marine, had flown in several deployments, but the look Shannon was giving her made her feel like a junior high school girl talking about her first crush.

      A slow smile spread Shannon’s lips and she reached out to squeeze Rachel’s upper arm. “If you ever need to talk, I would love to have lunch sometime.”

      Rachel blinked and looked at Shannon in fresh consideration, thinking about the dried up make-up under her counter. Some girly interaction might be nice. “Thank you. I may take you up on that.”

      Grinning, Shannon nodded and returned to her desk.

      Wilde rocked back in his chair and crossed his arms when she walked into his office, trying not to limp too badly, his contemplative pose for everything, it seemed. “You’re moving under your own power at least.”

      Rachel nodded. “Yeah, hurts like hell but I’m up.”

      “Well, if you think you need to go home early let me or one of the other partners know. We’re slow enough right now that your absence won’t cause too much inconvenience.”

      “Thanks, Wilde. I appreciate that.”

      Wilde gave her an assignment investigating a series of strange bank deposits in a client’s account; needed work but not physical.

      When she left and went into the break room a few minutes later she had to show the guys the long line of stitches on her arm and the bruising that enveloped her calf. The ribbing that she got for her ‘boo-boos’ started up and she loved it.

      

      Dean called her two nights later as she was settling into her recliner.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to go out with me tomorrow?”

      Though he wasn’t here, she grinned like an idiot. “I would love to. Thank you for asking me.”

      “Do you have any preferences?”

      She thought for a moment. “You know, I actually don’t. I’m up for anything.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll pick you up tomorrow at six.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Rachel stared at the phone in her hand long after he’d hung up.

      

      It had been a long week but Saturday had finally arrived. Thoughts of Dean had plagued her in everything she did. Though their contact had been minimal, she was absorbed with wondering what he was doing. She knew cop work, but what did he do when he wasn’t on duty?

      Unable to help herself she walked to the bedroom. The swelling had gone down on her temple and she’d already tugged out the stitches, which her doctor would probably yell at her about. The bruise on her leg had changed ten different colors, but it was slowly starting to ease. Another week and it would probably be gone completely.

      The stitches in her arm, on the other hand, bugged the shit out of her. The skin beneath them was healing, creating the itch. She left them open to the air when she was home, but covered them with a bandage when she went out. She was on the verge of cutting them out as well but the laceration there had been deeper.

      As she looked through her closet now, wondering what the hell to wear, she debated just pulling on one of her workout tank tops. They were super comfortable and practical. Definitely not date material though.

      Rachel settled on a little frillier blouse in shades of blue. It had been a spur of the moment purchase a couple years ago, still had the tags on it, but it seemed okay for tonight. Maybe she’d talk to Shannon and see if they could go shopping sometime. Her wardrobe needed a serious overhaul.

      The shirt chafed when she put it on and she remembered why she’d never worn it. Just for tonight she could put up with a little aggravation to look a little prettier for Dean.

      But the longer she wore it the more determined she became to go shopping with Shannon.
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      Dean dialed Killian as he drove toward Rachel’s house. “Hey, I’m heading over to take Rachel out. Any suggestions on where to take her? I don’t want to go to the Mexican place down the block from my apartment. She needs something nicer. A date place. I had planned to take her to a movie, but that’s so lame.”

      Killian was quiet for several long seconds. “I’ve got the perfect place for you to take her. It’s not very big but it’s a classy joint. It’s called the Pink Cactus.”

      Frowning, Dean jotted down the address Killian gave him. “Okay, sounds interesting.”

      “Great little Tex Mex place, but a little higher end. You’ll love it!”

      “Okay, thanks buddy. We’ll try it.”

      Dean glanced at himself in the rearview mirror as he parked the truck. Damn, he’d missed a spot shaving. He ran his thumb over the patch of bristles under his chin. Hopefully she would be too enthralled with his good looks to notice the little spot. Yeah, right…

      Rachel opened the door almost immediately, as if she’d been waiting for him to knock. Dean tried to control his surprise, but every time he saw her she was more gorgeous. The bruising on her head had faded and she’d done something to her hair to make it curl around her face. Wow, no ponytail. She was wearing the prettiest shirt he’d ever seen her in and he wondered if she’d gone shopping for tonight. Rachel seemed most comfortable in BDUs and a T-shirt top.

      But her expression was the most interesting. There was trepidation there but also true excitement. Unable to help himself he grinned at her and leaned in for a kiss.

      Dean would have settled for just a peck right now, but she surprised him by leaning into his touch, just a bit. Damn, she felt good.

      One of his hands drifted up to cup her cheek and she let him brush his thumb over her skin. “You taste better than my dreams,” he admitted.

      Rachel leaned back enough to give him a sharp look, but her eyes drifted back down to his lips as if she couldn’t help herself. There was no way he could say no to that invitation, so he pressed his mouth to hers again. Sharp arousal slid down through his gut and into his groin, shocking him.

      Dean had kissed a few girls but probably not as many as people thought. Yeah, he knew he was a decent looking guy, but dating had never come easy to him. There had never been that one person that just did it for him.

      Rachel was making him wonder, though.

      When he pulled away she blinked up at him a little hazily, and he was gratified to know that he wasn’t the only one affected. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Yes.” She paused to clear her throat. “Just surprised me, is all. Guys don’t usually…well, that was nice.”

      What had she been about to say? Guys didn’t usually kiss her? Like her? Accept her? As he looked at her tentative gaze, he wondered what it had been like in the Marines for her; stories  floated around, good and bad. He would ask her about it in a bit, if it felt appropriate.

      “Are you ready? My buddy told me about this great place on the south side of the city.”

      She nodded and grabbed a light jacket from beside the door. She grabbed her keys and cell phone wallet then pulled the door shut behind her. “I am.”

      Dean walked her to the truck, very aware of the heat of her body beside him. He opened the truck door for her then waited till she slid inside. She reached up to grab the overhead handle and he caught himself staring at her lean, rounded bicep, revealed by the frilly sleeve of the shirt. Damn! The woman had some guns on her!

      He circled the hood of his truck and slid behind the wheel. Dean started the engine and pulled out of her driveway. “So, you’ve got a great build. Where do you work out?”

      “At work, actually, Lost and Found. All of the guys there are former military and very into physical fitness. We’re not real big we have a gym there in the office.”

      Dean was impressed. “I can tell you use it.”

      Incredibly, her cheeks flushed with color. “Yeah, I do. I was very active before but after the crash I had to immerse myself in rehab. I don’t have the range of motion I used to so I couldn’t fly any more. I tried to rehab myself back into my job, but it didn’t work. I had to take a medical discharge.”

      Glancing at her he tried to read her flat expression. He had a feeling it hurt a hell of a lot to go through that, and not just physically. To have the military turn you out because you couldn’t do the job anymore, even though you were trying, had to hurt. “Being an investigator is cool, though, too. Maybe not as exciting as flying huge helicopters but it has to be interesting.”

      A smile spread her mouth. “Oh, it’s definitely more interesting than I expected. I’ve only been here a few months and I’ve already been shot once and helped to foil a kidnapping and attempted murder.”

      Dean turned to her, trying to tell if she were telling the truth or not. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded and tugged up the bottom of her shirt. Dean thought she was showing him the lean planes of her tan stomach but she pointed out a long white scar on her left side. He glanced up to the road, then back down to the scar. “Damn! That sucker is huge!”

      Rachel grinned. “Yeah. Burned like fire too. I was fighting a guy and he got off a shot. I didn’t even realize he’d hit me until I took him down and managed to catch my breath.”

      Dean looked at her with fresh eyes, totally impressed. “I know I keep saying it, but damn!”

      She shrugged and motioned ahead of them.

      The car in front of him had slowed dramatically and he had to hit the brakes rather sharply. “Sorry,” he muttered. “You are a total badass. I already thought you were but the more I get to know you the more impressed I am.”

      Rachel winced and shook her head. “Don’t be impressed. I’m just doing my job.”

      As much as she protested, he knew Rachel Searles was an incredible woman, and he couldn’t wait to learn more about her.

      The GPS voice gave them directions to the Pink Cactus. It was only about ten miles away but far enough outside his district that he was fairly unfamiliar with the businesses.

      As they neared their destination and he prepared to for the final turn, he glanced over at Rachel. For some reason she had her hand over her mouth. Her eyes glittered with laughter. “What?”

      She pointed a long finger up through the windshield.

      Dean looked up at the sign and could have choked. “What the hell is that?”

      The sign said Pink Cactus, but it was the picture next to it that made him shake his head. He assumed it was a pink cactus, but it had two spikey cactus paddles and one large…paddle, in the middle. From a distance the sign had a very hairy, very phallic look to it.

      Rachel was doubled over in her seat, tears streaking down her cheeks as she laughed. “I’m sorry,” she gasped, chuckling. “I just didn’t expect it to look so…male.”

      Choking, Dean pulled into the lot and parked in front of the business, but something wasn’t right. “I don’t think this is even a restaurant.”

      They climbed out of the truck and walked to the front, then along the sidewalk to the plate glass window decorated with the phallic cactus. Rachel leaned forward and cupped a hand over her eyes to peer into the depths of the store. “It’s women’s clothes,” she gasped, disintegrating into giggles again.

      “What?”

      Dean leaned in and looked for himself. Yes, indeed, it was a women’s clothing store. They definitely had a western flair, hence the cactus. He grimaced as he caught sight of one of the price tags on the rack of clothes inside the door. Even those were decorated with the phallic cactus.

      It hit him suddenly. “Killian did this. He knew what it was. He just wanted to embarrass me.”

      Dean pulled his cell from his pocket and hit the dial button when Killian’s name popped up. His partner answered with just a couple of rings, and he was already laughing.

      “Dude, what the hell?”

      Killian cracked up on the other end of the line, laughing uncontrollably. It got a little quieter as if he’d moved the phone away, but after a few seconds he came back. “Hey, buddy, what’s up?”

      Dean knew it had been meant in fun, but it still grated on his pride. He was here trying to impress a woman, maybe the woman. “The Pink Cactus, really?”

      Cackling on the other end of the line, Killian lost his shit again. Dean looked at his phone, frustrated. “Really?”

      Then the acoustics of the phone call changed. Two Denver PD cruisers pulled into the lot and their drivers stepped out. Killian was one of them. He circled the hood of his car, hands held out placatingly. “It was just a joke, buddy.”

      The other officer, Noah Burns, circled his car to pound Dean on the back. “We knew you hadn’t worked much in this district. Don’t be too mad at him, West. All the newbies get sent here eventually.”

      Shaking his head, Dean turned to look at Rachel. Her skin was flushed with delight and her golden caramel eyes sparkled with fun. She seemed totally okay with the situation.

      All of the aggravation he’d felt at having the joke played on him washed away. If it made her smile, it was totally worth it.

      Then she reached out, resting a cool palm on his forearm. It sent a shock across his skin and drew his focus straight to her.  “They’re just playing. I’m not offended at all. Actually, I think we need a picture.”

      That was how he found himself in the middle of the parking lot, giant, prickly, pink dick the backdrop to a selfie of the four of them.

      He couldn’t resist dragging Killian into a headlock, though, and wrestling a little. “Just you wait, Buddy. You are so fried. I don’t know when or where, but just know you have retribution coming.”

      Killian wiped tears from his eyes and pounded Dean on the back when he let him go. “I know, West. I can’t wait.” He turned to Rachel and held out a hand. She took it immediately. “I hope you know we were just yakkin’ it up with our boy. He’s a good man, putting up with all the ribbing we’ve given him since he hired on.”

      Rachel grinned and shook his hand before releasing it. “No, you’re totally fine. I get it.”

      Dean leaned in to catch his buddy’s eye. “She’s a former Marine and works at that detective agency on the East side, Lost and Found.”

      Killian’s eyes widened. “Oh, hell. Well, you know all about the ribbing that goes on with the newbies then.”

      Rachel nodded, her eyes shining.

      “I’ve been a cop for years,” Dean groused.

      “Not here, you haven’t,” Killian corrected. “Hey, one of the detectives were able to decipher the plate from the surveillance cam at the quickie mart. They picked up the guy today and impounded the truck. Thought you’d like to know that.”

      Rachel appreciated that he’d remembered to tell them. The truck had been a loose end niggling at her mind. “Thanks, Killian. You just made my night that much better.”

      He grinned, enjoying her praise.

      Their radios came to life and both of the uniformed officers concentration sharpened, then they turned for their cars. Burns keyed his mic as he climbed behind the wheel and took off, siren screaming. Killian was right behind him.

      “That was abrupt,” she commented.

      “Domestic case, they had to go.”

      Dean watched them disappear down the street, his own heart pounding with shared exhilaration. He loved his job.
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      Rachel looked up at the rapt expression on Dean’s handsome face. There was an excitement radiating from him that she recognized in herself from years ago. She’d had the

      same expression every time she’d looked at the Super Stallion, twenty-four million dollars’ worth of ferocious machinery ready to carry her troops into combat.

      And though she’d only just started with the investigative work she could see herself loving it just as well, in a completely different way. Would she ever fly helicopters again? Probably not. But she could modify her life to make it as thrilling and fulfilling as possible.

      Dean had that look in his eyes. That look that said he could do his job happily for twenty-five years and retire extremely satisfied with his career. That confidence in what he was doing was so appealing.  “Have you wanted to be a cop all your life?” she asked him.

      His grin turned rueful. “How could you tell?”

      “It’s that little boy look on your face.”

      Shrugging those wonderfully broad shoulders he gave her a single nod. “Ever since I was a kid…I have pictures of me in a uniform when I was just little.”

      “That’s very cool,” Rachel murmured. “My grandfather was in the Marines, too and I grew up listening to his battle stories.”

      Nodding again, they moved toward the truck. “I don’t know about you but I’m still hungry. I do know of a restaurant a little north of here called Dazzle. Are you up for it?”

      “Absolutely!”

      They settled into the cab of the truck and belted themselves in. Dean started the truck and moved into traffic. Rachel watched his hands move on the steering wheel, a little entranced. He drove confidently, aware of everything around him. She wondered if he would make love the same way.

      Definitely.

      As he turned right, the muscles in his arm bunched and released, teasing her. Rachel wanted to reach over and explore, but it was too early for that. Right?

      Her body urged her otherwise. Time to focus on something else.

      “You know Killian was just ribbing you, right?”

      He glanced at her out of the corner of his brilliant eyes. “Oh, I know. He was totally looking for my reaction. But I was a little disappointed too, because I thought it would be a nice place to take you.”

      She waved a hand. “I’m sure where ever we go will be fine. I’m not picky.”

      A few minutes later they pulled into a parking spot near the eatery. There were already customers heading in the door. “They don’t open till four on weekdays but they have phenomenal jazz. Hope you don’t mind.”

      Rachel smiled. “I’m open for anything.”

      Dean took her with narrow-eyed consideration then took her hand in his. Rachel knew it had to be a test so she kept her hand there, enjoying the closeness that was beginning to build between them. Dean was everything that she liked in a man; tall, well built, and exceptionally kind. As they walked into the bustling restaurant, he held the door open for an older couple, then felt he needed to hold it for the party of eight that came next. If it wasn’t for a gentleman a shade more polite than Dean who ordered him inside, Dean would still be standing out there. But as she looked at his happy expression she could tell he would have been fine holding the door all night if he felt he was the man to do the job.

      As he walked toward her where she waited just beside the hostess stand, his expression changed, became more watchful, more aware. Then his gaze drifted oh, so slowly down her body. Rachel had been waiting for him to do the completely male action the entire time she’d known him, but it was as if he had waited until he knew she would catch him then she could see the carefully banked desire he’d been hiding. As she looked at the appreciation in his eyes, she vowed to go shopping for clothes that would actually flatter her.

      Rachel’s heart began to race. She’d never had a man look at her like that before and it was a little shocking how her body reacted. Beneath the shirt and bra her nipples drew into hard peaks and a seductive warmth curled through her belly, then drifted lower. Moisture slicked her palms with nervous, anticipatory energy. She wanted to get up close and personal with Dean West but worried that he would find her naïve and inexperienced.

      Yes, she’d slept with men before, but more to get her virginity out of the way than anything. She’d heard about some of the sexual abuse cases in the military and knew there was no way she was going in a virgin. As crazy as it sounded she wanted to make the choice of who she gave her virginity to; Grant had been a nice guy but definitely no long-term prospect, perfect for what she’d wanted.

      The second guy she’d slept with had been more because she’d wanted him. They’d crossed paths on base a couple of times and when they’d come together it had been more fun than she’d expected. They’d continued their affair for a couple of months until he’d been shipped home. She’d been sad but certainly not heartbroken.

      Dean, on the other hand, thrilled her on many different levels. They hadn’t gotten close to getting naked, but she had a feeling that when they connected, it would be making love rather than having sex. The man was impossibly delicious.

      When he stopped in front of her, in spite of the people swirling around them he cupped her face in his palms. “For that look alone, you could ask the world of me right now, Rachel Searles and I would do my best to give it to you. What is your secret wish?”

      The breath caught in her throat and emotion suddenly tightened her throat. Yes, she was a strong woman, used to taking care of herself and doing what needed to be done but sometimes she would just like to give up control to someone else. Someone who would keep her best interests at heart and protect her through everything life threw at her. Was that too much to ask for?

      He was waiting on an answer and she didn’t know if she dared tell him what she wanted. What if he laughed in her face at the crazy request or sidestepped her answer? He was such an exceptional guy she didn’t understand why he hadn’t been snatched up already by some other needy woman. Cops ran across women in distress all the time. What made her special? Why had he made it a point to take an interest in her life?

      Maybe she should tell him exactly what she wanted. That way, if he bolted now he wouldn’t shatter her heart. She was into him but not so much that she would try to hold onto him if he wanted to walk away. At least, she didn’t think so.

      Straightening her spine, she took a deep breath and cupped her hands over his. “I want a man that will respect me no matter what. I want a safe haven where I can relax my guard and not be expected to carry the weight of the world on my shoulders alone. I want someone who will hold me when the nightmares of crashing over and over again, wake me in the night.”

      There was a confident smile on his lips, as if she hadn’t said anything he wasn’t willing to give her. “I want a man that will take care of my heart as if it were his own.”

      Dean smiled and leaned closer. “Done,” he whispered, before moving in for a kiss that made her gasp. Rachel knew there were still people moving around them and she was a little embarrassed at the display they were putting on, but she couldn’t pull away from him.

      Dean’s mouth opened over her own and his tongue slipped out to taste her lips. Rachel groaned, opening for him. French kissing a man was not her favorite thing to do, but Dean did it wonderfully. As his slick heat invaded her mouth and Rachel leaned into the exploration. Reaching up and around his shoulders she angled her mouth to fit more solidly against his. One of his hands settled on her hip, tugging her tight against him.

      “Ahem, you’re kind of blocking the aisle way. Excuse me!”

      Rachel would have ignored the irritating voice but Dean pulled away, reluctantly it seemed. The black pupils of his glorious aquamarine eyes had expanded, telling her that he was seriously aroused. She would have known that without seeing his eyes though. With a final, gentle nudge against the erection she could feel at his hips, she stepped away, tugging her shirt into place.

      The hostess stared at them tapping her toes in aggravation. “Your table is ready.”

      She led them to a tiny table against the far wall, barely big enough for them both to fit at.

      “I think this is her revenge for blocking her traffic flow,” Dean muttered.

      Rachel grinned, agreeing, and opened the menu. Then, with her face hidden, she tasted her lips. God, she tasted like him now, spicy and minty.

      When the harried waitress came around she ordered ice water and a grilled Alfredo pizza. It made her mouth water just reading the ingredients. Dean ordered a California burger.

      “I love avocado,” she murmured. “That was my second choice.”

      “Well, when she brings it I’ll let you have a bite.”

      “And I’ll share my pizza, of course.”

      Rachel sat back in her chair, a little amazed at the conversation. They sounded like a married couple, together for years and used to sharing food from each other’s plates.

      “You are very comfortable for me to be around, Dean,” she told him honestly.

      He winced a little. “Comfortable? Not exhilarating? Or stimulating? How about arousing?”

      Rachel grinned. “You’re all of those, actually. And more…but comfortable is the most important, because it leads to the others.”

      He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “You’re very comfortable for me to be around as well, Rachel.”

      The waitress brought the food more quickly than Rachel would have expected considering how crowded the restaurant was. And Dean did exactly as he had said and as soon as the waitress left he gathered up the monster burger and offered her a bite. Rachel almost told him no but he seemed to be testing how comfortable she was with him. Leaning forward she took a healthy bite. Then had to sigh in pleasure. “Oh, wow, that’s really something.”

      Using the spatula to scoop a piece of pizza, she made a motion for him to move his hands. She set the slice of pizza on the edge of his plate and he grinned. Then she put one on her own plate and dug in.

      The restaurant was as incredible as Dean had promised, but Rachel barely noticed. She was more interested in watching Dean—the way his bright white teeth cut through the meat of the burger, the strong way he chewed. It was ridiculous the things she was noticing, like the tiny little mole on the edge of his right jaw bone.

      The good news was he watched her as much as she watched him.

      They made it through dinner chatting about inconsequential things. It was pretty amazing to realize how similar their lives were. They’d both moved to Denver within the past year. Both loved to work out with friends and play around, but they both had rock-solid work ethics.

      And they were incredibly drawn to each other. Anticipation hummed in her blood and she wondered where the night would end up. She never imagined she would be a woman to go home with a man the night of their first date, but she was beginning to rethink those personal boundaries.

      After paying the bill, they wandered through the trendy area around the restaurant, going from shop to shop and talking about the things they observed. Dean would hold her hand as they crossed intersections, then he wouldn’t let go unless she made a move to pull away. He made it a point to be affectionate without being clingy.

      Rachel found she was the one wanting to be clingy. As they wandered through a tiny little artisan shop, she had to force herself to give him space as they shuffled through the narrow aisles. When they stepped back out into the cool night, Dean tugged her to the edge of the walk and kissed her. Rachel let her hands settle on his hips, her heart racing. Dean was the only man in a long time that didn’t make her feel awkward as hell. At five ten, she stood as tall or taller than many men she knew. She’d been taller than most of her flight crew, which had worked out, actually. Height coupled with strong personality very often correlated to being the person in charge, which completely worked for her.

      Dean, on the other hand, she did not need to manage, and she thoroughly enjoyed the fact that he was several inches taller than her. As they walked along the street now he rested his left arm along her shoulders, then seemed to think better of the movement and pulled away. “Sorry, did that hurt?”

      Rachel shook her head. “No, not at all. I just feel a little strain down through there right now.”

      “What happened? Do you mind me asking?”

      “I took heavy fire over Afghanistan and it was all I could do to get back to the forward operating base in Jalalabad. We landed hard enough that we wrecked our landing gear and hit dirt. Thirty-three thousand pounds in the sand. It could have been worse, but several of us were injured pretty seriously. I broke several vertebrae from the force of the hit. We had lots of broken bones and strains. Funny thing was they had to fly us out on a helicopter because of our injuries. Talk about getting right back on the horse that bucked you off!”

      Dean winced and shook his hand. “Damn. You’ve survived a lot. Do you miss it?”

      Rachel grinned softly. “I do, in spite of all of the hardships we had over there. In spite of being swiss-cheesed, I got all my guys home safe and mostly in one piece. I’m held together by plates and screws but it could have been so much worse.”

      She leaned into his strong shoulder. “Yes, I miss it, but not enough to go back to it right now.”

      Dean pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her unbruised temple.

      They walked in silence for a good while, just enjoying the night and being together. Dean fit to her side like they’d been made for each other. Eventually they circled back to his truck. He unlocked it and held the door for her while she slid inside. But he didn’t pull away. Instead he leaned in close, his eyes parallel to her own. “I want you to know what an incredible night I’ve had, better than any other date I’ve ever had.”

      As she looked at the sincerity in his face, she knew he meant every word. “I did too, Dean. Thank you for a lovely evening. I haven’t…” She looked away for a minute to order her words. “I am not a typical woman. I’m too strong, too independent, not what most guys go for.”

      Dean lifted his brows and leaned in to drop a kiss on her nose. “It’s a good thing I’m not like most guys, then, huh?”

      A soft smile lifted her lips and her eyes actually moistened. “Yes, it is,” she agreed. “Take me home, Dean.”

      With a final lingering kiss, he pulled away and carefully shut the door, but his eyes stayed locked on hers. Rachel felt exposed but somehow liberated as well. Was this what it was like to be in love? Having all your secrets exposed yet accepted?

      She wanted to get it all over with now.

      When he climbed into the cab she smiled at him. “Drive me home, Officer West.”

      One side of his mouth lifting in a cocky grin, he winked at her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Dean drove north then hopped on the interstate to take her home. Once they were cruising at a good speed he reached out to tangle his fingers with hers. Once again, Rachel’s heart leapt in her chest and she shook her head, unable to believe how much her normally calm, steady body reacted to his.

      Dean had caught the slight movement. “What’s wrong?”

      She sighed in the darkness, wondering how much to tell him. Everything, if she planned on having a future with him. “I’m just amazed at the reaction you provoke in me.”

      “Good, I hope,” he told her around a toothy grin.

      Rachel laughed. “Excellent, actually. I’m not normally the touchy, feely type but you make me not mind it.”

      His attention had returned to the road, but he shot her a considering look. “Maybe you just haven’t been touched and felt the right way?”

      “Perhaps,” she agreed. “Maybe you can remedy that?”

      Dean’s eyes widened and they jerked back to hers. He stared at her a long moment before focusing back on the road. His right hand tightened on hers and he didn’t release her all the way back to her building.

      The curtains twitched next door and Rachel knew Mrs. Lightner would be jotting down in her journal that Rachel had been dropped off by a big, strapping man but that man had stayed hours longer than was proper for an unmarried couple.

      Rachel led Dean into her home, helicopters doing aerial maneuvers in her stomach. As she started to lead him to her bedroom, Dean slowed her in the hallway.

      “Rachel, I won’t hold you to this. I don’t want to rush you into anything.”

      “You’re not rushing me into anything,” she told him firmly.

      Dean’s expression turned cautious. “I don’t want to rush us into anything then. Yes, I’m attracted to you like crazy, I’ve had a boner damn near since I met you, but I would rather take my time and do this right than rush into something that could possibly ruin the relationship. I’m in this for the long haul, sweetheart.”

      Those damn helicopters bottomed out her stomach. She hadn’t dared hope he would even say something like that.
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      The fact that he was willing to wait with no recriminations, no hesitation, confirmed what she already knew in her heart and mind. Dean West was an incredible man.

      Her hand tightened on his. “I am too. But I want to enjoy this journey as much as I possibly can. As long as you don’t mind me moving a little stiffly, I would like to explore the physical side of this relationship.”

      Those normally joyful eyes looked at her with mild reproach. “As long as you realize that this won’t just be a physical relationship. I want more from you than that, Rachel.”

      Rachel nodded, hoping he couldn’t see the devastation in her eyes. She’d never expected to find anything even resembling love and now he was almost offering it on a plate. Daring, she looked up at him with that hope in her eyes. “And I’m willing to give you damn near anything you want, Dean.”

      That heart-flipping smile of his spread across his face as he leaned down to cover her mouth with his own. Rachel opened to him, both physically and emotionally.

      Dean seemed to sense her new openness. He nibbled at her lips as he pulled her body close. Rachel gasped as his chest brushed against hers, back and forth, as if he were deliberately teasing her. But he wouldn’t do that, would he?

      Arching her hips she rubbed against the erection behind his jeans. Groaning, Dean pushed her back against the wall, rocking into the cradle of her hips. His mouth took on a new fervency, fitting to hers completely, his tongue gliding against hers. A wave of arousal ran down the center of her body to her clit and it almost too much. She didn’t remember feeling this way with the other men and it was a little disconcerting.

      Not so disconcerting that she wanted to stop, though.

      Rachel ran her hands across the expanse of his abdomen. It flexed beneath her touch, taut and rippled. Her fingers sought for a way inside to his skin. Dean helped her by ripping the shirt over his head and tossing it away to land in a heap against the hallway wall.

      Rachel lost her breath as she looked at the beauty in front of her. Broad and massively muscled, lean hipped, Dean looked like the ideal man to her, but his touch was incredibly gentle as he burrowed his own hands under her shirt to rest against her skin. Rachel jerked, unused to feeling a man’s hand there, but quickly decided she liked it.

      “Can we move to my bedroom?” she whispered.

      Dean nodded but didn’t want to let her go, she could tell. Turning in his hold, she kept his hands on her as she led him to the room.

      Rachel was not an interior designer, but of all the rooms in the house she would like to think this one probably gave the most insight into her personality. Though she’d only worn a few shades of military throughout her career, she loved bold colors, quirky objects and things that didn’t necessarily go together. The bedroom walls were painted deep blue and decorated with a few pieces of art she’d picked up from around the world, not very expensive things but expressive. A herd of elephants in a fog-laden field, a craggy mountain landscape with a single climber and her favorite, a view of the cloud tops from above. It reminded her of flying.

      Dean glanced around the room with interest but he didn’t let it distract him from his goal. Rachel was nudged into the room, his erection cradled by her butt cheeks. Even before they undressed she could tell they were going to fit well.

      Dean ran his thumbs under the elastic of her bra. Rachel stilled, barely daring to breathe. When his hands abruptly left she tried not to be disappointed but he only moved to unfasten her bra. It couldn’t go anywhere because it was still under her shirt, but it was now loose enough that he could cup her breasts in his hands. Rachel gasped, hard, at the abrupt feeling of his broad palms cupping her, and her body responded with a flood of moisture down low. “Oh,” she moaned.

      Dean caressed the weight of her then his thumbs and forefingers moved to her nipples. Rachel felt like she’d been hit with an electric charge, but he calmed her with kisses against her temple. “If it’s too much, let me know.”

      She nodded because there was no way she could speak right then. Devastating hunger rocked her body and she wanted more, she just wasn’t sure how to articulate it. When his hands drifted away from her breasts to her sides and lifted her shirt away, her enjoyment abruptly chilled. Her scars were not pretty at the best of times and she hated that she couldn’t see his face.

      “Oh, Rachel,” he sighed.

      Then the most incredible thing happened. He began to drop kisses along the length of her spine. Goose bumps pebbled her flesh from his touch. “Are you sure they don’t bother you? I can wear a T-shirt if I need to.”

      Her breath stalled in her lungs until he moved his head into her line of vision. “And why would I want you to do that?”

      She shrugged, a little uncomfortable with the probing look. “Nobody has seen them so I didn’t know if they would freak you out or anything,” she muttered lamely.

      He moved even more in front of her. “What do you mean no one has seen these?”

      God, did she really want to tell him? Not really, but she felt like she needed to. “No one other than medical personnel, that is. I haven’t been with anyone since I was injured.”

      She could hear the ticking of the tiny travel alarm clock on her bedside table, and the slow crumbling of her heart as the time stretched out interminably.

      When he moved in to kiss her, Rachel was surprised.

      “I’m honored to be the only lover you’ve ever exposed your injury to, Rachel. Thank you.”

      Those fucking tears were back and she didn’t know what to do with the battering emotions rocketing around inside her. Dean kissed her thoroughly, wiped her eyes then moved back around her. He kissed and accepted every inch of her incision scar in a way that she never expected any man would do.

      Hell, maybe it was just a bigger deal to her and he was placating her for sex. As soon as she had the thought, though, she knew she had inadvertently cheapened what they were doing. Dean would never do that and she trusted enough in herself to know what she was doing.

      When he tugged at the button on her jeans, she was more than happy to help him, shrugging her bra away in the process. Rachel had a process for getting her panties down without bending over very much but Dean took care of that for her, kneeling in front of her with no hesitation. He tugged the lacy pink panties down her legs, sighing as he revealed the moist juncture of her thighs. Nudging her back against the mattress, she rocked onto her back, hands over her head. Dean parted her thighs and leaned between them. Before Rachel had a chance to say anything, he’d buried his mouth against her.

      Incredible euphoria stole her breath as he touched her, tongued her, in a place no one ever had before. The hours of arousal watching him, listening to him, smelling him, avalanched over her. With just a couple of strokes from his talented tongue, Dean gave her more pleasure than she’d ever felt in her life.

      Rachel screamed, then slammed a hand against her mouth, some inner sense of caution warning her that Mrs. Lightner would call the cops if she thought she was in trouble.

      Dean pulled away from her quivering flesh, giving her a grin, and stood up to remove his clothes. Rachel watched dazedly as he shucked everything to the floor, then ripped open a condom to sheathe his extraordinary erection. Rachel had a moment of worry as she caught sight of his incredible body, muscles delineated after many hundreds of hours in gyms. The man could probably bench press a car, but he used incredible care as he settled between her thighs. “Should I let you ride me,” he asked.

      Rachel gave the question serious thought. “No, I want you inside me just like this. If I’m uncomfortable, I’ll let you know.”

      He needed no further encouragement. Using one hand to guide the head of his cock inside her he used the other to brace his body over top of her. Rachel lifted her thighs to rest outside his lean hips and she felt the stretch in her back and hips, but no pain.

      Dean slid inside her slowly, carefully, as if afraid she were made of glass. “You’re not hurting me, Dean. I promise.”

      Nuzzling his lips into her ear, he sighed. “Okay. Good. I’m just savoring the feel of you. I want to remember everything about our first time together.”

      She choked out a laugh, her heart shuddering all over again. He knew exactly what to say to her to make her emotions go haywire.

      Dean sighed as he reached the edge of her cervix, as deep inside her as he could get. Rachel pulsed around him, still recovering from her initial orgasm. Another quivered deep in her body and as he began to move, that nebulous feeling began to build. “Oh, Dean, you feel so damn good.”

      He bowed his head and kissed her, nibbling softly at her lips, then up her cheeks to her temple. When he reached the bruise at her hairline he skimmed a gentle kiss there as well. “You do too, sweetheart. You fit me as if we were made for each other.”

      They did. Hip to hip, chest to ribs, he was just big enough that she would curl perfectly beneath his chin.

      After the sex.

      He seemed to realize there was more fun to be had because he started flexing his hips into her, then retreating. The long glide of his dick over her sensitive tissues made her frantic to reach that next pinnacle. She clutched at his ass, trying to bring him ever closer.

      Dean’s movements took on a determination that she could feel to the depths of her being. He planned on making her come again, she could tell, because he was kissing her mouth, then plumping her breasts with one hand. Dean’s pleasure began to drive the bus, though; she could tell by the way he had begun to shudder, his hips shoving convulsively as if he were unable to curb their movements.

      Then he lifted up onto his arms and looked down at her, his stunning eyes half-lidded, hips surging, face slack with pleasure, and she watched and felt him orgasm. His face turned fierce with gratification. The pumping of his hips reached a frenzy, then dramatically slowed as he arched into her.

      Rachel thrilled at the look on his face, the enjoyment he was taking from her body. And that satisfaction stoked her own fire and pushed her over the edge. It was as if she had needed him to find release so that she could find her own. The room around them faded away as her world went supernova.

      

      Dean knew he had to move; he needed to dispose of the condom and they needed to get situated on the bed a little better. Rallying his strength, he pushed up on quivering arms. Rachel stared up at him, a fuzzy, warm, and maybe even loving expression on her face. Her hands tightened on his shoulders as if she was reluctant to release him. Leaning down he kissed her plump lips, unwilling to break the connection they had. “Are you okay? I know I kind of lost control there at the end.”

      She blinked at him, brows pulling together. “You can lose control like that anytime. My neck is completely fine. You didn’t hurt me at all.”

      Dean grinned, replete, as he began to pull out of her. Even that felt incredible. He sighed as he pushed himself up from her, then he had to pause to etch the way she looked in his memory. Her hair was rumpled but it told him exactly how much he’d pleasured her. Her caramel colored eyes were slumberous and the smile on her lips told him she was as replete as he was. But her spanking hot body drew his gaze.

      Rachel drew her thighs together and laid them to the side, creating an elegant curve to her lean frame, one hard-nippled breast pointed toward the ceiling. There were certain things guys just didn’t do, especially right after sex. Dropping to the floor in front of her and telling her that he’d just had the best orgasm ever, hands down, would not impress her with his manliness… but that’s exactly what he wanted to do.

      Instead, he turned for the bathroom to dispose of the condom.

      When he returned a few minutes later her eyes had drifted shut. Crawling onto the mattress behind her, he pulled her into the curve of his body, one arm going under her head and the other across her hips.

      “Mm,” she sighed.

      Dean took a deep breath, emotion damn near choking him. “You are incredible, Rachel. I’m sorry you crashed but I’m so thankful I’ve met you. My heart is fuller than it’s ever been. Now that I have you, I don’t think I can ever let you go.”

      Her breath stalled in her chest for a moment, then eased out of her. Her body relaxed against his. “That is my secret wish,” she whispered, and he felt tears drip onto his arm. His own eyes blurring, he pulled her tighter against his heart, vowing to be more than she’d ever hoped for.

      

      
        The End...
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      The red lights flashed, pulsing dangerous images across her white skin as she lay unconscious. Was she dead? He hoped not. Paramedics were pouring over her with care, asking hushed questions, obviously looking for some kind of response. And then, thank God, he heard her whisper something back and cry.

      Where am I?

      They were rougher with him. Zak Chambers was used to people around him making up their minds before they got to know him. Santa Rosa used to be a small town, back when his father was sowing his wild oats. Half the cops in town were kids of the same cops who used to arrest his dad for pranks he was legendary for doing—things like throwing pumpkins into the Redwood Motel pool at Halloween, making the headlines in the local newspaper. His father still had the article hanging on his garage wall.

      And what was so wrong with pouring red Jell-O into the fountain at Santa Rosa High School? They were his high school colors and they’d just creamed Santa Rosa’s football team 47 to 6.

      Why am I thinking about all this stuff? Where the heck am I? What’s happened?

      This time, however, was no prank. His father’s Camaro, a twisted and partially melted hulk in front of him, looked even more ghastly because of the red flashing lights, this was no prank. This wasn’t about Jell-O or pumpkins or anything that could be construed as a high school caper. This was a first-class grown up tragedy, getting worse by the minute. He didn’t have a clue what he was doing here or how he got here.

      “Can you sit up, Chambers?” the gruff uniformed man with a badge and white plastic gloves asked him.

      Where are the pretty nurses? His dad always got lucky with the nurses.

      He tried to right himself, but the blow to his head had him confused. And he’d had a glass of wine, but just one…

      “Need your permission to take a breath sample, son.”

      Fuck me. The guy looked younger than Zak did.

      “No. Not going to happen,” Zak mumbled.

      “Oh, it’s gonna happen. Either here or down at the station, but you better cooperate or you get an automatic suspension.” The guy squinted. He had pimples. He looked like one of the boys he’d hassled in school.

      “Do I know you?” Zak asked. The word “suspension” was rattling around in his head like a bad idea. He tried to focus on it, but nothing came.

      “Oh yea, you do. You used to buy our booze with your fake I.D. when I was a freshman.”

      It was beginning to come back to him now. Little flashes of color. Painful things. Things he didn’t want to remember.

      “Except one time, you kept the money. You freakin’ robbed us, man. Ain’t life a bitch, Zak? Look at us now, dancing here on the pavement with your wrecked souped up Camaro your dad probably spent his year’s pension on, and me here with my badge and gun and all. Oh yea, life is a real bitch sometimes.”

      Zak remembered him. Had an upper crust name like Dawson, or Drew or…

      “I remember you, Dirtbag.” It was what Zak always called him, not because he was a real dirtbag, because he worshiped Zak for the ladies he got to hang with. But it was given him because he was unlucky enough to be named Dirk by his parents. And Zak didn’t want to be anybody’s idol. He wasn’t that fake. He just didn’t deserve it. In those days, Zak was still a promising football player courting a couple of full ride college scholarships. He’d walked away from it all.

      But what the hell am I doing here?

      The kid administered the breathalizer and Zak saw the instrument yanked from the kid’s hands.

      “Still scoring points with the authorities, I see.” An older man with a nasty gravelly voice and a nastier-looking face peered over the top of his head and blinked down at him, upside down. It made Zak dizzy. “And you’re drunk,” he said looking at the device. Instead of showing it to Zak he placed it in a plastic bag and shoved it in his large jacket pocket. “Works for me.”

      “Sir.” Dirtbag stood up. “Should I test—”

      “Yeah. He’s drunk,” the older officer said. “He needs to be taken in until we can figure it out.”

      It occurred to Zak he knew the man but couldn’t remember his name.

      When they stood him up, that’s when Zak saw the other vehicle, a vegetable truck loaded with melons. Half of them were escaping over the freeway, bouncing like a girl’s oversized tits with an agenda of their own. Cars were swerving and Zak expected to hear another crash any minute.

      The older deputy barked some instructions. Two Highway Patrolmen took off with their lights flashing, while someone lit flares and started to direct traffic slowly in one narrow lane taking up part of the shoulder.

      Ginger had not really been his date, but she was going to be his fuckbunny for the night, sure as shit. He’d made the mistake of letting her long lip lock go a little too long, distracting him enough to miss the overloaded melon truck swerving into his lane. The impact was on her side. As he heard it, he noticed the seatbelt firmly pressing into her chest, and like a dog, he had a second or two of turn-on before he realized they’d been hit.

      Seatbelts were a good thing. In this instance, it probably saved Ginger’s life.

      “He hit me,” Zak tried to protest as he was lead, handcuffed, into the back of the patrol car. His shouts were falling on deaf ears as they closed the cruiser’s door after shoving him into the rear seat. He saw the ambulance leave in a blaze of red and blue flashing lights ahead of him. He felt bad about not saying goodbye to Ginger before they took her away. He hoped she’d be okay.

      The dark-skinned truck driver had a child clinging to his side. Zak noticed he wasn’t being handcuffed and carted away like Zak was.

      No, this wasn’t going to wind up being a very good day.

      

      The worst thing about getting taken down to the station was that his mother had to come down and pick him up. They’d not fingerprinted him or taken pictures, just put him in a cell with about twenty others, mostly drunk drivers, which made for a very uncomfortable sleep on a metal bench with a full-on fluorescent light buzzing overhead. But he didn’t have time to tell her. She looked at him like road kill.

      “I wasn’t drinkin’ Ma.” He insisted. It was almost the truth.

      “Zak, you’re just one good time after another,” she said, dragging on her electric cigarette.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “Sleeping. Right now that’s a good thing.”

      He’d known that was the answer before he’d asked. He’d seen his dad down at the Irish Pub, rubbing shoulders with the computer nerds and yuppies who worked for Medtronic and Agilent. His dad was still better looking than he had a right to be, and though twice their age, could occasionally chat himself into someone’s bed. Zak was glad he’d made it home. Now there was a real alcoholic, Zak thought.

      “You know anything about Ginger?” he asked her.

      “That the girl you were with last night?”

      Zak nodded.

      “News says she’ll be released today. You’re the one that needed the hospitalization.”

      He was relieved. “So that’s where we’re going?” he asked.

      “They should have brought you to the Emergency Room. Dobson didn’t do you any favors. He’d have probably let you bleed out, Zak.”

      Dobson. Holy fuck, Amy Dobson’s father, the chief. He let her take a drag on her eCig.

      “Can’t believe it’s your first day back and already you’re in trouble. Surprised they didn’t arrest you.”

      “They still could,” he answered.

      Now he began to remember. It was his day back only to attend his enlistment party a few of his friends were giving him. He was to report to Indoc in three days.

      Thank God they didn’t arrest me. This was way too close. Time to grow up and be smart if he wanted to really do this. His SEAL career would be over before it started.

      Then he thought about his Dad’s Camaro and was grateful he’d spent the night in jail. He had no idea what the old man was going to do when he woke up. Zak had completely blown his $65,000 ride. That cherry red beauty he kind of borrowed.

      “I’ll pay you guys back for whatever the insurance—”

      She gave him a long horse-face look like he had a purple horn protruding from his forehead.

      “I promise. I will, Mom.”

      “In your dreams lover boy.” She sighed. “I never had to give this advice to your sister, so I might as well waste it on you. I hope you keep some rich little thing happy, Zak. If you can manage to unzip it for just one lady, you’d have a nice life making someone happy. I don’t see it in you to be any kind of provider.”

      “I’m in the Navy now. Maybe I’ll get killed and leave you the insurance policy, Ma.”

      She slapped him harder than he thought she was capable of.

      “Word of advice. Stay away from the Amy Dobsons of the world, Zak. They’ll make your life miserable, just like they always did.”

      Oh yes, now it was coming back to him. The fog was lifting. That summer when he was dodging classes and staying good and wet inside Amy Dobson’s treasure chest. He’d fucked her so many times that year he thought perhaps his pecker would fall off. The girl was insatiable, used to multiple partners and always pushing the envelope faster than he could keep up. In the end, she tired of him and left him handcuffed naked to one of the oak trees outside the Admin building at Santa Rosa Junior College.

      And then she called her dad, then Lieutenant Allister Dobson of the Santa Rosa PD, who got out his bolt cutters. He hesitated a moment, staring down at Zak’s penis, swearing under his breath, halfway making Zak worry his pecker would be clipped. Dobson released him with a grunt. Zak couldn’t help it if he was hung. Apparently that fact wasn’t lost on her father, either.

      He got off with a warning and he had to promise he’d leave town by the end of the summer. He was flunking out anyway. The scholarship was toast and his world was looking pretty small.

      “Son, you either go away to college, or you go into the armed forces, or you hang out in Vegas with drag queens. Makes no difference to me. But Amy is off limits in a most permanent way.”

      No, Dobson, who had now made Chief, wouldn’t do him any more favors. And now he didn’t even get a chance to tell the Chief he was just passing through on his way to becoming one of America’s finest. Probably wouldn’t make any difference anyway.

      They arrived at the Emergency clinic close to ten that morning. Zak’s mother already had one message from his dad asking where the Camaro was.

      It was going to be a very long day.
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      Amy Dobson got a call from her friend Margrit at the Santa Rosa Police Department informing her that Zak had been held overnight. And he wasn’t alone when he crashed his father’s Camaro. He was with a girl.

      Amy knew full well how much Zak’s father loved that vehicle. But that’s not what piqued her interest. She wanted to know about the passenger. Had Zak brought someone up with him to Santa Rosa? She’d followed his journey to Santa Cruz spying on him through Facebook. But this had come to an abrupt end when he joined the military. It was like Zak just dropped off the face of the earth with no posts on social media. Perhaps he’d blocked her.

      She’d told herself whatever became of Zak was of no consequence to her. But it was an indisputable fact, when she was underneath some hulk of a guy who was trying his hardest to rock her world and cause the next earthquake, Zak’s was the face she saw as she tried to get off. Back when they were dating heavily, all Zak had to do was look at her and her panties would get wet. He had more sex in his index finger than most the guys she knew would ever amass during their lifetime.

      “Who is she, Margrit?” Amy knew the clerk wouldn’t tell her, but she needed to ask anyway. She’d helped to get Margrit the job at her father’s station.

      “I’d have to go check—let me—”

      “No. I’m good. Was she okay?” Amy wondered if the passenger was Zak’s new girlfriend.

      “Took her to Memorial. No serious injuries, and he didn’t go to the hospital, if you want to know.”

      “You said that, Margrit. Said he was held over.”

      “And released to his mother this morning,” Margrit said helpfully.

      “Thanks.”

      Amy played with the screen on the phone, scrolling down through pictures. She and Zak at the ocean. She and Zak with selfies in bed. She and Zak completely shit-faced kissing in that photo booth at the fair the summer she turned eighteen, the legal age. Except that hadn’t mattered to either one of them, since they’d been screwing since she was sixteen.

      Even back then he was the only one who rang her chimes. He was the only one who didn’t fall all over himself to get in her pants. She loved that he tried to exercise restraint, and in the end, he would always cave. That’s the way he was. He was hers for as long as she wanted him, despite what he told himself, and despite whatever promises he’d made to some mystery woman who was in his car last night. Curiosity snaked its way up her spine as she wondered if he still felt the same way about her.

      Rich Wilson, a new addition to her Dad’s force, was coming over to take her to the Police Community Day at the park. Her dad would be there, of course, and she allowed Rich to curry favor with him by bringing his daughter to the party. She didn’t like local cops as dates because they were more concerned about what her Dad was thinking than what Amy wanted, but today she would put up with Rich as a means to an end.

      She fluffed her hair, adding some spray and fingering through it to add volume. Staring at herself in the mirror, she added a little extra eyeshadow and lip gloss over her red lip crayon. It was her reward for putting up with Rich. It made her feel a little naughty, wicked. Maybe Rich would get lucky tonight. What she really wanted was something else, but she refused to let herself dwell on it too much.

      “You look awesome, Amy,” Rich said on the front stoop of her father’s house. He was attractive in his clean-cut way. He wore a dark polo shirt that hugged his nice torso. He wasn’t huge, just well-built and took pride in how he looked. Eyeing him as she passed, she stepped out the door and let her heels clickety-clack down the concrete pathway, wondering why she couldn’t fall for the really good guys. Oh yes, it could be a fun night, rocking his world, blowing his mind with some things she’d learned, but her appetite was tempered by the smell and feel of hot fresh sex with Zak. She couldn’t help it if she was addicted to him. The taste of his kiss and the feel of his hands on her was still something she carried with her every day. It was like breathing.

      Young cops in his father’s Department always drove muscle cars or pickups with stick shifts. In either case, they didn’t hold a candle to the souped-up Ford with the bench seat Zak had in high school. His dad had helped him restore it. She loved the smell of the old leather seats and the way the crackle of the radio sounded as they parked and watched the lights, as if trying to find their story out there amongst the strings of twinkling gold and silver. There wasn’t any way to describe their relationship, really. They’d stare out at the jewel display, breathing hard, aware of the other, touching on that crackled leather seat. In the end the sirens always spooked him, as if her dad was sending a warning to him just before he did what he was no doubt going to do. She liked their little routine. Zak would protest, saying they shouldn’t get so physical again, and, in the end he’d lose to Amy’s persistence.

      “We never talk,” he’d said one time.

      “Seriously? You want to talk? With me?” Amy let her eyebrows drift up into her bangs. “Do you know how many guys want to take a taste of these?” She had pulled her shirt up and when Zak tried to take just a discrete peek, it was all over. His hunger burst forth like an exploded water balloon. They couldn’t get naked fast enough. Several times he fucked her before she could stop giggling at his urgency.

      They never talked about what it meant.  It was just assumed it was only sex, not a lifelong commitment. Back then, that was all it needed to be. As Amy looked outside her window, listening to Rich describe how awesome her father was and what a good leader and example he set for all the young recruits, Amy realized for the first time that she missed those carefree days. She considered, briefly, that perhaps it had meant something deeper, but then she brushed that consideration away like a dust bunny.

      She let herself out of the car before Rich could get around to her side. “Dammit, Amy. I told you to let me get it.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Rich. I keep forgetting you are a gentleman. Just not used to it is all.” She smiled up at him and she could almost see his buttons melt as his chest extended. She gave him her hand as a peace offering.

      They walked across the bumpy lawn area that sometimes doubled as a Rugby field to the gathering of long tables covered in red and white checkered oilcloth. She heard her dad’s gruff voice carry from the barbeque pit he usually manned, followed by several deep guffaws and some back slapping. He was a well-liked Chief, Amy noted, but he also had a temper and never forgot a betrayal, no matter how small. The respect he earned was more derived from his boundaries than his easy going nature.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Amy saw that he’d noticed her arrival with Rich.

      “Going to pay my respects to the Chief,” Rich said to her ear as he gave her a little squeeze on her upper arms.

      “Fine,” she smiled back at the young policeman as she stifled a burst of irritation.

      Margrit joined her. She’d come alone, as usual.

      “Ginger Cooper. Not from here,” Margrit said, her cheeks bunched like those of a hairless chipmunk stuffed with peanuts. For a second, Amy wasn’t sure what she was referring to.

      “Where’s she from?”

      “Listed an address in San Diego.”

      “Oh.” It wasn’t what Amy wanted to hear, finding out a girl from where Zak was stationed had come all the way up to give her competition. Amy knew she didn’t have any claim on Zak, but if this stranger was something special to him, she needed to know, for her own edification.

      “Jealous?” Margrit’s horn-rimmed glasses and frizzy hair made her look dorky, like a librarian.

      “Hardly.”

      Margrit sighed and looked over at the gene pool, most of them with wives and children. “You don’t fool me a bit, Amy. You’re as addicted to him as he is to you.”

      “Now you’re talking nonsense,” Amy said as she moved on.
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      On the way home from the hospital, Zak’s mother headed over to an attorney’s office. Zak had kept mum all during the hospital visit, halfway expecting they’d get a call or the police would show up saying they were going to arrest him. His mom seemed to be on the same wavelength and mirrored his silence.

      He’d needed this chance, and now perhaps it was all going to be taken away from him. After finally getting himself together, going through the Navy’s basic training and an A school, he was finally allowed to try out for the Teams, something his recruiter had promised him. The Navy said they didn’t know anything about that promise. When he tried to reach the recruiter, the guy was gone.

      So he’d begged and insisted, passing up opportunities to go to Submarine School, based on his test scores which were the highest in the class. He didn’t care. He wanted his shot at the SEALs. Finally his orders had come through after months of arguing and fighting with the bureaucracy. It would totally suck if today, because of one fuckin’ going away party and a pissed off father of his ex-girlfriend, all of that was going to take away the one chance he had to turn his life around.

      Weston Stark was a tall man, easily six-foot-five or so. He loomed over Zak and squeezed his hand like he was at an arm wrestling competition. The handshake hurt like hell.

      “Congratulations, son.” He motioned for the two of them to take a seat in front of his desk. Zak resisted the urge to flex and unflex his fingers to determine if any of them were broken.

      “For what?” Zak shrugged as he lowered himself to the chair. “For ruining my father’s car?” He could feel his cell buzzing from messages he’d not picked up.

      “No. For enlisting in the Navy. Your mother is quite proud of you. I’m an old friend of hers from college years, you know.” Weston gave a feral smile at Zak’s mother while she stared down at her lap.

      “Well, that must have been yesterday. I doubt today she’s very proud of me now,” Zack said, trying to get his mom’s attention.

      “So what line of work are you going for?” Weston was wound up tight, sitting on the edge of his desk, still looming over both Zak and his mother. His suspenders held up expensive dark blue suit trousers. He wore cufflinks, something that wasn’t in Zak’s wardrobe either.

      “I’m starting BUD/S training next week. Qualification to become a SEAL.”

      “That right?” Stark let his eyebrows raise nearly to his hairline. “Wow. That’s admirable. Best of luck with that. A tough course.” He quickly glanced between the two of them, his mother still examining her fingers.

      “Thanks.”

      “What made you decide to become, or at least try out for the Teams?”

      Zak remembered the day he’d read the article about the kid from Petaluma who had become a Navy SEAL. Ten years ago he and Zak played on the same soccer team for a bit. The boy went on to distinguish himself, and then was killed on his last deployment. Something in Zak’s DNA kicked in, and he realized it was time to go prove himself. Though living in Santa Cruz, he snuck up and attended the funeral, dodging local people who would recognize him. Their old coach was there, though. Coach Bardy gave Zak a heavy dose of reality.

      “You’re a fuckin’ screw up, Zak. Had all the potential Joel had, and you just threw it all away.” The coach was legendary for his in-your-face sidelines soccer dress-downs, when they were skinny kids just trying not to cry in front of all their teammates. It was what ultimately pushed Zak to football from soccer.

      Bardy went on talking about his friend, the homegrown hero, and how Zak didn’t have the balls to make it as an elite anything and would never measure up. As the man walked away, Zak was shaking in his shoes, fisting and unfisting his hands, tightening all the muscles in his upper torso. There and then, he decided, with the deepest conviction he’d ever had, that he’d live to make this man wrong.

      Stark was still staring at him when Zak looked up. Even his mom was waiting for him to answer the question.

      “Just something a man’s got to do, I guess. My rite of passage.” He carefully calmed his breathing, but his insides were boiling.

      Stark crossed his arms over his flat abdomen and slowly nodded, like he expected a longer explanation. Zak had never told anyone about this decision, and wasn’t about to do so today.

      “Mr. Stark, thanks for your time, but am I going to need a lawyer, sir?” He held his breath for his answer.

      “Good question.” Stark said as he pointed his forefinger to Zak like a gun, winking his left eye. With surprising speed, he whipped around the desk to sit in his wine-colored leather chair. Zak sensed the man had been an athlete at one time. He methodically laced his fingers between each other as if it was an art form, resting his forearms on his leather blotter perfectly centered in the middle without any other adornment except for an old snowglobe of a Christmas scene. The globe was missing nearly a third of its liquid and seemed out of place in the office. When Zak focused on it, Stark picked it up and placed it on the credenza behind him like he’d left it out by mistake.

      “You live under a lucky star, son.” Stark used a lot of big words and said several sentences before Zak realized the likelihood of charges being pressed were minimal. “They could still come after you, but I have it on good authority they’re not looking to cite you. I think holding you was just to shake you up a bit, to be perfectly honest.”

      He felt every muscle in his body relax with the relief that the accident wouldn’t taint his chances for the SEAL training. That took the number three concern from Zak’s mind. Number two was still the well-being of Ginger. His biggest worry was the confrontation that would in all likelihood take place today with his father.

      “Seems your blood alcohol came back clean.”

      “I told them I wasn’t drinking.”

      “The young woman you were with was way over the legal limit, poor thing.” Zak saw the feigned sadness in Stark’s face, like that of an undertaker.

      “I’ll bet.” Zak also knew that was the only reason she’d agreed to go home with him. At first it had been so she wouldn’t have to go home with one of his buddies who were all shitfaced. But after she kissed him and perhaps misinterpreted his meaning, he decided to go right along with the little charade and let the drama unfold.

      “I think the fact that you were a Navy guy garnered you some points, son.”

      Thank God for a little break, at least.

      “So like I said, your mother brought you in here to beg for me to represent you in what was looking like an ugly, ugly case.” He emphasized ugly like the preachers he saw on television. The more time Zak spent around Stark the less he thought of him. The word “beg” stuck in his craw.

      “Well, that truly is good news, then.” Zak put his hand on his mother’s shoulder and squeezed, silently asking her to look back at him. He was rewarded with a tired gaze followed up with a smile. The big elephant in the room was that there was still no cause for celebration.

      “We even have a good Samaritan who came forward and said she witnessed everything, said the melon truck driver hit you. She’s a security guard at the Junior College so she’s a credible witness.”

      Stark leaned back in an arch, hands clasped behind his head, elbows out to the sides, looking as pleased as if he’d just told them they’d won the lottery and were millionaires.

      Zak nodded. “Okay, then. All I have to do now is go see Dad. Might as well get this over with.” Zak stood up and his mother popped up right beside him. Stark came to his feet and leaned over the desk to present a card.

      “You make sure your father calls me in case he has any trouble with the insurance company. I have all the information about the woman who was the eye witness, and I’d be happy to share it with him, if he likes.”

      “Thank you,” his mom said as she turned. Zak could tell she was trying to be polite, but when she took his arm, her fingers clutching his forearm, he could tell she wanted to get out of Dodge quick.

      Zak held up Stark’s card and waved goodbye. “Thanks for your time, sir,” he said as he ushered his mother safely out of the office.

      He helped his mother down the brick steps nearing the parked car. Zak finally found his voice. He was always careful with his mother’s feelings. She was the only one in the family who supported and believed in him, but she was in a lonely crowd of one. “Geez, Mom, a friend from college? The guy’s a shark.”

      “Was then too,” she answered. “Don’t ask.”

      “I just can’t see—”

      She stopped him before he could finish. “I said, don’t ask. He’s good at what he does and let’s just leave it at that.” She grabbed his arm and they continued to the car.

      Zak started to chuckle. “Mom, you got a little bit of the bad boys in your blood, I see.”

      “I said, shut up.”

      But Zak could see the little quirk upward on her lips. She was about to smile and really didn’t want to.

      They drove to the Chambers’ residence in silence. Just before they pulled up, Zak dialed Ginger’s cell and got her voicemail.

      “Hey there, Ginger. This is Zak. Just callin’ to see if you’re okay and all. I’m so sorry about last night. They told me you were released today, and I just wanted to check in. Give me a call, if you could.”

      He ignored the several other messages left by his friends. There would be time for that later on. He’d probably need their company soon, after his visit with his dad.

      Zak saw a car door open across the street and noticed Amy Dobson walking toward him. He got out quickly, hearing his mother mumble something.  She exited the car and proceeded up the walkway to their house ahead of him. Amy waved to her and got a brief return gesture as his mom continued to the house without even pausing.

      His ex-girlfriend was looking attractive in a short black and white polka-dot dress with a neckline he usually liked, showing off her cleavage. He braced himself for an insult, but despite his internal alarm, his unit was reacting, just like every time he saw her. He sighed, but that didn’t ease the tension in his body. He’d just dodged a bullet with the accident, and now Amy’s presence threatened to drag him back into trouble. All his past poor decisions loomed. He didn’t need another one.

      She looked up at his bandaged forehead and briefly scanned below to the rest of his body.

      “Hey Amy. Today’s not a good day.” He heard the front door slam shut, which distracted him until he looked back into Amy’s eyes.

      “I can see that, Zak. Glad to see you’re not too hurt.” She peered around him to examine the car.  “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      Amy nodded and stared at her red toes peeking out from high heeled sandals. When her head rose, their eyes connected like they always did, flaming something in his gut that wasn’t healthy, like an itch he could never scratch. He gave up trying to analyze it. It was just chemistry.

      He had the strength to step back. Zak knew it also wasn’t fair to her. Why start something he couldn’t finish? Besides, didn’t she deserve more respect than that? He just needed to keep that up a little longer, and she’d be gone forever. “I’m just here for the day, headed back down to San Diego before I finish my training, Amy. I’m not back in town.”

      Her lip curled, and her left eye squinted. Zak looked away down the street trying to find something else to focus on.

      “You have time to stop by my place later? I got a couple of things I wanted to discuss with you.”

      “Nothing to discuss, Amy.” He was surprised his resolve was holding.

      She rolled her head back, raising her eyebrows. “You never did like to talk much, Zak, but I kinda like it now.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing then. Look, I’ve got to go. My folks are waiting. If I do anything tonight, it will be with Stan and Roger and the guys.”

      “And the little girl you brought up from San Diego?”

      “I doubt that very much.” He wasn’t going to tell her she was Roger’s little sister and had flown up to attend a family function.

      “Love to see you in that uniform.” She stepped closer to him but didn’t touch. “Even better out of—”

      He grabbed her wrists before she could lay her hands against his chest. “Amy, you got me all wrong. Those days are gone. I’m not that man anymore. I have a whole new life I’m going after, and I’m not interested in anything here. Anyone, either.”

      He released her wrists and watched as she stood before him with her mouth open, those red kissable lips gaping like she’d just seen a ghost. Her hands went down to her sides. He walked past her and up the steps to the front porch of his parents’ house, never looking back.
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      Amy raced back to work, arriving a full half hour late from lunch.  Her boss wasn’t back yet herself, so she was a bit relieved, but she’d stay the extra thirty minutes just in case anyone else was keeping score.

      She knew where they would in all likelihood go tonight. Something told her that if she didn’t see him one more time before he went off to the Navy, she’d never see him again. Amy wasn’t sure why that was important. But it was.

      In the two years since they’d graduated high school she had been restless. She should have gone away to college like so many of her friends had done. But she stayed behind and attended the Junior College, waiting.

      For what?

      With her mother gone, her father had wanted her to stay in the big house just so he wasn’t alone, and at first she agreed. He was lonely after the long battle with cancer her mother had gone through all during Amy’s high school, and she secretly hoped he’d start dating again. But his work seemed to occupy all of his time. He seemed to lose all interest in women, and began working such long hours she didn’t know when to expect him home anymore.

      Being picked up and dropped off at the Chief of Police’s house was creating a major damper on her love life. But she didn’t want to confront him about it, especially to tell him that. The new recruits on the force were safe for her, because they dared not act out of turn for fear of their jobs. But she wondered how much of their attention was just brownnosing and how much was serious.

      She had a stack of brochures from some technical schools on the peninsula in Silicon Valley and San Francisco. That was more to her liking rather than being stuck in Santa Rosa. She was in the process of applying to them when she found out about Zak.

      Were they just too young to get together? Was that the problem? God, how she wished she had something like a fantastic new job or some huge opportunity. But she had nothing except a healthy sex drive and a whole lot of history working that angle. Her reputation was legendary. For the first time in her life, she regretted not taking advantage of other choices some of her friends had made. She was being left behind.

      She decided perhaps what she needed was just one more goodbye, and then she’d be done with Zak. Done with Sonoma County. She’d follow where her heart took her, move out of the house and start her new adventure. All she needed was a nice sendoff, and she knew Zak could do that. No strings. Just like the old days. Just a night of sex. And then forget about it until maybe some little high school reunion he probably wouldn’t attend. He’d stand there, look at her, and she’d realize—whatever. All this stuff was foolish. She needed to get away from her father’s circle of protection and out into the real world.

      When she looked back at her life, there were lots of exciting days. But being with Zak made her feel like a woman. Had made her feel like a woman from the first time she’d kissed him. It was something she’d never allowed herself to admit until today.

      So, this time, she’d just walk right into his arms with intention, and make the most of her last, carefree fling.

      And then she’d grow up.
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      Zak’s father was waiting at the kitchen table as his mother worked over the stove. He halfway expected his dad to come yelling out the front door, punching and fisting him, making a scene for all the neighbors. But the man he saw sitting there before him was calm, with murderous red eyes. Zak was more scared of him today than he ever had been.

      He sat down and his mom handed him a beer, which he waved away. He noted his dad was drinking water.

      “I’ll take some ice water, Mom.”

      “So I got a call from my insurance agent this morning. That’s when I heard you wrecked the Camaro. You wanna tell me, son, what you were fuckin’ thinking borrowing a car I didn’t even want to drive around last night?”

      “I’m sorry, Pop. It was stupid. I should have asked you first. I wasn’t gonna drink—”

      “Drinkin’s got nothing to do with it, Zak. I chose not to drive the car, because I was going to go out with friends. Some friends make you stupid. Especially your lowlife friends.”

      Zak bristled. His dad’s assortment of friends weren’t even allowed in his mother’s house. Zak had known Roger and Stan for nearly ten years. But they still weren’t saints.

      “I’m going to pay you back, Dad. Every penny. I don’t care how long it takes.”

      “That’s not the point! The car was never yours to borrow.” His father stood, his face bright red, and his ruby-colored eyes looked like they were about to burst. Veins at the sides of his neck pumped venom. Zak was concerned he’d have a heart attack. Even his mother came over and stood between him and his father.

      “Jack. Stop it right now. This won’t bring the car back, and you could do some serious damage to your health. Sit down. We need to talk about this.”

      His father piled his arms up over his head, sucked in air and screamed. “Goddammit, Zak. Why? How could you be so stupid?” When he lowered his arms, Zak could see he’d been crying.

      Zak jumped up and hugged his father. The car had meant more to him than anything else he owned. How he wished he could bring back the last twenty-four hours and have a do-over. “By everything inside me, I’ll get you another car. I’ll help fix it up with you again, Dad. I’ll pay you back every penny for all the parts, all the work done to it.”

      “You don’t have that kind of money, son, and you never will.” His father’s arms pushed him away, shoulders lowered, face resigned. Zak’s heart broke for the man.

      “I don’t care how long it takes. I’ll pay you back. That’s a promise.” He said from the space between them.

      His mother added, “Jack, at least Zak wasn’t hurt, or we’d be sitting by a hospital bed. Don’t forget that. The girl is okay as well. And from what I understand, this had nothing to do with drinking, either.” Her stern gaze to her husband’s eyes told him she meant business. “We have to keep things in perspective. Zak goes off to the Navy. We find out what happens with the insurance. We just hope they don’t come back and find him at fault or charged with anything. That would restrict him from joining his SEAL training, right?”

      Jack Chambers was still red. He listened, nodded his head. “I have to get away from here, or I’ll say things to both of you I’ll regret.” His lined face looked painfully up to Zak. “This is way more beyond insurance, or the fuckin’ money. It has to do with trust. I can’t trust you anymore, Zak. I don’t think I ever could!” His father turned on his heel and left the house.

      His mother waited until her husband started the motor to their Toyota and sped down the street.

      “I’m so sorry, Mom. I wish I’d thought about all this last night. I just didn’t use my head. I’m going to work very hard to make sure those days are gone forever. Forever, Mom. I want to be the kind of son you can depend on.”

      “You already are. You have your whole life ahead of you. Jack will learn to get over it in time. I guess helping him is my job now. You go be with your friends, say your final goodbyes, and then you get out of this town and don’t look back.”

      

      Stan and Roger met him at the brewpub. First thing he asked Roger was how his sister was. Zak ordered mineral water.

      “Ginger’s fine. She didn’t even want to go to the hospital. But they thought she’d had a concussion. I guess she just got the wind knocked out of her, and yeah, she was pretty scared.”

      “I tried to leave her a message,” said Zak.

      “Yeah, she got it. She’s going home tomorrow. Taking it easy at my folks today before she flies home. She’s not mad. My mom is, though.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “Zak, it could have happened to anyone.” Stan’s upbeat voice didn’t cheer Zak.

      Zak thought about it for a minute. “I kissed her, Roger. Took my eyes off the road for one second, and that’s when the truck hit her side. I’m so sorry, man.”

      “Yeah. She told me. Nice to hear it from you, though.” Roger wasn’t smiling.

      “God, I’ve really fucked up, guys. I’ve got to change my ways. This is a wake-up call.”

      “We feel kind of responsible for inviting you up for the party. Some send-off this is. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if you’d done something to mess up your Navy gig, Zak,” said Stan. “You were talking last night about Joel, and how you wanted to go do something like he did, be a hero, make something of your life, and look what happened. It would kill me if you messed up that chance.”

      “I think I’m more determined than before,” said Zak.

      “You know Joel very well?” Roger asked.

      “Not since we were teens. Helluva soccer player. I don’t know, he was a born leader. It’s like we’d be down, he’d stand up straight, look into the sunlight almost, he’d say something inspirational and the guys on our team would just come together. We’d win against teams we had no right to win against. Never seen anyone like that before, or since.”

      “He liked you, too, I think,” said Stan.

      “Yeah, he did. Tried to keep up with him through high school, though he was a year ahead of me. After he joined the Navy, I never heard from him again. Wish I had.”

      “He had a big influence on you. Never realized that until last night, the way you talked about him,” said Roger.

      “He’s the reason I joined. No this, this thing I’m doing. It’s exactly the right thing for me. I’m ready for this. I may not make it, but I could be a Navy guy. I just wanted to test my limits, you know, see how far I could go.”

      “You’ve got a lot more balls than I do. Gotta respect you for trying, Zak,” said Roger.

      “So you going back tomorrow?” Stan asked.

      “Wish I could take off right now. But no, I think I gotta say goodbye to my folks one last time, maybe say goodbye to Ginger?” Zak looked up at Roger who looked like he’d chewed a sour lemon.

      “Whoa! I wouldn’t do that. She’s fine. Besides, you can always look her up in San Diego later. She’s okay. I’ll give her your goodbye wishes. Just stay away from my folks.”

      Zak agreed. He stood. “Look, I’m going to head back home. Been a long couple of days, and I want to be rested for the drive back. Thanks, guys, for everything. Maybe the next celebration will be under better circumstances.”

      Zak took a last look at 4th Street, a street his father had driven up and down on Friday and Saturday nights in muscle cars back in the days when they’d go  “tooling 4th” as they called it. He smiled when he thought about how happy his father must have been during those days. The way he talked about it made Zak feel like he was right there beside him the whole way. The destruction of the Camaro was more than about the car. He’d managed to eliminate the thin threads his father had to a cherished life now lost forever. He’d hold the heaviness, feel the weight of his guilt all throughout his training and maybe, just maybe, the hard physical work would pound it out of him. Maybe.

      He heard a noise behind him. Turning, he saw Amy Dobson.

      “Hello, Zak.”

      “Amy—I’m not in the mood—”

      “Come on, Zak, it’s been, what—nearly three years since we last spoke?”

      “We spoke this afternoon, Amy.”

      “I mean, since we really talked. Can’t you give me just five minutes of your time?” She held her fingers out, measuring, showing him how small five minutes would look, as if it was something she could hold. Her charm bracelet jingled and glinted in the night air. He’d made a lot of good decisions this afternoon and realizations about his future. He wasn’t going to drink, he was going to go to bed early. He was going to head back to face his future and the biggest challenge he’d ever faced.

      “Five minutes, Amy,” he said as he held up his splayed fingers. Walking to his truck, he unlocked the passenger door, let Amy climb up inside, then walked around the front and sat behind the wheel. Night dew had formed droplets of water on the windshield, blurring car lights as they passed by.

      Her scent came to him like it always did, at first itching his nose, then enveloping him in a familiar aura he’d lost himself in so many times over the years. The elixir of her just sitting beside him made his heart beat faster. His head cleared, pushing away the cobwebs of all the hurt and guilt he’d been feeling. A lightness came upon him. Was this how it was when a person was addicted to drugs? Did the anticipation of something that would take his mind off his problems give the addict a bit of clarity before the plunge downward?

      And would this be a plunge downward? Was this good for him or bad for him? This was no celebration. The whole trip had become something entirely different than a celebration. It was like a tearing away of something, cutting the cord of something, eliminating his road back. Somehow, he knew that the man who would return after his BUD/S experience wouldn’t be the same one he started the training with.

      He dared a glance over to her. She slowly turned her eyes up to his. He could see the need in her face and her recognition that he’d also missed their times together. But, she didn’t move, and neither did he.

      “You once asked me why we never talked,” she said carefully. Her eyes twinkled, and she moistened her lips. “Maybe it’s about time we did. Just talk.”

      Zak saw she was trying to hide the smile forming on her left side, in spite of her efforts. That little twitch of her mouth spoke volumes.

      “Is that what you want, Amy?”

      “I wanted you to know that I’m proud of you, Zak. And I want to be here for you when you come home.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’ll wait for you.”

      “You? You never waited for anything in your life, Amy. I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “I know you can’t make any commitments, but I’ve changed. And what hasn’t changed, I want to. I want to become the girl you come home to.”

      “No, that’s not how it works. I can’t offer you anything. Anything at all, Amy. I may never come back here. If I wash out of BUD/S, I might get sent off to the fleet and be gone for a year. I can’t have you holding onto me. I just don’t need that. It feels dishonest. I don’t want to do that anymore. Do you understand?”

      “Then trust me to wait for you? Trust me?”

      Zak placed his palm against her cheek. One tear streamed down her face. “No, Amy. I can’t ask that of you. I don’t know where my head will be. I just have to focus on what’s ahead. Please don’t change anything for me. I’m not worth it. Really, I’m not.” He could see it had finally sunk in. “Amy, we’re going in two separate directions. We have two separate paths to follow.”

      She removed his hand from her face and held it in her lap. “Okay, Zak. Then let’s just say goodbye nicely. Just one more time together and then we both go our separate ways. No strings. No agreements or commitments. Let’s just part friends, good friends with a past we enjoyed together, okay? Can you do that?”

      He did trust her, and it overrode his better judgment. Touching Amy had been a huge mistake. Now as her forefinger traced up and down his palm to his wrist and back again, the back of his hand against the fabric of her dress, feeling her thigh underneath, he could feel his resolve melting. He’d done so many things without thinking, it was new to be thinking carefully about whether or not to be with Amy one last time. She wanted it, he knew that. But damn, he wanted it too. Could he justify it as a way to say goodbye? Was it taking something from her to have a pleasurable encounter and then part? Was there dishonor in this, or was it a natural cycle, a final farewell to their relationship?

      He smiled and cocked his head. “I think we’ve said more words tonight than we ever have had in the past.”

      She matched his grin. “I guess maybe we’re growing up, Zak. I’m ready for a good old-fashioned grownup good-bye. How about you?”

      “I think I can do that.” He leaned over and kissed her. Amy let him lead and when she didn’t pull him to her he wasn’t sure at first if she really wanted him or not. But as her lips parted and she accepted him, as their kiss deepened, he could feel her fire burning, waiting to envelop both of them.

      Her fingertips touched his face as they parted. Her brown eyes were honest, as tears continued to roll down her cheeks. “Thank you.” She brushed back her cheeks and sighed. “You know where I’d like to go?”

      “I think I do.” Zak smiled back at her, turning to start the truck.

      “You have a—” Amy looked over the seat to the small king cab seat behind them and found the familiar quilt folded there. “You still have it,” she said as her face lit up.

      Zak shrugged his shoulders, bringing his arm around her shoulders. “Part of my truck, I guess.” Looking down the road he realized for the first time since he’d been home, he was relaxed and actually looking forward to the next few minutes with her.
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      Oak trees arched overhead just like they always did, but Amy saw in their shadows a greeting, as if they were welcoming her home. She’d been to the golf course many times during the daytime over the past couple of years, even recently, but this was their favorite spot. She loved the smell of the fresh cut lawn, the sound of the night birds, how the stars twinkled so brightly, away from nearby harsh lighting.

      Zak even parked in the spot he always parked before, at the end of the first row, turning off the motor. Headlights illuminated the course in the distance, rising and falling in swales and hills dancing in the shadows.

      “You sure about this?” he asked her.

      Amy knew the answer, squeezing his hand. “Yes. Completely.” But she still felt a little scared even though her heart was beating with anticipation.

      For the first time ever, she wanted him to know how much she’d missed him. What if it felt different? What if that luxurious chemistry they had was gone? What if they didn’t have that spark, that feedburner of passion usually enveloping them? Would it still be okay?

      He led her out from his side of the truck. They walked hand in hand, his left arm cradling the comforter. Frogs from the numerous creeks nearby abruptly stopped as they walked closer to their hiding places. She heard an owl overhead.

      “Sure hope the sprinklers are turned off,” Zak chuckled in reference to one of the times they’d been sprayed with water in the middle of having sex. She’d forgotten about that time, and it brought a smile to her face.

      Zak lay the blanket down and sat. Amy took up her place next to him.

      “This is the last thing in the world I thought I’d be doing tonight,” Zak said.

      “It’s like, well,” Amy hesitated, but continued, “I’ve thought about what it would be like to be with you one more time. I’ve thought so much about it, I kind of don’t know how to act.”

      “Come here.”

      His kiss put her right back where she belonged. He smelled like the man she knew growing up. The feel of his cheek against hers, the taste on his lips was all what she’d remembered, dreamt about.

      His hand slipped up under the hem of her dress as he stroked her backside. Amy leaned into him as he lay back, allowing her to ride his thigh. His fingers snagged her panties and slipped them down one side while she helped with the other, pushing herself against the length of his upper leg when she was free of her undergarment. She unbuttoned his jeans, and her fingers found him just as she always had. Squeezing his package she helped him ease his pants down over his hips with her other hand. He pushed her back against the blanket, hiking up her dress.

      He dug into his pockets, fumbling a little and produced a foil packet. She took it from him, opened it and sheathed it over him. “I always loved this part,” she whispered to him.

      “Are we sure what we’re doing here?” he asked.

      “Ask me if I’m ever sure about anything, Zak. Are you?”

      She felt and tasted some nervousness from him as they kissed. Before long, the heat came up between them and she was gasping for air. She noticed his breathing had shortened. His hands were smoothing over her breasts, her shoulders, her back and up the long ridge of her thigh.

      He pressed himself against her opening and waited. Bending down to kiss her again, he said, “Amy, you know this is goodbye, right? I just want to be sure you are okay with us this way.”

      She smiled as he pressed, beginning to breach her opening, agreeing with him. “Why, what were you thinking?” She raised her knee, allowing him to slide inside. Looking into each other’s eyes, he entered her fully to the hilt. His thumbs smoothed over her cheeks. He dipped his head down as their lips barely touched for a couple of tender, soft nibbles. She grabbed the back of his neck, pulling him down and deepening his kiss. She arched, first to accept him fully and then releasing as their familiar rhythm began to pulse. His hot breath in her ear, the kisses he covered her neck with, the way he lifted her buttocks up and hiked her knees above him urgently telling her of his need ignited the fire in her soul.

      He let out a small groan as his breath hitched. She pressed her chest against his, feeling the strength of his heart beating against hers, loving the feel that her arms could not fully encircle him. Her hands moved up and down the bulging muscles of his back. She held his hips as he undulated into her, pressing himself up and deep inside her.

      Her natural instincts were to be urgent with him, but she let the rhythm build between them, long and slow, each coming together and parting approaching that oneness they used to feel as they made love. She never wanted it to end.

      Already her body was spasming to his penetration, her muscles milking him. The familiar tingling sensation began spreading all over her body. Her spine became warm and liquid. Her knees hugged his sides as her legs crossed over his back. His rough kiss matched the urgent cry coming from deep inside his chest as he stilled, arched and she felt the familiar pulsing of his buried cock.

      “Oh, Zak. Not yet.”

      “I can’t help it, Amy. Ah! So sorry.”

      She found herself laughing lightly, snuggling with him as he kissed her chest, laughing too. “Oh, I remember this. I remember how wonderful I felt afterwards,” she whispered to the stars.

      “I do too. I remember it all. It comes back to me in dreams all the time.”

      “Really?” She looked at him askance. She felt him lurch and then sharply inhale. She lowered one leg to the side, but kept the other one crossing his rear.

      “Well, not every time, but a lot of times. Those were good days, Amy. Crazy, but good days. I spent a lot of time being angry at you.”

      “I remember. I liked making you jealous.”

      “But I couldn’t stay away.”

      “Yeah. And I was glad. I didn’t want you to.” She remembered how intensely she had felt. “You scared me. How I felt about you scared me. Like it was way too soon.”

      “It was too soon. Hell, we were just kids.” His thumbs caressed her cheeks again. He kissed her tenderly. “Amy, you know what I mean about it being too soon?”

      “Correct,” she said as she pinched his nose. “Playing grownups, but not having a clue what it was all about.”

      She inhaled, as something hurt inside her heart. She turned her head to the right to distract herself, watching the smooth green of the course round the top of a small hill, the blades of grass shining in the moonlight. She knew she was on borrowed time.

      “You okay?”

      “Of course, never better.” She giggled, hoping it would cheer her up more than it did.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I was just thinking that whenever I see a golf course, I think of these times we had.  I think of you.”

      “Obviously you haven’t taken it up.”

      “Never. I’d bust a gut. Honest. I couldn’t do it.”

      Zak rolled to his back, hiking up his jeans and stared up to the stars. His hands were threaded across his chest. She folded her dress against her thigh and assumed the same position. It was a nice feeling having his warm body along the length of hers. There was something clean and honest about the way she felt, unlike before.

      She could tell he’d fallen asleep so she turned carefully and watched him for a few minutes before he opened his eyes again. She wondered what he was thinking and dreaming of, if she was part of that vision.

      “Sleep. I won’t be getting much of it very soon now.”

      “Part of the training?”

      “After the initial few weeks, we have Hell Week. We get like forty-five minutes sleep in five, six days.”

      “I know you’ll make it, Zak.”

      “Less than ten percent chance. I doubled up on my PT before coming up here, but I’ve missed a couple of days.”

      “I believe in you, Zak. I always have.”

      “Thanks. I’m ready. Ready to start my life.”

      The comment shouldn’t have hurt her, but it did. He was ready to start his life, and she wasn’t really a part of it. But an agreement was an agreement, and they’d decided it would be no strings, no long goodbyes. Just a send-off.

      The comforter was getting damp in the night air and despite her trying not to, she shivered. Zak immediately leapt to action, pulling one corner over her shoulder, holding it down with his long arm. She felt comfortable leaning against him, listening to the sounds of his breathing. She never wanted the moment to be over, but after several minutes she felt Zak stiffen. He uncrossed and stretched his long legs, squeezed her shoulder and said, “You ready?”

      Was she ready? Hell no. But it was what she’d agreed. She’d done all the begging she would do. He was going to go off and challenge himself to do something no human had a right to think they could do. That meant that despite how she felt, she’d be strong, show him her strong side. But inside she wanted to beg him to never leave her side.

      She knew the only possibility she’d get him back was if she looked like she was strong enough to let him go.
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      Zak’s focus abruptly shifted the first time he hit the cold water during the early phases of the BUD/S training. His swim time was good, but his running time sucked, landing him in the bottom third of the class during several initial runs. He deemed this to be unacceptable.

      At night, all he could do was take a quick shower, stretch out a bit and then hit the sack. He tried not to be noticed by the instructors. Tried not to even make eye contact with others, since that one could be gone the next morning. As he looked over the class of recruits, which had dwindled down to less than half, he couldn’t tell anymore who would make it and who wouldn’t. He didn’t even know if he’d make it or not. The only thing he thought about was not quitting.

      A friend of his had to be medically rolled due to shin splints. Another recruit shattered his shoulder when one of the telephone poles came down on him. He was forced to DOR and not allowed to return with that type of injury. The helmets lined up as the colors changed through all the phases of the training.

      He’d developed a swim buddy who helped his times as they swam drag for each other and then one day, Dan just wasn’t there anymore. Only thing left was his red helmet with their class number on it in white and Dan’s last name: Snyder.

      After BUD/S, he relaxed. The instructors still gave him trash talk, but they looked at the recruits differently. He didn’t know what exactly they were looking for, so Zak decided it wasn’t any of his business, he’d just stay quiet and do his job. It pissed him off when he saw a foreign trainee receive special favors from the instructors. He caught himself harboring malicious thoughts, reeling them in after hearing some of the other guys complaining too. He couldn’t afford to be indignant. This wasn’t the time for that.

      Eventually his aloof attitude got noticed, and for the first time he felt they were looking to pick a scab. A couple of the other recruits started referring to him as the Gentleman Frog, as if he was from a privileged background.

      “You got a problem hanging with the rest of us in the slime pool?” One of the recruits asked him one day. Several of the instructors looked up.

      Zak had left a space between himself and the African American recruit for Charlie, who normally took that spot. He was being watched by the instructor table.

      “Thought Charlie was gonna sit there. Just leaving his spot.”

      Recruit Carter smiled, showing a gold tooth in the front. “You see Charlie anywhere?” He motioned with his fork.

      Zak scanned the room and didn’t see the frizzy-haired kid he thought looked like a weasel. He shook his head.

      Carter stared at the seat next to him like it had a blood stain on the bench and then back up to Zak.

      Zak decided to make his comment loud enough for the instructors to hear too. “Carter, you want to cuddle, I’ll cuddle with you for a bit, keep your ass warm, but that’s as far as it goes,” Several recruits began laughing. Carter had a piece of bread thrown at him, and the tension was broken.

      Carter became one of his circle of close friends.

      “I like you, white boy. You don’t stick your nose where it don’t belong,” Carter said. “You got a past?”

      “Doesn’t everybody?” Zak answered.

      “Oh, that they do. I’m actually lucky to be here.” Carter looked out over the inlet as they sat in the sand, eating ice cream.

      “Me too,” Zak admitted.

      “You got trouble with The Man back home?”

      “Who? You mean my dad?”

      “Fuck no. The Law. You have trouble with the law?”

      Zak smiled and licked his ice cream.

      “Oh yeah, that. That memory. I wanna know about that,” Carter barked, punching him in the arm.

      “Just the Chief’s daughter. Lovely daughter.”

      “Oh snap, froglet! I’d be dead if I tried that. I’m guessing her and her dad’s white?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hell, I wouldn’t even try one of the black Chiefs in my home town in Louisiana. I thought you had some past.” He wiped his fingers clean. “What’d you do?”

      “Just pranks. Pumpkins in the pool. Jell-O in the other school’s fountain.”

      “What the hell you talkin’ about? You get arrested for throwing pumpkins and shit? I never heard about no Jell-O bandit. You bad. You a bad dude!”

      Ever after that day, Zak’s nickname was changed to Jell-O. Carter never let him forget he wasn’t a real bad-ass, and Zak didn’t want to touch what was in Carter’s background. He was a fellow recruit.

      He worried about what he would do to start paying his dad back, since he’d only been able to save about one thousand dollars. He didn’t do much dating, and kept himself on a strict budget so he could save as much as possible, but he never could get ahead.

      As the weeks went by he was so exhausted he couldn’t remember even his own past, let alone anyone else’s. He’d throw himself in bed at night, see another empty bed occasionally and not run to hear the story, but wait until someone told him. It just happened. People stayed. People left. That was the way it was. He had too much work to think about it anymore. He was in it until he felt like quitting, and each day didn’t become that day.

      Only Easy Day Was Yesterday was a suitable motto for this kind of training. He knew it would never get easier, just easier to deal with. That’s why he was here.

      

      Over the course of the next few weeks, the team bonded into a cohesive unit. Zak always deferred to others to lead, but when asked, stepped up to the plate and did his job. He never again sought out the anonymity of being a loner and he began to settle into a routine so that by the time the thirty recruits graduated, he felt like he’d die for any one of them.

      His folks came down for the Trident ceremony. Over their weekend stay, he showed them what he could of Coronado. He took them to some of his favorite watering holes and noticed at every turn his dad didn’t order alcohol.

      “He’s trying very hard, Zak,” his mother told him one time while his dad was in the head. “Going to meetings, doing some light workouts. Doesn’t stay down at the shop as much as he used to, and of course isn’t always tinkering with that car.” She stared down at her French fries.

      “What did the insurance come up with?”

      “Peanuts, really. He had it insured as an antique, but that didn’t give him the real value to him, you know, didn’t compensate for all the time he put in, and the labor he traded to fix it up. He got a check, but not enough to buy something else he felt like tackling, and way short of the real value of the car. You know how that goes. You learn from your mistakes.”

      “Not fair.”

      “Well, let’s just say we’d do it differently another time, except that there won’t be a next time. That was that.” She looked at him hard. “Perhaps this was a good thing. Never seen him so determined to get back into shape. He’s a different man when he’s not drinking, Zak. I think he wants you to be proud of him.”

      Jack Chambers approached. “We done? Nice sunny day, good day for walking around.” He put his hand on his wife’s neck and gave her a peck on the cheek. It hadn’t been very long ago when his dad would have preferred to stay in a darkened bar for hours on end.

      Zak chose to bring up the subject of money one last time before his parents left. “Dad, I’m saving to pay you back.”

      His dad stared down at his feet and didn’t say anything.

      “Sorry to say, I’ve only managed to save about a grand. But it’s yours. I’m giving you a check before you go.”

      “Nah, not necessary, Zak.” Still, his dad wouldn’t look at him. “Not like you have a real job, anyway. Doesn’t seem right taking that from you.”

      Real job?

      He had to say something, even if it upset his dad. “This is a real job. It’s the hardest fuckin’ thing I’ve ever done.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I just think you need to put the past aside. You’re never going to be able to pay it all back, so just quit trying. I’ve given up. So should you.”

      “But I owe you, Dad. I want to make it right.”

      “Forget it, Zak. You saved me from the folly of my past, in a way. Your mom will tell you I was one pissed off guy. She reminds me every day maybe I loved that car too much. Now. If you ever want to borrow another one, just for the record, the answer is no.”

      Before his parents left, his mother asked him if he’d had any communication with Amy. Zak told her the truth: no.

      “She came by the house one day, brought me some flowers, and asked about you. I let her in. Told her you’d just made it through BUD/S and were off for your other training. We had tea. She thanked me.”

      “I hope you were okay with that. I haven’t talked to her since the night before I left. We agreed to leave it that way, Mom.”

      “She looks different. She’s moving to SanFrancisco, she said. She told me to say hi and to call her if you felt like it.” His mom smiled.

      “What?”

      “She said she had stopped herself several times from dialing your number, because that’s what you’d agreed.”

      “We did. What’s so danged funny?”

      “She said talking to me was breaking the rules a bit, but then she said you two always did break a few rules along the road.”

      “That’s true. That’s certainly true.” Zak was thinking those were the best parts of their relationship.

      “So I guess I’m breaking a few of my own. I told you to stay away from the Amys of the world. Now I’m not so sure about that. I think she really cares for you.”

      

      Amy didn’t call him, and he wasn’t going to start that up again. He needed to  focus on his training. After his parents left, he tore into his studies, preparing for the underwater diving school in Florida, some jump schools, and his stint at Quantico. After that, there was talk of them doing some jungle training south of the border or back up to Alaska. He didn’t care what it was. He was all in for whatever the Navy was going to shove at him.

      He was proud of himself for staying unattached, because he saw how hard it was on the married guys, especially the married ones with kids at home. It changed their focus, he thought. How could it not? Right now, he knew the only time he’d be able to get more than casual with a woman was if she allowed him to have his primary loyalty to his country and to his fighting brothers. Nothing could come between him and that bond. He was grateful he didn’t have to choose.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Eight

        

      

    
    
      Amy began training in San Francisco selling high-end condominiums for a large developer. The job came with wonderful perks. She got a one bedroom unit overlooking Ferry Plaza and the Bay Bridge, which included access to the exclusive gym, conference rooms for meetings with clients and a secure garage to park in.

      One of her favorite walks was down the Piers, wandering through shops and boutique grocery stores where they sold hand-milled soaps, fresh-pressed olive oils and vegetables straight from the farms up north. It was an upscale farmer’s market, not unlike what she was used to in Santa Rosa. Several vendors she recognized from there, including her favorite egg lady, where she bought blue and green eggs once a week.

      She studied for and passed her real estate exam in the months that followed. Her father worried she was living in the City, but even he ventured to visit on a couple of occasions. One time he brought someone with him.

      Marlene was a redhead with green eyes, and Amy could tell her father was totally smitten with her. She was lively, like Amy had always been. About ten years younger than her dad, she brought out some of the parts of his personality Amy hadn’t seen for years. It was as if he was growing younger before her eyes. Marlene had all sorts of plans to come down and go shopping with Amy, and the idea made Amy a little uncomfortable. But as they were talking, she found herself agreeing to a future date to do just that. Her dad seemed to be delighted the two of them got along so well.

      Before they left, her father ventured a private discussion with Amy. “I’m still concerned about you living down here where there are so many places you could get into trouble.”

      “I don’t go to those places.”

      “But you can’t avoid them. They’re all around.”

      “Dad, you have to let go. You have to let me live my life.”

      “I just get so nervous thinking about you being alone here, too far away from my protection.”

      She kissed him. “That’s sweet, Dad, but I don’t need that protection now. I’m fine. This is about the safest place I could live. Honest. We have a security guard downstairs. No one comes in or up the elevators without key cards, and access to the garage is restricted.”

      “I know. But things can be stolen.”

      “Why? When there are so many other places much easier to get into? Why would they bother to rob or cause a problem here where the security is so tight?”

      “I know. Probably just my active imagination.” They hugged one more time, waiting for Marlene.

      “She’s nice, Dad. I like her.”

      “I do too, Amy.” He stared down the hallway as Marlene’s compact frame came barreling around the corner and toward them. “She’s good for me,” he whispered, then embraced Marlene and planted a kiss on her forehead.

      “Thanks, Amy,” said Marlene, her face blushing from the kiss. “I’ll call you and we’ll set that shopping date.”

      “You bet. Midweek is best for me, since I work heaviest on the weekends.”

      “Good for me, too. Bye.”

      She watched them head to the elevators, closed the tall solid mahogany door to her unit, leaned against it, and sighed. She picked up the remnants of their plates, taking them to the kitchen, and returned to her living room. Hand on her hips, she surveyed the view of the bay. She could see the smooth waters of the inlet from San Francisco to Oakland. The island to the left. The busy Ferry Plaza and Pier was teaming with tourists, even on a weekday.

      The San Francisco side of the bay was still bright white, buildings looking like a bunch of folded paper cups of various sizes, anchored by tall dark spires. There was a rhythm, a pulse here. A sort of order to the way life went. She wasn’t yet a part of it fully, but was stepping closer to an experience outside her control. She was partially fearful, but mostly, she was ready to join her next great adventure.

      Was this how Zak felt? She wondered if he ever thought about her. On a nice clear day like today, this was something she’d like to share with him some time.

      

      Several months later her Saturday was shattered by a stream of bright red lights and piercing sirens as paramedic vans and police cars, even a fire engine, zoomed past her glass Model Home office on the ground floor. Crowds of people began spilling out from buildings nearby, heading towards the Pier. News crews arrived and attempted to get parking.

      One lone figure in disheveled green clothes, came running from the crowd that had gathered, and abruptly turned in front of her office. With his hands tucked into his jacket he lost his balance and tripped over her sandwich sign, toppling it. When he picked it up, the man’s hands were bloodied, and left a bloody print on the sign as he righted it. His wild hair was pushed off his high forehead. His light chocolate skin and large brown eyes framed lips that showed a purple cast to them. He stared into the glass at Amy, his eyes full and round. He yanked on the doors, which were securely locked, waiting for her to release the button. Amy knew letting him in would be a horrible mistake.

      He shook both handles, attempting to jiggle the glass, yelling something in a dialect she didn’t understand, tugging and pulling on the doors in panic. He shoved against the doors with his shoulder, and although the glass bent slightly, they remained intact and didn’t shatter.

      Amy dialed 911, and then decided to call building security. She pushed the red button and heard a small alarm go off somewhere upstairs. The man stormed off to the left, barreling down the street, leaving a bloody print on the glass in front of her.

      For several seconds Amy stared at the bloody print, frozen in place. Lights continued to flash outside, noises were escalating. She heard no shots fired and no other signs of violence or struggle. No blasts. But her eyes fixated on the red handprint with one bloody drip trailing down over the smooth clean surface of the door.

      Doors behind her opened and she started, whipping around to find one building security guard entering through the rear entrance behind her, calling her name. When he reached the lobby, she noticed he was unarmed.

      “I—I’m okay, but there was a guy out there with blood on his hands.” Her voice was shrill. She could barely speak. Amy saw another security guard running toward the doors and stop just short, seeing the blood on the handles.

      “I’ll buzz him through,” said the other guard as he pressed the entry button.

      Amy pushed with her shoulder, letting in the second guard. “Bring in the sandwich sign,” she called to him. “Don’t touch where he did.”

      The guard reached low, bringing the sign inside the lobby, setting it down gently on the granite tile. They let the doors lock into place. A large crowd was gathering in the street over by the plaza.

      “What happened?” asked Amy. “Does anyone know?”

      One of the guards had been monitoring chatter on his radio.  “I guess there’s been a shooting at the Plaza.”

      “Listen,” said the second guard, “I’ve got to help Kwon over at the Building One desk. The occupants are bound to start calling and coming home soon. You okay here?”

      “Sure. You both can go. I’m safe here. Not going anywhere. I’ll call the police so they can check out the blood. I’ll make sure you get copied. I can let myself up to my floor through the back. I’m closing this place down.”

      After they left, Amy turned on her laptop and read about the shooting just being reported in the local news. Someone had shot at a military man and his wife who were taking a stroll down the Pier. His rifle had jammed after the first spray of rounds, which also caught several bystanders in the crowd. The Marine was killed by the shooter, while an accomplice stabbed the wife several times. She’d been taken to the hospital, and was now reported in critical condition.

      Observers said that one assailant was dropped at the scene by one of the man’s buddies, also a Marine, who was wearing a firearm. The second one got away.

      Amy’s stomach clenched as she realized she’d seen the face of one of the killers. She tried to remember everything about the assailant, recalling what he was wearing, what the shape of his face was.

      She called San Francisco P.D. and reported what she had seen and agreed to wait until someone came by to take her statement. She shut down the lights, but remained back at her desk, following all the rushing back and forth of crowds, ready to bolt to the back if she saw someone coming toward the door. Several pedestrians walked past the doors, pointing to the blood on the handles. That certainly deterred someone from wanting to come inside the Sales Office.

      News reports came in over the two hours she waited. Feeling somewhat like a fish in a glass bowl, she moved her computer and things to the kitchen area and set up at the table there, out of view of the public. Her heart was beating furiously. She knew the doors were secure but would not hold up against a bomb blast, and some on the news were reporting the backpack found had some small explosive devices in it that had remained unused.

      Her cell phone rang and she jumped several inches from her chair. She thought about her dad, and cursed herself for not thinking to call him. She knew he’d be frantic with worry. She answered her phone.

      “This is Detective Lombardi, San Francisco P.D. Looking for Amy Dobson.”

      “This is she.”

      “You’re at the MegaOne complex still?”

      “Yes.”

      “You reported seeing a man you think might be a suspect?”

      “I don’t know. His hands were bloody. He tried to come in the building, but I didn’t buzz him through.”

      “You got a good look at him, ma’am?”

      “Yes. He looked right at me.”

      “Okay, we’re gonna send a couple guys over there and a sketch artist. Where can we find you?”

      “Could you meet me at my condo? I’m up on the tenth floor. I’m getting the creeps staying down here—”

      “Sorry, no. I think we need meet you there. I’ll try not to make you wait longer than need be. Are you injured in any way?”

      “No. And I have security I can call if I get nervous.” She gave them the address of the corner Sales Office.

      “We got someone over in your other lobby interviewing people. Geez, you were right there, only five blocks away.” He put his hand over the phone and barked out instructions. “Okay, stay in touch with your security team and don’t move. Keep your cell by you and keep it charged. We’ll be over as soon as we can.”

      After Amy hung up, she plugged her cell into the wall socket, thanking her lucky stars for the strong WiFi signal throughout the entire building. She next called the security station and left a message she was still in the Sales Office waiting for the police. Then she called her dad.

      Her father had just been told about the event in San Francisco.

      “I saw him, Dad. I think I saw one of the guys.”

      “Hold tight, Amy, I’m coming down.”

      “No, don’t. I’m fine. The building is very safe. The police are on their way to interview me. I don’t want you down here. There are so many people all over the place, and I just—”

      She finally broke down. Tears started streaming down her cheeks. She realized she’d been jumping at the sound of every siren, every flashing light coming into the lobby area. Her body was on overload.

      “That’s it, Amy. I’ll be down in an hour. Don’t go anywhere until I see you.”

      It didn’t do any good to ask her dad to not come. She hung up the phone, sat in the dark, waiting. Her neck hurt. Her toes were cramped in the high heels she’d been wearing, so she kicked them off. She got herself a bottled water and gulped it half down before spilling it on herself. Her hands shook. Another loud peal of a rescue vehicle made her jump again.

      She went into the small guest bathroom off the hallway and sat on the closed lid of the toilet and put her head in her hands. It felt good to be in the semi-darkness of that tiny room, somewhat muffled by all the noises around her. She finished the water and then stood, examining herself in the mirror. She could see the worry lines form in the middle of her forehead, her eyes were red from crying and her hair was a mess. She looked as old and tired as she felt.

      A knock on the glass doors caught her attention. Two men were waiting for her, both plainclothes. She buzzed them through after she saw their badges.

      “So you’re Amy Dobson?” the taller one said as the doors clicked into place behind him.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Detective Scarpelli, and this is Mears, our sketch artist. Can we ask you a couple of questions?”

      “Sure.”

      “Our photographer is around here somewhere, but he’s a little busy.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Well, we’re trying to put all that together.  Unfortunately, we got one dead and several injured. Beyond what you hear in the news, I can’t really give you anything, sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “So tell me what you saw?”

      “He was a light chocolate brown-skinned man with curly hair, not real long, but curly.”

      “Approximately when was this?”

      “Right after the sirens and things started zooming by—like within a minute after I heard the first one.”

      “About three-ten, then?”

      “Something like that. I wasn’t looking at my watch. Maybe the security guards would have a time.”

      “Okay, so his hair, you said it was curly?”

      “Yes. Black.”

      “Like an Afro?”

      “No, long and wavy. Maybe four inches long, just coming out all over the place. Like Garfunkle?”

      “The singer?”

      “Sorry, yeah. My mom always—”

      “Hey, I got ‘em in my family too. Hippies.”

      “Well, she wasn’t a hippie, she just liked folk music. Anyway. Coming out like that.” She gestured holding her palms all around her head.

      The sketch artist began to draw. “Shape of the face?”

      “Long. Thin nose, tapered. Big round brown or blackish brown eyes. His lips looked kind of purple? I know it doesn’t make sense, so maybe it was the light?” she squinted.

      Behind them there was tapping on the glass.

      She saw a photographer taking pictures of the handles and the lobby through the glass. Another had roped off a triangle with yellow tape, keeping people away from the door.

      “You wanna let him in?”

      Amy buzzed the photographer and two other officers inside. They began taking pictures of the sandwich sign. Someone outside was investigating the outside glass door.

      The sketch artist drew up a shape, hair, eyes. “Like this?” he said as he held up his tablet.

      “Yes. Except deep, like dark colored marks under his eyes, like this,” she showed them where her under eyes were puffy and red. “Darker brown, a little purple.”

      “Would you say he looked African, like East African, or African-American?”

      “He didn’t look African-American. He looked like he was from Somalia or Ethiopia. And he was thin. Very skinny. Like he wasn’t from here, you know?”

      After a few more questions and getting the names of the security guards, the two detectives left. Before the crime scene guys left, they took pictures of the entire space, including the hallway to the upper floor elevators outside the back door.

      “We’ll probably have someone posted here overnight. You have another one of these?” he said as he lifted the sign.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, good. Someone will be over to clean up and take down the tape. You going to be open tomorrow?”

      “I—I wasn’t sure I should.”

      “Up to you. Anything suspicious, you let me know, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “You got their cards too?” he said thumbing over his shoulder, indicating the two detectives who had questioned her.

      “Yes.”

      “You call if you find anything, anything at all, okay? No matter how small.”

      “You—you think I should open this office tomorrow? I mean, was this a terrorist attack or what?”

      “That’s the thing. We don’t know. All this is under investigation. More than likely it was a couple of lone wolves, just doing their thing.”

      Amy wasn’t sure she was hearing this correctly. Doing their thing? Someone had been murdered. How could the world just go on its way? She must have been staring with her mouth open because the officer touched her on the shoulder, smiling.

      “Look, the crime scene isn’t here, so you’re probably safe. You weren’t the target, so why would anyone want to come back here? They were looking for big targets, crowds, in all likelihood.”

      “Except that he knows I saw him.”

      “He probably won’t even remember where he ran. He was probably scared out of his mind. I mean, you think this building would be a target? With all this security?”

      She recalled the conversation she’d had with her dad about it. Easier targets. Now those arguments seemed hollow.

      “If it makes you feel any better, some of the shops in the Plaza are going to be open. Yes, it was a murder. But that doesn’t stop life from going on. People have jobs, go to work, you know.”

      As the door buzzed shut behind him and he slipped under the tape outside, carting the sandwich sign wrapped in a large plastic tarp, she wondered why she hadn’t heard from the building owner and developer. Or from security. No one at the complex seemed to be concerned about what had just happened to her.

      She was glad her father was on his way.
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      Zak and Carter were shooting darts at the Scupper. Several of the other guys joined in. They’d just gotten their orders to report to SEAL Team 3 and were given four days leave, but most of their group decided to stay around the San Diego area and get more familiar with the surroundings. Zak knew some of the guys from Team 3 hung out there regularly.

      Fredo and Coop sauntered into the bar. They were most distinguishable by the fact that Coop looked nearly twice the size of Fredo. But the two were the best of friends, as they had been over the past nearly seven years together on the teams.

      “Ohhh, lookie dis. We got us some tadpoles here, Coop,” Fredo said shuffling over to their table. Zak had his arm extended back, ready to throw his dart, but hesitated. Fredo shook his head. “You get too distracted, my little tadpole. Never take your eye off the target.”

      Sure as shit, when Zak returned to focusing on the dartboard, his aim was off and the brass marker hit the wall, way off the target.

      “Thought you qualified expert, Jell-O” Fredo grinned. He had a gold tooth for one of his canines.

      Zak lowered his shoulders and frowned at Carter, who shrugged back in return. Several others of their group snickered.

      “You like Jell-O shots?” Coop asked.

      “No, sir. I don’t drink.”

      “Smart man,” returned Cooper as he looked down on the other newbies. “Fredo, they’re making them younger and younger, and they’re short now too.”

      “Another Smurf crew for sure. Thas okay. Good things come in smaller packages, right there my tadpoles?” Fredo was glad-handing all of them, slapping backs and acknowledging each one of the new guys. Coop followed as Zak hit his second and third dart, the third one right in the center.

      “Look at that! A barn dart!” Coop barked. “Thought you was gonna dust them all.”

      “Focus. And yes, I qualified Expert,” said Zak softly.

      “So how’d you get the tag then, Jell-O Man?”

      Zak tried to shrug it off.

      “Oh come on, white boy. Tell the man,” Carter shouted. “You guys gonna love this.”

      “I can hardly wait.” Fredo came over to Zak and sniffed. “You smell like Chrome, man, that teen after shave. You don’t smell like Jell-O. So what gives?”

      Zak could feel his ears getting red. He figured he’d get it over with. “I pulled a prank when I was in high school. We put cherry Jell-O in the other high school’s fountain. It foamed all over the place. Turned the whole quad red.”

      No one said anything for a few seconds. Finally Fredo turned to Carter. “That’s it? Carter, what the hell you talking about?”

      “No, my man!” Carter ran to Zak’s side and placed his arm around his shoulder. “He got arrested for doing that prank. Arrested by the father of the girl he was stickin.”

      “Oh I get it. Daddy didn’t like you and his little one hanging out, so he sort of threw the book at you?” Coop said.

      Zak nodded.

      Fredo gave a disgusted look by scrunching up his unibrow. “That’s not funny. Carter, you got some sick sense of humor if you think that’s funny. We got things way better than that and you better be ready, man. That shit,” he said as he pointed to Zak, “That shit is boy scout stuff.”

      “I think Carter has the stories you really want to hear. Mine are just, well, probably tame,” answered Zak.

      “You can be as tame as you like as long as you got my six, Zak. You don’t have to be outrageous to be a good team guy. You don’t have to drink, don’t have to do half the shit the other guys do. Just keep it clean.”

      “Yessir.”

      “Alright. So you guys are all invited over to my place tomorrow for a barbeque. You’ll be on good behavior, ‘cause our wives will be there. We’ll invite some local girls, friends of the ladies, and such, but you be respectful. We got a few days for you to recover, but nothing stupid, and no fuckin’ pranks at my house. I got two kids,” Cooper boasted.

      “You guys can bring your girls, if you want,” said Fredo. “If they’re decent type. No hookers or strippers. We got the ladies and the kids to think about.”

      The tadpoles grinned.

      Zak’s cell phone chirped. Looking down at the number, he saw it was Amy. His gut turned over as he looked at the monitor a second time.

      No question. Amy was reaching out to him, and for some reason, he knew it wasn’t good news.

      “Excuse me for a sec.” Zak ran outside and took the call on the patio which was much quieter than the inside of the bar. “Amy? That you?”

      “Zak! Oh my God, Zak. I’m so glad I got hold of you.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “There’s been a shooting.”

      Zak plugged his other ear so he could hear. His heart began to race, and his gut felt hollow. “You okay, Amy? Are you hurt in any way?”

      “No, Zak, but it’s like a zoo down here.”

      “Where did this happen? Where are you?”

      “I’m in San Francisco, at my job—”

      “Are you safe? Are you in a safe place right now?”

      “Yes. Behind locked doors. Already talked to the police.”

      “So this happened at work?”

      “Well not exactly. A gunman, I guess they’re saying two gunmen, shot some people at the pier close to my office.”

      “They catch the guys?”

      “No. Well, yes. One was shot, but the other one—”

      “So they haven’t captured everyone yet? You’ve got to get out of there, Amy.”

      “I know. I’m waiting for my Dad. I probably have to wait for the police again too. But Zak, I saw the gunman who got away!”

      “You saw him?”

      “Yes, he tried to get in the building where I work, but the doors were locked. But he knows I saw him, Zak. That’s what’s got me so scared. I mean I was lucky he didn’t get in, but I saw his face, saw the look on his face, and he knows I would recognize him. I’m afraid he’ll come back.”

      “You have to get out of there.”

      “This might sound ridiculous, but the police said I should just hold the open house like I always do on weekends. I mean—”

      “That’s stupid, Amy. No. You don’t do that.”

      “It’s my job. That’s what I do. This just happened, so I haven’t heard from the building owner yet. I’m sure he’d want to hear all about it and will probably contact me tomorrow. But I just wanted you to know.”

      “I’m so sorry, Amy. I didn’t hear anything about this down here.”

      “You’re back in San Diego. Not at a training site?”

      “No, we just finished one set of trainings and are getting ready to do our workup.”

      Zak needed to make a decision and quick. He knew what would happen if he went near Amy. His overarching motivation was to help Amy feel safe, help comfort her, but he didn’t want to take advantage of her fear. It was a thin line he was walking. He knew she was terrified and had nowhere else to turn, except her father, who might not be exactly what she needed right now. He felt obligated to protect her, yet knew he’d promised himself he wouldn’t get entangled.

      Damn. She was going to let him make the first move.

      “I have a few days, Amy. You want me to come up there? Would that help?”

      He heard her relax as she let out air she’d been holding. “Could you do that, Zak? I’d be so grateful.” He was still shaken from the news that Amy had been so close to danger—and she was an innocent, not trained to be part of this type of action. He knew she must be working hard to hold it all together and it worried him.

      “Let me see what I can do. Gotta check in with our Team liaison. I’m new to all this. If he says no, then I’ll have to stay here, but I’m willing to check. The Navy owns my ass first. I’ll call you back, tonight if I can.” He wasn’t sure how this would go over with the liaison, but he had to try.

      “Thank you, Zak.”

      “Are you staying in San Francisco, or going home with your dad?”

      “I think I have to stay here for the investigation. I just don’t know. He’ll want to take me home, I know. But I don’t think I can. He should be here any minute.”

      “Okay, then. Try to get some sleep. Good that your dad’s coming. I know better than to have you give him my best. Probably better you not tell him, but that’s up to you.”

      “Not to worry. I can handle Dad. Just get up here as soon as you can. I miss you.”

      That was the part of the conversation that made him stumble. He’d opened the door to something bigger. Was this an honorable thing to do or a mistake? Could he trust himself?

      He decided that if the Navy would let him go, he’d be there for Amy. It was the right thing to do. But not if it affected his career.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ten

        

      

    
    
      Amy hoped Zak would be coming up. She knew it wasn’t a sure thing, but took some solace in the fact that at least she’d talked to him. It settled her nerves just a little. She took a shower, letting the warm water sluice down her body, trying to put the visions of the sirens, the blood, and the killer’s face out of her mind. It wasn’t working.

      She put on some comfortable clothes she could fall asleep in and waited for her father’s text.

      True to his word, Chief Allister Dobson arrived an hour plus minutes later. As usual, he pulled up to the garage gate. Amy took the elevator down and ran through the abandoned garage to where her father was parked outside the security curtain. She used her key to raise and then lower the gate after her father entered. She directed him to a spot next to her car.

      Dobson took firm hold of Amy as she rushed to his arms. She felt the stiffness and tension in his frame. “Thanks, Dad,” she whispered to his ear.

      He seemed hesitant to let go of her, as she struggled to pull away. “Anything new?” he asked quickly. “I figured you’d call me if there was. I’ve been listening to the reports on the way down.”

      “I haven’t had the nerve to watch anything except the initial reports. Waiting for you to come, I guess.”

      “Apparently they still haven’t caught the other guy. You say you saw him?” Dobson said as they made their way to the elevators. “Who talked to you?”

      Amy shrugged. “I have their cards. You can call them if you want.”

      “I’ll do that later.”

      The whir of the elevator ended in an abrupt jerk as they reached the tenth floor. Amy jumped nervously and noticed her dad study her, with his eyes narrowed and a furrow between his brow.

      “You okay, Amy?”

      She started to tear up, grateful she was leading him down the hallway to her door so he wouldn’t see her state. “I’m holding up. Just not what I’m used to.”

      The door closed behind her father. “No one should have to get used to this. This is what we do every day. Just can’t contain all the nuts of the world. I wish it was different, but everywhere has the same problems. No one is really safe anymore. Not really.”

      Amy knew that now. She felt like she’d been awakened from a deep sleep. Her world of picnics, parties, hookups and shopping suddenly felt very small and meaningless.  “I guess I’ve been living in a bubble, Dad. I just never knew how close I could be to something—”

      “Now you know why I was so afraid of you living here in San Francisco. Amy, you’ve got to come home.” Her dad looked disheveled in his dark rain slicker with two layers of shirts underneath, not the usual crisp uniform she was so used to seeing him in. He looked smaller and older than she’d remembered him.

      “No, Dad. I have to stay here for now. And do you think things are really safer in Sonoma County? Really? I mean can you honestly say this type of thing wouldn’t happen there too?”

      Dobson angled his head. “But there at least I can keep an eye on you.”

      “But you protect and serve the whole community. It’s your job. You can’t spend your time 24/7 protecting me.”

      “But if you lived at home—”

      “Don’t you think I have to start living my own life? I mean when will it ever be safe enough?” She took his hands, drawing him over to the couch. “Sit. Can I make you something?”

      “No I’m fine.” Amy left him sitting in the middle of her living room as she got him some icewater. He was searching the room, looking at furniture and pictures, and then focused on the sliding glass door to the outside with views of the San Francisco skyline at night. She handed him the water, taking a seat at an adjacent chair.

      “This is home now, Dad.”

      He took a sip and shook his head. Searching the walls and then focusing on her face, he answered her. “I don’t see it. You’ve made a nice place here. I can understand why you like it. Exciting to be on your own. I get that. But these are strange times, Amy. I can’t even begin to tell you what we have coming in every day, alerts and information from the FBI. The whole social media thing has gotten way out of hand. We got the military asking all their service members to stay off social media, like we’ve been telling our own guys and gals for more than a decade now.”

      “Maybe it’s a good thing people are more aware of their surroundings, like I’ve become. Although I wish it wasn’t this way. I just never thought these things would happen here.”

      “Still the safest place around. But that doesn’t mean you have to live in the middle of it. This is a nice neighborhood, and still you’re not immune.”

      Night sounds from the city began to drain back into the background as Amy’s nerves began to chill. She checked her phone, expecting either an update from building security or from Zak. It was close to nine-thirty.

      “So tell me what happened, exactly,” her dad asked finally. Over the next few minutes she told him about the man and her interaction with the police.

      Eventually, she was talked out. The stress of the day had taken a toll on her body. “You’re staying over, right, Dad? That couch makes up.”

      “I’ll be fine. I can sleep anywhere.”

      “Except you’re going to sleep here, in my living room. And then I’ll make you coffee and breakfast in the morning. Maybe then you can check with some of your friends down at SFPD.”

      “Not much I can do tonight. You should check with building security before you turn in, Amy,” Dobson added.

      Amy did so, and was told no further incidences were recorded anywhere in the complex. She informed them she would not be holding the office open on Sunday and asked them if they’d heard from the building owners. They indicated they had not. She told them she’d been cooperating with police.

      She left a message for the building management offices, who usually did not work weekends, informing them of the closed sales office.

      After getting her dad situated with a blanket and pillow, she closed the door to her bedroom and climbed into bed. Her body ached. Laying her head against the pillow, she noticed her neck hurt, and her jaw felt like she’d been chewing down on something hard all day. Just before she closed her eyes, her phone beeped.

      The monitor flashed a message:

      ‘Taking an early flight to SFO. See you tomorrow. Zak.’

      She texted back a smilie face, then added a heart emoticon. She’d just fallen to sleep when she heard the ping of her phone again. Zak had sent a heart as well.
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      Zak raced through the San Francisco terminal, down the escalators and out past the baggage claim. He hiked the black nylon duffel on his shoulders and exited to the taxi stand, got in line and gave directions to the cab coordinator. Checking the driver’s name badge swinging from the passenger window sunscreen, he noticed the gentleman’s name was Addis.

      “Why you want to go back down there?” Addis said as his eyes wildly searched him over the top of the driver’s seat. “You hear about the news?”

      “Yes. Is it still a mess there?”

      “Oh, no. All quiet now. But I’ve been telling people to go someplace else. Pier 39, Fisherman’s Wharf. Some other place. Not there.”

      “I’m meeting someone there.”

      The cabbie grunted. He swerved into the fast lane and joined the slow ribbon of steel heading into the City, several charms and a necklace hooked over the rear view mirror, flapping in the breeze of his open window. He spoke on the radio in a dialect Zak didn’t understand.

      He’d texted Amy that he’d landed and was on his way. It was past nine o’clock, much later than he’d expected. Now he was stuck in traffic.

      “Plane was late. So much traffic,” he said to the cabbie.

      Addis rolled his head and then barked back, “No! Worse earlier. This is much better. Always like this on the weekend except real early. Worse on the work days. Sunshine, clouds, shootings—everyone wants to come to San Francisco today. Nuts. All peoples are nuts.”

      Zak was inclined to agree.

      “So no word on the other shooter?”

      Addis laughed. “He look like me!” He continued to chuckle, his eyes getting wide, giving a grin showing off all his stark white teeth. “But trust me, I don’t know the guy. From the pictures they have, I don’t know anything about him. Looks like one of thousands of peoples who live here.”

      Zak watched the slowly moving landscape and other passengers in vehicles. This highway had the same numbers of Mercedes as the San Diego area had. Traffic was just as bad, too.

      “They’re saying he was a terrorist,” Zak said.

      “Who knows? Somebody unhoppy. All sorts of peoples unhoppy all the time. Too many.” After a pause, the cabbie looked in his rear view mirror at Zak. “You police man?”

      “No.”

      “What you do here?”

      “I’m not part of the investigation. Here to visit a friend, that’s all. Visiting a—a—girlfriend.”

      “Okay. Well, do her a favor and take her away from this place. No place for a woman here right now.”

      Zak was dropped off at the front of the address Amy gave him, and he walked into the Building One lobby, after being buzzed inside by the guard behind the desk. He texted her that he had arrived.

      “I’m here to see Amy Dobson. She’s expecting me.”

      Before the guard could call up to her apartment, the back door opened, and Amy came running out. Her light brown hair was down, trailing after her. She wore faded blue jeans that hugged her impossibly thin hips, and an oversized white sweatshirt hung off one shoulder. Her fresh face sparked all kinds of good things, kicking his heart into gear as he felt adrenalin spread all over his body. Clearly, that familiar chemistry was there again. Big time.

      He felt her crush into him, as his arms wrapped around her, squeezing and lifting her feet up off the floor. “So happy to see you’re okay, Amy,” he whispered.

      “Thank you so much for coming, Zak.”

      They parted and he could see from the redness in her eyes where she’d been crying. “You okay?”

      She slipped her arm around his waist as she waved to the guards and then took him through the doors to the hallway leading to the elevators. “Dad came last night and spent the night on my couch. He’s down at the station right now, getting some information. Supposed to call me later on. I’ve just been here, waiting.”

      The elevator doors opened. Zak drew her into his arms as the elevator rose. “You must have been scared to death. What did the police tell you last night?”

      “Not much of anything. Just that I should be available to them if they catch the guy. I’m apparently one of the only ones to get a good look at him. That’s my artist sketch they’re putting all over the news.”

      “Of course, you have to cooperate. I’m sure they know what they’re doing.”

      Zak followed, holding Amy’s hand as she led him to her front door. When he stepped through the tall doorway, he was stunned to see the panoramic view from  coming from her sliding glass door to the outside. The San Francisco Bay, the water, the Bay Bridge and glittering buildings nearby looked like a picture perfect post card of everything beautiful about the city.

      Amy walked up behind him, leaning into his back, wrapping her arms around his front. “You like?”

      “My God, Amy. It’s unbelievable. What a view. I don’t think I’ve seen anything like it before.”

      “Yeah. I thought it was special too.” She stood next to him, admiring the picture before them. She hadn’t let go of his hand.

      “I don’t blame you,” he said, turning toward her. “This is you. This is perfect for you here.”

      Her eyes smiled before her lips did. She stepped closer to him, putting her hands up to his neck as he laced his fingers at her lower back. “So good to see you again, Zak. Thank you so much for coming.”

      “Of course. Thanks for—” His lips were over hers so fast he wasn’t able to finish. The traveling, the frantic phone call from last night, all his training and all the events of yesterday pushed back into the woods of his mind. It was as if they began right where they’d left off before all the drama. Before the paths they’d taken. The life they’d started separately suddenly seemed to merge into one.

      He felt himself falling again down a slope he didn’t want to recover from.

      Amy’s cell phone went off. Then it rang a second time. Amy was still returning his kisses.

      “Sweetheart. Might be your Dad. The police.” Zak separated them and smiled. He kissed her nose.

      Amy ran to the phone. “Dad? What did you find out?”

      Zak watched the slow long look she gave him, starting from his eyes, his chin and then his chest, down below his beltline, to his shoes and then slowly back up again. She angled her head in the opposite direction with a satisfied smile.

      She was nodding. “So all that’s good, right?”

      Zak walked to the sliding glass door and walked out on the deck.  Sirens didn’t sound the same as they did in Sonoma County. They echoed and reverberated off the tall buildings. There was more traffic, and he was surprised to hear sounds of people talking as well as the sounds of the boats out on the water. A wind had picked up and was making whitecaps out on the blue bay.

      “No, Dad. That’s not necessary. I’m okay. You go on back up to Santa Rosa. I’m sure you have a lot to do up there. I’m available by phone anytime. And I’m secure here for now.”

      There was a pause. Zak could hear her father trying to work his way over into coming over.

      “Dad. Zak came up. He’s here.” She paused again. “Because I called him and asked him to. After I called you. He’s not staying long. I promise I’ll be safe.”

      Some of the old stiffness returned to Zak’s back and shoulders. Dobson would be not happy with this development.

      “No. This isn’t Zak inserting himself into my life. This is me asking for his help. This is my life, Dad. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      He could tell Dobson was irritated. He heard a slight edge to Amy’s voice.

      “No, Dad. My decision is final. He’s here, and he’s going to stay here for a day or two. That’s all. I’ll be in touch.” She sighed and added, “Yes, I’ll tell him.” Zak heard the phone shut off.

      Amy joined him at last. She slipped her arm into the crook of his elbow and leaned against him. He was going to let her tell him the message from her father. It was her story to tell. Her life. Right now, Zak was feeling like a fifth wheel, second guessing his decision to come up to San Francisco.

      “No real news. But Dad said to remind you of the request he made of you to leave me alone. He said you promised.”

      “I did.”

      “But that was before all of this. Before you went off to your training. Before a lot of things that have happened since.”

      “Yup. He might be right, Amy.”

      She turned toward him, leaning back to get a good view of his entire face. “You think so, Zak?”

      Zak slowly focused on her eyes, her lips, remembering the vision of her standing on the deck in the late morning sunshine. The woman he saw was different in some way. Stronger. More determined. She waited for him to respond, didn’t cut him off. She talked to him. It didn’t feel like she was pushing herself at him anymore, while he was having to spend all his time resisting her. That had been their game all growing up. Now he wasn’t fighting her, he was fighting with himself.

      “No. He’s not right, Amy. I don’t know what’s out there in the future, but being here, right now, seems pretty great to me. Seems like the place I need to be.”

      The path to her bedroom seemed to take forever, but Zak wasn’t complaining. It was the first time he’d been with her in a place of her own. It wasn’t the front of his pickup or on a blanket on some golf course lawn somewhere or even at a friend’s place for a stolen hour or two.

      Amy faced her bed, which was shaded in the long shadows of the morning, the sun having gone to the other side of the building. Zak was standing right behind her, his palms smoothing down the backsides of her thighs as she removed her sweatshirt and turned around in her bra. His fingers gently pushed the straps off her shoulders as he held her face under her jawline and placed a sweet kiss there. His lips found the place under her ear.

      She unbuttoned his shirt slowly, placing fingers against his tanned flesh, kissing him as more of his chest was revealed to her. Slowly they finished disrobing. He let her first place the condom on him, and then they slipped under her cool sheets.

      Zak kissed her chest, down to her belly button and then went lower, kissing her at the top of her sex. His intense gaze focused on his fingers, now massaging her labia, pushing a finger or two inside her opening, then his thumb as he looked up at her before he bent to kiss her there.

      She arched at the touch of his tongue in such an intimate spot, at the feel of his probing fingers. Her lips began to swell and she felt her pulse quicken. The sounds of their limbs shifting over the cotton sheets punctuated by the sounds of his kisses sent her into euphoria. It was all real. She could hear the sounds of the boats and the fog horns, the traffic and the bells and chimes of the city as he tasted her, as she heard his soft groan and then watched as this muscled warrior traveled up to lay against her body. They fit so perfectly together.

      It was like her dream every night, what it would feel like to have Zak here with her, making love to her in her own bed on a lazy Sunday morning, as if there wasn’t anything else in the world to worry about, to concern herself with. The feel of his muscled shoulders and arms was delicious as her hands smoothed up and down. The way his knees separated her thighs, pressing his groin to her core as she rose up, set her heart on fire. With her head forward, they kissed again. She would have said something, wanted to say something, but hesitated.

      He spoke first. “Thank you for asking me to come to San Francisco. I wanted to see you. I should have called before—”

      He rooted to find her opening as her fingers covered his mouth, and she kissed him again.

      “Shhh. You’re here now. It’s perfect now, Zak. Truly perfect.”

      “Yes,” was all he said as he slid inside her. He watched her face as she stared back at him through watery eyes.  She closed her eyes and held her breath, feeling her breasts press against his chest as his cock filled her fully.  He kissed her lids like he was begging her attention. Back and forth, their movements were long and unhurried. She studied his stubbled chin, the way his clear eyes washed her with passion, the hair falling over his forehead, the way the muscles in his back rippled as she felt the power of him.

      Her body was falling in slow motion as they moved in time together. He brought her to her stomach. She placed a pillow under her abdomen as he mounted her from behind. She loved the feel of his heavy breathing at the sides of her face as he kissed her neck, elevated her hips with his hands and plunged in deep. She splayed her knees, needing more of him, not ever being able to get enough.

      Slowly her orgasm built as they lay on their sides, her knee over his hip. She threw her head back as she exploded, shattering into spasms that shook her whole body. He held her hips with his hands until, side by side, she felt him pulse into her.

      An hour later, they were still entangled together on the bed, hot sweat now dried. A cool breeze drifted from the living room door left open.
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      Hassan shaved off most of his hair, but not his chin hair. The face that stared back at him from the cracked mirror did not look like the face on his passport. His parents even would not recognize him. If he were a woman, he could use makeup and trace his eyes, change their shape and wear something to color his lips. But this would have to do for now.

      He’d hoped to receive confirmation a gift would be waiting for his parents in Aden, but nothing had come. He’d tried several numbers given to him, but no one was answering.

      The news reports listed his younger brother’s picture which was undoubtedly going to lead to him, since the two shared a flat in East Oakland. He doubted the baker where they worked would reveal much, if anything. Besides, all of his contacts happened at the coffee house, not at his place of employment.

      He’d cleaned up at the bus terminal, washing his hands and face in the restroom filled with sleepers. The place was not a stranger to bloody handprints either. He wetted down his hair and put up his hoodie, making it over to the home of his friend, where he told him a fake story about how he’d been robbed and needed a place to crash for the night. He knew his friend worked late nights at a restaurant, so when he went to work, Hassan went on a search of things he could take with him. That’s when he discovered the clippers.

      His friend didn’t have anything in his kitchen, except for a few pickled grains he could take. He knew he couldn’t trust the man. He didn’t own a television, but that wouldn’t stop him from seeing Hassan’s face plastered on TVs all over the city. He knew the ferries and busses had cameras, as well as some of the busy street corners. He was better off staying off the street until he could properly disguise himself.

      Hassan’s cell rang. After their customary greeting the voice was terse and angry.

      “You dimwit.”

      “Did the money get sent?”

      “No. You haven’t finished the job.”

      “Sorry? The statement was made.”

      “Yes. But you were seen. You’ll be caught.”

      “No. I will take my own life first. First I want to be sure my parents got the money.”

      “You must not be caught.”

      “I vow I will not be caught alive. What must I do?”

      “You have to eliminate the woman who saw you.”

      “How do I do this?”

      “You remember where you saw her. The newspaper says she worked at one of the building near the Ferry Terminal. You know it?”

      “I—I don’t remember very well. I could retrace my steps. But wouldn’t that be risky? And the door was locked. How would I get inside the door of her office?”

      “Not my problem, Hassan.”

      “But we have sacrificed our brother already, please.”

      “I’m telling you it isn’t good enough. You have to make it look like they can’t get away. It’s the statement. You find her, you take care of it. You both go with God.”

      Hassan’s stomach clenched. He knew he had to leave soon. Morning would bring his friend back home, and it would be too dangerous to trust him.

      “You still have the devices?”

      “Yes, I have three of them left.”

      “Good. So you find a way inside that building, you find her. I will make arrangements for the money transfer.”

      “But how will I know?”

      “How do I know you’ll do your duty?”

      Hassan wanted to protest, but he knew it was a losing argument.

      “You make a statement. If you get the girl, your parents get the money. No other way, Hassan. Either way, you’ll be looking down from Paradise. You’ll be in the garden, my friend.”

      After he hung up, he checked his canvas bag. The three little IEDs were tightly wrapped in plastic, then put into boxes with bubble wrap to make sure they didn’t detonate before he wanted them to. He’d hold one, clutching the bag, and holding the woman by the hair, and he’d send them all away. He replayed the scene over and over in his mind. It was going to be the only thing he thought about. No reason to store up provisions, food or things to seek comfort. All this would be over in a day, maybe less. He’d have his reward, and the things of this earth—all the anger and the pain, the despair of his life—would be gone forever. It was a fair tradeoff.
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      Zak woke up all of a sudden and wasn’t quite sure where he was. Then he remembered their long lovemaking. He felt her warm body against him, felt the sheets tangled around his legs. Her light brown hair was all over the pillow next to him as he cradled her into his chest. How he wished he could just stay inside all day and play, stay in her arms, love her over and over again.

      His forefinger rubbed along the arch of her ear, and he felt her squeeze his arm as she came to with a smile. She rolled over to face him.

      “Hi,” she said, looking all pink and radiant and more beautiful than he’d ever seen her. He knew a lot of things had changed, and he was seeing her colored in the light coming from his own eyes, a light that cast a rosy shadow over her and everything she was right now. This wasn’t something that had ever happened to him before. He knew that he would protect her if it was the last thing he ever did.

      “Amy, we have to make a plan.”

      “Okay, sailor. First you kiss me here,” she said as she pointed to her bare right breast.

      “Gladly. I intend to do much more than that, but I mean a plan about this guy, the shooter and what the police are working on.”

      She sat up and covered her chest with the sheet. Zak fingered the sheet down until she was sitting topless. “I like it better this way.”

      She leaned over and removed the sheet from his thigh and rear. “And I like it better that way.”

      He whipped the sheet off both of them, grabbed her and pulled her down onto the mattress again. So much for talking about a plan. Time to execute something important, something he didn’t have to think about first.

      

      Amy heated up some soup and made a small salad.

      “You hear from your building owner yet, Amy?” Zak asked.

      “No. I don’t think they’ll be in until tomorrow, but it’s odd. I mean, aren’t they contacted when something like this happens? Wouldn’t they have precautions? I just feel like I have no guidance.

      “Maybe call security?” he asked.

      Zak overheard Amy’s conversation with the guys at the front desk. None of them had been contacted further by the police, but they’d been pestered by news media, and several camera crews had been rushed out from the lobby after sneaking to talk to residents going and coming.

      “So can’t you guys get them to leave? Do they have the right to just barge in here? This is private property.”

      She listened further.

      “Well, give the police a call, then. I think the safety of the residents is primary. And what about the owners? Any word from them?”

      She shrugged, indicating to Zak the owners hadn’t made contact yet.

      “Who are these people?” Zak asked after she’d hung up.

      “I thought they were local people, but I guess not. Overseas investors, I’m thinking. The MegaOne Group is a California corporation, but that doesn’t mean all the owners live here.”

      “So what else did the guards have to say? Is there some protocol in place now, with all this going on? They have to have an emergency plan. It’s law.”

      “I guess it depends on what you call an emergency.”

      “So how would someone sneak into the building if they wanted to?” Zak could see the suggestion was unsettling to her. “Where could you go that’s safe, Amy?”

      “I have no idea. My place would be safe.”

      “What if they knew where you lived?”

      “How would he—you’re not really thinking he’d come here, are you?”

      “Well, let’s think about it. You’re living in the middle of several blocks of people who work, live and play all around you. Lots of strangers. Lots of places to hide.”

      “But he’d have to know what apartment I lived in. That’s not posted anywhere.”

      “Who would know?”

      “The guards. They wouldn’t let anyone who didn’t live here—”

      Zak tilted his head to the left. “The guards? How effective do you think they’d be against terrorists? Tell me honestly, do they look like they have any military training, Amy? Honestly?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Exactly. So what do you think?”

      “It’s a big assumption. You assume he’d go to the trouble to find me, where I live. I just don’t think the world works that way. Maybe in the movies. But in real life? Do you honestly think he’d be stupid enough to come back here, knowing I could recognize him?”

      “We’re not talking about fantasyland, Amy. This is the real world. So humor me, where would you go if you couldn’t come here?”

      “There’s a theater. A public kitchen. Some conference rooms.”

      “Okay, the kitchen would have knives and things. Good. A conference room?”

      Zak shook his head. “No. You ever try to beat someone up with a wastebasket or a phone?”

      “I’m not trying to beat someone up. Besides, I’ll have you here.”

      “You own a gun?”

      “Fuck no.”

      Zak was actually sorry she didn’t.

      “Illegal in San Francisco.”

      “Which is why the shooting happened here, my guess.”

      “Did you bring one, Zak?”

      “No. I left all that behind. Not sure that was so smart.”

      Amy took their dishes to the sink. She turned around. “I guess the gym on the ninth floor, just below us, would be safe. He’d need a key card to get in.” She showed him the ring with her two key cards on it. “I keep one here at all times, the other one goes with me everywhere.”

      “So he’d steal one.”

      “The gym has some places to hide, maybe. Some hand weights and equipment, maybe. Ropes. What do you think?”

      Zak stood up and gave her a hug. “That’s my girl.”

      The security desk called and asked Amy to come down to pick up a form the owners had faxed into the guard station and wanted her to fill out. At about the same time, Zak got a call on his cell from San Diego. He began updating his liaison on the situation and confirming he arrived safely as Amy grabbed her card and held her finger up.

      “Wait, I’ll go with you,” said Zak as he cradled the phone.

      “No. We have no reception in the elevators. I’ll be right back.”

      Amy was out the door before he had time to protest. He finished his call and sat back. He knew he’d just screwed up letting her leave.
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      Amy hadn’t even bothered to put her shoes on. She was running down the hallway in the flip-flops she kept by the front door. She almost turned around to go back to the apartment, but changed her mind as the elevator doors opened.

      She flipped the key card back and forth in her palm. The conversation with Zak was troubling, but she knew why he wanted to have it. His brief time in the military made him wary of all sorts of dangerous situations. That was a good thing. One couldn’t be too careful, she thought.

      Zak’s being present had a levitating mood on her spirit. She was sure he was as into her as she was into him. This morning and early afternoon had opened up a new phase in their relationship, something she wanted to explore fully. Sure, the passion and the fire was still there, but now there was something else. Something—

      She heard noises on the other side of the doors leading to the guard station in the lobby. Just as she opened the door, she heard a scream. A woman was jammed in the glass doorway of the building, halfway inside, halfway outside. She’d dropped her purse and her eyes were wide as she looked in panic at Amy’s face. She screamed again.

      Then Amy noticed that at her side was a man, the same man she’d seen in the doors yesterday, wearing the same green khaki clothes, although his appearance had changed. But there was no mistaking the murderous stare he fixed on Amy as he held something up to the woman’s neck. A wide ribbon of dark red blood was trailing down her neck, over the man’s hand, onto her shirt, and spilling onto the floor. Her legs were pumping back and forth, slipping in the red goo as she struggled to stand up.

      The lone security guard was on the phone before the man dropped the woman on the floor with a loud thud, ran over to him and yanked the phone from the guard with his bloody hands. Another man rattled the glass doors and began to shout.

      Amy turned and ran. Luckily, the elevator was still at the bottom floor and as she pushed the button, she noted the stairs and swore under her breath, instead wishing she’d made that choice. As the doors closed, she gasped in relief.

      She tried to text Zak, but her lack of cell reception made that impossible. The elevator stopped on the fifth floor, with a couple wanting to get inside.

      “Call 911. There’s a break-in down at the security office,” she shouted to the older couple who jumped at her words.

      As the elevator headed to her floor, she heard the security alarm system sound, asking residents to evacuate the building. It took forever for the elevator to make it to the tenth, and she ran down the hall to her door, pounding against it.

      “Zak!” she shouted. No one answered. She inserted her card and stormed into the room. Zak wasn’t anywhere. His duffel bag still sat at the foot of the bed. Dishes were still in the sink. She called out for him several more times, even going out onto the deck. Adrenaline was pumping through her so fast, she thought her heart would burst.

      Out on the balcony, she dialed him. The line was busy.

      She continued to call but knew the rapid busy signal was probably generated from multiple people trying to call out. At the kitchen she stopped. The hook that hosted her key cards was now empty. She had one. That meant Zak had the other. He’d taken the card and gone after her.

      “Fuck!” she screamed. Outside she heard a siren. She dialed 911 and got another busy signal.

      All of a sudden she remembered their conversation this afternoon. Opening the door, she glanced down the empty passageway with the door to the exit stairs four doors down. Several residents were beginning to come out of their rooms. She carefully closed her door, leaving her flip-flops in the hall. She didn’t want them slowing her down or making slapping noises while she ran.

      Barefoot, she slipped past a cluster of residents waiting for the elevator.  She quietly opened the heavy metal door to the stairwell getting the attention of a couple other residents who began to follow her. She quietly ran down the metal grids until she got to the entrance of Floor 9. The doorway was closed, but unlocked. She could hear other residents heading down the stairs from below and someone running up, pushing past other people moving opposite.

      She poked her head over the railing, hoping perhaps it was Zak, and came face to face with the shooter, staring up at her from two landings below. Immediately she ran through the Floor Nine entrance, nearly toppling as she banged against the walls. She passed utility and equipment room signs, as well as a unisex bathroom, until she found the glass doors of the gym. Quickly scanning her key card, she went inside the cool studio dotted with weight equipment and matting. As the glass closed behind her she heard the stairwell door burst open, followed by footsteps.

      Amy chose to run into the men’s rest room, thinking he’d not expect that. She stood on the black seat of the toilet, trying to keep the metal stall opening from swinging back and forth, and held her breath. She was gripping the key card so tight it nearly cut into her palm, so she quickly inserted it inside her bra.

      Listening for every sound, she heard someone swipe the key card and walk inside the gym. Their deliberate steps were calm, unhurried.

      “I have captured you. It is of no use to run,” the man shouted. She could hear him chatter prayers while he searched. “Your days of living a filthy life in a filthy country are over forever. It is no use holding out for a chance at what you call redemption. This is your fate.”

      Amy heard chanting as the man began to sing a prayer, repeating a stanza several times over and over again. That’s when she realized he wasn’t going to come after her, but was going to do something else instead.

      She tried to recall what the news reports had said. The first shooter had with him several small explosive devices which had been undetonated, indicating he’d been stopped before they could achieve their original goals.

      She looked at the metal walls of the lavatory stall and hoped it could save something of her—enough so she might survive a blast. She put her head below her outstretched arms, resting her chin on her knees as she attempted to squat and balance on the flange of the toilet, and held her breath.

      She thought about her dad and mentally told him he was right, telling him she was sorry she hadn’t listened. She thought about Zak, his kisses, the way he’d loved her body for hours throughout the middle of the day.

      If there ever was a perfect time to die, let it be on a day like today. A beautiful day, full of love. Loving someone who loves me back completely.

      She felt the hot tears form at the tops of her cheeks at the injustice of it all, knowing Zak would do what he could to avenge her. She prayed that he didn’t wind up being too bitter and angry, that he keep working for the good and decent people of the world.

      She took one last, long breath and then heard the sound of a key card on glass, the doors pushed open, and a struggle on the mats in the other room. Something metal hit the ground. Someone grunted.

      Amy jumped off the toilet, picking up a wooden plunger she found sitting on the granite tiled floor next to a waste basket. As she rounded the corner she saw Zak wrestling with the shooter as they rolled over the mats in a life and death struggle. Running up to the clutch of arms and legs, teeth and blood from bites and scratches, she raised the plunger and with all her might forced it down on the shaved head of the shooter, breaking the wooden stick in splinters.

      Zak looked up at her stunned, his eyes round with fear. He grabbed the sharp stump end in her hands, and stabbed the shooter in the chest, forcing the wood through a crunching of ribs and bone. Blood spurted up like a fountain, covering them all. Zak pointed to the corner.

      “IED.”

      The little metal tube was still rolling until it hit the outer wall, near a large plate glass window. In slow motion, Amy felt the tug on her arm as Zak pulled her through the glass doors and began running down the hall. A second or two later, a huge explosion blew out the glass doors, sending large shattered plate glass like a wave over the whole floor.

      Zak tackled her, covering her completely and they slid to the furthest corner away from the gym doors just as another larger explosion sent a fireball that ignited the carpet and the walls and caused the metal light fixtures to melt and drop like candy syrup.

      As things began to pop, explode and drop all around them like a mechanical rain, she listened for signs of life coming from the body shielding her.  Smoke in the air made her cough. Sprinklers began hissing and attempting to shoot water in uneven sprays over everything. She was lying on her stomach and something was beneath her, pressing against her abdomen. And then it moved. One of Zak’s arms was slowly trying to move to the side as another arm held her forehead from pressing into the floor. She felt his warm breath in her ear and heard the delicious sound of his voice, “Are you okay, baby?”

      “Yes. How about you?”

      He groaned and said through parched lips, “I think I broke a couple of ribs, but I’ll live.”

      She started to lift herself up onto her elbows, as Zak sat up, pulling her up with him. “Does that hurt, sweetheart? Can you sit?”

      Turning her body, Amy saw his roughed up face, including a couple of head wounds. His blue eyes sparkled back at her, dancing in the light of the small fires surrounding them. She gingerly kissed his cut lips as water streamed down his face.

      “Amy, I think this is what you’d call explosive chemistry,” his voice husky.

      She laughed, hugging him until he seized up again, knees coming up to his chest when she squeezed too hard.

      “Sorry. Sorry, Zak. I forgot.”

      “Sure you did, kid. You’ve always been the one to get me into trouble. Look at this place. You think they’ll fire you?”

      She laughed again. “Ask me if I care.”

      “Anything hurt?”

      “My head,” she reached behind and felt a knot Zak found as well.” Her hands were covered in cuts, and she was beginning to show signs of bruising. Zak helped her up to standing position.

      Another light fixture crashed to the ground, and she started. She could hear sirens and the blare of large rescue vehicles and possibly fire trucks sounding a long ways down below. Wind whipped through the hallway tunnel, blowing fabric, and pieces of miniblinds that bundled up looking like metallic bunches of grapes.

      Zak had a trickle of blood falling down below his ear. His lips were cut and chapped, and he squinted. A large purple welt was forming on the right side of his forehead.

      “The shooter?” she asked.

      “Oh, they’ll find bits and pieces of him all over this floor, probably scrape some of him off the side of the building too when the window washers come.” Zak coughed. “We should get out of here. Can you walk?”

      She tried a step, her arms around his waist. “I’m good.”

      “Let’s get out of Dodge,” he whispered, leading her toward the stairwell entrance. He pushed her behind him as they walked past the nonexistent doors to the gym and found the windows had completely blown out, the force of the blast overturning equipment. The mirror-covered walls covered in blood spray looked like a contemporary painting. Several rags of clothing remnants soaked in deep red puddles against the walls. There was a large crater blasted in the center of the room with splinters of flooring scattered everywhere like toothpicks.

      Opening the stairwell door, they could hear heavy boots running up the steps, carrying equipment. “Anybody up there injured?”

      “We’re fine. Not sure about anyone else, but I think your shooter has become one with the source,” Zak barked.
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      The oyster bar at the Ferry Plaza he had on good authority was a good place to have a special occasion. His new LPO for SEAL Team 3, Kyle Lansdowne, had told Zak all about it, told him to say his goodbyes and then get his butt back to San Diego for the workup.

      “You don’t want to start out on this team as a slacker. We don’t really get time off, so while it’s nice to get all cozy with the girlfriend and get her head on straight, we’ve got a mission to work up for.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      “We can’t always come home. Most of us miss holidays, anniversaries, kid’s birthdays, and even our kid’s births on a regular basis. That’s just the way it is. Don’t cry over it.”

      “I get you, sir.”

      “But damn, I gotta say for a little tadpole, a newbie frog, you sure handled yourself well, sailor. Way to get that little punk to give it up and not take any more people with him.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Mighty proud. And your lady, I hear tell she held up quite well. You got a keeper there, son.”

      “I think so too, sir.”

      “So what the fuck you waiting around for? Ask the girl to marry you, and get her little ass down to San Diego where you can keep an eye on her.”

      “I intend to, sir.”

      “I’m gonna ask you first thing when I see you next. Don’t complain and cry on my shoulder telling me you screwed all night long and forgot to ask her, okay? Make an honest frog princess outta her, son.”

      “I get your message loud and clear, Chief Petty Officer Lansdowne.”

      Amy was returning from the ladies room, so he signed off and took a sip of his beer. She sat next to him. Except for the fact that the two of them looked like they’d gotten into a fight, Zak thought they made a pretty good looking couple as he stared across the bar to the large wavy mirror. The waiter brought them six barbequed oysters from Marin County. The hot spicy tomato flavor wafted up in the steam that blew in their faces as they hovered over them.

      “Those look wonderful.” Amy’s eyes were bright, her face illuminated by soft candlelight.

      Zak squeezed a lemon wedge over the hot mixture. He held one shell up to Amy’s mouth. “Yours. These are supposed to be the best in the bay.”

      Amy swallowed the mixture, shutting her eyes as a little part of the sauce dribbled out the right side of her lips. Zak kissed it away.

      “Your turn,” she said and held up another shell, tipping it so the hot oyster mixture slid onto his tongue.

      “Hog Island is famous to SEAL Team 3, or at least to our LPO.”

      “LPO? What does that mean?”

      “Leading Petty Officer. He’s like in charge of our platoon. You’ll get to meet him soon, I hope. Maybe there will be time before we deploy, but for sure when I get back.”

      “So what are your dates?” She asked, taking another oyster.

      “Well, that kinda depends on you, Amy.”

      “On me?”

      “When I come home next time, I’d like to ask your father permission to marry you, if you’ll have me.”

      Her smile started slow, and for a second Zak panicked. But when her lips turned up and she winked at him, he relaxed. He’d been nervous all day, knowing he wanted to ask her, and not knowing exactly how to do it, until Kyle told him about this place. And it seemed fitting to do it here, near where all the violence had happened, where their lives had changed forever.

      “If you can’t answer, I’d totally understand. You don’t even know about the community, and it’s not an easy life. Hell, I’m just getting used to it myself, getting to know all the guys. But these are special guys, unlike anyone else I’ve ever met. I think you’d fit right in, if you’re willing.”

      “Of course I’m willing. You sure, though?”

      “Completely. You wanted to be the girl I came back to. I want that too.”

      She looped her arm through his and leaned into him, rubbing her chest against his elbow. “So did you ever think of a Plan B? I mean, what if I said no?”

      “Well, I was going to go look for a golf course.”
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        Charlotte

      

    
    
      This had to be either the best or worst idea I’d ever had.

      The jury was still out on which it was going to be.

      I sat in my car, watching the stream of people coming and going from the warehouse that was ablaze with light and sound. Usually, it was illegal raves I came to bust up with an army of cops at my side, not a highly organized underground fighting racket.

      In the daylight, I went by the name Detective Charlotte Croft, but out here in the wilds of Melbourne’s seedy underbelly, I was just Charlotte or Charlie for short. If anyone in that building found out I was a cop, I’d be gutted from head to toe. Cops were not welcome in a place like this.

      What had brought me here, then? Truthfully, it was part insanity and part desperation. I needed a big break to get my stalled career moving again or just give up and drown.

      I’d joined the Victorian Police right out of high school at eighteen and had excelled through the ranks…all the way to detective by twenty-five. It was young, but I’d earned it—an impressive feat considering the whole force was one big boys club. I’d endured my fair share of crap from drunken idiots during my time on the beat and more than a fair chunk of it at the station. Making detective hadn’t stopped any of it. In fact, it had just gotten worse. I constantly had to prove myself or fall behind into irrelevance, and irrelevant cops got the shit cases. The hypochondriacs and the crazies that wore tinfoil hats. The high profile drug busts and murder investigations were handed to the men with the biggest balls and being a chick…apparently I didn’t have any. Not even any of the metaphoric ones.

      Being a female detective was harder than walking the streets on a Saturday night, which is how I found myself outside of the most notorious underground fighting racket in the whole of Melbourne. Hell, the whole of Australia. The Underground was dripping in bad news. Busting this open would be the best thing my career had ever seen. Fuck, it would be the best thing to happen to anyone’s career.

      Too bad I was conducting this investigation off book and without backup. If my boss found out I was here unsanctioned…my head would be on the chopping block. I already knew what would happen if I pulled this off. The risk seemed justifiable to me.

      Getting out of the car, I joined the stream of people that were filing into the place that was known as The Underground. Fitting name, considering what it was.

      Inside, the warehouse was pumping.

      The moment I stepped within the walls, I was transported to what felt like another planet. The Underground was a place like no other…and attracted a crowd to match.

      Bookies were taking bets, punters were lining up around the cage that was nestled amongst a ring of bleachers, the bar was packed, and I stood in the middle of it all…absolutely awestruck. The level this operation was being run at was unbelievable. There was no way this could go on without a good chunk of the force being paid off. Not only cops but politicians, lawyers, the Melbourne Fire Brigade. Big money rolled around this place. It had its own bloody economy.

      If I was going to crack open The Underground and expose it for what it really was, I had my work cut out and then some. What in the bloody hell was I thinking?

      There had to be at least four hundred punters crammed in here, and that wasn’t including staff and fighters. I couldn’t believe everything I was seeing. I didn’t know if I should be mesmerized or appalled. The further I ventured into the warehouse, the more my eyes were opened. I decided it was a little of column A, and a little of column B.

      I stood out with my tall stature and pale blonde hair, and people turned to look as I passed. Noticing a few groups of women done up in makeup that was an inch thick and tops that clung tightly to their artificial breasts, I began to understand why. There was a kind of woman that frequented here and it was neither highbrow nor classy. Trashy was more like it. People were staring because they were trying to decide what category to place me in. Easy or hard.

      The men were trying to work out how easily they could get into my pants, and the women were gauging how easy it would be to cancel out their competition. I’d find no friends here, not that I was looking.

      Pushing through the throng, I jammed myself against the fence, staring into the cage. It was a crude contraption with a concrete floor. No padding, no safety net…just a wire fence and a couple of beefy looking blokes that acted as security. There was nothing safe about it. When my gaze settled on the brown stains all over the illuminated floor, which were obviously dried blood, I swallowed hard.

      “What are the rules?” I asked a guy standing to my right.

      He looked me up and down and began to laugh. “Rules? There are no rules, sweetheart.”

      I raised my eyebrows, glancing back to the dried blood.

      “You look a little lost,” the man said, beginning to crowd my personal space. “You wanna—”

      “No, thank you,” I snapped, moving back into the crowd, away from the creeper. No rules? I wondered how many fighters were hospitalized, or worse, killed in there.

      Moving through the crowd, I found a space further along the edge of the cage, a sick fascination drawing me to the sidelines. The air was thick with excitement, an animalistic electricity…and it was catching.

      Curling my fingers through the chain-link, I surveyed the faces around me, trying to see who carried more weight, who was in charge, and who was calling the shots. So far, it all looked pretty evenly split between the punters and the fighters. It was a very ‘them and us’ mentality. The gods and their subjects.

      My attention was pulled to the side as a man entered the cage, positioning himself in the middle of the pool of light. He was in full referee garb, a cordless microphone in his hand, and when people began to notice him standing in the center of the ring, they began to fall silent. He raised the microphone to his lips and practically roared into the thing.

      “Welcome, one and all, to The motherfucking Underground!” Cheers and whistles erupted around me, the air alive with energy. “This is our first bout of the evening, and fuck, do we have a good one for you.” He pointed to his left, where a section of the cage swung inwards. “He’s the meanest son of a bitch out there, he’ll fuck you up with a single blow to the head…then he’ll stomp on it. It’s Crowbar!”

      The crowd roared and feet thundered on the bleachers behind me as the first fighter strode into the cage.

      He was all muscly and mean looking, his face hard, his eyes dark with pent-up energy. As he did a lap around the cage for added effect, I realized he had old bruises peppered all over his torso. Yellow splotches that must only be a few days old. How often did these guys fight?

      “And now…” My attention was pulled back to the announcer. “Please welcome the man the ladies throw themselves at, the king of the cage, and the animal himself…Rebel!”

      Sound erupted around me, cheers, whistles, and the thundering of feet against the bleachers increased ten-fold compared to what they gave Crowbar. Whoever this Rebel was, he seemed to be the crowd favorite around here. Obviously, I’d picked a good night to come crack this joint open.

      Then he stepped into the light, and I understood what all the fuss was about.

      Rebel stood tall and proud, a cocky grin on his face gave away that he was soaking up the attention like a sponge. He wore nothing but a pair of black shorts with a white Everlast logo stitched at the front. His feet were bare, his legs, and from the waist up. I’d never seen a man as beautiful and powerful as the specimen that stood in front of me. The crowd dropped away, and all I could see was him. Bloody hell, I was having a visual orgasm.

      Crowbar was something to look at but Rebel…my gaze was drawn to him like a magnet. There was something about the guy that commanded attention and respect. His body was spectacular, all hard muscle and sinew, his jaw was hard and sharp, his dark hair short and messy…and his eyes… Well, no doubt he’d be able to pin a woman down in more ways than one.

      I glanced around at the crowd and saw how he commanded them. He was adored by all. The women were falling over themselves, shouting obscene come-ons. Do me Rebel! Fuck me hard! Let me suck your cock! The men were hero-worshipping the guy and the ones who weren’t were openly envious. I could see it in their eyes. The lot of them. Rebel was king in this place. The man of the moment.

      The two men toed their lines, and before I had time to collect myself, the fight began.

      It was all twisting bodies glistening with sweat, grunting, and blood. A total doodle-fest. A battle of who had the most testosterone.

      Fists collided against flesh, knees and feet smacked into torsos, and when Rebel heaved Crowbar over his shoulder and flung him like he weighed nothing, I almost had to cover my eyes. Then he simply got up and kept going. There were no rules, huh? I could see that. Both men wanted to win, but the difference was Crowbar was desperate and Rebel wasn’t. Rebel made beating a man half to death look easy.

      Holy fucking hell.

      Rebel clocked Crowbar in the jaw, the smack of his fist audible over the din, and I found myself flinching as the guy’s head snapped to the side. He fell to the ground, his temple smashing against the concrete. Blood dribbled from his mouth, his expression dazed, but he placed his palms against the floor and pushed.

      My eyes were opened, alright.

      I glanced up at the fighter known as Rebel and froze. He was staring right at me. So much for a low profile.

      He began to move, not even glancing at Crowbar, who was trying to struggle to his feet. The bout wasn’t over until he tapped, but he didn’t seem to care. Rebel was…I was enthralled. I’d never seen a man fight like that, not even in all my years as a beat cop. He fought like his life was on the line. He fought like a predator.

      And he was coming right for me.
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      My fist slammed into flesh and the crowd roared.

      This. This is what I was born to do. I was a fighter through and through. Had to be. I hadn’t had one of those fancy, normal upbringings with home-cooked meals and a safe bed to sleep in at night. I learned how to fight the moment my parents died, and I had been fighting ever since. Junkies, fucked up foster parents, bullies, thugs, and petty thieves. I’d fought them all.

      They called me Rebel for a reason. It’s not just the name I take when I step into the cage at The Underground. It’s the name that life gave me when I rebelled against it.

      So fuckin’ what? I got dealt a shit card and I just had to deal with it.

      The Underground housed some of the meanest fighters out there. If they couldn’t or didn’t want to go pro, or just wanted something a little more violent without the rules and regulations, they came here. Motherfucking illegal, but it was better I fought in the cage than out there on the street. In here, I could earn real money for using my fists instead of using them to keep my life. Either way, I could die doing this shit, but in this cage, I had less of a chance of kicking the bucket. In the cage, it was only fists, not guns and knives.

      With it being the first bout of the night, I was full of energy, adrenaline running hot and hard through my veins. My opponent was Crowbar, and the few times I’d fought him he’d made it good. There was a great deal of grappling and blood when we were pitted against each other.

      Swinging with my right, I clipped past his guard, and my knuckles collided with his temple. I felt the shock of the blow shoot up my arm, but I was so amped up and high, I hardly felt it. Crowbar fell, his head cracking on the concrete. The fucker would be down for more than a minute. I could end the fight right now, or I could have a little more fun and wind up the crowd. Management liked it when I milked the audience. They wanted a good fucking show and I was more than capable of delivering.

      So, I prowled, giving the fucker time to get his shit together and get back on his feet for another go.

      That’s when I saw something shiny. Something pretty fucking beautiful. Something I’d like on my cock.

      She was standing at the edge of the cage, her pretty, blonde hair shining like fucking gold in a sea of shit. Her expression was full of lots of things, but all I saw was awe. If that was a good thing or not, I didn’t really care. All I saw was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in this cesspool, and I wanted her.

      Her gaze rose from Crowbar and met mine. I narrowed my eyes as her baby blues looked straight through me. She peeled me away layer by layer, and fuck me if I didn’t want to haul her out back and go at it right now.

      The crowd roared as I pulled my attention away, circling to the opposite side of the cage as Crowbar forced himself to his knees, spitting blood on the concrete. One more lap and then I’d make sure that fucking angel, and every man and woman in this shithole, knew what I wanted. She was mine tonight. It was hands off or get the shit kicked outta you.

      Prowling around the cage, I kept my eyes wide, looking for the blonde woman. When I saw her standing by the fence, her expression still as stunned as before, I curled my fingers in the chain-link and stood before her, my chest heaving.

      Yeah, that’s right sugar, I thought, smirking at her. I pick you.

      I held her gaze, her blue eyes piercing mine, and lifted a finger. I pointed right at her, the crowd still going crazy. Her brow furrowed as she frowned, but I backed away, flashing her another cocky smile and turned back to my opponent who was getting back up for round two.

      Women only came here for two things. One was to support their man, and since she didn’t seem to have one of those, it must be for reason number two. She wanted to get with a cashed up fighter. Luckily for her, I wanted to get in her.

      My fist slammed into Crowbar’s face, splitting his eyebrow open, and he slipped. He fell onto his shoulder—hard. I heard a loud pop, and a split second later, he was howling in pain. His shoulder was dislocated, the bone pressing unnaturally against his flesh. He grimaced, practically foaming at the mouth, and slammed his good hand on the ground.

      And just like that, the fight was over.
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      I watched as Crowbar was carried out of the cage on a stretcher, clutching his shoulder in agony.

      Rebel had just left the ring without a care, not even worried that he’d just dislocated a guy’s shoulder. He’d pushed through the crowd and disappeared, not even stopping to talk to anyone who approached him. Arrogant, much?

      Shaking my head, I pulled my black leather jacket tighter around myself, suddenly wondering if this was a good idea. I knew it’d be rough but not this rough. Rough wasn’t the right word…brutal. Yeah, brutal, but I was a cop and had seen much worse shit. Nothing could top some of the call-outs I’d attended. Road accidents, domestic assaults, home invasions and the worst…murder scenes. It was rough out there, and you had to be tough enough to cope with seeing the worst humanity had to offer. Some of the shit I’d seen would scar a regular person for life. What was some cage fighting compared to that? Nothing.

      Glancing around, I saw hordes of people crowding the bookies and collecting their winnings, the losers who’d bet on Crowbar were huddled around the bar drowning their sorrows. Faces were turned away, talking about the fight and what they’d won, and for one glorious moment, they weren’t looking at me.

      Weaving through the throng and around the bleachers, I cased the rest of the joint, taking note of the lay of the land. There wasn’t much else to see in a place like this. At the opposite end to the bar and the bookies stations, there was a double door that led to another area. Two security guards leaned against the wall, arms crossed over their chests, talking animatedly to one another. This must be where the fighters went before and after their fights. It also had to be where they kept the money and the paper trail. That was where I had to go.

      Pulling my mobile phone from my pocket, I pretended to check my texts while keeping one eye on the crowd. Nobody was looking at me. When I glanced at the security guards, they weren’t even watching the doors, which were propped open. All I had to do was dart forward, slip through, and I’d be in.

      Sounded like a plan to me. And if I was caught? I hadn’t thought that far, but I wasn’t about to let my opportunity slide. Stepping forward on light feet, I was through the door and into the empty hall beyond.

      There was a lot of noise coming from the far end. Slamming lockers, male and female voices…the sound of running water. That must be the change rooms for the fighters. I was definitely not going in there. That would be like a lamb going to the slaughter.

      Not knowing how much time I’d have before someone found me lurking, I edged forward, checking each door along the hall. Coming across what looked like an office, I opened the door and peered inside. It was dark and unattended. If I was going in, I’d better go now.

      “What are you doing?”

      I turned sharply, pressing my back against the wall. My gaze collided with the fighter from the cage, the one who seemed to have staked his claim over me like some animal. Rebel. Up close, he was even more magnificent than he was out there. His eyes were a rich chocolate brown, his muscles so defined I wasn’t entirely sure they were real. He’d attempted to clean up some after his fight, but blood was still smeared across his forehead from where his eyebrow had been split. It was a tiny cut, but it’d been a bleeder.

      When I just stood there and stared at him in awe, he grinned, looking like a lion that’d gone hunting and found his prey.

      “This area’s off limits,” he said, inching closer. “Fighters only…unless you’re with one.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to look away, but I was caught. “I—”

      “Are you with me?” he asked, running his tongue along his bottom lip.

      I knew what he implied, that he wanted to have sex with me, but could I get out of this without stooping to those levels? My nipples began to ache, hardening against my bra as I clenched my thighs together. Fuck. My body wanted to get under that, but my brain wanted to get out. Involuntarily, my gaze dropped to his lips and they curved into a satisfied smile.

      Stepping forward, Rebel pressed his body against mine, pinning me against the wall. I felt every hot, hard inch of him, and when he pressed his groin against my belly, I gasped. He was sporting an erection, and he didn’t seem to give a crap who saw us in the hallway.

      “Do you have a name?” he asked, leaning forward, his lips brushing against my ear. His breath was hot against my skin, making my arousal spike even more.

      I swallowed hard, pressing my palms against the wall behind me. “Charlotte.”

      “Charlotte,” he murmured, sending a shiver down my spine. “What are you really doing back here?”

      I couldn’t actually say I was snooping for evidence that could bring down the whole cage fighting ring, so I said, “Looking for you.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it wasn’t exactly a lie either.

      He narrowed his eyes like he was trying to work out if I was telling him a big fat fib. After a moment of deliberation, he raised a big hand and cupped my face, the feel of his rough skin against my flushed cheek sending everything into overdrive. Fuck, if he kissed me, it was over. I had to get away before I let my integrity circle down the drain.

      Rebel pressed his lips against the curve of my neck, the tip of his tongue lightly dancing across my skin. A moan escaped my lips, and I thrust forward, rubbing against his erection. Shit. I did not expect that to happen.

      He moved from my neck, across my cheek, and his lips brushed against mine, activating my flight mode. I pushed against his chest and he shot backward, separating our bodies. At least the guy knew the action meant no…he had that going for him.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t,” I blurted a little too quickly.

      Pushing off the wall, I strode down the hall away from Rebel, with my head down. Fleeing the viper’s den, away from the king cobra himself. Oh god, and talk about living up to the metaphor.

      At least he wouldn’t suspect what I was really looking for. All he would see was a woman who’d gotten in too far over her head and had made a run for it.

      Of all the possible scenarios that I’d run over in my mind, having a physical reaction of epic proportions was not on the agenda. It hadn’t even touched the edges of my radar.

      How was I to bust open Australia’s tightest, illegal cage fighting ring if a man like Rebel was standing in my way? A man I wanted to hand myself over to, a man who I’d let do whatever he wanted to me.

      I had no bloody idea.
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      There was nothing worse than being left with a hard-on after an epic fight.

      Well, there was one thing that was worse. Not being interested in going someplace else after being rejected by beauty fucking personified.

      Being groped by everything with a pair of tits while doing the rounds of The Underground, had me bothered—and not in a good way. Charlotte was gone. I shoved off all the fake bitches and went out back, locked myself in a shower and beat it out of my system one-handed. First time I'd ever gone at it in the place alone.

      The next night, I dragged my sorry ass back in to fight, but there was no sign of her. I began to think she was one of those one-time girls. They thought they’d come for a little fun, try and hook up with a fighter but when it came to the crunch, realized that they were too scared or too fuckin’ good to stoop. Those girls never came back.

      I didn’t think Charlotte was one of them, not entirely. The way her body reacted to mine…we’d been like magnets. I’d pressed into her and she’d mewled like a fucking kitten in heat. It was little shit like that that got my blood running. I was all about the physical.

      Being the kinda guy I was, which was bad news, and being in a place like this, meant I was the man of the moment. I fought and won, I made people very rich, and I didn’t want for much. I had cash and women lining up to please me. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the life I wanted. The Underground was a means to an end.

      My entire life was about keeping my head from being dragged under. Keeping myself on the straight and narrow, keeping myself from prison, and keeping myself from getting deader than dead. I’d come from poor roots, had always been poor, resorting to stealing to keep myself from ending up on the streets. Unfortunately, that had led to a lot of arrests and community service…and a couple of short stints in juvenile detention as a teenager. Long story short, I was a dreg of society. A bottom dweller.

      The only way out of this life, the only way that I saw, was to do what I was good at. Fighting with my fists. At The Underground, I got paid for winning. I’m talking about thousands of dollars. More money than I’d ever seen in my entire life. Winning a Championship in this place was worth millions. The last guy had taken one point five million, opened his own gym, and he’d been just like me. He’d done a four year stint in prison, gotten out, fought, and had taken his life back.

      I wanted that. I wanted it so much I could hardly breathe thinking about it.

      Up until tonight, it was the only thing that entered my mind when I walked into The Underground. Now another piece had added itself to the puzzle.

      Charlotte.

      First place to ask was the security guards that minded the entrance to the fighter’s only area. My guess was she’d snuck past them, because they wouldn’t let just any crazy bitch back there. She might’ve slipped them a fifty—she was dressed nice so she obviously wasn’t hard up for the cash—but from her reaction, I wasn’t so sure.

      “Hey,” I barked at the guards who I knew had been there last night.

      “Hey, Rebel,” he said, giving me shifty eyes. He knew I wanted something because I never bothered talking to them unless there was something in it for me.

      “Do you know a bird by the name of Charlotte?” I asked. “Tall, blonde, lips that look like they can suck for days?”

      His brow furrowed in confusion. “Who?”

      “Blondie,” I said. “Snuck back here last night.”

      The dude frowned. I guess that meant he’d been distracted, and she’d gotten by without anyone seeing her.

      “You’re real fuckin’ good at your job, mate,” I snarled. “Letting random chicks sneak where they’re not allowed.”

      He began to pale. The dude knew he was in trouble. “D-don’t tell Max,” he stammered.

      Max was one of the head honchos of The Underground and the head referee. What he said carried a lot of weight around here, but so did the shit the king of the cage rattled off. And who was the king? Motherfuckin’ me.

      I jabbed a finger at him, poking him hard in the chest. “You owe me,” I said. “When I want something, you deliver.” I stared him down, and the guy had sense enough to look like he was about to piss himself.

      He swallowed hard. “Anytime.”

      Turning, I slammed my shoulder against his, making him stumble. Striding through the arena, the crowd parted as I made straight for the bar. If anyone knew the gossip in this place, it was the bartenders. Next on the information superhighway were the bookies.

      People instantly moved to the side when they saw me, and I leaned against the bar. I always got a kick outta it, considering that outside of these walls, I was looked at like I was scum. In here, I could pretend that I mattered more than the cash cow I was for these people.

      A woman stopped in front of me, tapping her hand against the top of the bar. “What can I get ya, fighter?” she asked. She didn’t try to flirt, she didn’t even shove her tits in my face. She had this punk rock look about her, black hair, fingernails painted black…she even wore a tight little Ramones T-shirt. She was straight up, no bullshit, and I liked her instantly.

      “No drink. I’m lookin’ for information,” I replied.

      She smiled. “Well, you’ve come to the right place.” She turned and yelled at the guy serving next to her. “I’m going out for five.”

      The guy looked at me and narrowed his eyes.

      “Get fucked, Tony,” she said. “He’s got no chance in hell.” Rolling her eyes, she gestured for me to follow her and slipped out from behind the bar.

      She led me through a service entry behind the bar, and we emerged outside by one of those big wheelie bins and a stack of used kegs. The air was cool, almost too cold to be standing there in nothing but a pair of shorts and a hoodie. I had thirty until it was time to fight.

      “Rebel, right?” she asked, leaning against the wall, and I nodded. She pointed to herself and declared, “Lori. I like to be referred to as my actual name, not babe, chick, or bitch. Got it?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Manners will get me everywhere?”

      She snapped her fingers. “Bingo.”

      I grinned. “Then you’ll get your pleases and thank yous, Lori.”

      “What do you want to know?” she asked, returning my smile. I reckon she’d decided that she liked me, too. I was good with that.

      “There was a woman here last night. Yea tall,” I held my hand up to chin height, “almost white blonde hair, slight curl to it, pale skin, pink lips.”

      Lori held up a hand, tossing her black hair back over her shoulder. “You pretty much just described a woman’s vagina,” she said with a laugh.

      I groaned. “I’m lookin’ for her. Name’s Charlotte.”

      “You know there’s a fuck load of women that come in here thinking they want a walk on the wild side,” Lori said, rolling her eyes. “Very few can handle it.”

      “I know,” I replied with a grunt.

      She laughed at my reaction, shaking her head. “You fighters and your women. You like to try them all, but when you find one that you want to keep…”

      “What about you?” I asked. She seemed so anti-fighter, it made me wonder why that was.

      She smirked, pushing off the wall. “I haven’t seen your Charlotte,” she said and pointed back to the door we came through. “Now scram. I’m sure you’ve got a fight lined up.”

      Letting out a laugh, I began to walk backward. “Keep an eye out, will ya?”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      I smirked. “Satisfaction when you see this asshole fighter find the woman who sticks.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her dark eyes flashing. “Trying to restore my faith in your kind?”

      “Thanks for your help, Lori.”

      Melting back into the fray that was The Underground, I didn’t have a fucking clue how life worked anymore. How was it that I wasn't attracted to a rad chick like Lori and was instantly hard for a woman I’d only spoken a handful of words to? How did that work? On the surface, it didn’t, but below…below, it was fucking hot.

      One thing was for fucking sure. I couldn’t get the mysterious Charlotte outta my head.

      I just had to hope she’d have the guts to come back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      I was coming at this from the wrong angle.

      I needed hard evidence to bring to a judge, not hearsay. Not something I snuck into an office and stole. Anything I would’ve found, had I actually got into that office, would be thrown out of court immediately. Truthfully? Rebel had gotten into my head. Rebel and that whole place.

      My mind drifted to him in the cage, his fists pounding against his opponent, the ease with which he knocked the guy down. Crowbar wasn’t a small guy, not by a long shot. Rebel had clobbered him as easily as a human swatted a fly. It was almost like he’d let Crowbar hit him for added effect. Theatrics.

      Closing my eyes, I could feel the ghost of him pressing against my body, caging me against that brick wall like a hungry lion. What would his lips taste like? I wondered if he could kiss as well as he fought. A guy like him would’ve had a lot of practice—he was as handsome as he was deadly.

      If there was one thing I took from mt meeting the guy, it was that he was full of his own self-importance. He thought he could point a finger at me and that would be it? I’d strip naked and spread wide for him on the spot? What a dick.

      Maybe one of those cage bitches would do it in the center of that ring for a live audience, but I had more respect for myself than that. I wasn’t easy. I was also a cop and if they found out I wasn’t going to be bought? Fuck, I couldn’t beat it into my head enough. I was walking a fine line between life and death.

      If I was going to have any chance at busting this thing, I had to get inside. Rebel could get me in. I’d be using the guy, but he’d be using me. What was a little sex? Could I let it get that far? He didn’t seem like the kind of man who’d put up with teasing. Eventually he’d just take.

      “Croft’s daydreaming about a boy.”

      I glanced up with a scowl as three male detectives burst out laughing and made kissy faces at me. Sires, Howard, and Frommer. I should’ve known. They made it their life’s mission to give me a hard time, the chauvinistic assholes.

      “Piss off,” I snapped, turning back to my computer.

      “Boyfriend got you all worked up?” Former taunted.

      “Na, she doesn’t have a boyfriend,” Howard added.

      Rolling my eyes, I tried to tune them out. They’d be sorry when I wiped the entire floor with what was left of The Underground.

      “Do you think she’s into chicks?” Sires asked.

      Spinning in my chair, I scowled at the lot of them. “Why do you give a fuck? Want a front row seat?”

      They stared at me, taken aback for a moment and then burst out into laughter. Awkward laughter, which covered the fact that I’d thrown them for a moment. Just a single second, but I’d gotten to them. They didn’t think they’d actually get a bite, the bloody cowards. Power trippers.

      “Maybe if you put as much effort into your case work as you did demeaning me, then maybe one of you assholes would actually be Senior Sargent by now.”

      Howard slapped Sires in the chest. “Oooh, burn.”

      Turning back around to my computer, where I had a screen open with a map of Abbotsford, I shook my head. It was like getting through to a bunch of three year olds. How they made it to detective in the first place was beyond me. Actually, I could take a stab at it. Boot licking and ass kissing.

      The sound of a door slamming open didn’t catch my attention until I heard my name being barked across the office. Oh, shit.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I caught sight of Hunter, the take-no-prisoners boss of this whole operation.

      “Croft.” The Boss wiggled his finger at me, a signal to come hither. “A word.”

      “Oooh, Croft’s in trouble,” Sires taunted from his desk.

      As I strode across the office, I gave the three idiots the finger.

      ‘The Boss’ was really called Thomas Hunter, and he’d been in charge around here for at least as long as I’d been a cop. He was tough, street hardened and drew a tough line. At fifty years of age, he’d seen a lot of action, and the lines on his face and the grey hairs were more like badges of honor than signs of age. I was partially afraid of him for a reason, and right now, I knew I’d done something.

      “Have a seat,” he said, nodding to the chair at his desk as he sat opposite.

      Perching on the edge, I knew it had everything to do with the files I’d accessed that morning. Computer usage was monitored and files had logs as to who had requested them. I should’ve used Sires’ login. I bet his password was giantdick99.

      “I assume you know why you’re here,” Hunter said, watching me. “People usually do.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

      “The case against The Underground is off limits,” he said simply.

      “Why?”

      “Because I say so.”

      I rolled my eyes. At least he didn’t say ‘because it was classified’, that would’ve been a right pisser. “The only reason that place exists is because they’re paying everyone off.”

      “We’ve investigated The Underground thoroughly, Croft,” Hunter said. “We’ve found no evidence that suggests widespread bribery.”

      “That’s a lie,” I declared.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, his eyes widening.

      Talking back to a superior wasn’t exactly the thing I was known for. In fact, I’d never ever done it.

      “I think that’s a lie, Sir, and you know it.”

      “Croft—”

      “You and I both know that place runs because they line everyone’s pockets. Cops, judges, politicians—”

      Hunter held up a hand to stop me, his expression hard. “I’d stop right there if I were you, Croft. This is dangerous ground you’re treading on. We’re well aware of The Underground and the players. You need to back off. Your investigation is unsanctioned.”

      I rose to my feet, thoroughly pissed off. “But—”

      “If you think you can single-handedly take down an operation of that size, you’ve got another thing coming. You’re a good cop, Croft, I’d hate to see you out because of something stupid like disobeying a direct order. This is your first and last warning,” he barked, his eyes cold. “Drop the case or you’re suspended.”

      “Suspended?” I gasped. The thought crossed my mind that he was being paid to keep it quiet, too.

      Hunter leaned back in is posh leather chair and adjusted his tie. “Now, get the hell outta here, Croft, before I change my mind to termination.”

      Turning sharply on my heel, I pushed out of his office, letting the door slam behind me. The boys began to laugh, talking amongst one another. Ignoring them, I sat heavily at my desk and began rummaging through the drawers, pulling out my keys, badge, and phone. Assholes.

      Hunter would fire me? Fucking hell it made me mad. It also made me more determined than ever to prove them all wrong.

      We’d see about being the weak little girl. They’d choke on it when they find out I’d cracked the hardest nut in town.

      I’d wipe the floor with the lot of them.
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      Charlotte didn’t turn up to The Underground last night.

      Nobody knew who she was and nobody remembered even seeing her. It seemed like a hard stretch considering how fucking beautiful she was, but maybe she was trying to keep a low profile. It was hard to say why she was there at all, but something deep inside me wondered if I hadn’t been a part of her equation.

      I had eyes and ears out, so if she turned up again, someone would let me know. Didn’t mean I had stopped thinking about her…or palming my cock while doing it.

      Opening the posh glass doors to the newest gym in the neighborhood, Pulse Fitness, I stood inside the door, scanning the inside for the mate I was meeting here. This was his regular and it was a hundred steps up from where I was used to training out in the suburbs.

      Running my gaze over the equipment, I could smell the stink of cash. Everything was the best of the best, but I’d expect nothing less from an ex-Underground fighter. Those guys knew quality and had the coin to spend on it.

      Pulse Fitness was the gym that the guy from The Underground had opened. In the cage, he’d called himself Maverick, but out here, he was Ash Fuller. He’d never cared who knew his real name and that gave him huge balls in my book. The guy was kinda my hero.

      Glancing around the gym, I could see I had a lot to live up to. The place was un-fucking-believable. He had a goal and a purpose—I was still trying to work mine out. First, I had to get my hands on the cash, and then I could think about what I wanted to do with it.

      Spotting my mate Ryan over on the mats, I made my way toward him, my hands shoved firmly in the pockets of my hoodie. I’d known the guy for a long time, him and his mate Cole. We’d butted heads on the wrong side of the tracks a few times, and now they were trying out for the Australian Ultimate Fighting Championships, otherwise known as the AUFC. Their coach was none other than Ash fucking Fuller. Assholes.

      “Kane,” Ryan called out as he saw my approach.

      I didn’t mind Ryan using my real name out here in the real world. I didn’t really want to go around advertising that I was Rebel. At The Underground, fuck yes, but not out here where I could easily become a target. Kane Sturgess was just another deadbeat unemployed scum sucker…nothing special about him.

      Slapping my hand into Ryan’s I shook, thumping him on the back. “Sup?”

      “You finally made it,” he replied, letting me go.

      “You know how things are.”

      “How are things down under? Raking it in?”

      Ryan knew I fought at The Underground, and he was smart enough not to let on that he knew. He had brighter, more regimented aspirations than I did, so he was never interested in slumming it, even if the money was good. Anyway, if the AUFC found out, he’d be kicked before he even got to fight a qualifier.

      “Great,” I replied with a grin. “Bloody brilliant.”

      “I see you’ve still got all your brain cells, so that’s a bonus right there.”

      “Asshole,” I said with a laugh. “Where’s Cole?”

      “He’s out today, so it’s just me. You wanna stick around for a session?”

      “Sure.” Didn’t see anything wrong with hanging out with a mate in a state of the art gym. No problems at all.

      I unzipped my hoodie and tossed it on the floor against the mirrored wall before kicking off my shoes and tossing my T-shirt onto the pile. Ryan heaved up a medicine ball, ready for some warm ups.

      “You should come and train here,” he said, assuming the position. We’d toss the thing back and forth a few rounds before moving onto other stretches.

      “Here? I don’t think they’d let me.”

      “Why not? Coach fought at The Underground.”

      I shook my head. “And now he’s affiliated with the AUFC and you guys. Don’t think it’d fly if he knew.”

      I caught the ball and wondered if I were a little more straight-laced like Ryan, maybe Charlotte wouldn’t have run away like she did.

      “Just keep your mouth shut. If no one knows, then no harm, no foul.”

      My lip curled. Chicks loved the bad boy, but they never took them home for more than a night. Did I want more than a night? Training in this place felt like trying to date a classy woman. You didn’t just mess around with it.

      The medicine ball slipped through my fingers and landed between my feet. Fuck. I picked it up and tossed it back to Ryan.

      “What’s up with you?” he asked, catching the ball. “You’re off with the fairies, mate.”

      “It’s nothin’.” I didn’t want to tell Ryan, of all dudes, what my problem was.

      “C’mon, it’s a chick, right?” I threw the ball back a little too hard, and he caught it with a laugh. “It’s a chick. Never thought I’d see you wound up over some bird.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Neither did I.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Charlotte.” Just saying her name had my dick stirring.

      “Who’s Charlotte?”

      “Dunno.”

      “You don’t know?” he scoffed. “How does that work?”

      “She was at The Underground.”

      “She saw you fight?” he asked, straightening up. “For real?”

      “She was right there.” I held up my hand, pointing to the floor right in front of me. “Then she was gone.”

      Ryan grimaced. “In over her head?”

      I shrugged, it was the same conversation I’d had with the chick from the bar, Lori. “Maybe.”

      “You’ve got it bad,” he said, cracking a smile. “You never drop the ball. And for a chick you don’t even know, for fuck’s sake.”

      I grunted, tossing the medicine ball. He caught it easily but that was the point. I wasn’t into hurting another dude and ruining his chances at pro just because he said something I didn’t like. That would make me a dick.

      “I want out,” I said. “The Championship is in a few weeks, and I’ve got a good shot at being in it. If she doesn’t come back before then…”

      “What do you mean? I thought you were making good money there.”

      “I never wanted to stay there, mate,” I said. “I just wanted to make some money to start over someplace else. That Championship is worth a couple of mill.”

      Ryan let out a slow whistle. “Fucking hell.”

      “It’s already becoming more trouble than it’s worth.” The Underground was always rough and full of bad news, but there was tension between the ringleaders and that always meant blood, guts, and fighting over money. Any one of those things was trouble, but all at once and with the amount of cash that place turned over? The whole operation was teetering on the edge of an epic turf war if someone didn’t step up soon.

      “What do you mean?” Ryan narrowed his eyes. He knew the stakes as well as I did considering we grew up in similar circumstances. Dickhead kids on the wrong side of the law.

      “The head ref, Max, is having trouble with one of the other guys,” I said. “Looks like it could blow out.”

      Ryan shook his head. “Keep as far away from that as you can, Kane.”

      “I know. Last thing I need is to get on the cops’ radar.” With my record, there’d be no asking questions. They’d slap a number on me and chuck my ass inside. Guilty as charged.

      “There are better things, you know.”

      I stilled, holding the ball. “Like what?”

      “Try out for pro, mate. You’re more than good enough.”

      I snorted. Try out for the big leagues? In what universe would I be able to find a sponsor who’d stoop to throwing their lot in with a criminal? Not this one.

      “Ash could help you out. He knows a lot of guys.”

      My lip curled into a sneer. “I’ll fight my own fuckin’ battles.”

      Ryan shrugged, turning away from me. “Suit yourself, bro.”

      The straight and narrow had never suited me, at least where fighting was concerned. I was all about the freestyle and taking it to pro? There was discipline, and then there were rules. I lived in the ‘rules were made to be broken’ camp. Disqualification and a bad rep was what awaited me in the AUFC.

      I just had to stick it out at The Underground until the Championship and fingers crossed I would end up with the title and the girl.

      Charlotte had to come back. If she’d felt one iota of what I did when we were in that hall, then I knew she would. It was just a matter of time.

      I just had to wait it out.
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      A pig in a den of wolves.

      The cops equaled pigs insult was one that I’d hated from day one. When a drunken perp, who’d become violent, begins to oink at you, it’s hard not to become the poster child for police brutality.

      Despite the very crystal clear warning that Hunter had given me, I found myself back at The Underground, more determined than ever to prove all those imbeciles wrong. Sires, Howard, Frommer, Hunter…they’d all be fuming that they weren’t the ones cracking this nut.

      Despite the trouble I was risking, my gaze ran over the crowd, looking for the one man I probably shouldn’t be getting any closer to. Not physically, anyway.

      Rebel was nowhere in sight, but I saw his name scrawled on the board as being scheduled to fight, so he had to be around here someplace. At the thought of him being in the same building as I was, I felt a shiver run down my spine and right into my lady parts. I’d had a good go at easing the tension last night and this morning, but nothing seemed to scratch that itch.

      Deciding a drink was in order, I threaded my way through the crowd and headed to the bar. Just like the other night, the place was packed and pumping. It didn’t seem to matter which day of the week it was, every day was a big one when they had a stream of people waiting to fight and another wanting to watch it.

      Glancing up at the board as I passed, I realized they had a women’s tournament as well. Women fought here? Holy shit. They had to be some tough chicks to want to do this. I’d been in more than my fair share of scraps but having one in that cage? Hell to the no.

      I leaned against the bar and waited my turn, using the time to survey the crowd and the staff. The bar itself was fully stocked with everything from the finest spirits to the crappiest lolly drinks. UDL’s and Vodka Cruisers, that kind of thing—‘chick’ drinks. Beer and cider was on tap, and they were pumping them out hard. The liquor itself would make a pretty chunk of change at the end of the night, but it definitely paled in comparison to what the bookmakers brought in. The money currently being flung around there was in wads.

      “What can I get ya?”

      I turned as I heard the woman bartender try to get my attention. She was a slim, alternative looking girl with black hair and black fingernails. “Scotch,” I yelled over the noise.

      The woman smiled at me. “You wouldn't be Charlotte by any chance?”

      I blinked hard.

      She smiled again. “Don’t look so scared,” she said, her voice friendly. “Rebel’s looking for you. Asked me to keep an eye out.”

      Thinking back to the little interlude with the fighter, I said. “Oh, I’m sure he did.”

      “You know,” the bartender went on, “I’ve been around this shithole for a long time, and one thing I know is that fighters don’t usually stick. You brush ‘em off and they find something else to entertain themselves with.”

      “And what?” I scoffed. “Rebel went and found himself a new plaything?”

      She shook her head, laughing like I’d just told her the best joke she’d ever heard. Pulling down a bottle of scotch, she picked up a glass and began filling it. She stopped at three fingers and tossed a couple of cubes of ice in like it was an afterthought. Placing it in front of me, she said. “On the house. You’re gunna need it.”

      I narrowed my eyes, not knowing if I should be offended or calling her my best friend.

      “I’m Lori,” she said.

      “I’d tell you who I am but you already seem to know,” I said with a sigh. “But please, call me Charlie. Charlotte is so…” I shrugged.

      “Girly?”

      My hard cop exterior melted some, and I laughed. “Something like that.”

      “Well, get that in ya because my money’s on Rebel sniffing you out in the next ten minutes. He’s been asking questions.”

      “Questions?” I squeaked.

      “You’re the mystery woman who’s got the king of the cage all twisted around her little finger. He’s sent his lackeys to work. Odds are, he already knows you’re here.”

      Oh shit, I was trying to keep a low profile, not become the talk of The Underground. If this got back to the wrong people, I was in big trouble. Suspended without pay or worse, fired.

      Lori leaned over the bar. “Word of advice, Charlie. That guy’s smart. He ain’t some dead shit fighter that’s been knocked in the head one too many times. Don’t give him an inch. Make him work for it.”

      Grabbing the drink in front of me, I pressed it against my lips and took a swig. The liquor burned a trail right down my throat and into my stomach, doing nothing but fuel the flames that were already burning. Damn it. I was here to further my career, not hop into bed with a fighter…a hot, buff fighter…

      I shook my head, and Lori laughed.

      “Good luck with that,” she said. “See you round, huh?”

      “Maybe,” I replied before finishing off the rest of the scotch. “We’ll see what happens in the next ten minutes.”

      She grinned like she knew a secret I still hadn’t been let in on and moved away to serve another customer.

      Stepping away from the bar, I felt the buzz of the alcohol as it began to ping through my bloodstream, making me slightly bolder. The goal was to immerse myself in the lifestyle and get close to the players, so I could piece the puzzle together. Find the cracks so I could exploit them. Classic undercover cop techniques if I did say so myself…now with the added bonus of being officially unsanctioned.

      Knowing that it was only a matter of time before Rebel found me himself, I did everything I could to stop myself from looking. He was a massive anomaly, meaning that he wasn’t a part of the equation at all. What would I do when he was finally standing on front of me for the second time? I wasn’t entirely sure, but my traitorous lady bits seemed excited by the prospect.

      Stopping in front of the bookies, a wicked thought crossed my mind. If I wanted to be a part of this place and make it look convincing… I approached the nearest, who was this balding older man wearing a bum bag around his waist. A man purse for all his money. He held a notepad and pen in his hand, and his eyes lit up when he saw me near.

      “Want to place a bet, young lady?” he asked, flashing me a smile. I could see the dollar signs flashing in his eyes, but he wasn’t going to make an easy mark out of me. People usually thought they could get one over me because I was somewhat pretty and had blonde hair, but when they found out what I did, they usually turned tail and ran. Not this time.

      “One hundred down on Rebel,” I said, handing over two fifties.

      “Only a hundred?” a deep voice rumbled in my ear.

      My entire body flared to life as I became aware of Rebel's presence behind me. Turning, I smacked into his chest and his hands shot up and grasped my waist. Staring right into his eyes, I swallowed hard. He was touching me through my clothes and I could feel the heat of his skin. Hot, hard, skilled… Rebel was a very physical creature, and from the satisfied smile on his face, he knew it too.

      “I only brought a hundred,” I said, my words running together.

      He smiled wider, his eyes lighting up. “Then a hundred it is.”

      We stood there in a sea of people, staring at each other like nothing else existed. I was totally dazzled by the man, but I wasn’t sure what his game was. I hadn’t thought of myself as hot property before, not where the opposite sex was involved. I’d had my fair share of boyfriends, but they usually cut out pretty quick. Something to do with them being dickheads and me being tougher than they were. In my experience, men didn’t like being in relationships with women in positions of authority.

      Finally, Rebel said, “I wasn’t sure you were real.”

      “Why’d you think that?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. His rich, chocolate eyes sparkled with mischief. He was cocky, alright. I’d have to keep an eye on this one.

      “You left me hanging.”

      “I’m sure you found something to handle that.” I scowled, surprised at the knot of jealousy that was twisting in my stomach.

      “Yeah,” he said, edging closer. “My right hand.”

      I should’ve slapped him for his brazen comment, or I should’ve told him to go jump, but I found my inner woman was actually pleased he’d jacked off while thinking about me—a woman  he’d only spoken to once. Oh, and dry humped against a wall.

      He smiled, knowing that he had me interested. Damn it.

      “You wanna place that bet, lady?”

      I blinked hard as I was unceremoniously torn from Rebel’s thrall back into the din of The Underground. Shoving the fifties I still clutched in a trembling hand at the bookie, I nodded. “It’s on.”

      The man scrawled on a bit of paper and handed me a receipt. “If he wins, come back and see me with that.”

      Rebel had inched closer while my attention was pulled away, his hands tightening around my waist. “You’re gunna double that, sugar.”

      I raised my eyebrows at the fighter. Sugar? “At two to one, I’d hope so.”

      “You gunna give me a kiss for luck?”

      I rolled my eyes and knocked his hands away. “Somehow, I don’t think you need it.”

      “I’d still like it,” he shot back.

      I pouted, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re just gunna have to earn it.”

      A sly smile tugged at his lips and I stared at them, my mind beginning to wander again.

      “You want it, sugar. Don’t deny it.”

      “I didn’t deny anything,” I retorted. “Double or nothing.”

      Rebel's smile spread into a grin, his eyes flashing with interest. I’d just thrown a leg of meat into the lion’s den. “Double it is, Sweet Lips.”

      He pressed his fingers against his lips and held them out to me like a promise before backing away into the crowd, off to fight some other hulking specimen.

      Double or nothing? Oh fuck, what was I thinking?
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      Not wasting a moment, I stepped into the cage as Max announced my name to The Underground.

      My eyes were on the prize. Charlotte was going to get more than double. She’d get at least quadruple her investment—I’d see to it personally.

      My opponent was a guy named Steel. He was a place below me on the leaderboard and a crowd favorite, so everyone was expecting a good show with lots of blood. We were the same height and similar weight, but he was slightly more built. We were a solid match for one another, but this was my first Championship and his third. Steel was classified a veteran in these parts, and I was fresh meat.

      “I heard you’re pussy-whipped,” Steel said, trying to work me up with his words.

      I smirked. It was all in good fun with that guy, but nothing could touch me tonight. “Not gunna work, asshole.”

      “No slacking or showing off for your woman, Rebel,” he shot back. “Give it to me good.”

      “And you reckon I’m the one that’s whipped? What’s up your ass?”

      He snarled at me, cracking his neck. He was an angry son of a bitch tonight, which meant I had my work cut out for me. That was good enough for me, it meant I’d have a lot of adrenalin to work out with Charlotte later on. Women liked a good show of male domination in this place, and I hoped she was on the same wavelength. If she wasn’t, she’d soon see what all the fuss was about.

      A lot of fights were easy in this place, but as the season went on and the weak were weeded out, things became more difficult. I was on top, but I had to work harder for it each time I went into that cage. That meant I took more hits and had to land more.

      Max called it, and the fight was on. Steel was fast and landed a few early punches, but I refused to be taken down. We grappled to deadlock and had to be separated to our lines before being pushed back in. The crowd was frustrated and so was I.

      I’d promised double or nothing, and I didn’t know if my cock would recover if I didn’t get Charlotte what she wanted. Her challenge had been like waving a red flag in front of an angry bull. An angry, horny as fuck, bull. All I could think about was having her against that wall, being inside her, making her come…

      Steel’s fist connected with the side of my head, and I fell against the side of the cage—dazed for a split second—before coming back at him with a roar. My shoulder slammed into his gut, right where it needed to be to knock the wind from the bastard. Fuck, my dick was overriding my ability to fight.

      I kept my forward momentum going, driving Steel across the center of the cage, and when I had enough force behind me, I lowered my stance and sent him careening over my shoulder. There was an excited roar from the crowd, and I turned on my heel. Steel was on the ground, gasping for air while trying to push himself back onto his feet. Stubborn prick.

      Crowbar had been an easy enough fight, but tonight was working me hard. Steel was a tough contender and had me running in circles, until now. I had a chance to end the fight before he could end me.

      I came round back and kicked his weight from underneath him. He’d gotten in some good hooks while I was fantasizing about fucking Charlotte, and I’d have the lump on my skull to prove it tomorrow.

      Shoving a knee into his back, I raised a fist for the knockout, the crowd smashing their feet against the bleachers and rattling the cage.

      Tap Steel, I thought. Fuckin’ tap.

      He struggled underneath me, his pride driving him to what would be a painful end. He left me no choice.

      I struck, my fist slamming hard against his head, and he went limp.

      KO.

      
        ***

      

      It was part of the scene, but I never liked knockouts. Those were the rules The Underground flew by, few though they were, and I had to abide by them. Fight until someone taps or can no longer continue. Fighter’s code.

      Out back, the noise from the arena was muffled, which was heaven for my aching head. It throbbed where Steel had clocked me one, but the headache tablets were already doing their thing. He would be cursing me until the day he died or until he managed to get me back. Fifteen minutes later, he was still out on a stretcher, dead to the fuckin’ world.

      Yeah, we all got hurt here, some guys got hurt beyond repair, but we all knew the risks when we signed up. Willing participants only. Still felt bad when I had to punch a guy into darkness.

      Splashing water on my face, I gave myself one last look in the mirror before I pulled on a shirt and left the change room to go claim my prize.

      Charlotte.

      It had been a good win. A really fucking good win.

      Stepping out into the hall, my gaze collided with the woman herself. All five-nine, blonde hair, blue eyes, legs up to her armpits, inch of her.

      She was standing in the exact same place I’d found her the other night, and it got me to thinking that it wasn’t a coincidence. She was looking for something, but who knew what. A pretty thing like her had to be trouble if it was more than fucking she was after. I wasn’t even sure she wanted that despite her body telling me otherwise. People with motives in this place were a dangerous combination.

      I stood behind her, and she jumped, turning to face me with a hand over her heart. She was definitely up to something.

      “Again?,” I asked, watching her reaction.

      “I was looking for you…” she said, trailing off. “Double or nothing, remember?”

      I saw right through her lie, but I still wasn’t sure what she was looking for. She had an agenda, but I wasn’t sure if I was a part of it just yet.

      “No runnin’ this time?” I drawled.

      She shook her head, her blue eyes never leaving mine. Bold little thing. Seemed to have grown in her overnight.

      My gaze dropped to her lips before returning to her baby blues. “Who are you, Charlotte?”

      She swallowed hard. “Call me Charlie,” she said. “Nobody calls me Charlotte.”

      I edged closer, positioning my body right in front of hers. We were close enough to touch, the air seeming to charge between us…a promise to what was coming. I didn’t make a move, letting the anticipation do all the work.

      “Why did you come to The Underground, Charlie?” I let the sound of her name wrap around my tongue and let it wash over her. There was a great deal of power in a name. A great fucking deal.

      Her breathing began to quicken. “I wanted something more.”

      Raising my hand, I picked up a lock of her hair and twisted it around my finger. It looked like gold. “More?”

      “I was unhappy,” she said in a rush.

      “Boyfriend treat you bad?” I asked, my gaze rising to meet hers.

      She shook her head. “There is no boyfriend.”

      If there was, he was a fool for letting her come to a place like this alone. She was a baby fucking lamb in a den of foxes. Best I devour her before they did.

      I closed the inch of space between us, my hand burying into her hair, and crashed my mouth against hers. Her lips parted in a gasp, and I curled my tongue around hers, taking. I was in command, and right now, she was mine.
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      Rebel kissed me hard, like a man who’d been starved of the taste of a woman for a long time.

      He dominated like he did in the cage, taking without permission and devouring. He tasted like salt and copper…like a man who fought.

      Normally, I would’ve been offended by his brazen attitude toward women, but I liked it. I liked it so much I clutched onto him, moaning softly against his mouth. No man had ever kissed me as thoroughly and with as much desire as Rebel.

      When he pulled away, I gasped and ran my hands up his hard chest, wrapping my arms around his neck. I didn’t want him to stop. A smile tugged at his lips, and he leaned closer, pressing a chaste kiss against my mouth.

      “Want to get out of here?” he growled, pressing his hard-on against my lower belly.

      It was a question, but I was smart enough to understand that it was rhetorical. He already knew he had me—hook, line, and sinker. I was being a fucking idiot, risking my life and career, but I couldn’t give a damn. The only thing I wanted right now was this man…in me.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My entire body was alive, aroused, primed…and all it took was one kiss.

      I allowed him to lead me from The Underground like a lost little lamb. I could hardly see the world around us as his fingers tightened around mine. I was a hundred dollars richer because of his fight, but I didn’t give two shits about the money.

      I walked through the darkened street, my hand firmly lodged in Rebel’s, my thoughts absolutely scattered. He stopped us beside a car and unlocked the door for me, gesturing for me to get inside. This must be his. I got inside, trusting the guy more than I probably should, and sat in silence as he drove us through Melbourne’s streets.

      Every so often, he’d let his hand fall from the steering wheel and rest over mine, his fingers stroking my skin. It felt good to have a man’s hand on me again, and the promise of what he was going to do to me once we arrived at his place was heavy in the air. I squirmed in my seat, and Rebel caught my eyes, his lips quirking. He knew exactly what he was doing to me, and when I glanced at his crotch, his smiled widened.

      Guess I wasn’t alone in that one and the thought made me feel powerful.

      Pulling the car off the street and into a block of apartments, he parked out back and led me up a set of stairs to number ten. Deftly unlocking the door, he pushed inside and turned to pull me in behind him.

      The moment the door closed behind us, Rebel had me against his chest, his lips meeting mine. His tongue was hot and wet against mine as he walked me backward down the hall, his hands exploring my body through my clothes. Massaging my breasts, he moaned softly into my mouth, forcing his hardening cock against my clit.

      “Longest drive ever,” he growled.

      “I’ll say.” There were way too many clothes between us for my liking.

      We finally stopped out backward walk and he shoved the jacked from my shoulders and curled his hands into the hem of my T-shirt, tugging it upward and off. Without a word, his fingers unhooked my bra, and I allowed the straps to slip from my shoulders. Cool air hit my heated skin as I reached out for him, wanting to feel his naked chest against mine.

      He shook his head, curling his fingers around my wrists. Pinning my hands behind my back, his tongue swirled around my nipple, and I pushed into him, wanting more. Teeth grazed and then bit hard. Breaking free, I thrust my hands into his hair, closing my eyes as sensation overloaded my brain.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured, kissing a trail between one nipple to the other before repeating the process with the other.

      Fisting his hand into the back of his T-shirt, he pulled it over his head and shoved down his shorts until he stood before me in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs. My gaze drank him in greedily, following every muscle over his chest and abs before settling right on the money shot. He was hard, I could see it through the material.

      Pushing me gently on to the be, he climbed on top of me and pushed my legs open, kissing the inside of my thigh.

      “What do you want, Charlie?” he murmured, his chocolate eyes holding mine.

      “You. In me.”

      His eyes darkened and he climbed over me, his lips kissing a path from my clit upward. I felt the trail of fire he left behind, aching to be taken all the way. I’d never been so damn turned on in my entire life. He’d gotten my juices flowing with nothing but anticipation. He was every woman’s dream, indulging in foreplay. My word.

      Running my hands down his back, I shoved them underneath his boxers and dug my fingernails into his ass cheeks. Rebel hissed, his mouth clamping down on my nipple and sucking hard.

      Pulling away, he sat back on his knees and rubbed his hands along my stomach, over my breasts, and back down again. He then his fingertips teased my clit, rubbing slow circles around the tiny ball of nerves.

      I cried out, palming my breasts, rolling my hips against his hand to work him harder.

      “Fuck, Charlie,” he murmured, shoving off is boxers. “I never thought…” Reaching off to the side, he came back with a condom and fisted his cock, rolling it over his erection.

      Pushing my legs wider, he opened me up, pulling me onto his lap, my back still resting against the mattress. He positioned himself against my opening, dipping just inside.

      “Rebel,” I pleaded, the slight pressure sending shivers through my entire body.

      He sighed, his chest rising and falling before he pulled me up and onto his cock, the motion almost sending me over the edge. Letting his head fall back as he took me, he rubbed his palms over my abdomen, covering my hands that were still clamped onto my breasts. His gaze found mine as he forced me to massage my flesh as his hips rotated, driving himself further into my body.

      I felt him slide deep, deeper than I’d ever felt before. I knew he’d be good, but this was better than I’d been expecting. Fighting and fucking.

      Changing position, he covered my body with his, pulled his cock back to the tip, and then thrust. We came together hard, pleasure spiking with a sharp echo. He didn’t stop, taking me again and again, and I came up to meet him each time he struck.

      We fucked in tandem, pleasing one another as equals, and it was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced. He wasn’t chasing his own orgasm, not like those other men I’d been with, he was chasing mine as well. He was caring for me because if I blew around him, he would feel so much better for it.

      “I’m close,” I gasped as I felt the unbearable wave of pleasure begin to crest. “Harder.”

      Rebel complied with a grunt, sweat beading on his forehead. His lips found mine, his tongue slick against my own as we moved, and all too suddenly, I was crashing over the edge, my entire body coming alive with sensation.

      God, this man could fuck.

      I felt his body tense as I clenched around him and he came, thrusting erratically until he buried himself one last time and held. Our chests heaved as he emptied the last of himself into me, my legs wrapped tightly around his back, my fingers digging into his skin.

      “Charlie,” he murmured, his lips finding mine. We kissed long and slow, our breath mingling as we returned to ourselves.

      Fucking incredible.

      Sliding out, he rolled to the side and disposed of the condom. I stared up at the celling, rubbing my hands over my body. Satisfied had nothing on it—it was something more like epic.

      The mattress dipped as Rebel settled back beside me, and I began to wonder if this was my cue. He’d said nothing about staying or what would happen after. We’d been too intent on working out the attraction between us. We’d fuck then… Maybe I should go before I fell in deeper than I already was. Yeah, that seemed like a good idea.

      Rolling over, I began to sit up, wondering where all my clothes had gone, but Rebel grabbed me around the waist and pulled me back down. My back was flush against his chest, his crotch hard against my ass.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, tightening his grip.

      “Home,” I replied.

      “Done with me already?” His lips brushed along my shoulder.

      Hesitating, I allowed myself to sink back against him for a moment. “I thought…”

      “You thought wrong.”

      “But—”

      He bit down on my shoulder lightly, flexing his cock against my ass. “No buts, Charlie. I want you to stay. I’ll want to go again before morning.”

      Oh… It was an alien notion, but then again, I’d always been with guys who’d turned out to be lackluster idiots. Rebel had already been put on a pedestal, what else did he want from me?

      “Stop thinking about it,” he murmured, letting his head settle back against the pillow. “It’s getting you into trouble.”

      Boy, was it ever.

      
        ***

      

      Rebel kept true to his promise, waking me for another round of obliterating sex. As he did in the cage, he dominated, but his pleasure was mine. If I came, he came harder. Win-win.

      I’d well and truly crossed the line, but when I looked back…I couldn’t even tell where it was anymore. Career had been everything to me up until the point Rebel had kissed me against that wall at The Underground. I could no longer see the way ahead, and it was terrifying.

      Opening my eyes, I drank in the sight of his features. He was still asleep, his face peaceful, innocent. Here was an entirely different man to the one I’d met. He looked closer to his age, maybe twenty-five or twenty-six, his dark eyelashes resting against his cheek—eyelashes any woman would kill to have. He was a fierce yet beautiful man.

      His leg was threaded between mine, but that’s the only part of him that touched my body. We were apart but still connected despite not being wrapped around one another. I liked it. A lot.

      Sliding my legs from his, I slipped out of bed and fished around in the pile of our clothes for my T-shirt. Not finding it, I pulled on his instead and breathed deeply. Rebel’s scent filled my head, and I found myself smiling, my body still humming in the afterglow of an amazing night. Fuck, I was a goner. I’d fallen for the guy and already there were a shit ton of lies between us.

      Standing, I tiptoed across the room and out into the hall, searching for the bathroom. It was a tiny place, I hadn’t really had a chance to see any of it last night, but now that it was daylight, I could see that it was a modest little apartment. One bedroom by the looks of it. I found the toilet down the hall, separate from the little bathroom. Once I did my business, I poked my head into the living room. There was a small kitchenette attached, and I frowned at the threadbare belongings that were haphazardly arranged in the small space.

      Rebel must be earning a great deal of money fighting at The Underground, yet he lived in modest surroundings seemed to forgo material belongings… Who was this man, and where had he come from? I was beginning to realize there was a lot more to this man than met the eye. Lori had said he was smart, but the fighters in that place didn’t seem to strike me as the intelligent type. Physically intelligent, yeah, but book smart? Rebel was beginning to worm his way deeper under my skin the more I uncovered.

      Shaking my head, I discarded my wandering thoughts. What exactly was I investigating here? The Underground or Rebel?

      Easing back into the bedroom, I stilled as I saw Rebel sitting on the edge of the bed. He was naked and holding something that was mine.

      He held up the little black wallet I kept in my jeans pocket and flipped it open. “Detective Croft.”

      I froze, my blood beginning to race in my veins as I began to have heart palpitations. I leaned back against the wall, clutching at my chest as he held up my badge.

      “What are you really doing here, Charlie?” he asked, his expression hard. The man who’d spent all night making me feel like the only woman who mattered in the entire world was nowhere to be seen.

      “I—” I didn’t know what to say. It was my job to know what to say, but right now, I was doing pretty shit.

      “Are you playing me?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is this? I haven’t got any patience to deal with this shit.”

      “I told you,” I said firmly. “I told you in that hallway.”

      “You were unhappy…” His eyes narrowed dangerously.

      I nodded slowly, still too wary to move away from the wall. Rebel watched me watching him, and I could see the cogs turning in his head. Lori was right, he was a smart bastard, and I feared he was about to work me out.

      “You’re mixing with the wrong people,” he said finally. “They have no problems cleaning up any unfortunate messes.”

      I knew exactly what he was getting at. “I know.”

      “Then why would you risk it?” He stood, unashamed in his nakedness. “A woman alone in that place?”

      “A woman?” I asked, scowling.

      “It’s a man’s world despite the women’s league. You saw it, Charlie. It’s not a nice place. Especially for a cop.” He shook his head, raising a big hand to rub at the back of his neck. “If they found out what you do…”

      My eyes widened as I realized that he was worried about me, not himself. “You’re not going to say anything?”

      “Depends on your motives.”

      He didn’t know what I was really doing. He didn’t know that I was trying to crack The Underground. He just thought I was walking on the wild side. Good. I could protect him from the fall out when it was time to take them down. The less he knew the better.

      “I have no motives.” The lie slipped easily off my tongue, and I had to stop myself from flinching. Five seconds with this man and a night of unbelievable sex had me emotionally invested. Fuck it all to hell and back.

      Rebel’s expression softened slightly, and he stepped toward me, pressing me back against the wall. “Good.” he said, dipping his face toward mine. “Fuckin’ good.”

      The tension bled from my body as we kissed, the argument already beginning to fade. But at the back of my mind, my inbuilt cop conscience was trying to get my attention. If they found out what I was really doing at The Underground, I’d end up in a ditch with a bullet in my head.

      Ironically, that didn’t seem to bother me as much as the fact that I’d lose Rebel if he found out the truth. He’d drop me like a stone if he knew, and I didn’t think I could handle it if he did. Falling hard and fast for a man never seemed a realistic occurrence, at least not until now.

      Of all the unlikely places in the world to find a man I could fall in love with, I never thought it would be at The Underground.

      Big trouble had nothing on it.
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      I’d had a lot of women. I’d fucked them all kinds of ways. Usually, I’d kick them out straight after, but Charlie…Charlie was different.

      Something clicked physically with her, something that had never happened with anyone else, and for a guy like me, that shattered everything I understood about the opposite sex. About relationships and motherfuckin’ love. Could I fall in love? The idea sounded stupid.

      I didn’t know if Charlie was the one, but it was the first time I’d wanted to try. I still wanted to even after finding out she’d been keeping a huge secret…she was a cop. A fucking cop. I slammed my locker closed, trying to filter out the noise of The Underground.

      Trouble. She was nothing but trouble, and I still wanted her. If Max and the others found out, my big break would be shot. They’d take Charlie and make an example outta her, and it didn’t matter one iota that she wasn’t investigating. She was one of them.

      She had to stay away from this place, and when I’d told her this morning, she didn’t look pleased. Charlie was tough as nails. Probably had to be to be a cop. I could spend my life with a woman like that.

      Sitting on the bench, I tried to focus myself for tonight’s fight. I had a real shot at making it big if I just held on. I could be a man she deserved, a good guy on the right side of the law. Just had to keep fighting for a few more weeks, and then I’d cut and run.

      “Hey.”

      I glanced up at the sound of Charlie’s voice and swallowed hard. Anger and annoyance began to burn at the edges of my control at the sight of her here. The place where she could get into big trouble. The place that could get her dead. I was fuckin’ glad to see her but not so happy about it being here.

      “You’re a bold little thing,” I drawled.

      She shrugged. “Couldn’t help myself.”

      I raised an eyebrow and began wrapping my hand. Charlie pushed off the wall and came to sit beside me, her leg pressing against mine. I could feel the warmth radiating from her into me, and I glanced at her crotch, thinking about what I’d done to her right there…

      “You’re thinking dirty thoughts,” she said with a hint of amusement.

      “I’m a man. Everything I think is dirty.”

      She snorted. “How does that work?” She ran her fingers over my hand as I wound the material around my knuckles.

      “Like a fuckin’ mummy,” I retorted. “Stops your knuckles from getting busted up.”

      “Rebel…” she began, and I could hear that tone in her voice. The one that said she was about to tell me off for being a smart bastard. Well, I’d warned her about coming back here. I’d drawn attention to her, and if I could find out that she was a motherfuckin’ detective, then it wouldn’t be a stretch for others.

      “You here to arrest me?” I asked, cutting her off.

      “I could arrest you for a lot of things.”

      “Yeah, like what?” I stared at my hands because if I looked at her, I’d just want to kiss her face off and then take her out back and fuck her stupid.

      “Illegal gambling.”

      “I haven’t bet once…unlike you.”

      Her hands tightened in her lap. “Illegal appropriation of funds.”

      I looked up at her this time, my lip curling. “That’s a thing?”

      “Rebel. This isn’t funny.”

      I caught her gaze with mine, so she got what I was about to say. “If you were going to arrest me, Sweet Lips, you would’ve done it before you let me fuck you.”

      “Sweet Lips?”

      “They are pretty fuckin’ sweet.” I raised my hand and ran my fingertips over them.

      “Rebel…”

      “You’re in this now,” I said. “They know your face. If you insist on coming here, you have to be able to play the game.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “I can’t protect you from everything,” I went on. “If I drop out, there are plenty of other guys to take my place. I’m just as disposable as you are.”

      She tilted her head to the side, her blue eyes flashing with curiosity. “How do you know so much about this stuff?”

      “You’re the cop,” I said, running a fingertip across her lips again. “Look me up.”

      Her lips parted like she was about to say something, but she closed them again.

      “If you still want to be in this,” I said, making myself as clear as fucking crystal, “then look me up in your database. There’s somethin’ here and I won’t go on while there are more secrets.”

      “I don’t even know your real name.” She stared at me with wide eyes.

      She was right. We didn’t even know each other, so what were these feelings based on? Physical attraction. A single, hot night of fucking didn’t make a relationship.

      Did she really feel something for me? Maybe, it was hard to tell. If I told her my name, it would be an epic test of faith. She was the cop and I was the criminal. Didn’t matter that I was trying to get out. I still had the rap sheet, and that’s all that mattered to most people. In a perfect world, she’d be able to look past all the mistakes and see me for the man I was now. I hoped our world was perfect because I wanted her to be in it. I didn’t care that we’d met under false pretenses.

      “Kane Sturgess,” I said, balling my hands into tight fists. “My name is Kane Sturgess.”

      I stood sharply, hardly believing I’d already placed everything on the line. I’d had her for one night, and because I was an honest asshole, I might not get to have her again. All of her, not just her body. Her smart mouth, her stubborn pride…

      “Rebel—”

      I held up my hand to stop her. I couldn’t touch her, I couldn’t talk to her, I couldn’t anything until she knew because I wanted her more than one time. If she wanted to explore this thing between us, it had to be all or nothing.

      “I’ve got a fight,” I snapped. “Just fuckin’ look.”

      Without another word, I strode from the room and out into the cage, wondering if I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life.
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      I didn’t stay for Rebel’s fight that night.

      I gathered he didn’t want me to considering he’d just left me sitting there like a lump.

      Names held great power. To the law and to the underworld. He’d known exactly what he was doing the moment he’d told me his. He had a past, everyone did, but from his reaction, I knew his was big—so big that he thought I’d cut him loose after learning what it was.

      There was no way I was sleeping after being dumped with the mother of all ultimatums, so I went into the station straight from The Underground. It was obvious Kane Sturgess had a record, but what was on it? All kinds of scenarios played out in my mind as I made my way through the station, passing the on duty uniforms at the front desk in a daze, walking through the halls and upstairs to my desk.

      He’d made it sound like he’d done something really bad—something unforgivable. At least something he felt ashamed about.

      Frommer was sitting at his desk and glanced up when I came in. The room dark, apart from the floor lamp behind him and the glow from his computer monitor.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked like I was up to no good. I kinda was, actually.

      “I’ve got a lead I want to chase up,” I said, dismissing him with a wave.

      “No hot date?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Fuck off, Frommer,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’re just sore you pulled night shift this week, and I’m here anyway.”

      He grunted and turned back to his work, thankfully leaving me alone to make my discovery.

      Waking up my computer from sleep mode, I pulled up the criminal database and typed ‘Kane Sturgess’ into the search field. Leaning back in my chair, I waited for the system to load up the results. My heart stopped for a beat as it pinged with one result. One single, lonely result.

      Clicking on the file, I instantly recognized the mug shot as a younger, rougher looking Rebel. Glancing at the profile, I could see that he was less muscular, unhealthy, tired, and ultimately beaten. He looked just like any other street thug that I’d arrested in my time on the beat. Drawn to a life of crime because they either didn’t know any better, didn’t have any other option, or just for the simple reason because they could.

      My cop sense told me there was much more to this story, so I delved deeper, learning about the man who’d already stolen a piece of my heart.

      His parents had died in a head-on collision with a semitrailer on the Hume Highway. The driver had been taking pills to stay awake, overtired and overworked from too many back-to-back long haul trips between Melbourne and Sydney. Six-year-old Kane had been thrown clear from the car and was the sole survivor.

      Hell.

      That was one of the worst parts about being a cop. Attending road fatalities. Innocent families dying in their cars on their way to work, school, or even holidays. The parents die, leaving their kids behind. I loved my job, but it was also heartbreaking. Absolutely shattering.

      With no living relatives that were able to take him in, Rebel had been put into foster care. He’d been just old enough to remember his parents and to understand what was happening to him. He’d gone from a loving, regular family to being shoved into the system. He’d spent the most important years of his life, the years that shaped us all into the adults we became, in the hands of seven different families…all of them bad. He’d been left unsupervised in one, abandoned in another, abused in two more… He’d been angry and hurt and forced into shit.

      He’d been arrested for petty theft, shoplifting, criminal damage, car theft, and assault. There was a six month stint in juvenile detention for aggravated assault. I could understand why he’d done these things, but it didn’t quite add up. The man on my screen didn’t match the man I’d met. At some point, he’d decided to try to change his life.

      Scrolling to the last record, I saw that it was three years ago. He’d been clean since then. Not even a blip.

      I didn’t have to be a genius to understand that he thought I’d leave him once I knew the truth about his past. A cop and a criminal. But what he didn’t realize was that I could understand where he was coming from. I got it because I worked with these people—from the crooks that didn’t want to change all the way to the men and women who were reformed and on the straight and narrow. He wasn’t a bad guy. He was just a victim of circumstance.

      He wanted to change.

      Exiting out of the database, I closed down the computer and gathered my things. Frommer glanced at me, a curious look on his face, but I didn’t have time for him.

      Glancing at my watch, I wondered if it was too late to go back to The Underground. It was pushing three in the morning, and I knew he’d already be home or wherever. Hopefully sleeping…alone.

      At the thought of him trying his luck with another woman in my absence, I felt jealousy pool in my gut. I guess his past didn’t bother me at all. Regardless, I’d already made my decision.

      I wanted Kane ‘Rebel’ Sturgess for the man he was now and for the man he was trying to be. I’d be a fool to walk away from my first real chance at love.

      Leaving the station and getting into my car, I decided that I had to do this now.

      Double or nothing.

      
        ***

      

      Part of my job was remembering stuff. Like where the guy who’d blown my mind lived.

      Knocking on the door, all I could do was wait and see if Rebel was home. No backing out now. Fuck, I hoped he was home.

      There was a dull thud from inside, followed by footsteps down the hall. The door was flung open and a half-naked Rebel stood before me in all his glory. I really liked his tight black boxers. They hung off his hips, pushed down while he was asleep, and his dick was accented against the material...

      “Hey.” I leaned against the doorjamb, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Charlie?” he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eye with the palm of his hand. He stood there, staring at me like he thought I was already long gone.

      “You gunna let me in?”

      He stared at me for a full minute before moving back and opening the door wide. I pushed off the jamb and stepped around him into the dark apartment.

      “I did what you asked,” I said, turning to face him as he closed the door and followed me in.

      His eyes narrowed. “And?”

      “I know everything.”

      “All the gory details,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I can see you’re trying to change,” I murmured. “The guy I see now is not the one in that file. I know what it’s like out—”

      “You don’t know what it’s like out there,” he exclaimed, suddenly becoming animated.

      “I do,” I snapped. “I see it every fucking day out there on the streets. I fight it. I see the horrible things left behind by violence.”

      “You see them from your privileged position. From your high and mighty point of authority. You've never lived it, Charlie.”

      “Why are you trying to push me away?” I cried. “I’ve seen some fucked up shit out there, Rebel. Fucked up shit. Domestic violence, assault, rape…murder. I’ve seen the shit things people do to others first hand and you’re saying that I can’t understand?”

      His eyes blazed as his shoulders heaved. He was absolutely enraged. Not at me but himself.

      “I’ve been shot at, hit, knifed…” I trailed off. “I might not be a criminal, but I live alongside it every day. Serve and protect.”

      “From people like me.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Serve and protect…everyone.”

      Rebel just stood there, frozen like a fucking lump. I realized that deep down he didn’t think he deserved this…us. He blamed himself for his parent’s death.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered. “It wasn’t your fault they died, Kane.”

      “Don’t.” His voice was thin…strained.

      “I want you. I still want you.”

      He sucked in a deep breath, his gaze fixed on mine. “I’m trying to get out,” he said. “I want to start over.”

      I nodded.

      “I need the money.”

      “That’s why you’re fighting?”

      “Nobody wants to hire a fuck-up like me. This is the only way.”

      I stepped closer, desperate to touch him. “You don’t have to explain it to me.”

      “I do…” His entire body was coiled, ready to pounce, but I wasn’t sure in which direction.

      “I wanted you before, and I want you now,” I said. “Nothing has changed. I’m in as long as you are.”

      “You want…” He sighed, his shoulders slumping.

      “I think this is worth hanging onto and seeing where it goes, don’t you?”

      Rebel tilted his head to the side, a ghost of a smile tugging at his lips. “The Underground?”

      I still hadn’t decided what to do about that. Maybe I should drop the investigation, at least until Rebel got what he needed. I could let him get clear of the place before it was brought down. Now that I knew his story…it seemed like the thing to do. I’d have to think about that, but right now, I just wanted to reassure Rebel that I was in it with him.

      “I’ll play the game.”

      “But—”

      “I want to see you fight,” I said through a sigh. “It’s who you are, and it’s fucking hot.”

      “Charlie.” Rebel’s eyes blazed and he struck.

      Pressing me back against the wall, he buried his hands into my hair, his body grinding against mine. Our tongues clashed hungrily, kissing the anger and despair from one another, as our hands groped for flesh, desperately peeling clothes away from skin.

      This was what I felt for this man. Despite coming from different walks of life, me with my protect and serve and him with his eat or get eaten mentality, I felt something that was uncontrollable. He devoured me. Risking my life in the very place that could save his seemed the least I could do if I wanted to stay by his side.

      Lifting me up into his arms, I clamped my legs around his waist, and he entered me, pinning my body against the wall. He thrust hard, over and over, and all that was left was pleasure.

      Pleasure and a promise. We were in this together.
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      I glanced at the text on my phone and smiled.

      Rebel: You coming to see me win tonight, Sweet Lips?

      I’d put his name into my contacts after leaving his place the day before. We’d decided it might be a good idea to have a day or two apart before whatever this thing was devoured us whole, but it seemed Rebel couldn’t help himself. I’d never shacked up with a man so fast in my entire life, but nothing had ever compared to the bang with which we began. It was dive in the deep end head first or nothing.

      Unlocking my phone, I tapped in a reply. Sure thing, hot stuff.

      Going back to The Underground was a risk, I knew that, and it took walking on the wild side to a whole new level. I wasn’t just having a romp with a sexy fighter, I was dealing with the devil for daring to conceal who I was. They all did it, though. Fighters took on pseudonyms, nobody gave out last names…and everyone kept tight-lipped on what was going on in that warehouse and where they’d come from. I was no different, except for the fact I was the one person who wouldn’t be welcome.

      A cop was a cop no matter what you dressed her up as.

      I found myself daydreaming all day at work, my alertness off-kilter to my usual performance. I’d been stuck on an armed robbery out in the suburbs. It was an old case that had yet to be closed and I was sure Hunter had put me onto it to punish me for my unsanctioned snooping around The Underground. Man, if only he knew. I’d spent the whole afternoon canvassing witnesses that had already been canvassed weeks ago, or at least I’d tried to. I did end up getting some solid leads that I thought were worth looking into, so it’d suck to be Hunter when I cracked it.

      When my shift came to an end, I hightailed it home to get changed and made it to The Underground with minutes to spare until Rebel went in for his fight.

      I found him waiting by the cage entrance, shaking out his muscles, looking every inch the pure specimen he was. When he caught sight of me, his lips curved into a shit-eating grin. He stepped into me, and I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. Hard.

      “Hey,” he murmured against my lips.

      “Hey.”

      “You miss me or somethin’?”

      Smiling, I replied, “I can still feel you.”

      Rebel’s eyes widened slightly, his hands tightening around my waist. “Fuckin’ good.”

      “I expect you to win, you know.”

      “It’s a sure thing, Sweet Lips.”

      “We’ll celebrate later.” I wiggled my eyebrows up and down.

      Like a typical man, Rebel’s eyes widened at the suggestion of sex.

      “Against the wall, in the shower, on my knees—”

      He placed a hand over my mouth and laughed. “Stop it, Charlie, or I’ll skip the fight all together and have you right here. Do you want an audience? Because I sure as fuck don’t want to share you with anyone.”

      Wrapping my hand around his wrist, I tugged, freeing my lips. “Then you better win good.”

      “Record time.”

      Letting me go, he backed away as his name was called. The cage door closed, and he blew me a cheeky kiss. I could feel the jealous eyes on me, but I didn’t give a shit. It was just me and him, and I didn’t like to admit it, but I was in so deep I wasn’t sure I was getting out. If this fucked up, I would never be the same again. What man could compete with Kane ‘Rebel’ Sturgess? None.

      Fuck, we were like one of those annoying loved up couples. It was all new and fresh, and we couldn’t keep our hands off one another. I’d used to look at people like that and throw up. Yeah, I’d been jealous, but I got it now. The rest of the world ceased to exist when you felt like that.

      The crowd jostled around me as the fight began, and I was pushed backward. Turning, I threaded my way out of the throng and rounded the back of the bleachers. I’d never sat up there before, but it would afford me an uninterrupted view of the fight. Glancing toward the fighter only area, I stilled.

      The entry was unattended, and suddenly, my cop sense flared into life.

      Looking around, I noticed nobody was watching, all eyes were plastered on the cage. This was my chance if I was willing to take it. Everyone was otherwise occupied watching the fight and wouldn’t notice if I slipped into the office. I’d have to be quick about it.

      Not wanting to draw any unwanted attention to myself, I wandered forward. Stepping into the hall, I began walking fast, my boots thudding against the concrete floor.

      “Hey!”

      I froze, my heart skipping a beat or ten, and I turned slowly, plastering a fake smile on my face.

      “Hey,” I said, waving to the security guard.

      “You’re Rebel’s new girl?” he asked, looking me up and down.

      “Charlie,” I said, fluttering my eyelashes at him.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “What do you think?” Imply sexy thoughts.

      His eyes widened slightly, and after a moment, a sly smile appeared on his lips. “Okay, go straight back and wait in the change rooms.”

      I flashed him my best smile and backed away. “You got it.” Idiot.

      Disappearing into the empty change room, I waited a moment before peering back around the corner. The security guard was walking back to his post after having waited to make sure I did as I was told. He moved through the door and back to his post.

      The hallway was empty, and I had a chance to get into the office. Pacing back down the hall toward the security guard, I knew I might not get another chance. It was now or never.

      An image of Rebel flashed in my mind, and I shook my head. I had to keep my eye on the prize.

      Trying the door to the office, I found it unlocked, and I slipped inside, closing it softly behind me. I was alone, the room dark, and I took out my phone to light the way. There was a desk in the middle of the room, the surface littered with papers, and toward the back, there was a huge safe and a filing cabinet. It was pretty bare other than those things, and I wondered if this was it, the entirety of their operation, but experience told me it wasn’t. Not by a long shot.

      There was no hope of me cracking the combination to the safe, so I decided to have a flip through the filing cabinet to see what I could find. Any evidence I collected would be useless, but not if I handed it in anonymously. Opening the top drawer, I began thumbing through the files. How was I going to take credit for it, though? Hand it into myself? I’d have to be careful how I went about that and cover my tracks.

      The sound of the door opening behind me made me still, and instantly, I knew I’d been made. Fuck. I’d been stupid. So fucking stupid.

      The light flicked on, and the sound of a low growl echoed from behind. Closing the filing cabinet, I turned on my heel, my hands in the air. My gaze collided with a man I’d never seen before. A hard looking guy, stocky with a shaved head and an air of danger that was all too familiar.

      His face twisted into a scowl and he asked, “Who the fuck are you?”

      I should’ve listened to my conscience on this one because I was in the shit. How the fuck was I going to worm my way out of this without revealing who I was? I’d promised Rebel I’d play the game, and when he found out… Shit, we’d be over.

      I opened and closed my mouth, trying to think of a plausible story for poking around in a filing cabinet at an illegal cage fighting operation, but nothing came out. I had no excuse.

      The man strode forward and grabbed me around the arm. I twisted, trying to break free, but he pulled me tight against his chest.

      “I won’t ask again, pretty girl. Who the fuck are you?”

      Yeah, I was in it big time.
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      It was an easy fight.

      Torment went down without too much trouble—the guy was way too green for this place. He was the same age as me but inexperienced. He held back on his blows like he was afraid of hurting me, but it was his weakness. If he could get over the fact that it took blood to win, he’d be pretty fucking formidable. He’d be a contender for the top prize. As he was now? He was cannon fodder.

      I took the win out in record time and left the cage, looking for Charlie. Even to me it was strange how much I wanted to be with her. I’d always been solitary, a fuckin’ loner content to have my fun and be done with it, but with her… I wanted to be with her all the time.

      I did a round of the arena, clutching my hoodie in my hand and not giving a stuff that I was wandering around with my shirt off, sweat dripping down my back. The women were loving it, but I couldn’t seem to find the one that I was looking for.

      Where was Charlie?

      Stopping by the bar, Lori hadn’t seen her. The bookies hadn’t noticed her, and she hadn’t placed any bets. On my way out back, I asked the fuckwits on security, but she hadn’t passed for a while. Charlie was nowhere to be found. Usually, I’d just dismiss it and move on, but now that I knew who she was and what she did—something didn’t feel right. Both times she’d seen me fight she’d waited for me right after. I assumed she’d do the same tonight.

      Striding out to the change room, I checked my phone, but the screen was blank. I shot her a quick text and began unwinding the wraps around my hands. Once I was done, I checked the phone again despite it being silent the whole time. Fuck.

      “Rebel.”

      I glanced up at Max as he appeared beside me. He had a grimace on his face, and instantly, my blood began to run cold. There was no reason he’d seek me out unless—

      “What?” I asked, slamming the locker closed.

      “Your girl—”

      “Charlie?”

      “She’s a cop.”

      My expression fell even further. If he knew…

      “What have you done to her?” I asked, getting up in his face. I’d crack his fucking skull open if he’d touched her. I’d kill him with my bare hands.

      “I haven’t done anything,” he replied, staring me down. “But Simon has.”

      “Simon?”

      “You know, Simon, the whiny bastard in charge of bribing the entire police force?”

      “I know who Simon fucking is,” I snapped.

      “He’s making a play for The Underground,” Max said, ignoring me. “He’s using your girl as an example.”

      I knew it. I fucking knew it. I’d told Ryan the other day I’d suspected as much. He’d told me to keep my fingers outta it, but if Charlie had gotten herself mixed up in it, I had to get involved. My hand had been forced.

      Flexing my fingers, I asked, “Where is the bastard?”

      “Let’s make one thing clear, Rebel,” Max said. “I want The Underground. I want Simon out. I’m prepared to overlook your girl being a cop—”

      “You need my help,” I snapped. “Charlie for The Underground.”

      Max narrowed his eyes. “We go now, we might get her back before it’s too late.”

      Turning, I grabbed my keys and phone from my locker before slamming it closed. “Lead the way, but I’m driving.”

      
        ***

      

      I’d been through a lot of fucked up shit in my life. A lot of fucked up criminal activity, but nothing got to me more than the drive to find Charlie. Maybe she was already hurt or worse…dead.

      I’d only just found her.

      “Here,” Max said, pointing to a house up ahead.

      It looked deserted, or at least it did from the facade. The garden was overgrown, the veranda rotting, and the house itself looked like a squatters den. It was wreathed in a darkness so complete it even gave me the chills.

      “What is this place?” I asked, pulling the car up a few houses back and killing the engine.

      “Simon used to use it to sell drugs back when he was a dealer.”

      Fuck, I knew the guy was a piece of work but drugs were the worst. Drugs were what killed my parents in a roundabout way. The driver of that semitrailer had been loaded, had careened into our car… I shook my head and unclipped my seatbelt.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Rebel,” Max said, following suit. “Follow my lead, and we’ll get her out.”

      “I know you’re using me,” I said. “You get what you want, and that means I get her. I’m not a fucking idiot.”

      “Then I was right to trust you.”

      Glancing at him, I rolled my eyes. “Get out of the car.”

      Sliding out, I closed the door behind me, waiting for Max to take the lead. I was the brawn on this operation, and he’d made himself clear. I was the backup incase he needed me to beat the fucker senseless.

      The front door was open—the door itself was falling off its hinges—the wood brown, and the paintwork was peeling off in flakes. Inside, the place felt like ice and stunk like rotting wood and damp, the floorboards creaking underfoot. Typical drug den, a squatter’s delight. Fucking filthy.

      There was a thud from further back in the house, and Max strode forward through the darkness with purpose. Simon was still here, so maybe it wasn’t too late. As we approached the rear, a murky artificial light began to break the darkness. Someone was home alright.

      Max stepped into the room first, and it wasn’t until I’d followed him in that I realized the extent to which things had blown up. Simon was standing in the center of the room, a gun in his hand. A dangerous man with his finger on the trigger, the barrel pointing right at my girl.

      My gaze landed on Charlie, and my breath caught. She was sitting on a chair, her hands behind her back—probably bound—her eyes bright and wild. There was a red mark on her cheek, marring her perfect, creamy skin. She’d been hit. Bastard.

      “What the fuck, Simon?” Max exclaimed. “You tryin’ to fuck us all up?”

      “She’s a cop,” he snarled.

      “I know,” he replied.

      Simon shook his head in disbelief. “You know?” he roared. “You know where I found her? With her fingers in our files, gathering evidence.”

      I glanced at Charlie, and her gaze was fixed on mine. I could see the truth echoed in them as clear as fucking day. She’d been using me to get into The Underground. She’d said she’d play the game until I got out. Was that a lie?

      “Charlie,” I said, shaking my head.

      “No,” she pleaded. “Don’t even think it.”

      “Shut up!” Simon roared.

      “Put the gun down,” Max said calmly. “Last thing we need is to put a girl in the ground.”

      “She’s not a girl, she’s a fucking pig, and we need to make an example out of her.”

      “Stop fucking around,” Max snapped. “You and I both know that this is your play, Simon. It’s been a long time coming, right?” He edged forward. “You want the entire pie for yourself. The whole fucking Underground. You want to be king.”

      “Fucking right,” he spat. “You and Graham are running that place into the ground.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I hissed.

      “Stay out this, Rebel,” Max said, holding his hand out to silence me. “This is between us.”

      “Not with a gun pointed at my woman’s head, it isn’t.” Turning my attention onto Charlie, she shook her head. I could read her thoughts and they said, don’t try anything stupid.

      “Simon, you know you’re fucked,” Max said. “You kill a cop and you’ll bring everything down. Everything.”

      Simon’s eyes flashed, and he pressed the gun against Charlie’s temple. “Not if they don’t find her…or you.”

      I tensed, my muscles coiling, and I readied myself to lunge for her. Push her outta the way and take the bullet for her. I didn’t give a shit about her motives for being at The Underground. I didn’t give two fucking shits because I saw something between us that was worth saving. Worth taking a bullet for. She saw through my bullshit, through my past, and she saw the real me. That was worth risking my life.

      She pulled her hands free and her blue eyes fixed onto Simon. With one swift movement, she was up out of the chair and going for his gun.

      Fuck, no!

      I let out a roar as Simon tensed, his finger squeezing against the trigger. The rest happened like a slow motion sequence in a movie. Her right hand shot up and grasped his wrist, shoving the gun upward. There was a deafening bang as it went off, the roof shattering as the bullet passed through the plaster. For a sickening moment, I thought she’d been hit, but Charlie was in full flight, her left hand slamming down onto the ditch of Simon’s elbow. As he buckled forward, her knee slammed into his groin, and his grip dislodged from around the gun.

      It clattered to the ground, and Max scooped it up as Charlie brought her knee down…then back up into Simon’s face.

      Holy fucking shit. She hadn’t needed me at all.

      Simon fell to the ground in surprise, blood streaming from his nose, and Max stepped forward, aiming the gun directly at the guy’s head.

      “Get out of here,” Max snapped at us. “This is between us.”

      Charlie glanced at me, then to Max. “But—”

      “This is your free pass,” he snapped at her. “We will have a little chat later, you and I. For now, get out of here, and be thankful you have your life.”

      I held out my hand for Charlie, and she stumbled backward, obviously torn considering her job. She wanted to call it in.

      “Charlie,” I urged. “You have to forget about it.”

      When she still hesitated, I grabbed her hand and hauled her from the room, and it wasn’t until we were out in the hall that she seemed to snap out of it. She walked easier, following me out of the house and onto the footpath. Without a word, I led her down the street, unlocking the car and easing her inside. Rounding the front, I climbed into the driver’s seat, and as soon as my door closed, I reached out, desperate to touch.

      “Fuck, Charlie.” I held her in my arms, my heart pounding.

      “I’m okay, Rebel,” she murmured. “I’m okay.”

      Pulling away, I settled back into the driver’s seat, unsure as to where this was going next. There were so many things we hadn’t said yet and even more that we both had to explain.

      We sat in the car in complete silence. A part of me was listening for a gunshot that would signal the end of Simon, but it never came. We never saw Max, either, but it was none of our business. I didn’t want my hands in that argument—those stains would never come out.

      “Rebel…”

      I glanced at Charlie in the passenger seat. Her shoulders were stiff, her hair hanging forward over her face. Reaching over, I threaded my fingers through it and tucked it behind her ear. That was better, I could see her blue eyes this way.

      “Charlie about—”

      Her eyes widened. “Don’t—”

      “Don’t what?” I asked. “Let my balls drop off because my girl could get out of a dicey situation on her own?”

      “Guys don’t usually like that,” she said with a shrug.

      “What, blokes have dropped you because you’re too tough for them?”

      “Something like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Pussies.”

      “Kane—”

      “They think they’re tough for dropping you? Shit, all that does is make them insecure pussies. Those men weren’t good enough for you.”

      “Kane.”

      I glanced at her, frowning at the forceful tone in her voice. “What?”

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      “For what?” I asked, knowing exactly what she was getting at.

      She cast her gaze away, obviously ashamed. “I lied to you.”

      “You wanted to crack The Underground,” I said straight up. “That’s why you were there in the first place.”

      She glanced at me, her blue eyes betraying her worry. “It would’ve made my career.”

      “Would’ve?”

      She shrugged. “Simon was going to kill me. Max let me go.”

      I still didn’t get it. “And what does that mean?”

      “It means that I was in over my head to begin with. It means I still am. It means I’m in it until you get out.”

      I held her tightly. “You—”

      “Will let it fly… For now.”

      “Charlie—”

      “I’m sorry I lied to you,” she interrupted. “Everything else I said to you was the truth. All of it.” She sighed, her fingers beginning to worry the hem of her T-shirt. “I didn’t expect to find you there.”

      Neither did I.

      I began to mull over the last few days and all the things that had happened in such a short amount of time. It only took a split second to turn someone’s world upside down.

      All the stuff she’d said to me about my family, about it not being my fault, about wanting me…she’d meant it all? I could be mad at her, and fuck, was I ever, but not for the reason she was probably thinking. She sat there, looking all teary eyed, waiting for me to get up and leave. I’d had a lot of shit in my life, a lot more than most people deserved, but she’d never been able to find happiness in the chaos that was her job. People held it against her for being a cop and being a strong as fuck woman. I could kinda understand how that felt, even though it was from a different perspective.

      “You’d drop your investigation?” I asked, reaching for her hand.

      Her fingers curled around mine, her thumb stroking my skin. “Until you get what you want. It’s illegal, and I’ve sworn an oath, but you and every other fighter in that place know exactly what you’re in for. Until you’re there under duress…” She shrugged. “It’s a fine line.”

      I smiled. Until I got what I came for, she’d put up with it.

      “And when I win the Championship?”

      She shoved me hard, her tiny hands hardly making a dent. “Then you better get out, Kane Sturgess, because I want to start a new life with you. An honest life.”

      A grin split my face nearly in two. “Fuck, yeah.”
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      I’d made a mistake, and I’d almost lost my life because of it.

      I was lucky Rebel and Max had shown up when they did because even though I got the gun from Simon, there were no guarantees I would’ve been able to escape. What got me was the fact that even though I’d blatantly gone against my gut and put Rebel in danger by association, he didn’t seem to give a toss.

      And two weeks later, he still wasn’t done with me.

      The only people at The Underground who knew my real identity were Rebel and Max, and Max had made it clear that if I was found meddling again, there would be consequences. As long as I played the game, the game I should’ve been playing from the moment I fell for Rebel, they’d leave me alone.

      Once Rebel was out, then so was I. I knew when I was in over my head, and that’s what made a good cop—knowing when to bow out.

      He’d texted me that morning asking me to meet up with him for a little bit of training. Knowing him, I was prepared to be put through my paces big time. Standing outside of Pulse Fitness, the newest fighter gym in town, I took a deep breath.

      He’d said it was run by a past Underground Champ, and he’d had starry eyes, so what could I say? Definitely not no, so I changed into my gym clothes and headed down to Abbotsford, in the daylight for once, and wondered how many ways he’d try to torture me. I’d done my fair share of training, including things like self-defense and cardio, but nothing like he did. MMA, boxing, heavy weight training…that stuff was beyond me.

      Stepping inside, I took in the cavernous space filled with all kinds of gym equipment and breathed in the scent of leather and paint. How new was this place exactly?

      “Charlie!”

      I smiled as I heard my name on Rebel’s lips and found him at the far end of the gym waving me over.

      “Hey,” I said as I came to a stop in front of him. He was half-naked as usual, wearing nothing but a pair of gym shorts and a wife-beater that hardly covered his pecs. “Nice place.”

      “I know, right?”

      Dumping my bag against the wall and kicking off my runners, I asked. “So what are we doing?”

      “Ready to get your ass kicked?” he asked with a grin.

      “Me?” I retorted, pretending to be offended. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, buddy.”

      “Game on.”

      Squaring my shoulders, I stepped up to the plate. “Watch your back, Sturgess.”

      With a smile, he cupped my face in his big hands and planted a kiss on my lips.

      We now had the space to get to know one another without boundaries or unknowns between us and it was a heady thought. I’d never had it with another man and certainly not as fast. We’d fallen for each other and clicked instantly. Comfortable was something that now came easy.

      “You got time to hang for a while after this?” Rebel asked.

      I tilted my head to the side. “Hang?”

      He laughed, looking more handsome every day. “By hang I mean go at it back at mine.”

      I burst out into laughter, shaking my head. Men. “Shit, yes.”

      Yeah, we had time.
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      Cage Foster glared at the coffee pot that had to be older than he was. The relic was one of the few things Cage wished had stayed at the Adams County Sheriff’s old location. He didn’t miss the historic building, with its bad insulation and pathetically slow Internet connection. The modern brick building provided more space for  growing departments, more inmates , and better parking.

      He’d love to know who’d made the executive decision to prolong the suffering of this groaning, slow-assed coffee pot.

      “Patience is a virtue God forgot to bless you with,” his mother used to tell him. She’d laugh at his blustering and fretting, tell him to sit down and relax. He liked to think that being a cop in a small town had helped to teach him patience, and maybe it had, but he still loathed the coffee wait. The stupid machine rattled like it might explode. Black coffee trickled into the stained carafe.

      Cage gnashed his teeth.

      “Foster.” Marla Towne, the administrative assistant for the Adams County Sheriff’s Criminal Investigative Division, huffed into the room. Marla had recently started wearing contacts and couldn’t get used to them. Her eyes seemed to be stuck wide open. Combined with her thin face, she looked like a perpetually shocked bird.

      Cage usually tried to avoid direct eye contact, but the sharp tone of her voice sent a wave of apprehension through him. His head jerked up, and his body felt cold. She’d gone pale. Fear clouded her eyes like cataracts.

      “You said Dani and the baby were at Magnolia House today, right?”

      His pulse stuttered, his fingers going slightly numb. “Yeah.”

      “I just picked up a disturbance call from Roselea.” Marla’s normally confident voice wavered . “Some guy walking by Magnolia House said he thought shots were fired.”

      Cage stilled, his energy draining. The coffee pot hissed again, a few more drops spewing into the glass carafe. He abandoned the coffee and rushed out of the break room. The expanse of the new building suddenly seemed like a gaping chasm as Cage raced back to his desk.

      A mistake. It had to be.

      He pictured his tiny, sleeping infant in Dani’s arms, as she’d been when he’d said goodbye to them early this morning. Emma had just turned six weeks old. After her premature birth, she’d only been home from the hospital for ten days.

      Marla chased after him. “Maybe she and the baby already left.”

      “Dani’s still really tired,” Cage said as he rounded the corner to the Criminal Investigative Division’s array of gray cubicles. “Spending months on bed rest slows down your metabolism and sucks away your energy. That’s why she’s actually taking the help Jaymee’s offered.” Thanks to preeclampsia complications, Dani was still adjusting to motherhood after spending much of her pregnancy on bed rest. She handled the transition better than Cage. He hated leaving Dani and Emma alone, no matter how many friends offered their support. He didn’t doubt Dani’s ability to handle everything on her own; he just felt better when she and the baby had company.

      He’d finally reached his desk. Feeling his internal temperature skyrocketing, he grabbed his cell and called Dani. Every ring seemed to take forever, even as his mind tried to rationalize things.

      Shots fired. That could mean any number of things, including a car backfiring. Nick had been tinkering with a 2001 Mustang he wanted to restore, and civilians often mistook an engine backfiring for gunshots.

      Jaymee kept a Colt Defender in her nightstand. If the windows were open, the gun’s discharge could have been heard from the sidewalk that stretched past Magnolia House. But the girl he’d grown up with had been around guns since she could walk. She wouldn’t have fired it without good reason. Much less in the house. The sound couldn’t have been a gunshot.

      “Hey,” Dani’s tired voice sent a rush of relief through him. “Are you leaving soon?”

      “Not quite yet.” Cage sagged against his desk, relief pulsing through him. He gave Marla a thumbs-up, and she nodded, her hand over her heart.

      Now he had to tell Dani why’d he called, and he didn’t want her to worry over nothing. And surely this was nothing. “Hang on.” He covered his speaker. “Marla, keep the channel clear and see if you can find out if the Roselea patrol officer checked in with the residents. I’ll call in when I get there.”

      He grabbed his radio and keys to his county-issued car. “I just wondered if you and Emma had left Magnolia House yet.”

      “Hours ago.” Disgust darkened Dani’s tone. “I wanted to spend the afternoon catching up with Jaymee, but they’ve got an obnoxious guest. Emma and I couldn’t stand it any longer.”

      Fresh worry swept over him. Their closest friends had turned historic Magnolia House into a bed and breakfast. After a successful year, the two of them had planned to take Labor Day weekend off. “I thought everyone was supposed to leave this morning?”

      “They were,” Dani said. “But this guy talked Nick into letting them stay another night. I thought Jaymee was going to kill him.”

      Cage hurried out of the building, his boots loud on the pavement. He unlocked his car and pulled out of the lot with a squeal of his tires. Probably overreacting. Roselea P.D. would love this one. They didn’t care for the sheriff’s department butting into their cases–even when they needed the help.

      But Cage needed to be sure. Then he could get home to his family. If he was really lucky, he’d swipe a piece of Jaymee’s strawberry pie before he left.

      “So the guy caused a disturbance?”

      “Yes,” Dani said. “ If he wasn’t in his room yelling at his wife, he was coming down demanding something from Jaymee. Fresh towels, toilet paper. Whatever he could think of. Emma couldn’t get her nap, so I finally left.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Cage hoped the worry hadn’t leaked into his voice. “I’ve got a quick call to follow up on–I’m sure it’s nothing–and then I’ll be home. Kiss Emma for me.”

      “I will,” Dani said. “Did you want me to make dinner?”

      Cage barely caught his laughter. Her cooking hadn’t improved much since she moved from Yankee land. “That’s all right. I’ll bring something home. I know how tired you are.”

      “Nice save, Foster. I’ll see you soon.”

      

      Cage drove with one hand, punching first Jaymee’s and then Nick’s names on his call log. Neither of them answered their cell phones. He tossed his phone into the passenger seat.

      All right, fine. They’re busy.

      His attempt at rationalizing didn’t work. Worry spread through his system with the speed of an infected bug bite. His skin felt hot and stretched.

      He drove well over the speed limit toward Roselea. His knuckles had gone white from his grip on the wheel. Twice he skidded into the gravel, kicking dust up behind him. He turned the radio up, listening to the chatter of the dispatch.

      A 10-47 disturbance call came in; another deputy took it. A traffic accident in southwest Adams County. Neither call concerned Cage. He just wanted to keep dispatch open in case Marla came through. He needed to hear her say the Roselea officer had checked in, and Cage’s friends were fine.

      The rock in his stomach and the knot between his shoulders refused to lessen. The familiar drive between the two towns moved at a slug-like pace, the palatial antebellum homes no more than a blip on his frequency. Clouds blocked most of the afternoon sun as it dipped into the western horizon. Against the hazy gray, the bright orange and deep red of the fall foliage seemed freakishly bright. Warning beacons.

      Finally, the city limits of historic Roselea crept out from behind the towering live oak trees. A slow-moving rental car forced Cage to hit the brakes. He gritted his teeth and whipped into the passing lane.

      His sprint didn’t last long. A dust-covered car with Louisiana plates loitered in the left lane.

      “Move your ass,” Cage shouted. “Celebrate Labor Day in your own damned state. Stupid freaking tourists.” The last major holiday of the summer meant big money for local businesses. Roselea’s many antique shops relied on the weekend to help counter the seasonal slowdown, and the antebellum home tours enjoyed swollen crowds. The holiday also meant the local police were stretched too thin.

      

      Cage finally zigzagged around the slow car, taking the curve coming into Roselea much too fast. He careened into the gravel, nearly taking out the sign advertising the Labor Day parade and celebratory barbeque in the Roselea City Park.

      The sight of life going as usual did nothing to ease his nerves. He barely touched the brake as he turned the corner of Forrest Street. His breath snagged at the site of Magnolia House’s Corinthian columns peeking out from the more than twenty magnolia trees at the front of the property. Their summer blooms were long gone, making the trees look like sad sentinels.

      He sped past the trees, hoping to see a parked Roselea patrol car and an officer standing on the front porch. Instead the house stood huge and silent, and the black iron fence that surrounded the main house suddenly seemed more appropriate for a prison yard. Wild rosebushes grew all around the fence, their climbing vines strangling the bars. The gates  gaped open.

      Had the Roselea police already come and gone? Or were they tied up with something else, assuming the call had been a crank?

      Near the garage were both Jaymee’s and Nick’s vehicles, including the dilapidated Mustang and a small four-door car he assumed belonged to the weekend guests.

      Cage parked the cruiser and yanked himself out of it. He listened, expecting to hear Mutt’s bark or Jaymee’s shout of hello. He heard only silence.  Another jolt of nerves ran up Cage’s spine at the sight of the closed windows. The unseasonably cool weather meant Jaymee would have had the windows open.

      The passerby probably wouldn’t have heard the shot from inside the house. It sat too far from the street. Cage wanted to feel relief, but the sudden cloying scent that wafted past him could have been a shot of adrenaline. He tasted the copper on his tongue. Instinct raised the fine hairs on the back of his sweating neck. His gaze shot to Jaymee’s bird feeders. Where were the little gluttons? Most days those feeders were full of songbirds fighting for seed and suet. Not a bird in sight. Not a single song coming from the trees. 

      The quiet made his stomach coil in anticipation. He strode toward the house but stopped at the sound of a desperate whine. He saw the source of the noise instantly, and everything in the world ground to a halt.

      Mutt, Jaymee’s precious dog, lay on his side in a pool of his own wet blood.
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      Cage cradled the dog’s big head. His mismatched eyes barely opened, his swollen tongue hanging out of his panting mouth. Where was the blood coming from? Cage didn’t want to move the dog, but he needed to find a way to stop the bleeding.

      “It’s going to be okay, buddy. Just hang with me.” He desperately searched for the source. Mutt must have caught himself on something, maybe caught himself on a jagged part of the fence. But there were no jagged parts of the fence. Cage and Nick had made repairs to it less than two weeks ago.

      The fall weather no longer felt refreshing. Humidity seemed to gather around him, feeding off Cage’s panic. Mutt opened his eyes and looked into Cage’s. His fragile whine made Cage’s throat tighten. “What happened to you?”

      As if he wanted to answer, Mutt’s mouth slacked open, his hot breath smelling of decay. Cage needed to stop the bleeding, but he couldn’t do that if he couldn’t locate the wound. Trying not to cause the dog any more suffering, he dragged his fingers slowly over the coarse fur, searching.

      His insides froze. On Mutt’s left hip, a hole nearly large enough for Cage to jam his index finger into.

      A bullet hole.

      Cage’s mind raced. Jaymee no longer had enemies in town. Neither did Nick. And in Cage’s experience, a person who shot an animal had little value for anyone’s life–including his own. Most criminals ran from fear of a dog, worried about being bitten or exposed. But a person who stood and fired at an innocent animal had a cold heart. Reasoning with such a person could be impossible.

      He immediately grabbed his phone and dialed Gina’s number. “Gina, I need help at Magnolia House. Jaymee’s dog's been shot and I'm afraid she and Nick are trapped in there with a madman.”

      Cage’s captain didn’t hesitate. “I heard about the report of shots fired. Are Roselea PD anywhere in sight?”

      Cage tried to slow Mutt’s bleeding with his hand. “Not that I’ve seen. And the dog can’t be missed if you’re walking to the front door. Roselea PD never came by.”

      “Big surprise there.” Gina’s voice was as hard as ice. “You sit tight and wait for backup. I’m on my way.”

      Cage grumbled his agreement. Approaching the house without backup was a rookie mistake. But he couldn’t sit around and do nothing while Mutt bled to death. Cage yanked his shirt over his head and wrapped it tightly around the dog in hopes of slowing the bleeding. Mutt cried out in pain, which Cage took as a good sign. Maybe he wasn’t paralyzed. The hip shot could mean the internal organs were missed, but Cage had no idea what sort of bullet had been used. No exit wound meant Mutt could have serious internal bleeding. 

      His hands soaked with Mutt’s blood, Cage again reached for his phone. This time of day meant after hours for the vet, and he’d have to come from the south end of Natchez. Mutt didn’t have the minutes to waste. The captain would have Cage’s head, but he couldn’t sit here and let the dog die. He thumbed through his contacts until he found the private number of one of the EMTs he knew at Roselea General.

      “I need a huge favor.”

      The EMT listened as Cage gave the address and then promised to call the vet. “You know you’re probably going to get billed for this.”

      “I’ll deal with it.”  Still applying pressure to the wound and trying to keep Mutt calm, Cage looked at the big house–a giant tomb. The cars in the driveway. Mutt lying there, bleeding to death, with no sign of Jaymee. 

      Worst-case scenarios overwhelmed him. Jaymee would have fought for this dog. Cage rocked on his heels, fighting the urge to barrel forward. Leaving Mutt likely ensured his death. Jaymee would never forgive him for abandoning the dog to die. Yet every cop instinct he possessed told him something very bad was going on in the big, silent house.

      Cage tried Jaymee’s cell again. No answer. He tried again, his knees throbbing from being in the same position too long. His mouth felt swollen and dry as if he’d been stung by a hornet. Were his friends lying dead inside? Had Cage come too late?

      He thought of his sister’s body on the slab in the morgue, having to identify her. He couldn’t go through that again.

      He called again, and a man’s voice Cage didn’t recognize slithered over the phone. “We’re busy here.”

      “Who’s this?” He stared at the house, searching every window. Magnolia seemed to blur and swell into a grotesque blob, as if the pillars and shutters and numerous windows had turned the house into its own entity.  Cage wiped the stinging sweat from his eyes, his vision focusing. The family area curtains opened a fraction, revealing a dark streak. As though the house had gone blank.

      “No one for you to worry about,” the man said. “I’m dealing with the problem.”

      “And what is the problem?” Cage tried to remember the hostage training he’d taken in Jackson several months ago. It had been cursory at best–a one-day event that catered more to meeting policy than about how to actually handle a real-life situation. “Do you know what happened to the dog?”

      “He got in the way,” the man said. “I don’t like being told I need to leave before I’m ready. Me and the lady of the house had some words. She seems to think my teaching my wife a lesson isn’t right. But she learned hers, didn’t she?”

      Jaymee. 

      Where was Nick? He wouldn’t have stood by while someone was attacked, especially Jaymee. 

      “Can I please talk to Nick or Jaymee?”

      “When I’m finished here,” the man said. 

      The call ended, and Mutt’s cool body convulsed.
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      The ambulance screamed up the driveway. The EMTs didn’t say a word as they began treating the dog. Cage staggered to his feet, checking his watch. Gina would arrive shortly, but until then Cage had to keep his wits. He’d dealt with bad situations before. This one was no different. He had to compartmentalize, forget who the people inside the house were. Emotional attachment caused bad decision-making.

      “There’s a hostage situation in the house,” he said to the nearest EMT. “You need to load the dog and get him to the vet.” The young medic jerked a nod, her eyes still focused on her work as she prepared Mutt for transport. The tips of her ears had gone red, the cords in her neck strained. “Right,” Cage said. “Sooner you guys get out of here, the better.”

      Jaymee’s number flashed across his phone again. “Hello?”  Cage prayed the man had come to his senses.

      “What the hell’s going on out there?”

      “I just called the ambulance to come get the dog.” He needed to appear neutral. Non-threatening. “No one’s going to come toward the house.”

      “They better stay the hell back.” A beep and then silence that made Cage’s heart sink. He just wanted to get Jaymee and Nick and anyone else trapped inside to safety.

      Cage weighed his options. The Adams County Sheriff didn’t have a trained negotiator. Most standoffs involved domestic disputes or drug deals gone bad. No one expected a picture-perfect historical town in sleepy, southern Mississippi to have a serious hostage situation. Most of the specialty teams were out of Jackson. Two hours away. Both the Roselea Police Department and the sheriff’s department were short staffed and stretched thin for the weekend. He and Gina would have to handle this one without much support.

      The EMTs finished loading Mutt. The medic turned to Cage. She looked him up and down, still blushing. “We’re heading out.”

      Another choking sensation gripped him. He hurried to the ambulance door, reaching in to scratch the dog’s muzzle. An oxygen mask had been fixed to it. “Hang in there, Mutt. Jaymee needs her boy to spoil.”

      After another glance at him, the medic slammed the back doors. The ambulance hurried down the drive just as Gina’s Jeep barrelled up. She swung into the grass to avoid them and then jerked to a halt. Her usually severe expression appeared even tighter as she stepped out of the car. Her short stature never prevented her from intimidating every one of her investigators, including Cage.

      “You called an ambulance and spent city dollars on a dog?” She tried to keep the displeasure in her tone, but he knew she was just playing her role.

      “I had to give him a chance,” he said. “Bill me if you have to.”

      Ironwood’s servants’ quarters might have to wait for their renovations. Dani would understand. She’d have done the same thing for Mutt.

      Gina scowled. “Watch your mail.” She glared up the house. “Do we have any idea who this is?”

      “Dani was here earlier.” He tried to control the shivers tearing through him. She and the baby had barely escaped the hell their friends were currently in. “She said a guest and his wife were causing trouble, a lot of fighting. Jaymee regretted letting them stay a few days longer. The guy I talked to said the lady of the house wanted him to leave before he was ready. It’s got to be the same guy.”

      “We need to find out what the situation is inside,” Gina said. “I’ve got backup on the way, but you know we’re short-staffed. Too many deputies on vacation, and the big Labor Day Festival in Natchez is going strong. Plus a domestic dispute that’s taking up too many damned bodies.”  She continued to gaze at Magnolia. “I don’t know how we’re going to get eyes inside without this guy seeing us.”

      Before Roselea had built up around Magnolia House, its position at the top of a small hill had once provided the landowner the perfect view of his slaves and his fields. Now it gave their hostage-taker a dangerous advantage.

      “Let me do it,” Cage said. “I know my way around the property and the house.” He jerked his head toward Jaymee’s vegetable garden at the bottom of the hill. “The magnolia trees block the view of the garden from the house. You can’t even see it from upstairs. I’ll cut behind it, and then I can sneak up around the trees.”

      Gina rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s risky. If he sees you, he could do something stupid.”

      “We can’t just stand here,” Cage said. “If we know how many hostages, that’s a start. And I might be able to get a better handle on his state of mind.”

      Gina didn’t take long to make her decision. As if she had any other options. “Call Dani first and get a description of this pain-in-the-ass guest. See if she remembers a name.”

      He didn’t want to make the call. Dani didn’t need any more stress with Emma just ten days out of the hospital. He pictured her sitting in Ironwood’s screened-in porch, holding Emma and waiting for him. But he didn’t have a choice. She could handle it.

      She answered immediately. “I thought you’d be home by now.” Dani’s voice had a nervous edge, as if she somehow knew this call meant more than the bad news of Cage’s working late.

      “A call came in just before I left.” Cage didn’t have the time to ease Dani into this, and coddling her would just piss her off. “Someone shot Mutt. The shooter’s holed up inside the house. I think Jaymee and Nick are in there too.”

      Dani gasped, and Emma’s wail carried through the phone. “Shh, it’s okay. She’s having trouble going to sleep. Mutt, is he–”

      “He’s alive right now. Headed to the vet. I called the ambulance, so we might end up with a bill.”

      “I don’t care,” Dani said. “You’re sure the guy’s still inside the house?”

      “He answered Jaymee’s cell phone and said he’d had trouble with the lady of the house. He’d been told to leave.”

      “Oh my God.” Anger overshadowed the tone of Dani’s fear. “That jerk and his wife.”

      “I need you to tell me everything you remember,” Cage said. “Did you see him? Do you know what room he’s in?”

      “Three,” Dani said. “Jaymee told me he requested it because it was his favorite number. He’s odd, besides his temper. It sounds like he’s got some kind of OCD. Rituals at dinner, stuff like that. I never saw him. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” Cage said. “And they’re the only guests still staying, right?”

      “Yes,” Dani said. “The wife wanted to leave, but he didn’t. He nagged at Jaymee until she gave him an extra two days. That’s the word she used, ‘nagged.’”

      “What about the wife? Did you see her?”

      “Only briefly, when Emma and I first got to Magnolia this morning. She’s got long, dark hair. Really thick and wavy. That’s what I noticed.” Her usual pragmatic attitude had taken over, and her calm voice helped Cage think more clearly.

      “Good,” Cage said. “They were fighting?”

      “She’d come downstairs to get a stain remover,” Dani said. “Her husband had accidentally knocked a glass of something onto the rug in their room. Jaymee was pissed.” Dani’s voice hitched. “She said she was going to tell them to leave and refund the guy’s money after we left.”

      “And you left early because the couple was fighting upstairs?” Cage asked. Like most old houses, Magnolia had plenty of drafts. But its sheer size meant the guest rooms were located a good distance from the family area Dani and Emma would have been in. “Must have been one hell of an argument.”

      “It was. Emma got fussy over it. I guess she picked up on the energy.” Dani paused. “But I didn’t really think the wife was in danger. She gave it right back to him, you know? Every time he yelled, she yelled louder.”

      “Sometimes people just snap.” A name would have given Cage a shot at finding some kind of personal information he could use if he got the chance to negotiate, but the detail on the wife would help. A heavy sensation dropped onto his chest. The words came slowly. “I’m going to be late tonight.”

      Dani’s voice caught. For a minute he thought she was going to try to talk him out of working the case. But she only said, “Be careful. And get them out safely.”

      “I’ll see you later, I promise.”

      He turned to Gina, who held a black t-shirt in one hand and a police radio in the other. She thrust the shirt at him. “I found this in the back of your car. You might want to put it on before you go sneaking around through the bushes. Not to mention the Kevlar will chafe you.”

      Cage realized he’d taken off his shirt when he’d been taking care of Mutt. No wonder the EMT had been embarrassed. He snatched the shirt from her.

      “No radio. I’ll text when I get a visual.”

      

      Cage slunk down the hill, trying to keep his 6’4” frame low. He ducked beneath the hedge and then around the vegetables. Jaymee still had tomatoes on the vines, some of them loaded with bugs feasting in the tomato’s split skin. The cucumbers and green beans needed picking too. Dropping to his hands and knees, he started crawling up the slope toward the big house. This morning’s rain had left the ground damp, and the moisture soaked through Cage’s jeans and made his hands slippery.

      About a hundred rosebushes with mean thorns lined this side of the house. Cage made himself small as he crept between them and then eased up to the kitchen window. The big room was empty, but half-eaten dishes still sat on the table, with more in the sink. Flies delighted in the food. The newer kitchen connected to the big formal dining room. He couldn’t get a clear view across the hall and into the family area.

      Cage backed away, a thorn catching his arm. A pinprick of blood welled up on his skin. “Bastards.”

      Quietly, he moved around to the back of Magnolia House. Jaymee and Nick had spent all summer turning the large back porch into a private oasis. Fresh planks had replaced the aging deck, and they still had the gleam of green wood. Various flowerpots and the wicker furniture Jaymee had repurposed blocked Cage’s path to the back windows.

      He bent down to catch his breath. The Kevlar might protect him, but it felt like a cocoon, making his body heat up from the inside out. Sweat immediately dripped into his eyes. He wiped it off with the hem of his shirt and surveyed the porch. The back door opened from the new kitchen, but its blinds were closed. Several tall, flowering plants, including Jaymee’s favorite hibiscuses, enjoyed the afternoon sun. He needed to get to the back window. Three nicely connected rooms had  wide arched doorways to allow airflow in the miserable southern summer.

      Cage gathered his nerve, and once again on hands and knees carefully made his way across the porch. His eyes fought to see past the color spots from the sun. His hands, wet from the ground and his own sweat, slipped and slid. His muscles strained for control. His right foot betrayed him, the wet shoe sliding into a chair and sending it several inches to the right. "Damn!" Cage froze and then dropped to his belly. He couldn’t see the window, had no way of telling if someone had overheard.

      And then he heard the back door ease open. The sound was so short the door could only be open an inch or two.

      Cage held his breath and hoped the plants hid him. His pulse slammed, his head pounded. His lungs threatened to burst.

      The door shut. He listened for footsteps. When he heard none, Cage exhaled a breath that left spit on the wood.

      He counted to 100 before starting again. This time, he stayed on his belly. Inch by inch, he pulled his long frame to the back of the house.

      Eyes stinging with sweat, he peered into the window. As he’d suspected, the guest had them holed up in the front room. Magnolia House’s original parlor now served as a sitting area, with two couches and an antique settee Dani and Jaymee had found stored in the attic. Jaymee sat on it now, glaring straight ahead, her jaw set in an expression of hatred. The bad guy must be near the entry to the wide main hallway. Cage tried to twist for a better view, but the man stood out of sight. Cage turned his attention to the couches. Nick sat on the one farthest from Jaymee, his rigid back to Cage. No one else appeared to be in the room.

      He settled in to wait, keeping his eyes on Jaymee. He’d known she wouldn’t shrink into the corner. She’d faced terrible situations before and knew how to handle herself. Nick too.

      Fortunately Cage didn’t have to wait long. A woman with long, dark hair suddenly pitched into view from the direction of the big hallway, as if someone had thrown her. She landed on her knees a foot away from Jaymee, slamming into the floor with such force Cage could see the arm she used to brace her fall shiver and then snap. She screamed loudly enough for Cage to hear through the closed windows, collapsing onto the floor.

      Jesus Christ.

      Jaymee jerked in shock and then dove forward to help the woman. The man must have shouted something because Jaymee’s head snapped up, the hatred clear on her profile. She’d grown up in an abusive home, and Cage knew she understood the psychology behind both the victim and the abuser. But she also had a temper.

      “Come on, Jay,” Cage silently pleaded. “Keep it together for me.”

      She stared up at the man. Nick moved toward her from the couch and then stopped suddenly, jaw clenched. Was the man pointing the gun at him?

      Jaymee said something Cage couldn’t hear, her mouth moving quickly. Her hands smoothed the woman’s hair, patting her back as the woman’s body quaked with sobs. She had to be in excruciating pain. Jaymee shook her head, her chin set in a defiant position Cage had seen a thousand times growing up.

      He anticipated the gunshot before he heard it, but the sound ripped him in two.
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      Cage’s ragged breath fogged up the window. He ducked down for a minute, trying to slow down. He didn’t know if the man had deliberately misfired or if Jaymee had gotten extremely lucky. The shot went over her head and slammed into the east wall. She’d thrown herself down, covering her head, and Nick had leapt from the couch. Feeling a slim thread of control, Cage returned the window.

      Jaymee had gone back to her seat, her eyes shifting between the woman still curled on the floor and the unseen assailant. Nick sat on the couch, his body taut and ready to spring.

      Cage’s phone vibrated with a text. Gina. “Casualty?”

      “Warning shot,” he texted back. “Still waiting to see him.”

      “Location?”

      “Front parlor, east side. Stay back.” Their presence may no longer be a secret, but allowing the man to feel he had some space could save lives.

      Another text vibrated through.

      “We need a visual on him. Might have a shop owner who can give an ID.”

      What the hell was he supposed to do? Knock on the window?

      Jaymee stared ahead again, her defiance now tainted with fear. Cage saw the bare feet first, shuffling over the rug. Muscled legs. Khaki shorts. No shirt, a slight beer belly but defined arms. Cage lasered in on the face. Blond hair slicked back, a big nose. Hollow cheekbones, as if the face didn’t match the body. A sandy-colored goatee Cage figured was meant to hide a weak chin.

      The gun looked like a nine millimeter, meaning it wasn’t Jaymee’s. He’d probably brought it with him. Now he stuck it beneath Jaymee’s chin, his face dipped into hers. Cage’s entire body coiled. He went for his own weapon, but he’d have to shoot through the thick glass and would probably miss. Nick lunged; Jaymee’s arm shot out to ward him off. Tears now dotted her cheeks, and she nodded. The man stepped back, and Jaymee stood up.

      Cage tasted blood, indecision assaulting him. Taking the shot could make things worse. Not taking it might cost Jaymee’s life.

      Suddenly, as if she’d somehow sensed his presence, Jaymee’s eyes flickered in his direction. Did her shoulders tighten? Did she see him?  The moment whipped by, and then she walked to the corner, sliding down the wall until she was sitting on the floor.

      The man with the gun nodded and then looked down at his wife. Cage wished he could understand what was being said. But the kick to her ribs and the subsequent pacing told him enough. Cage’s fists dug into the wood siding. Standing by while a woman was beaten went against everything he stood for.

      The man’s head jerked up, his gaze on Jaymee. She didn’t look away, her chin jutting out the way it always did when she was about to lay into someone. Cage’s hopes sank into the damp boards beneath him. She was pissed now, and if she did see Cage outside the window, her confidence–and her mouth–would be bolstered.

      Think about it first, Jay. Please.

      A long, crooked finger jabbed toward Jaymee. She didn’t flinch, her lips still moving.

      Shut up, Jay.

      The crooked finger clenched into a fist that slammed into Jaymee’s chin, jerking her back. Nick jumped to his feet, but the gun flashed out, the muzzle less than three inches from Nick’s face. Even the worst shot wouldn’t miss from that angle.

      As Jaymee crouched in the corner, her head in her hands, Cage’s mind raced. He couldn’t stand by and let this happen. Jaymee’s festering anger from her own abuse had obviously taken over her common sense. If she kept talking, she’d get herself and Nick killed.

      Cage belly-crawled toward the back door. He had a fully loaded clip in his gun. He was a good shot. That would have to be enough. His muscles straining from the effort of keeping silent, he pulled himself to a sitting position, his back against the house and partially hidden by the big hibiscus.

      Slowly, he stretched his long fingers toward the doorknob.

      Locked. “Sonofabitch.”

      More white columns supported the second floor balcony. Thinner than the front show stoppers, they were still plenty strong enough to hold Cage. He could get to the far end column and shimmy up. Easy as climbing the tree in his parents’ backyard.

      He’d figure out how to get inside the house once he got onto the balcony.

      His phone vibrated. Another text.

      “Report back.”

      Gina would rail at him later, but he couldn’t just slink back while his friends’ lives were in danger. The hostage negotiation unit out of Jackson would take nearly two hours to get here. No way could Cage wait that long.

      He stowed the phone back into his pocket and headed for the corner of the house, his legs feeling like one giant cramp. The rectangular bases of the pillars were stacked, each piece smaller than the one below and wide enough for Cage to wedge his foot onto. If he could get a foothold at the top of the base, his arms were long enough to pull himself up. As long as he stayed hidden.

      Cage used his T-shirt to wipe his face again, but it was too damp to help. Pressure mounting in his ears, he looked behind him, checking each window one by one. No sign of the angry man or his gun.

      His leg muscles popped with the effort of standing. His shoulders ached from tension.

      Please don’t let me fall and break my back. Or my ass.

      Keeping one eye toward the back door, Cage dug his right boot into the edge of the base. The chalky texture of the pillar made gooseflesh erupt on his arms. He hated the feel of powdery material. His nails scraped across the column’s back, and Cage’s entire body convulsed.

      But he kept climbing, getting purchase with his left foot and then edging his way up the base. His pulse drummed in his ears. His rapid breathing made him lightheaded. He kept his gaze over his right shoulder, the safety off his gun, although he wasn’t sure how he’d be able to grab it without falling. Wrapped around the old pillar like an overgrown weed determined to swallow everything in its path, Cage stretched and pulled, sliding up inch by inch.

      His fingertips grazed the intricate scrollwork decorating the balcony. He needed to find an opening large enough to get his hand through. White dust from the pillar streaked over his arms, while more flecks invaded his eyes. Wriggling on the column, he searched for a spot large enough to give him the leverage to haul his body up and over.

      He didn’t have time to keep hanging like a fool. Jaymee could yell at him later. Cage grabbed a big chunk of the decorative scrollwork and ripped it off. The wood tore away with a sickening crack, some of it crumbling in his hands. He barely registered destroying an original piece of the house because an enraged face suddenly appeared over the railing.

      A mad dog, Cage thought. Eyes yellowed from bad health, spittle dripping from its curled teeth. The snarl lifted into a smile that raised every hair on Cage’s body.

      He let go of the pillar just as the silver muzzle of the gun replaced the man’s face.

      Cage slammed into the ground, every ounce of breath rushing from his body. Pain rocketed across his skull and down his back, but instinct sent him scrambling for cover barely a second before the first shot rang out. The bullet flew south down the hill, shattering a window in the carriage house on Magnolia Estate, the part of the property that had been willed to the historical foundation decades before.

      Flat against the house, Cage tried to catch his breath. His head grazed against something rough. A shutter, which meant a window. He ducked into the bushes, thorns scratching him. Angry mud wasps flew out from behind the black shutter, pissed off their nest had been disturbed.

      “Don’t try to be a hero.” The hard voice he’d spoken to before came from somewhere above Cage’s head. The man had to be at the corner of the balcony, meaning he’d need  some truly amazing aim to hit Cage during a dead sprint toward the front of the house.

      “That’ll just get someone killed. Probably you.”

      He didn’t have time to think about it. Cage darted forward, hurrying past the massive western side of Magnolia House. For once he hated the place’s sheer size. Even with his long legs, making it to the front of the house seemed to take way too long. He hopped the railing to the front porch and skidded to a stop at the front door. Locked.

      But Cage had a key. He fumbled in his pocket for the mess of keys he carried on a rusting key ring. Magnolia’s was easy to spot; Jaymee had put bright pink duct tape on the top of his copy just to piss him off.

      He wasn’t fast enough, a gunshot whizzing past him, exploding through the windowpanes in the door. This time it grazed Cage’s shoulder, sending him stumbling backward. He managed to catch onto the railing before he tumbled down the steps, diving to the left as the front door opened and another shot screamed into the front lawn.

      “You leave right now, and I might not kill everyone in here.” A grating laugh, loaded with desperation and anger. “Then again, I might. But what other choice ya got?”

      His shoulder burned. Frustration made Cage dizzy. He wanted to charge the man, rip the gun from his grip, and make him taste the fear he was causing everyone else.

      And then he thought about his tiny daughter waiting at home.

      “I’m leaving. Please, don’t hurt anyone.” Cage backed away, using the magnolia trees as a shield.

      Time for plan B, whatever the hell that was.
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      Gina might really kill him this time. She grabbed the arm that wasn’t dripping with fresh blood and dragged him to her Jeep, shoving him down into the open back hatch. “I ought to write your ass up. I told you to report back twenty minutes ago.” She yanked up his shirt sleeve without bothering to be gentle, and Cage swore he caught a ghost of a smile when he hissed in pain.

      “The guy’s unstable, and my family’s in there. I thought if I could get inside…”

      “And then what?” Gina dug antiseptic out of the first-aid kit she’d opened. “You think you’re going to sneak up on him from upstairs? I’ve only been inside Magnolia House once, but if it’s anything like every other old house in the world, the floors make noise when a person walks on them.”

      “I know that,” Cage said. “I was going to come down from the servants’ area. It’s on the other side of the house, and those steps are new. Penn Gereau replaced them shortly before Jaymee inherited the place. They’re quiet.”

      She rubbed the cleaner hard across his bleeding arm and then applied pressure. “You’re still stupid and disobeyed a direct order.”

      “Gina, that is my family.” His voice cracked on the word. After the last few years, with his sister’s murder and his mother’s rapidly declining health, he couldn’t risk losing Jaymee or Nick. Especially when he was just a few feet away.

      “That’s why you need to step back.” Gina started wrapping a bandage around his bicep. “You can’t be objective.”

      “Yes, I can,” Cage said. “I screwed up, but it won’t happen again. And you need me.”

      She ground her teeth. He had her, and she knew it. “Sometimes you make a rash decision and it pays off. Sometimes people die.”

      “I just want to get everyone out of there safe.” He’d screwed up. But he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. They just needed a new plan.

      “Then you need to stop acting like an impulsive child.” Before Gina could say anything else, a Roselea police sergeant stomped to the Jeep, followed by two rookie sheriff’s deputies.

      “Great,” Gina muttered. “You sit here and stay quiet. Think about how you’re going to stop making dumb decisions.”

      She met the sergeant halfway from the Jeep, standing toe-to-toe with the man who towered over her by several inches. The disadvantage didn’t faze her.

      “This is our jurisdiction,” the sergeant said. “Your people can’t just come in and take over.”

      “First off,” Gina said, “this is a hostage situation. Jurisdictional crap is the last thing I care about.” She paused, glaring up at him. Cage knew she was gathering her argument. Gina never made a point without having something to back it up. “Secondly, my dispatch informed me you were supposed to send an officer out here. I’m assuming he either never arrived or is incompetent. The injured dog wasn’t that hard to see. And there are no reports of an officer knocking on the door.”

      The sergeant turned the color of the canned beets Cage’s mother used to make him eat. “We had a traffic situation. I’m going to find out why no one came but in the meantime–”

      “A traffic situation? Really? We got here first, and I outrank you. You wanna keep up the argument, then get your superior off his ass and out here. In the meantime, I have lives to save.” She stalked back to Cage and handed him a bottle of water. “Please tell me you saw the guy’s face.”

      The sergeant, obviously flustered, stomped off, muttering something about calling his own captain. Let him. Gina wouldn’t give this up now.

      Cage grimaced, trying to ignore the pain in his shoulder, which still felt like someone had jammed a red-hot poker into it. “Tall, blond hair, wears it slicked back. Ugly goatee. Weird head, too small for his body.”

      “That’s him.” A man Cage recognized as Niles Ramsey from Roselea’s largest antique shop ducked beneath the police tape on the other side of the Jeep. His short, round body resembled a beer keg. He had an extra chin that wobbled like a turkey neck. “He and his wife came into the store yesterday.”

      “Did she have long, dark hair?” Cage asked.

      Ramsey’s head bobbed. “Very lovely. I didn’t get the impression there was any trouble between them.”

      Gina glanced at Cage. “Mr. Ramsey’s brought yesterday’s credit receipts. Thankfully there are only four of them, and we’re running background now. Mr. Ramsey, do you happen to remember the couple’s name?”

      “Of course.” Ramsey’s small yet meaty chest puffed out, his chin up. “John Ward III, emphasis on the third. He seemed particularly proud of that. I remember because we joked that he might be related to the John Ward from Roselea who’d fought in the Civil War. He’s buried in the old cemetery, and his family history during Reconstruction is fascinating.”

      “Thank you.” Gina cut off the shopkeeper’s rambling and pulled her radio off her belt. “Marla, focus the background checks on John Ward, III.” She looked at the credit card receipt. “He used a Visa, and I have the last four digits, but that’s about all I can tell you.”

      “I have his address.” Ramsey beamed, pulling out a small, leather-bound book. “He needed the item shipped to his home. A beautiful mahogany wardrobe that’s well over 100 years old. Just gorgeous. I hated to see it go, to be honest.” Cage snapped his teeth shut, knowing anything he said would be a hateful insult. Ramsey had obviously been holding onto the information until the most theatrical moment came. The shop owner made a show of flipping to the right page in his grubby notebook, his sausage fingers struggling with the thin paper. “Here we go. 12 Center Circle, Jackson. So our boy is fairly local.”

      Gina rolled her eyes at the cop show cliché, repeating the address back to Marla. “Thank you for finally sharing all the information, Mr. Ramsey. We’ll need you to leave the scene now.”

      The man’s shoulders sagged, but he dutifully walked back down the drive to the Volkswagen Beetle that somehow perfectly matched him. Cage opened his mouth to tell Gina more about what he’d seen, but the vibration of his phone stopped him. He expected it to be a nervous Dani, but Jaymee’s number flashed.

      Butterflies danced in his gut. “The guy’s calling from Jaymee’s phone again.”

      “Put it on speaker,” Gina said.

      “Hello?” Cage waited.

      John Ward’s throat cleared. “You’re lucky I wasn’t aiming to kill. I assume you’re having a party, and the police are special guests. Am I right?”

      He doesn’t know I’m a cop.

      Cage might be able to use that to his advantage. “Yeah. They’re here.”

      “You need to tell them to back off. Into the street.”

      “I’m not sure they’re going to take orders from me.”

      “They will if they don’t want someone else to get hurt,” Ward snapped. “After your little stunt, you’re lucky I don’t empty this gun.”

      “I’ll tell them,” Cage tried to remember the few things he’d learned at the hostage training. “But those are my friends in there with you. How can I help you end this?”

      Gina nodded in approval.

      “I just want to take my wife and leave. But we’re not going to do that until I’m damned good and ready. So everyone else is going to have to wait.” Ward's arrogant tone held a challenge.

      “Can’t you let Jaymee and Nick go?” Cage asked. “Stay in the house as long as you want. Just let them leave.”

      Ward laughed. “Can’t do that. What’s to stop the police from coming in after me? They don’t care about tourists’ lives. But their locals? They’ll do the right thing.”

      Ward wasn’t going to be talked out of it. He’d gone too far into the deep end of the crazy pool. His wife needed medical attention, and the situation could escalate at any moment. “Can I talk to Jaymee then? Just so I can tell her to be good and let you have your time? I know she can get mouthy.”

      Too many seconds passed, and Cage lost hope. Finally Ward grunted. “Make it quick.”

      “Cage?” Jaymee’s voice only shook slightly. He could tell from the way she sounded like she’d gone into a tunnel that Ward had put the phone on speaker. “Mutt got shot. He tried to protect me from–”

      “Don’t say my name!” The shout came from somewhere near Jaymee.

      “I know,” Cage said. “He’s alive and on the way to the vet.”

      She started to cry. “Thank you. What about you?”

      “I’m fine. Listen, Jay. You know how to deal with this. Stay calm, don’t challenge him. We’ll get through.”

      She breathed hard, obviously trying to stop crying. “I was going to clean the cellar today. You know, the part Dani and I talked about? I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t, or I’d be stuck down there in the dark.”

      What the hell? Why was she talking about the cleaning the cellar? She never went down there. Not after what happened a few years ago.

      “Time’s up.” Ward’s voice again. “Get the police out of here.”

      Dead air.

      Cage hung up and then looked at Gina. “I don’t know what the hell Jay was talking about.”

      Gina’s eyebrows were nearly fused together. She nodded, as if caught up in a private conversation. “Jaymee’s been through hell and has learned from it. I think she was trying to tell you something. What do you know about Magnolia House’s cellar?”

      “That it’s ancient and creepy.” Cage shuddered at the thought of the dank, centuries old cellar. Even his own home’s macabre history seemed less intimidating than the tomb beneath the much older Magnolia House.  “But maybe I’m forgetting something. I’ll call Dani again. If anyone can figure out what Jaymee meant, it’ll be her.”

      Headlights cut through the dimming daylight. Gina shaded her eyes against the glare and sighed. “Don’t think that’ll be necessary.”

      Cage’s nerves ignited as Dani’s car came to a hard stop behind Gina’s Jeep. He wanted to grab Dani and push her back into the car, tell her to go somewhere safe. But he also wanted to escape with her, hold her close, and get his head straight.

      She jumped out and raced toward Cage, stopping when she saw the blood on his arm. “What happened?

      He ignored her question, his fear overriding the need to hold her. What was she thinking, coming here? Didn’t she realize how dangerous it was? “What are you doing here? Is Emma all right?”

      Dani’s fair skin paled, contrasting her strawberry blond hair. She reached for his wrapped arm. “She’s fine. What happened?”

      “It’s a flesh wound,” Cage said. “It’s nothing. Where’s the baby?” He glanced toward the car. Surely Dani hadn’t brought her.

      “Grace is with her. Emma’s sleeping.”

      Their kind neighbor would take good care of the baby, but that didn’t make Cage any happier. He felt coiled, a compressed spring ready to burst. “Why are you here?”

      “Are Jaymee and Nick all right?” Still pale, Dani met his angry glare with the same steely resolve she’d shown the first day they met and she’d demanded to help excavate the bones in Ironwood’s basement. He tried to answer, but his throat suddenly felt swollen. He just wanted to take her in his arms and never let go.

      “As of ten minutes ago, yes,” Gina said. “Cage made an unsuccessful attempt at getting inside the house. Our bad guy called to warn him, and Cage talked to Jaymee briefly.”

      Dani’s jaw tightened, her stare making him feel like a shrunken head. “Why would you try to get inside instead of negotiating?”

      “This guy has no interest in negotiating,” Cage said. “I can’t just sit around and wait.”

      “The negotiators from Jackson are on their way,” Gina said. “Until then, we need to keep the situation calm. Make Ward feel like he’s in control.”

      “We can’t wait,” Cage said. Urgency made him feel hot all over. He needed to do something instead of stand around debating. “His wife is seriously injured, and he’s already hit Jaymee once. She’s not going to back down.”

      “He’s right.” Dani leaned against the hood of the vehicle, shoulders low. Her voice sounded resigned. “Jaymee’s too hotheaded. If she’s threatened, it’s only a matter of time before she fights back.”

      “She doesn’t have time for the hostage negotiators.” Cage nodded a silent thanks toward Dani. He felt stronger knowing she was on his side.

      Gina rolled her shoulders back, her small frame straining under the bulletproof vest. “Tell Dani what Jaymee said.”

      He tugged the collar of the Kevlar, wishing he could take off the vest. “She started talking about the cellar. Very weird.” Cage told Dani about the strange conversation with Jaymee. “You have any idea what she was talking about?”

      “Yes!” Dani’s rapid, high voice made him jump. “I can’t believe we both forgot! Magnolia House has a tunnel leading out from the old cellar. It opens up into the original kitchen. Don’t you remember?”

      Cage felt a surge of hope. He’d completely forgotten the story. “You’re right. Doesn’t it come out near the old jail?”

      “Yes.” Dani rocked on the heels of her feet the way she always did when she talked about history. “The old jail used to be the town’s major slave trading company. Dupont used the tunnel to move slaves back and forth. History claims he cut a deal with the traders and got a discount, which pissed everyone else off, so he moved them in secret.”

      Cage looked down the street, past the expanse of Magnolia house and the estate. Dusk had fallen now, but he knew the old jail was farther up the hill, nearer the southwest edge of town–easy access for the planters to buy their slaves. Still, it couldn’t be more than a couple of football fields away.

      “I wonder if it’s caved in,” Cage said. Most of the land between the house and the jail was on the Magnolia estate. Because slave cabins and other original buildings were still standing, the estate was a protected area. No development meant a chance the tunnel was still open.

      “Penn Gereau told Jaymee that parts of it had caved in by the time he was kid,” Dani said. “But he could still move through the tunnel.”

      Magnolia’s previous owner had to be near sixty. That was a lot of years for nature to take over. But the tunnel was their best hope. Cage needed to be inside the house, look John Ward in the eye. If he could do that, he’d have a chance at being able to negotiate. But standing outside with a megaphone and no visual of what was going inside didn’t work for Cage.

      “You aren’t seriously thinking of trying to get into the house via the tunnel?” Gina’s dark eyebrows raised as she stared up at him. “We have no idea what condition it’s in. And if you happen to actually get into the cellar, you’re on your own.”

      Cage tried to smile. “Nah, Jaymee’s expecting me. You said yourself she gave me a clue.”

      “Jaymee’s a hostage,” Gina said. “So’s Nick. They won’t be able to help.”

      “I can handle it.” Cage looked between his boss and nervous fiancé. “And it’s their best chance. I’ve talked to this guy. He’s extremely volatile. I can hear it in his voice. If we wait on the hostage team from Jackson, someone will die.”

      Cage took Dani’s hands. They were cold and trembling, but her eyes were steady. “I can’t wait for someone else to do the job.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong about Jaymee. If he hit her,” Dani swallowed hard, “and he shot at you, then maybe she’ll be quiet.”

      Cage tried to smile. “You remember who we’re talking about, right? And she gave me the clue. She’s counting on me to come for them. Which means she’ll be watching for me.”

      “I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” Gina said. She stared up at the darkening sky as if it might confirm she’d made the right call. “The Jackson guys are still mobilizing. Even if they drive like hell, it’ll be more than two hours before they arrive. And I trust Cage’s instincts.”

      He nodded at the captain. Her confidence meant more than he’d ever tell her.

      “It’s so risky.” Dani reached for his hand and squeezed. “If it’s open, the tunnel could collapse on you. And if you do get inside…”

      “If the tunnel doesn’t look safe, I won’t go in.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      He put her hand to his lips, kissing each of her knuckles. “I’ll be fine.”

      She took his face in her hands and brought it to hers. Her salty tears accompanied the kiss, but the warmth of her body sent a familiar rush through him.

      Dani broke the kiss first, gasping for breath. “You have to come home. I had something special planned for tonight.”

      Cage knew the husky tone, caught the look in her eyes. “Isn’t it too soon?”

      “Six weeks.” Her smile wavered. “So don’t be too late.”

      His body shouldn’t be reacting right now, but the prospect of being inside her made his knees weak. Months of bed rest had deprived them of intimacy for far too long. He found his voice. “I won’t.”

      She choked back a sob and then drew a shaky breath. “Why do you have to be so damned noble?”

      “Good ole Southern boy, remember?”
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      Gina refused to allow Dani to stay at the scene. After a lingering kiss, Cage watched her brake lights disappear, his emotions twisting into a knot at the base of his stomach. The evening had brought humidity, or maybe the combination of the vest and the chaos raging inside him caused the feeling of overheating. He took a long drink of water and walked back to Gina.

      “Thanks, Marla.” Gina ended the call and grimaced at Cage. “Jackson PD says John Ward III was arrested for domestic assault twice in the last year. First time, the neighbors called because the argument was so loud and made its way outside. The wife refused to press charges. Second time, Kendra–that’s the wife’s name–made the call. Said her husband was beating her, and she’d locked herself in the bathroom. In the end, Kendra dropped the charges.”

      Cage had witnessed the effects of the abuse Jaymee and her mother had endured at the hands of her father, but he still struggled to understand the victim mentality. He couldn’t imagine the emotional toll it took, and for years he longed to see Jaymee or her mother finally stand up to the man. Still, it took a family tragedy before they were able to do it.

      Cage knew wife-beaters like John Ward excelled at verbal and emotional abuse, mentally drumming the victim into the ground until she felt like she had no other choice. Many victims stayed with their abusers because they feared the repercussions of leaving or filing charges. But Ward had screwed up this time. Nick and Jaymee could press charges. So could the city. The bastard would be in a jail cell before midnight.

      Cage just had to get everyone out of Magnolia House alive.

      Gina stood at his driver’s door, her arms resting on the open window. They’d moved all the vehicles to the street, out of Ward’s line of sight. “I can do this if you’re too close.”

      He shook his head. “I know the house as well as I know my own. I’ve been in that cellar, and I remember all the junk I’ve got to get around.”

      “How are you going to come out of the cellar without being seen?”

      Cage tried to smile. “Easy. That cellar opens into the old kitchen, which is always shut.”

      “The old kitchen isn’t part of the new one?”

      “No,” Cage said. “Gereau’s aunt never wanted the kitchen changed. She wanted the house to keep its history. So he closed it off and added a more modern kitchen.” Jaymee had been thinking about including the old one on the house’s historical home tour. But bad things had happened to her in the old kitchen and cellar. She hadn’t been ready this year. That delay might end up saving her life.

      “You have to stay detached,” Gina said. “This is personal, and I get it. But you can’t let it affect your decision making. Don’t shoot unless it’s to save someone’s life, and even then, you’d better be damned sure. Patience, Foster.”

      She searched his eyes, her own surprisingly soft. The captain could be a hardass, but she also supported her staff without question. “Bad decisions have really bad consequences, especially in these situations.”

      “I can handle it.” He hoped he looked as confident as he wanted to feel.

      Gina surprised him with a warm smile–a rarity for her. “I know you can. Do you have everything?”

      He checked his supplies in the passenger seat. “Two mini-Maglites, my Glock with a full clip and an extra, a set of handcuffs, a radio, gloves, mini pry bar, and a spade.” They’d already decided a shovel would probably be too big for the tunnel. If he had to dig his way through, the spade would have to be enough. “I made a call while you were on the phone with Marla. Lee Walker’s meeting me at the old jail. He’s pretty sure I’ll be able to get through.” The historical foundation’s president would be able to show Cage the exterior entrance to the tunnel. Cage didn’t relish the idea of seeing the man, but he had to keep things in perspective.

      “Keep your cell in your pocket and make sure it’s on vibrate,” Gina said. “Text as soon as you’re inside the house. Hopefully you’ve got a signal. I’ll stay here and run our tiny command center.” She paused, looking like she wanted to say more. Finally she squeezed his forearm. “Be careful, Cage.”

      

      Located just down the long hill from Magnolia House, near the southwest side of Roselea, Old City Jail had been closed in the eighties for the more modern facility. The Adams County Historical Foundation owned the building, and renovations were in progress. Fortunately the holiday weekend meant the workers were off grilling hot dogs and enjoying their ice-cold beers. At the sight of Lee Walker’s car, Cage wished he could join them.

      His mother preached forgiveness. Even after his older sister’s murder, his mother held steady to her faith and to her belief that everyone deserved a second chance. Cage tried to remember his mother’s words, but Lee Walker sucked just about every ounce of tolerance out of him. The fact that Dani still worked for the man was bad enough.

      Gathering his things into a worn knapsack, Cage stepped out of his vehicle. Lee did the same. Wearing pressed shorts and a Polo shirt, along with white socks and brown loafers, Lee shifted from foot to foot, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. Cage felt a pang of regret. He used to enjoy talking with the historian. They’d even worked together in an effort to save a key piece of Roselea’s history. But then Lee had nearly gotten both Cage and Dani killed. Dani forgave him. Cage still had a ways to go.

      Lee finally met Cage’s gaze and held it for a quiet moment. He nodded and then extended his hand. At least he understood right now wasn’t the time for more apologies.

      Cage shoved his grudge aside and shook Lee’s hand. “Thanks for meeting me on short notice. You didn’t tell anyone, did you? We’re trying to keep this quiet.”

      Since the town’s best reporter was one of the hostages, the police hadn’t had any trouble keeping a lid on the news. But Cage didn’t know how much longer that would hold.

      “Not a soul,” Lee said. “How’s Dani holding up?”

      “She’s safe at Ironwood, thankfully.” Cage didn’t mention that she and Emma had been at Magnolia earlier in the day and could have been trapped. He didn’t need to think about it right now.

      “Good for her to remember the tunnel. Damned smart woman.” Lee started walking, and Cage followed, relaxing. This part would be easy. They’d had a hundred conversations about Roselea’s storied history. He’d just have to think of this as one more.

      Lee pointed to Cage’s shoulder. Gina had put a second layer of bandages on it. Hopefully most of the dirt would stay out of the wound. “What about you?”

      “I’m fine.” He didn’t feel the need to share any more.

      The old jail sat on the corner of Duke and Warren streets, with the grounds stretching right up to the property line of Magnolia Estate. Weeds had overtaken the old yard where inmates used to be given an hour a day for exercise. A single basketball hoop leaned precariously forward, as if the concrete supporting the pole had broken up. A grungy thread of a long gone net fluttered from the rusted hoop.

      Cage followed Lee through the field, remembering how the jail had scared him as a child. He and Jaymee used to walk by and see the inmates during their exercise time. Jaymee always felt sorry they didn’t have a proper court, just hardened Mississippi mud. Cage thought the entire place was creepy, probably from the ghost stories his sister had filled his head with.

      The wooden platform from the old gallows where many men had been hung still stood behind the jail, as if to warn the inmates what could happen. Cage’s sister used to insist she could see the ghosts of executed inmates swinging from it. He liked to think he’d never believed her, but the entire area gave him a smothering feeling of being watched.

      “Is it true slaves are buried in the jail yard?”

      Lee smiled grimly, stepping around a tangled thatch of weeds. “I think so. We’re trying to get permission to dig, but it’s a delicate situation. We need to have your friend the medical examiner involved, for one. She’s all for it, but the state has to give her the go-ahead. And that’s just the start.”

      “You have any idea how many?”

      Lee stopped, looking up at the crumbling, three-story brick building. Chunks of the concrete bordering the windows had fallen and busted around the perimeter. Most of the windows were missing glass. The lower level had an extended wing, giving it a strange ‘L’ shape. The slaves had been quarantined in that area before they were sold.

      “This was the major slave trading hub in this area. Thousands of them came through here over a span of nearly two hundred years. Given the way they were treated, I think it’s safe to say there were plenty of casualties.”  Lee pointed to a small hill just past the edge of the jail yard. “The tunnel comes out over there, just outside of the Magnolia estate. Penn Gereau showed me the entrance several years ago, and it stayed our secret. We figured it would be too much of a temptation for teenagers and thrill seekers.”

      “Good call.”

      They’d reached the top of the small hill, which amounted to more of a mound. Still, it was high enough Cage could see Magnolia House’s black roof in the distance, and he’d never been more grateful for Roselea’s rolling hills and valleys. Nothing marked the end of the jail grounds, but he knew the band of oak trees no more than five feet away belonged to the Magnolia Estate. He prayed the lack of development meant the tunnel was intact enough for him to slip through.

      Lee knelt down and started pulling the thick, sweet-smelling wild clover away from the center of the mound. Cage followed suit, and soon a rotting wooden door emerged.

      “It’s really just some planks that Penn and I nailed together to close the opening. We didn’t want it to disappear completely. Of course, I come out here every so often and clear it off so things don’t completely grow over it. When the old jail project is finally finished, I’d like to show the tunnel. But I’ll need to talk with Jaymee before I do that.”

      Cage grunted, uninterested in the historian’s plans. He and Lee each took a side of the rotting door and began to pull. Dirt and grass had enveloped it, as if the earth were trying to reclaim it. Finally, a loud sucking sound, and then the wood gave way. Both men stumbled back, fighting for their balance. Cage took the wooden door and tossed it aside.

      He smelled the familiar scent of old, closed up earth. Of decay and insects and secrets. He didn’t like being underground. And the last time he’d been inside a secret passage, he’d gotten stabbed and nearly died.

      Lee seemed to read his mind. “Don’t worry. No humans to worry about this time. Just the ceiling caving in on you.”

      He glared at the older man. “Thanks.”

      Lee knelt down and spread out a crude drawing:  a schematic of Magnolia House’s basement. “Now, Penn gave this to me years ago. If Jaymee’s moved things around, you may have some trouble.”

      “I don’t think she’s been down there since she inherited it.” Cage felt certain of that, and he remembered the layout from his inspection shortly after she inherited the house. But Nick could have easily been down and changed something. “Either way, this is the best I’ve got.”

      “Good point,” Lee said. “So we’re here.” He tapped a badly drawn hill. “The tunnel is a fairly straight shot because Dupont wanted to move quickly. He got his slaves cheap, and he didn’t want to get caught. And I’m sure that’s not the only trade that went through the tunnel.”

      Cage looked toward Magnolia House. It appeared just like it did every other day, and yet a pall had descended over it, as if the house held its breath to see if Cage could pull this one off.

      “I’ll wait here and make sure the entrance stays open,” Lee said. “I won’t leave until Gina tells me it’s okay. I swear to you.”

      Cage caught the earnestness in his voice. He knew Lee desperately wanted his forgiveness. He supposed this should count towards earning it. “Thanks.”

      He secured the pack on his good shoulder and peered into the tunnel. It was about half as tall as he was. He’d have to go in on hands and knees. In the pitch-black dark, where countless other men and women had been dragged through like property. Some of them may have died inside. He didn’t really believe in ghosts, even though he lived on a plantation that had all sorts of strange noises and occurrences. But if anyplace was haunted, surely it would be this damned tunnel.

      “Sonofabitch.”
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      Penn Gereau had obviously done some serious work to preserve the tunnel. Beams were in place every few feet with plywood resting on top of them. The wood looked old and smelled wet, but it didn’t have enough rot to be original to the tunnel. Gereau believed in his family’s history and preserved it the best he could without attracting attention. The man did a lot of things no one knew about.

      Claustrophobia had set in almost immediately. Bugs that had probably gone years without seeing any source of light scuttled away from the small beam of his Maglite. Even more shallow than Cage thought, the tunnel’s low ceiling teamed with rotting, dangling roots and creepy-crawlies. Cage imagined the root ends as clawed hands dragging along his spine. Spiders probably hitched onto his back for a ride. Crawling into his ears…

      He had to stop. Had to keep his head. Breathing through his nose proved gag-inducing, the air toxic with mold and trapped earth. Breathing through his mouth was nearly as bad. It should have been cooler underground, and maybe it was. Maybe his sweat came from fear. Didn’t matter because it stung his eyes until he thought he’d scream. Thankfully the heavy work gloves protected him from whatever lived inside the dirt. Hopefully the miserable vest would do the same.

      Every movement reminded him of his damaged shoulder. Sometimes he felt the pain all the way in his toes.

      So damned dark. Not enough space. Two hundred years or more since the tunnel had been dug. The beams seemed like a joke when Cage thought of how easily the old earth could shift. He had zero control over his fate. His only choice was to keep crawling forward, like a stupid earthworm.

      Less than five feet into the tunnel, Cage’s cell phone lost all signal bars. He stuffed it into his butt pocket and very quickly wished he hadn’t. The cell would have been a nice emergency light, but the space had narrowed so much he couldn’t maneuver well enough to get to his pocket. Hopefully he could get to the Glock if he needed it.

      But John Ward wouldn’t know about this tunnel. Jaymee would never have hinted at it if he did.

      Unless he’d heard about it around town.

      Panic crept through him. Too many variables in this whole thing. What if he’d made the wrong call? He should have been more patient instead of forcing Gina to do things his way.

      That thought made him laugh, and some of the panic floated away. Gina never let anyone make a call for her. She believed this was the right decision. And in him.

      Cage couldn’t worry about all the things that could go wrong. He’d committed the map to memory, knowing he wouldn’t be able to get it out of his pocket inside the tunnel. If it turned out to be correct, the tunnel should come out on the far side of the cellar. A plus for Cage, because that meant the entrance was far away from the family area where Ward had his hostages.

      As long as Cage could keep quiet, he’d have a chance.

      But that might be the real problem. If Cage remembered correctly, several pieces of iron–probably castoffs from the gate surrounding the house–lined the west wall of the cellar. Gereau had probably put them there intentionally to hide the tunnel. Cage didn’t know if it he’d come to a door or just a big wall of dirt he’d have to dig though. He had a feeling it would be the latter.

      His spade was small. Digging out would take time. If he knocked over the iron, his friends were screwed.

      A new distraction loomed. The pathetically small beam of his Maglite was trapped against something twisted and enormous. As the ceiling dropped further, Cage shimmied on his belly, his stomach rolling with fresh nerves. A tree root the size of a child’s leg suddenly appeared, its trunk buried well into the floor of the tunnel.

      Cage’s heart stuttered. His head dropped to the earth. He didn’t have a knife, and that root was probably two hundred years old. He’d never cut through it. He didn’t have enough space to turn around. If he couldn’t get through, he’d have to shuffle backwards.

      Gereau hadn’t done much to solve the problem. His beams stopped just before the root, as did the makeshift ceiling. They started up about a foot past the root. Leave it to Gereau to keep things just as they were, even if that made life a pain in the ass.

      Cage didn’t have a choice. He had to keep going.

      He wiped the sweat out of his eyes and stuck the flashlight in his mouth, trying to aim the beam straight. The mammoth root was surrounded by several skinnier ones, and these were pliable. If he sucked in his belly enough, Cage might be able to squeeze through on his side. Or he could get himself totally stuck with no way to call for help.

      Lee knew he was inside. So did Gina. Someone would come looking. Eventually. He didn’t know how long he could live in the toxic air inside, but he figured he’d have the night at least. He’d go crazy from being underground first.

      And his friends and Kendra Ward would probably be dead.

      No more time to waste. He made the pack containing his supplies as small as possible and then lobbed it past the roots.  Cage twisted onto his side, digging his teeth into the rubber of the Maglite. Using his left elbow and keeping his right arm tight to his side, he slithered between the tunnel wall and the mess of roots. His arm muscles tensed and complained, his legs and feet like lead as he tried to make himself small. His injured shoulder throbbed as if the wound was being further ripped open. The pain made him dizzy. His stomach scraped against the big root, and then the thick stem caught the edge of the Glock. He clamped his right hand over the weapon and kept dragging forward. Finally his knees passed the root, and he was able to propel past.

      Breathing hard, he dropped to the ground, resting his face on the knapsack. The spade dug into his cheek, but he didn’t care.

      He’d never realized a flesh wound could hurt so badly. He’d need antibiotics and tetanus and God only knew what else. Whatever. He’d deal with that when everyone else was safe.

      Cage had to keep moving. He didn’t know what had happened in Magnolia House since he left, and according to his dimly glowing watch, he’d already been in the tunnel for twenty minutes. Surely the root was the worst obstacle.

      He started to crawl again, waiting to hit a wall of dirt where the plywood had failed and ground had caved in. Cage had no way of telling how thick the plywood ceiling was or when Gereau had put it up. He could only hope it wasn’t so old it had rotted. Even with the tiny shovel, digging out would take serious time.

      The beams stopped. So did the ceiling, the plywood jammed right into the wall of dirt that now blocked Cage’s way. This had to be the entrance to Magnolia’s cellar.

      A new worry tore through him.

      Despite the house’s age, the cellar wasn’t all dirt. Walls had been put up with wood and cement blocks. What if the wall was concrete and Cage couldn’t get through? But that was impossible. Gereau had secured the tunnel so there had to be an entrance to the house. Unless he hadn’t gotten this far before everything went to hell.

      No. He wouldn’t have told Lee so the tunnel opening was preserved. There’s got to be a way in.

      Once again Cage’s plan seemed utterly stupid. He was stuck down here while his friends were less than fifty feet away. All the blessings of technology were worthless right now, their limits leaving Cage in the literal and figurative dark.

      Had Ward fired his gun again? Had someone been shot? What if Cage’s impatience and decision to be the hero had cost Nick and Jaymee and Kendra Ward their lives?

      He smacked the wall of dirt. The tension in his neck immediately shifted to anticipation. He’d felt something solid. Something that made a hollow thud he could only pray Ward hadn’t heard. Wood, not concrete.

      Flashlight back in his mouth, he dragged his hand over the wall, scraping the dirt off the wood. He tried to keep his movements measured and quiet, but urgency pounded at his temples. Finally, the door was cleared off, and Cage realized it was the same kind of wood used to block the entrance near the jail.

      Gereau must have done this at the same time. Didn’t matter now. Cage needed to figure out a way to get the door open without knocking down anything in front of it and alerting Ward.

      He’d have to try to pull it forward. The wood had shrunk from time and moisture, and he was able to wedge his fingers on top of one of the planks. Thankful for the heavy gloves, he dug his knees into the dirt, his back damned near against the plywood ceiling, and started to pull. The wood snapped at its base, the sound loud to Cage. He held his breath, trying to listen for something happening above, but he was too insulated.

      No choice but to keep going.

      He tossed the piece of board aside. He now had a four-inch opening to work with, meaning he could control the break of the next plank. It gave easily but still with a screech that jangled Cage's nerves. As Cage feared, the iron was stacked up against the wall–probably Gereau’s way of hiding it. Before he pulled away any more wood, Cage tried to shine his light into the cellar, his head wedged up in the far corner of the tunnel, chin tucked to his chest. He needed to know which way to slide the iron. If he knocked something over, they were all in trouble.

      As best as he could tell, he had space to the right. The entrance was exactly where he’d expected it to be. Slowly, he began to shift the iron, holding his breath for the sound of it scraping against the cement floor.

      But nothing came.

      He ducked his head down.

      This part of the floor was dirt.

      Thank God for small favors.

      Sweat burned his eyes as he pushed the iron far enough for him to slip around. Then he pulled the next two planks, all the while listening. He thought he heard footsteps, maybe the low hum of voices. But nothing that suggested Ward heard the rat in the basement.

      Finally, Cage had enough opening to crawl through, first his torso and then his long legs–the earth giving birth to a filthy giant with a bloody shoulder and a short fuse. Knapsack on his shoulders, he stood up straight. His back cracked, and he bit back the groan. Magnolia’s cellar was over two-hundred and fifty years old, but the air inside still smelled better than the tunnel. He breathed deeply, trying to catch his breath and figure out exactly what he would do next.

      He checked his cell. No bars. Naturally.

      Cage wiped the sweat off his face and then retrieved the extra ammo from his backpack as well as the pry bar and the radio. He jammed the pry bar into the back of his jeans and covered it with his shirt, clipped the radio onto his belt. The ammo went into his back pocket.

      He double-checked the Glock, making sure it was loaded. Safety off.

      The cellar made him think of a gaping black hole, spanning the length of much of the house. The far corners were blackness, full of history and dark shadows. Probably a lot of bad energy if slaves had been led through the place. The beam of the Maglite seemed even more anemic, but it was strong enough to guide Cage across the expanse of the cellar. His boots connected with the cement, and he knew he’d nearly reached the stairs.

      He’d damned near rather go bursting through the front door than try to climb these things.

      The stairs leading to the old kitchen were even worse deathtraps than the ones in Ironwood’s basement. Cage tested the first step, trying to visualize the old kitchen. He would need to move quickly once he’d survived the stairs.

      The cellar door opened in the middle, and the box-shaped kitchen had two entries into the house. The first would be to the left, which opened into the dining room. That door would be locked from the outside. Using the pry bar on it would be too risky. The second entrance went into the servants’ area of the house, which had been turned into an office and storage rooms. That door locked from the inside and opened into the old butler’s pantry, now a part of the newer kitchen, its big western window overlooking the magnolia trees.

      That would be his moment of terror. If Ward happened to be pacing the great hall, he might be able to catch a glimpse of Cage moving through the kitchen to the servants’ area.

      Hopefully Ward would remain uninterested in it.

      If nothing had changed, Cage might be able to get a visual before he made his presence known.

      The cellar door would be locked. He dug the mini pry bar out of the back of his jeans. He’d make noise, but hopefully it would be quiet, and Ward would be far enough away he wouldn’t hear it. He slipped the pack off his shoulders. It would only slow him down now. He stuffed the flashlight and extra clip into his front pockets and then jammed the set of handcuffs into his back pocket.

      He took another step. The stairs wobbled. Another step, a heavy groan. Four steps away, the door teased him.

      Another step, another shudder.

      Cage's heart beat so hard he couldn’t hear anything else. His soaked shirt clung to his sweating back and chest.

      One more step, and then another. Finally, the last one. The stairs creaked and shuddered violently. Cage grabbed for the door. Locked. With the steps swaying beneath him, Cage wedged the pry bar between the door and the frame, but the quiet made him hesitate. If he pulled too hard, the wood might split. That meant loud noise. Slowly, he pulled the bar toward him. The steps bounced as if threatening to drop out from under him.

      The wood started to crack. Cage stopped. He couldn’t let Ward hear him. How the hell could he pull this off?

      A woman screamed. He didn’t recognize the voice; it had to be Kendra. Cage jerked in shock, the stairs shuddering terribly. She screamed again, and Cage yanked the pry bar as hard as he could. The lock busted away, the sound mangled by Kendra’s screaming.

      Cage eased the door open, gun ready. He checked to make sure the kitchen was still shut off from the rest of the house and then slipped out from the basement.

      Kendra stopped screaming abruptly, and a sick feeling tore through Cage.

      What had John Ward done, and who would be next?
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      Cage moved quickly, barely noticing the old cook stove that Dani insisted was worth thousands. Probably installed in the early 1900s, it was a rare brand and in good shape.

      A big wooden table took up much of the space in the historic kitchen. Cage knew Jaymee had given Dani permission to catalog all the smaller items found in the kitchen, There had been plenty, and Dani had stored them all at the historical foundation until Jaymee was ready for them. Which meant no knives or anything else for an extra weapon.

      Cage skirted around the table, gently pulled the deadbolt back, and then opened the old door. It ghosted against the wooden floor, but the hinges remained silent.

      The kitchen installed by Gereau after his aunt had died stretched out before him. The old lady would have probably thrown a fit, but the builders had done a good job of keeping the historical feel of the butler’s pantry, even keeping the sink in the same place, right under the big window. The dirty plates remained on the table, flies still feasting. Gun at the ready, Cage eased into the kitchen.

      John Ward's yell glued Cage’s feet to the floor.

      “You stupid bitch.” Ward spewed filth at his wife, followed by a thud. Kendra sobbed in pain, the sound so raw Cage’s eyes watered. They were still in the east side of the house. He waited to hear Nick or Jaymee, but they remained frighteningly silent.

      His phone.

      Now he had three bars. He texted Gina his location and asked about eyes on the house.

      ‘No eyes. Too risky. No known shots. Stay in contact.’

      He caught his breath, which sounded ragged and loud. So they were okay. For now.

      Part of the house’s original butler’s pantry, the kitchen’s arched doorway had once led into the servants’ private hall. But that portion had been busted open by the builders and now opened into the great hall, just near the stairs.

      The big staircase should block Ward’s view, but Cage kept his eyes fixed on the doorway. His hand steady on the trigger, he quickly scanned the hall.

      Empty.

      He quietly opened the door to what remained of the servants’ hall. To his right were Nick’s office, and then the other servant’s bedroom, set up as it used to be more than a century ago.

      Cage debated. He needed to stay on the main floor, and in order to get to the eastern side of the house, he would have to either go directly into the front hall with very little area to give him the element of surprise, or take the long way around, going through the closet in the big stairway, which butted directly against the back of the house.

      To guests, the wide, mahogany staircase separated the house in half, and the only way to get from one side to the other was through the great hall. From his position in the parlor, Ward no doubt had a clear view of that route.

      Cage was one of the few people who knew about the storage closet underneath the massive staircase. Legend claimed Dupont’s wife had hung herself in the closet after one of their children died of scarlet fever. Dani kept trying to talk Jaymee into having a séance, but Jaymee didn’t want to know what ghosts resided in the old house. Cage didn’t blame her.

      Cage checked his weapons once more and then edged down the narrow servants’ hallway. Honoring his aunt–who still used servants during her lifetime–Gereau had kept the workers’ side of the house as plain as it would have been years ago. Jaymee had done the same, and she brought guests through the back hall to see the old way of life. All except the old kitchen. Cage knew she lied and said the kitchen was in disrepair.

      His heart began to drum as he reached the closet beneath Magnolia House’s massive stairway.

      Cage really didn’t want to go inside that stupid closet.

      Ward started yelling at his wife again–more hatred dripping from him. “I never should have married you. I thought you’d be better. That you’d learn. But you don’t. You just keep doing stupid shit and making me hurt you. Why can’t you just behave, Kendra?”

      She said nothing, her whimpers barely audible.

      A violent thump echoed through the space, followed by a guttural moan.

      “Enough.” Jaymee’s hateful voice sent a dagger through Cage. He’d hoped to reach her before she reached her breaking point.

      “Excuse me?” Ward mimicked her thicker drawl, a mixture of warning and humor in his ugly voice.

      “Don’t kick her again.” Jaymee sounded completely unafraid. Years of her father’s cruelty had taught her how to hide her fear.

      “What are you going to do about it, little girl?”

      “Jaymee, don’t.” Nick sounded desperate. “He’s got the gun.”

      “Of course he does,” she snapped. “He’s a coward, just like my father.”

      Oh please, don’t say anything else, Jay.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Stop,” Nick said. “Just put your head down and be quiet. Please.”

      “I did that my entire life while my mother got her ass kicked.” Jaymee’s voice rose, her tone shaking the way it did before she did something really impulsive. “I did it when he forced me to get rid of my child. I won’t do it anymore, not for this piece of trash.”

      Cage rushed into the pitch-black closet, forgetting his plans to update Gina. He slammed against something slick. Nick’s waders. No time for the flashlight. Ward cussed at Jaymee, his hoarse voice ringing through the house. Cage shuffled through, praying he didn’t trip. Hands outstretched in the dark, his fingers jammed against the opposite wall and searched for the door. He knew the lock was broken, but his push met with resistance.

      Jaymee’s voice again, still full of hatred. She wasn’t backing down.

      Cage dropped his shoulder and pushed again; the door was jammed at the bottom, old wood swollen and stubborn. He jammed his boot against it and pushed again.

      The door popped loudly, and he stumbled into the library.

      “What the hell was that?” Ward’s voice was clear now.

      Cage flattened himself against the wall and quickly slid to the corner, knowing the connecting archway would give him some element of surprise.

      “Probably the ghost coming to beat your ass like you deserve.” Jaymee’s hard voice made Cage wince. “You know my friend Lana said she saw a ghost in this house once. It’s supposed to be the wife of the man who built it. She hung herself because he abused her, and she’s mean. Legend says he even kept her in a cage when she didn’t behave. I locked my best friend in it, and he’s never been the same.”

      Cage couldn’t help but smile. She knew he was here.

      “That’s a good idea,” Ward said. “Kendra might learn something from that.” A thumping sound, followed by Ward’s snide voice. “Right, honey?”

      Cage couldn’t hear Kendra’s response.

      “She’s got internal bleeding,” Nick said. “Her arm’s so broken her bone has nearly torn through her flesh. She needs to go to a hospital.”

      “What do I care?”

      “Murder one has a lot bigger penalty than assault,” Jaymee said. “You need to make a choice because you won’t leave here. The police will stop you. You’re just putting off the inevitable.”

      Ward’s bare feet slammed against the hardwood floor. Cage swore the cadence matched the drumming adrenaline in his head. “Then I’ll take care of your mouth before I go.”

      Cage moved along the arch wall, head ready to explode. Nick started to yell, but it all happened too fast: Jaymee’s scream, the sick sound of something solid connecting with flesh, and then a loud bang against the wall followed by something shattering.

      “Stop!” Nick screamed.

      Cage rounded the edge of the arch, looking across the family room with the modern flat-screen television and Nick’s shabby recliner that Jaymee hated. John Ward held Jaymee’s hair with one hand, slamming her head against the wall. Blood streamed from her mouth. His other hand still held the gun, pointed directly at Nick.

      Cage tasted cotton and the filth of the earth he’d just crawled through. “John Ward, drop your weapon and back away from the woman.”

      Nick was on his knees, reaching for Jaymee. He froze at the sound of Cage’s voice.

      Ward released her, but he kept his gun raised, pointing it at Cage. Jaymee swayed on her knees, but Cage saw the smile as her arms reached for a jagged chunk of the porcelain vase that had been shattered.

      Before Cage could react, she thrust the broken piece into the soft flesh of Ward’s thigh.
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      “You bitch!” He grabbed Jaymee’s hair and yanked her to her feet.

      “Let her go.” Cage had the shot, but Ward moved quickly, pulling Jaymee in front of him. The porcelain still protruded from his thigh, blood trickling down his leg.

      Ward jammed the gun against Jaymee’s temple. “We’re going upstairs. You don’t follow.”

      He twisted around, balancing their weight on his good leg. Jaymee’s eyes bore into Cage’s, bright with fear and anger. She gritted her teeth, clenched her fists.

      Cage couldn’t allow Ward to get her upstairs. Too many rooms for him to barricade in. And Jaymee would try to make a run for her own gun. This had to stop now.

      “You’re trapped,” Cage said. “This place is surrounded by cops. The sooner you let these people go, the better.”

      He fought against the urge to keep talking, to force Ward to think quickly.

      Patience. He needed it now more than ever.

      Ward hesitated, glancing toward the stairs. Cage saw the apprehension in his eyes. The first step was still several feet away, Ward’s leg bled, and Jaymee would fight him. Cage might get the shot.

      Ward glared at him, as though he knew Cage understood his internal debate. “How’d you find out my name?”

      “Shopkeeper remembered you,” Cage said.

      Ward grunted. “Knew I shouldn’t have bought that old piece of shit. I did it for her. Everything for her. But she never appreciates it. It’s never good enough!”

      Kendra moaned and tried to push herself up off the floor. She tried to speak, but her eyes rolled back in her head, her consciousness waning. Her arm hung at the wrong angle, the bone bulging. Cage suppressed a shudder. “Nick, take Kendra out of here. She needs a doctor.”

      Nick moved toward the woman, but Ward’s shout stopped him. “She stays right where she is.” He kept the gun against Jaymee’s temple. His eyes were the color of steel, Cage realized. And completely wild.

      “Mr. Ward.” Cage tightened his grip on his Glock. His shoulder protested the sudden movement. “This is going to end badly for you unless you cooperate.”

      Ward’s arm tightened around Jaymee’s neck, his pale skin sickly against her tan. She stiffened, still watching Cage. Waiting for him. She didn’t have much more patience than he did, but she’d follow his lead. All he’d have to do was give her a signal, and she’d make her move. He didn’t want the risk, but Ward wasn’t giving him much choice.

      “How’d you get inside?” Ward tapped the gun against Jaymee’s temple three times, each time harder than the previous. “I know it wasn’t through the back door.”

      “I knew another way,” Cage said.

      “Then you’ll tell me.”

      Cage shook his head. “No point in trying. More cops waiting for you there too. You need to think seriously about this.”

      Ward’s eyes shifted from Cage to Jaymee and then to his wife and Nick, who was kneeling on the floor. The feral look sent chills of fear through Cage. Was the man desperate enough to believe suicide by cop was the only way out? How many lives would he try to take with him?

      Ward bit the corner of his mouth until blood oozed out of it. “I just wanted to be left alone.”

      “I know,” Cage said. “Things got out of hand. It happens, man.” He could be Ward’s friend for as long as he needed to be. Anything to get the man to stand down.

      “It’s her fault.” Ward glared at his wife again. “She pushes me.”

      “They do that.” Cage seized the opening. “Every woman I’ve ever known. It’s in their genes.”

      “Damn right.” Ward dug the gun deeper into Jaymee’s skull. She bared her teeth. “And this bitch, she wouldn’t stay out of my business.”

      Cage forced a laugh. “Believe me, I know. I grew up with her. She’s the pushiest broad I’ve ever met.”

      Jaymee snapped her mouth shut, eyes fierce. She kept them on Cage.

      “Christ,” Ward said. “I almost feel sorry for you.”

      “You should.” Cage hoped he sounded sincere. “One time, we were probably about twelve years old. She decides she’s going to start standing up for herself. Wants to learn some basic self-defense moves, toughen up. I played football, so she figured I could teach her something.” Cage didn’t look at Jaymee. She’d remember and know what to do.

      “So we’re in my backyard, right? My dad’s drinking and egging us on, my mom and my sister are all worried Jaymee’s going to get hurt. I didn’t want to do it.” Cage made a show of rolling his eyes. “But she’s not backing down. As usual.”

      Ward grunted.

      “So I come at her, and I get her in a headlock in about two seconds. She’s all pissed off and running her mouth. I’m laughing, because come on. She was short and skinny, and I’d grown about a foot that year. Then she went real low.” Cage’s eyes burned with the urge to glance at his friend, to make sure she was ready. But he felt the anticipation rolling off her.

      “What’d she do?” Ward’s breathing had eased up, his shoulders had inched down.

      Cage spoke softly. “Jay, what did you do?”

      Jaymee’s right foot shot up and connected hard with Ward’s right shin. He gasped, the gun fell away from her head, his grip around her neck loosened. Jaymee sunk her teeth into Ward’s left arm at the same time she jammed her elbows against his chest and her foot into his crotch. He released her and staggered back. She dropped to the floor and crawled away.

      “Put the gun down.”

      Doubled over in pain, Ward still gripped the pistol. Cage saw the arm shiver, and then the gun started to raise.

      Adrenaline hammered the inside of his head, making his brain feeling like it had been through a blender. His body felt damp and drained, his hands ached. Pressure rushed through his ears.

      Ward brought the gun to his own chin.

      Cage took the shot.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ten

        

      

    
    
      The bullet tore through Ward’s right shoulder, the gun clattering to the hardwood floor. Cage rushed forward and kicked it out of reach as Ward landed on his back with a sickening thud that echoed through the house.

      Cage snatched the cuffs out of his back pocket and quickly secured Ward.

      “You shot me.” He rolled on the floor, blood pooling. “I’ll sue.”

      “You were going to shoot yourself.” Cage found his phone and tossed it to Jaymee, who’d crawled over to empty Ward’s gun. Her knees buckled, and Nick wrapped his arms around her to hold her steady. Cage remembered the way Ward had slammed her head against the wall. “Don’t try to walk down to the end of the drive. Call Gina. Tell her the suspect is secure, and we need two ambulances.”

      Jaymee allowed Nick to pull her to her feet. She put her head against his chest, breathing hard. Cage waited, knowing she needed to say her piece.

      She stared at Ward for several long seconds. “Get some towels down as soon as you can. That blood’s going to be a bitch to clean off the floor.” She kissed Nick’s cheek. “I’ll call Gina. You help with Kendra.”

      He nodded, something unspoken passing between them. Then Jaymee yanked back the deadbolt on the front door and disappeared onto the porch. Night air rushed into the house, cool and cleansing.

      “Can you check on Kendra?” Cage glanced at the woman still laying face down on the floor. She’d stopped moving.

      Nick dropped to his knees beside her. “She’s in bad shape. I’m sure she’s got a head injury. She’s been in and out of consciousness the last hour. And her ribs are broken.”

      “This is your fault, Kendra.” Ward sounded like the wounded monster he was. “I brought you here because you wanted it. And look what you did, you stupid whore. Look at me now!”

      Cage ignored him, breathing in the fresh air. He felt as though he’d been buried for a very long time and had finally found his way to the surface.

      “How did you get in?” Nick asked.

      Cage smiled. “The tunnel that runs from the old jail. Dupont used it to move slaves. It opens into the cellar.”

      Nick sat back on his heels, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “That’s why Jaymee said that about the cellar. I thought she’d lost her mind.”

      “Well,” Cage nodded at the paramedics as they hurried into the wide front hall, followed by Gina. “That’s always debatable.”

      

      Cage let Gina go to Roselea General with John Ward, where he would be stabilized before being introduced to his jail cell. She didn’t take the time to congratulate Cage on the rescue, but her single nod in his direction said enough.

      Kendra Ward’s injuries were much more serious. Her arm required surgery, and the EMT confirmed she had internal bleeding. She would be life-flighted to Jackson.

      Jaymee had a mild concussion but refused to be hospitalized. She had other concerns.

      It was past midnight by the time Cage and Dani arrived at the vet with their sleeping infant. He hadn’t bothered to take a shower, much less have his shoulder looked at. He’d just raced home and told Dani to get the baby, and they were going to Natchez. Jaymee and Nick were already on their way.

      Natchez Pet Hospital had two surgery tables in a secluded back room, and Mutt lay on the largest one. All of the lights except one had been turned off, casting the room in a gloomy shadow. The stainless steel looked miserably cold, the various IVs painful. The monitor with the dog’s heartbeat had been shut off.

      Jaymee sat in an old chair, her face against Mutt’s wide head. A single overhead lamp provided enough light for Cage to see the tears on her face.

      Nick stood on the other side of the operating table. He nodded at Cage as he and Dani entered the back room. Emma slept in her infant carrier, peaceful drool running down her chin.

      “I thought you might have gone to the hospital and gotten stitched up,” Nick said.

      “No way.” Cage reached for Mutt, running his hand over his coarse, multicolored fur. He’d always thought Mutt was part blue heeler. And many parts something else. “I wanted to see him first.”

      Mutt’s eyes slowly opened. Mismatched, one bright blue and the other a murky brown, they suited him. He blinked, clearly still drowsy from the anesthesia.

      “Hey ugly Mutt,” Cage said. “How you doing?”

      The dog wagged its tail. Jaymee started to cry again.

      “He’s going to make it, thanks to you.” Nick looked choked up as well. “The bullet lodged in his hip bone. Probably saved his life. He’ll always limp, but we don’t care.”

      “Thank God.” Dani leaned her head against Cage’s chest. She’d refused to allow him to pick up the infant carrier, saying he needed to have his shoulder checked first. “Life wouldn’t be the same without Mutt.”

      She sat Emma’s carrier down and went to kneel beside Jaymee. “You sure you’re okay? I know your head is hard as hell, but a concussion is no joke.”

      Jaymee finally raised her head, wiping her eyes. “Mild concussion. I’ve had worse. And don’t worry, I’m staying up with Mutt.”

      Dani took her hand and then reached for Nick’s. “I’m so glad you guys are all right. I don’t know what we would have done if …”

      “Thanks to Cage,” Nick said. “He saved us. I don’t think Ward would have waited until the hostage team got there.”

      “I knew Cage would get it done.” Jaymee smiled at him, her hand still clutching Mutt’s paw. “As soon as I caught sight of him in the window, I knew we’d be all right. How was the trip through the old tunnel?”

      “Nasty,” Cage said. “But one hell of an attraction. You really ought to open that side of the house up, Jay. Let the past be in the past.”

      She glanced at Nick, who shook his head. “That’s up to you. It’s your history.”

      Jaymee kissed Mutt’s nose. The dog licked her face, wagging his tail again. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll think about it.”

      Cage blinked and nearly forgot to open his eyes. “Shit, I’m tired.”

      “And you still need stitches,” Dani said.

      “It’s probably too late for that.”

      She cocked her head, her strawberry blond hair falling forward into her eyes. “You will go to the hospital. No arguments.”

      “Not yet.” Jaymee finally eased away from Mutt’s side to stand in front of Cage. She still didn’t look much different than the twelve year old who’d nearly ended his chance to have kids. “Thank you. Both of you. Because I know Cage didn’t figure out the cellar clue without you.”

      Dani laughed. “Of course not.”

      Jaymee nodded, one corner of her mouth tight. She shrugged her shoulders, looking between Cage and Dani.

      Cage nodded. “We hear you, Jay.”

      He followed Dani to the car, feeling bad at her lugging the heavy carrier. He didn’t understand why scientists couldn’t invent a feather-light safety seat for a baby. If NASA could send a rover to Mars, why couldn’t it make parenthood a little easier?

      “Hey.” He pulled her close to him after she’d secured Emma and shut the car door. “Thanks for believing in me tonight. I don’t think I could have kept going if I didn’t know you had my back.”

      Dani slipped her arms around his waist, looking up at him with the blue eyes that always made him feel a little feverish. “I’ll always have your back.”

      He couldn’t stop the grin or the childish remark. “What about the front? I think you mentioned that earlier.”

      She burst out laughing. “Hospital first.”

      “That’ll take all night.”

      “You’re a cop. They’ll rush you through.” Dani’s hands traveled up his chest, her tongue trailing over her parted lips. Clearly she hadn’t forgotten how to torment him. “And then I promise, I’ll nurse you back to health. You might even get a sponge bath if you’re a good patient.” She let her hand drift down his stomach to the zipper on his jeans.

      Cage groaned, heat rising from the deepest pit of his belly. He knew whatever Dani had planned would be well worth the wait. He wrapped his arms around her waist, enjoying the curves of her post-pregnancy body. All the things he could do to that beautiful, soft body …

      He brushed his lips over hers. “I’ll be incredibly patient if you keep touching me like that.”

      Dani gave him a final, lingering squeeze, and then stepped away, leaving him feeling cold and abandoned. She pulled open the passenger door. “Let’s go then.”

      Cage didn’t argue, moving gingerly so he didn’t aggravate his injury. “Do you still have that nurse’s uniform from Halloween?”

      She grinned, her blue eyes dancing. “Yes, I do.”

      He leaned back into the leather seat. “Then I’ll be as patient as you want.”

      Laughing, Dani pulled back onto the highway, and Cage allowed his eyes to close. He’d need his rest for later.
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      Even though I practically grew up in Uncertain, it was weird to be back and calling it home. My uncle, Isaac Chaveau, had run Ruby’s Diner for as long as I could remember, and he also had the coolest house on Fiddler’s Lake. Maybe not the biggest house, and maybe not the coolest now, but when I was a kid, it was heaven.

      We stayed in Uncertain from Memorial Day weekend until the week before school started, and my uncle was so much fun. Little did I know, back then, that my mom was getting rid of us for the summer. To us, me and my little sister, she was sending us to summer camp. Every day was a picnic, a BBQ, boating, tubing, skiing. It was my home away from home.

      Now here I was, Officer Dane Briggs, working in the lake town of my childhood. It was kinda cool.

      Isaac walked into the kitchen, home for his afternoon break, while I was preparing a pot of coffee. “How’s it going so far?”

      I was already in my Uncertain Police Department uniform, duty belt on, and all. “It’s okay. I feel sorta stupid right now, but I’m learning.”

      Uncle Isaac looked just like my mom. And I looked like her too, well mostly. At fifteen, I was already taller than her, and at twenty-four, I was six-one and tipping two hundred pounds. My mom was barely five feet tall, and a waif of a woman, and my dad, well, he was a jockey at Golden Gate Fields, so you know how big he was. I was built like Uncle Isaac, without the belly. Yet.

      “You have your own car yet?” He pulled the pot out of the machine before all of the coffee had brewed.

      “Isaac, now mine is going to be like brown water with no flavor.”

      He looked up at me through his bushy brows. “Who bought the damn coffee?”

      He had me there. I was just staying with him until my apartment was ready, eating his food, drinking his beer, and his coffee.

      “I have to ride with a seasoned officer for sixty days before I’m on my own.” I poured the lighter coffee into my cup and tried to be tough and drink it black. Or brown as the case may be.

      “Then what the hell did you go to the Police Academy for?” He twisted the wire tie off a loaf of bread and pulled two slices from the bag. As he popped them into the toaster he said, “I thought they taught you everything you needed to know.”

      I’d explained it to him a dozen times, maybe more, so I just said, “There’s always more to learn.”

      I put the lid on my travel mug and headed out the door. “Maybe I can talk Harper into eating at Ruby’s tonight. And shouldn’t you be there already?”

      Isaac grunted as a response.

      Living on the lake was different now. I didn’t enjoy it as much. No time for boating or fishing. When I wasn’t working patrol, I was studying or helping at the diner. I wanted to be the best cop, and make my uncle proud that I’d come to work in his beloved town.

      I sipped the black coffee as I drove across Newcastle Canal and over to Highway 69. I’d left early, as I wanted to be at the station before Harper Leigh arrived. She was my training officer, and she had been at the station every day that week before I was. I didn’t want her to think I was a slacker, even though I’d never been later than fifteen minutes early.

      I parked in the lot, and low and behold, Harper’s Expedition was already there. Damn, it was like she knew. But at least that morning she was still in her car. She was texting someone when I walked up to the passenger side and tapped on the window.

      She jumped like she’d been hit with a Taser, then flipped the switch to unlock the door. “Damn, you trying to kill me before the week is even over?”

      I climbed into the seat and sat next to her. Harper was gorgeous. Her long brown hair had blonde highlights, and when it wasn’t pinned in a bun at the nape of her neck, it hung in curly waves. Everything about her screamed beauty, from her creamy skin to her curves. Even with that damned vest on, I could tell she was hot.

      But she was my co-worker, and a lot older than me, and her ex-husband was my sergeant. Sergeant Burke never said anything, but the way he looked at her when she wasn’t watching, it was the way every woman longed to be looked at. To be loved. Only Harper wasn’t looking because she had moved on.

      “I’m ready for my week to be over. You’re a task master.”

      With this, Harper laughed, and put her phone away. “You’re too funny. Try riding with Burke for a few days, you’ll be begging to have me back.”

      She was right. Much nicer to look at than old, bald Burke.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” I leaned back in the seat.

      “Don’t get too comfy, we’ve got a meeting with Richardson before we get started.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and got out of the car.

      I followed. Harper made it easy. She talked, a lot. And she kept me abreast of how things worked in Uncertain. Every department had rules in addition to what’s taught at the academy, and some of them were best learned by doing.

      Harper turned around and tossed me the keys. “You’re driving today, Rookie.”

      I caught the keys, but just barely, as she tossed them a bit short. I grinned wide. I’d been waiting all week to drive, and she kept putting it off.

      There had been terrible turmoil in the department recently, and Chief Richardson was happy to have new blood. They’d lost a couple of officers, a chief, and I couldn’t remember who else, but when I interviewed with the assistant chief, Esmeralda Oliverez, she didn’t seem nearly as happy to have a new officer as Richardson was. I wondered if it was because I was white. Hiring me wasn’t part of their Equal Opportunity Employer quota.

      “Been a quiet week, so far. But this is Thursday night. Even in summer, the college kids get a little rowdy.”

      We were working the night shift. Six at night to six in the morning, and I had to admit, nights seemed like a lot more fun than days. Harper explained that it was nice because administrative personnel got off work at five, and there was less bullshit. No old ladies calling dispatch to complain that the mailman didn’t shut the door on her mailbox, or that the neighbor was mowing at seven in the morning and disturbing her morning coffee. The old men were worse.

      “I thought the chief was administrative. You know, working nine to five.” I had yet to see him when I clocked in at six.

      “The chief works when he needs to, be it nine to five, or nine to nine. Whatever. So be prepared.”

      Now I nearly crapped my pants. Had I done something wrong?
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      “You know, that was a pretty shitty thing to do.” Harper and I walked back out to her vehicle to start our shift.

      She just smiled.

      “Suddenly at a loss for words?” I teased.

      “I couldn’t exactly tell you it was something good. That wouldn’t have been any fun.” She walked around to the passenger seat. “This is going to feel weird.”

      “Thanks anyway, and I appreciate your kind words.” I unlocked the car and opened my door.

      “Don’t go all mushy on me now. We’re going to have a long night ahead, and I’m not good at mushy.”

      The lieutenant had given us our goals for the evening. That was after Chief Richardson pulled me into his office, with Harper, and we had a review of my first week. It was only Thursday, but the way the schedule worked, it was my last day of the week. After the night, I had three days off. Oddly, I wasn’t looking forward to it.

      As I drove out of the parking lot and headed back toward the lake, the town seemed different. It was somehow magnified and smaller at the same time. I was driving, answering the radio, and making the decisions. With Harper’s approval, of course.

      “Moved into your apartment yet?” she asked.

      “Oh sure, in my spare time.” I looked at her for a moment. “I’m moving in next weekend. I think my uncle will be happy to have his house back to himself.”

      “I’ll bet he loves having you there. We’ll have to stop by the diner for dinner tonight. I’ll bet he beams with pride at seeing you in uniform.” Harper looked out the passenger window, scanning the streets.

      “Not sure he wanted this for me. And my mom is definitely not happy. But I’ve always wanted to be a cop.”

      We hadn’t been on the streets an hour when we got our first call. Alcohol, hot sun, and the lake tended to bring out the worst in some people. The dispatcher radioed in a domestic dispute.

      I grabbed the mic, saying, “129 responding.”

      Several other cars responded too. We’d been taught at the academy that domestic disputes were some of the most dangerous calls we’d respond to. The situations were volatile, tempers flared, alcohol was many times involved, and extreme caution recommended. Several deaths of brothers in arms had been on domestic calls. It had been a rough year for our boys in blue.

      “To protect and to serve, whether you want to or not,” Harper said, as we went Code 3 with lights and siren.

      I’ll admit, it was a rush to be behind the wheel and have the sea of cars split and let me through. Not a single asshole blocked our way as I sped to our destination on the other side of the lake.

      “Okay, Dane, we’ve talked about this. I lead the way. There will be several cars and probably an ambulance at the scene. Even the paramedics will be in danger if this is a nasty one. Be alert, and be cool.”

      Harper and I stayed behind the vehicles already on the scene.

      My boss, Sergeant Wyatt Burke, was already on the scene when we arrived. As we approached, he said, “Officer Briggs. Leigh.”

      Another cop was talking to a woman on the porch, and a man of about sixty, sat on the lawn, his hands cuffed behind his back. I heard Burke explaining, no matter if she wanted to press charges or not, someone was going to jail. They just needed to get both sides of the story.

      Burke pointed to the man in cuffs. “I want you and Briggs to talk to his guy. I’m going to take the woman and put her in the back of my car. There are two other officers on the other side of the house talking to the guests at this little gathering.”

      “What’s the deal?” Harper asked.

      “Apparently these two have had too much to drink, and someone landed in the fire.” He pointed to the bonfire next to the lake.

      “Alcohol involved. Hard to believe.” Harper rolled her eyes.

      “Let Briggs ask the questions. I want you only to observe.”

      I walked to the man fidgeting on the lawn. “Hello, sir. Would you mind telling me what happened here tonight?”

      He looked up at me, promptly projectile vomited, then rolled over on his side and passed out.

      Harper giggled and said, “You have quite a unique method of getting your guy to talk.”

      I was ready to puke too. Vomit and other bodily fluids tended to make my stomach turn, or I’d have been a nurse or a doctor. “Shit.”

      “Nope, that’s puke.” Harper laughed aloud.

      Everyone turned to look at us. Then Burke joined us.

      “What the hell?”

      I said, “I don't think we’ll be getting the story from him.”

      “No need. The witnesses by the fire said the woman was actually the aggressor. We can take the cuffs off the passed out guy, and I’m taking the woman back to the station, to book her on domestic battery.” Burke leaned down and took the cuffs off. The man twitched, but didn’t wake up.

      “You sure he’s okay?” I asked.

      From his backside, Harper leaned down and checked his pulse, then put the beer can he’d been drinking from in front of this nose and mouth. I could see the condensation as he breathed in and out.

      “He’s fine.” She looked behind her. “One of you people want to come and keep an eye on your friend here?”

      They all looked at each other, then a younger guy of about twenty stepped forward and said, “I’ll take care of him. Are you taking my mom to jail?”

      Burke asked, “Is that your mom in the back of my car?” He pointed to his vehicle.

      The kid nodded.

      “You want to talk to her before I take her in?”

      He shook his head and looked at the ground.

      We trailed after Burke as he walked to his car. Harper asked, “Anymore complaints on that house on M Street?”

      “Oh, yeah, I was going to tell you, after a month of watching that place, there were more complaints this week. I wrote up the affidavit.” Burke looked back at his prisoner. “Why don’t you let the kid drive your car back, and you can ride with me. Easier than transferring her to your car. I hate transporting women.”

      There was a protocol for transporting the opposite sex. We had to call in to dispatch with our location and log when we left the scene, then call in again to log when we arrived. The number of minutes to get from location to location would be determined, to make sure no one made a stop on the side to do the nasty, or any other illegal shit.

      I’d have killed to be a fly on the dashboard of that car as they drove back to the station. The M Street house had been the bane of our existence throughout the week. Calls about the traffic, the people coming and going at all hours, and general complaints that they thought it was a crack house.

      I hoped we had a warrant and were going to bust the joint, but I wasn’t privy to that conversation.

      There were no other issues at this call, so we got back in our cars and went on to make the rest of Uncertain safe for its citizens.

      I wasn’t sure why I was so eager for a big bust, knowing there’d be plenty to come in the future, but I can say, I never expected what happened that night.
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      Before we’d even started our shift that night, Burke had filled out the affidavit for the warrant on the house on M. By the time we did the paperwork and got our domestic assault into the holding cell, Burke had the warrant.

      The plan was to go to the house after dark, so the neighbors wouldn’t see us coming, and warn the occupants of the house. As Harper said, it would suck to have them flush all of the evidence down the toilet and have nothing for our efforts. It had happened before, and it would happen again.

      We assembled at the office, and Burke laid out the strategy for taking down the house. I was more excited than I should have been. The butterflies in my stomach had me wishing I hadn't eaten the second helping of Dutch Apple pie at my uncle’s place on my dinner break.

      When we jumped in the car, and Harper still let me drive, my focus streamlined. We were going into the most dangerous situation yet, and I’d only been a real cop less than a week. If the night went well, I’d have three days off to mentally pat myself (and the others) on the back. If not, I had three days to reassess if this was really the career for me.

      The plan in place, and me being the rookie, I held the battering ram. It was a “no knock” warrant, which meant we weren’t required to announce ourselves. We’d parked far enough away from the house, and around the block, so as not to alert the residents of the neighborhood, but as the first cops went around the back of the building, and we walked up the porch steps, someone next door started yelling.

      “Cops, cops!”

      “Go, go, go,” Burke yelled. “Get the damn door open.”

      I slammed the battering ram into the front door, and it splintered like balsa wood. I had barely stepped a foot to the side when Harper and Wyatt burst through the door.

      The cacophony of yelling and screaming made the situation sound like chaos. In a way, it was chaos. Everyone running in every which direction. I wasn't sure where the bathroom was, but I’d bet more than one person ran in that direction. Others ran to the back door of the house. We didn’t bother with them, because our backup at the side and back yards would be there to snag them. Our concern was with the interior of the home.

      Once the screaming died down, two men were on the living room floor in handcuffs. Wyatt’s team was good. I didn’t have a part in the bust, other than getting the door opened, so I stood with the ram in my hand and waited for directions. As a rookie, I was a liability, not an asset.

      Assessing the room, I looked to my left and saw Harper bringing a woman down the stairs. She wore floral stretch pants with a navy, green, and white color palette and a spaghetti strap tee in white, or partially white. It was so stained it was difficult to tell if it was really white or not. Her feet were bare, and her toenails were painted. I found it strange that she looked like she hadn’t washed or cleaned her clothes in weeks, yet her toenails were a bright pink.

      When I looked up and saw the grimace on her face, I also saw recognition. We recognized one another immediately. I continued to stare at her, but she looked at the ground.

      “Claire?” I couldn’t believe it was the same Claire Hoffman I’d known when we were kids.

      She nodded almost imperceptibly, but didn’t look up.

      As Harper walked by, she said, “Friends?”

      I shrugged, and let them pass without saying another word.

      Claire had stringy blonde-ish hair hanging down to her shoulders. It looked like it hadn’t been washed in days or trimmed professionally in years. Just ragged ends that had likely broken off from lack of nutrition. From the looks of her dark roots, she’d been lightening it somehow. No way she was going to a salon, as she didn’t look like she’d waste good drug money on professional hair color.

      The Hoffmans, Claire’s parents, had a small cabin on Fiddler’s lake, and that’s how we met. It was only two houses down from my uncle’s place. Claire and I laughed away the summers, riding the tube behind my uncle’s boat or early morning fishing. We shared secrets, and dreams, and even suntan lotion. I’d had a huge crush on her and went into depression every August when my parents brought me back home.

      The crush I had on Claire faded in the months after school started, then started again the first time I saw her in June, the next year. I never had the nerve to tell her how I felt. How I’d longed to touch her sun-bleached hair, hold her hand, and maybe even steal a kiss. I was too young and shy to do or say anything.

      One summer I begged them to let me live with my uncle year round and go to school in Uncertain. My parents said no, and it was only another year before I quit going to the lake for the summer. Once I started high school, my schedule was too busy for me to spend the summers in Uncertain.

      Over the years I’d thought about her periodically, especially when we’d visit Uncle Isaac, but her parents had sold the cabin, and I never saw her again. I’d even looked her up on Facebook a few times, but her name didn’t come up. I’d wondered what had happened to her, who she’d married (if she had married at all), or if she’d stayed in Uncertain. I’d never have guessed she’d be a junkie, or that we’d be arresting her in a drug raid.

      I wanted her to look at me. I wanted to see if there was any hope left in her blue eyes or if all hope had faded years ago. But she refused to look in my direction.

      The yelling started again, and I ran up the stairs. I had the ram in my hand still, but I’d flipped the snap on my holster and had my gun ready in my right hand. When I got to the top of the stairs, I saw Officer Dornan in a tug of war with a tall, skinny guy wearing only threadbare boxer shorts. I glimpsed the guy’s privates a few times as the fly of his boxers stretched open during the confrontation. I dropped the battering ram and pulled the Taser from my belt.

      It was obvious, Dornan wasn’t able to get to his Taser as he was trying to keep Boxer Boy from getting his gun. I aimed and tagged Boxer Boy dead center between his shoulder blades. For one, maybe two seconds, he froze. It was enough time for Dornan to free himself, but then Boxer Boy blew through the jolt of electricity like a man possessed.

      This was the problem with drugs. They made a person feel invincible, and Boxer Boy wasn’t about to let fifty thousand volts of electricity ruin his high. I sent another jolt that dropped him to the floor. Dornan pounced and had Boxer Boy’s hands behind his back and the cuffs wrapped around his wrists before I could blink. Damn his technique was good. I’d have to ask him about that. Boxer Boy didn’t even realize he’d been cuffed until it was too late to fight.

      I stepped forward and grabbed the guy by one arm as Dornan grabbed the other, and we lifted him off the floor. I saw him look up at me with disdain, then roll his eyes and go limp. He wasn’t going to make it easy on us.

      “Go ahead douche bag, I’m adding resisting arrest to your list of charges.”

      He decided to come to, just long enough to look up and spit at Dornan. That didn’t go over well at all. Dornan dropped his side of the guy and pulled a handkerchief from his front pocket. “Add assault on a police officer,” he said as he tied the handkerchief around the guy’s face. “Oh, wait, you already have the assault charge.”

      I noticed the saliva had landed on Dornan’s chest camera, and I looked down to be sure I’d turned mine on. I had. Harper had made sure it was so routine I didn’t even remember turning it on. It’s just what I did every time I exited the car, like locking the door. Harper had trained me well to this point.

      What she hadn’t talked to me about was what happened when you knew the subject you were arresting, and at one time in your life you thought you were going to marry her.
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      Claire sat in the back of Harper’s cruiser, rocking back and forth, her hair a mask in front of her face. She didn’t seem to even care. I was now in the passenger seat, and I wanted to reach back and move the hair for her, but the cage was in the way. It wasn’t a good idea anyway.

      Harper drove back to the station. We called in the transport, even though Harper was female, and so was the prisoner. Harper kept looking at me with just her eyes. I was turned slightly sideways in the seat, watching Claire.

      “You act like we’ve never had a person in the cage,” she said with a hint of annoyance.

      “It’s not that.” I turned back around in my seat and tried to concentrate on anything but Claire. But my brain kept going back.

      I think she was twelve or thirteen the last time I saw her. Tall and skinny with long straight hair and huge blue eyes. So much hope. I remember she said she wanted to be a doctor, or a nurse, or a dental hygienist. I laughed because I always knew I wanted to be a cop. I just happened to do it by way of the Army.

      Everyone told me to get my education first, so I could go into the military as an officer. But if I knew what I wanted to do with my life, why get an education I didn’t need? The military was an excellent education on what I didn’t want for my life. I loved my guys, and loved the travel, but I didn’t love the sandbox. I wanted to be a shooter, a hero to someone, even if it was for rescuing their cat from a tree.

      I looked back at Claire and wondered who would get her cat out of the tree, and how it got there in the first place.

      That’s when Harper socked me hard on the shoulder. “That’s enough. We’ll be having a talk after we get her booked.”

      The booking process didn’t take long. Harper and I escorted Claire to a holding cell, then Harper took over. She insisted I find something else to do.

      The something else I found was running Claire’s arrest record. It was only a matter of seconds before I slumped in my chair.

      “Buddy, you should be on cloud nine, not sitting there like you just lost your dog.” Sergeant Burke slapped me on the back.

      I straightened. “It was thrilling. Exciting even. Maybe I’m coming down off the high.”

      In truth, once I saw Claire, the high had worn off pretty quickly. Even taking down Boxer Boy, I had Claire’s welfare in my head. Was Boxer Boy her boyfriend? Husband? The person who got her in this mess?

      “It happens. Like a drug, only in a good way. If you loved this, you’re in the right career.”

      Wyatt had been in the military too. He’d done his tours in Iraq, or was it Afghanistan? I could never remember, and I wasn’t going to ask. Some guys didn’t like to be reminded of their time there.

      Wyatt looked over my shoulder. “What are you researching?”

      I couldn’t cover it up, so I told him. “The chick we arrested, I knew her when I was a kid. I was just looking up her arrest record.”

      He leaned in closer. “Whoa, Claire Hamilton? She’s a regular. Soliciting, resisting, assault on an officer, you name it. I don't even have to look at the list, I’ve arrested her at least four times in the last five years.”

      “I don’t see any drug charges though. And she’s definitely a junkie.” I kept scrolling.

      “Those charges get dropped when they help us out.” Wyatt half-smiled.

      “She’s a narc?”

      “She’s just looking out for herself. Problem is, there comes a point where she has nothing more to give in return for the charges. She's about at that point now. She’s going to be transported to the jail to await trial, and she’ll stay there this time. Bet your bottom dollar she doesn't have money to make bail and definitely doesn’t have collateral.”

      “What about family?”

      “As in parents? She’s your age, Dane, she shouldn’t need her parents. She’s been on this road for a very long time. Some of those theft charges you see on there are from her grandmother. I’m sure her family washed their hands of her a long time ago.”

      “What happened to her?” He knew everything else, I assumed he’d know this too.

      “Who the hell knows? Life? She’s a junkie. If she doesn’t go to prison and die there, she’ll die on the streets soon.” He shook his head and walked away.

      I thought he was callous, but then I probably would feel the same if she hadn’t been the girl of my wet dreams as a kid.

      I closed the file and went to see if Harper finished processing the paperwork.

      She locked Claire back in the holding cell as I walked up.

      “Outside. Now.” She pointed to the door of the prisoner transport area.

      I walked, she followed. As soon as we were in the parking area, she pointed me to the lawn outside.

      It was dark, and I stood under the street lamp looking at Harper. Her skin looked blue.

      “What the fuck is going on with you? And don’t tell me nothing. I see the way you looked at that girl.”

      “I knew her once upon a time. That’s all.” I looked at the grass and moved the blades with the toe of my work boot.

      “Bullshit. There’s more and you know it. Don’t lie to me little boy.” Harper’s head was about to explode.

      “Fine, she was my childhood crush. I’m in shock, that’s all.” I looked her in the eyes when I responded this time. Telling the truth was easier because Harper was the queen of weeding out the bullshit.

      “Heaven help me.” Harper frowned.

      “I was just in shock at seeing her like that. I don’t know why it bothers me so much.”

      Harper walked around in a small circle, looking up at the light. “If you lived here as a kid, you’re going to run into people from your past on a regular basis. Some good, some bad, maybe many bad. And I’m not being negative, I’m being realistic. We don’t exactly hang out with the folks of high society in this job. Well, not that kind of high society anyway.”

      “I know. And I only spent summers here, you know that. But this one hit me hard.” I couldn’t watch her crazy circle walking anymore and looked back to the building. “I guess, one day, I expected, we’d end up together. At twelve, I was enamored.”

      “That’s so sweet.” Harper rolled her eyes and stopped walking. “But you need to shove that to the side. Remove your personal feelings. Someday you might have to arrest your brother, and it’ll suck, but you’ll do it for the greater good.”

      “I have a sister.”

      “You know what I meant.” She kicked me with her boot.

      “Is it wrong that I want to talk to her? To help her?”

      Harper stepped in front of me and gripped my shoulders. She stopped short of shaking me. “You can’t save them unless they want to be saved. And believe me, this girl, she don’t want anyone’s help.”

      I couldn’t believe that. No one wanted to live the way she was living. Not forever. Nothing to look forward to, other than the next fix. And always looking over her shoulder. It had to get old.

      “Can I at least talk to her?” I asked.

      “There’s no law against you talking to her as a friend, but don’t talk to her about tonight. Nothing. Nada. Got it?”

      I hoped I could have a chat with her. I needed to understand.

      “But you’ll have to wait until she’s transported to the county jail. You aren’t going to rehash old times on my watch.” She looked at her watch. “Speaking of which, we need to get back out there and do our jobs.”

      We walked back to Harper’s car, and for the first time since I started as a cop, I couldn’t wait for my shift to end.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

      

    
    
      That night dragged on for years. By the time my shift was over, I decided going to the jail to talk to Claire was a bad idea. I wished my head had been in the same mind when I woke up later that day. Getting off work at six in the morning made my first day off feel weird. I was up by noon and thought about going to the courthouse to see what happened to Claire.

      Instead, I made myself a cup of coffee and called the court to see if Claire’s bail had been set. She was being released on her own recognizance. I drank my coffee and contemplated my next move. I’d go to the jail and wait. I’d wait for her to walk out, and then I’d give her a ride. But what if she already had a ride? I chugged the rest of my coffee and headed out.

      Would it affect my job? Hell, if I could help out a friend…I felt I owed her something. What? I had no idea. Somehow, I felt like I’d abandoned her. I hadn’t, but seeing that she needed a friend, maybe I could be the voice of reason.

      I drove my car to the jail and pulled into the parking space out front. I gave myself a moment to change my mind.

      It was a good thing I didn’t wait much longer because as I was walking up to the jail, an even dirtier, more disheveled Claire came through the doors.

      “Hey,” was all I could manage as I stopped in front of her.

      She looked up. “What do you want?” Her eyes shifted in every direction, as if she was looking for a shooter.

      “Do you have a ride?”

      “What the fuck do you care?” She tried to walk around me.

      I stepped in front of her again. “I’m here to give you a ride.”

      “What’s wrong with you? You don’t know me or anything about me. Why are you stalking me and offering me a ride?”

      “Claire, it’s me, Dane Briggs. Remember me?”

      She looked at me, her eyes squinting against the sun and maybe against a headache. “Little Dane?”

      I smiled. “Not so little anymore.”

      “Right.”

      “My dear girl, what happened to you?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and asked, “What the fuck happened to you?”

      Ouch, like being a stand up guy, and a cop, was a bad thing. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “I mean we were friends, and then you were gone.” She looked around the parking lot, then said, “Are you going to give me a ride or what?”

      “Are you hungry?” I thought taking her to Ruby’s and chatting, catching up, would be a good start.

      “Not really. I don’t have any money anyway. And I need to get some clean clothes.”

      I knew by looking her up, she wasn’t married and didn’t have any children. But I didn’t know if she had a boyfriend or a place to stay.

      “Okay, I can take you to get cleaned up, and I’ll buy you lunch.” I could feel my enthusiasm for this idea fading fast. “Where do you live?”

      “I can’t go back there. It’s probably crawling with cops still.”

      “Oh, you live in that house we raided last night?”

      She uncrossed her arms and shoved me away. “That was you last night? I thought you looked familiar. I was so high, I thought maybe I was seeing things. Well, screw you. I don’t want a ride or lunch from no pig.”

      She again tried to get around me. “Let’s just say I’m a friend and forget the rest.”

      “No cop is a friend of mine.” She sidestepped again, but with less heart in her moves.

      “I’m not the enemy, Claire, I promise. Let’s go get you some clean clothes and a shower. We can have lunch delivered.” I moved to her side and put my arm around her shoulders.

      At first she stiffened and tried to get away, then she leaned into me as if she needed to take a load off.

      I wanted to crack the windows in my car, to let fresh air in, but Claire must have smelled her own stink because she rolled her window down first.

      “If you’re not interested in going shopping, I can loan you some shorts and a T-shirt, and you can wash your clothes at my place.”

      She stared out the window, not answering. I didn’t know how I could keep her from running if we went to the store, so I drove back to my place. As I pulled into my parking space, I realized I was letting a total stranger into my house, and my life. And it wasn’t even my home. It was my uncle’s.

      Claire sat up higher in the seat and looked around. “This is the lake house. You own this house now?”

      I shook my head. “I’m living with my uncle. I’m waiting for my apartment to be painted and cleaned. Then I’m going shopping and buying all new furniture and stuff. I can’t wait to have a place of my own.”

      “Your uncle won’t mind me taking a shower and using the laundry?” She looked down at herself.

      “He’s at his restaurant. He won’t even know.” Or so I hoped. Because even though Uncle Isaac was a nice man, I wasn’t sure how far his kindness went.

      We got out of the car, and I contemplated where to hide my gun key. My gun was locked in a case when I wasn’t working, but the key was on my ring, and it was easy to figure out which one it was. I’d worry about it later. She probably wouldn’t be there that long.

      I unlocked the house and pointed down the hall to my bedroom. “First door on the left. I have a full bathroom in my bedroom. Just toss your clothes out, and I’ll put them in the washer after you’re done with your shower.”

      “After? How’m I going to have clean clothes when I get out?” She crept down the dark hallway.

      “If I run the washer while you’re in the shower, you’ll either have a cold shower or you’ll get scalded.” I raised my right brow as if to ask, “You okay with that?”

      “I’ll put them in the wash myself. I don’t want you sniffing my soiled panties.” She winked at me.

      “Gross.” I laughed, and so did she. It released some of the tension.

      “What’s gross is that this is the same bedroom you had when we were kids.” She sniffed around like the room was stale.

      “Whatever. It’s just temporary, and it’s the guest room.” I tossed a towel at her. “Everything you need is in the shower. I’ll grab you a washrag.”

      She snagged the towel and shut the bathroom door behind her. I went into the linen closet and grabbed a couple of washrags and another bath towel, in case she needed one for her hair. I smiled to myself. She remembered the room.

      When I turned to go back into the bedroom, Claire was standing in the doorway, wrapped only in a towel. “I’m not letting you touch my clothes while they stink. Where is the washer?”

      “Follow me.” I had to walk in front of her, and not look at her, because even though she was scrawny and dirty, she was sexy as hell in that towel. I needed to not think of her that way. But then I’d thought of her that way when I was twelve, so how was this different?

      Claire padded along the hardwood floors in her bare feet. I could hear her steps behind me. “This place hasn’t changed much in all these years. We had a lot of fun, didn’t we?”

      I turned to look at her as we entered the laundry area off the kitchen. I tried to hide the sadness in my heart. “We did. Where did it all go wrong?”

      Claire’s face turned to stone. She put her clothes in the washer and said, “Don’t turn this on while I’m in the shower.”

      She grabbed the towels in my hand and turned on her heel, striding back to my bedroom with purpose. I didn’t move, I just listened to the sound of her feet hitting the floor. Then I grabbed my phone and ordered pizza.

      I don’t know how long I stood in the kitchen, looking out at the lake, before I heard my name.

      “Dane! Hey, I need clothes.” She walked out into the hallway.

      Her body was wrapped in the same towel from before her shower, and her hair was wrapped in the white towel I’d grabbed when I got the washcloths. She looked small, sweet, and innocent, now that I couldn’t see her hair, and her face and body were clean. The only thing ruining the image was seeing her shake.

      “Sorry, let me start the washer, and I’ll grab you some sweat pants and a shirt.” I poured detergent in the washer and started it. She stared at me the whole time.

      “Don’t suppose you have a sports bra in here somewhere. Maybe your aunt?”

      “No aunt, just my uncle, and I sincerely doubt he has a sports bra. Though a man bra might not be a bad idea for him.” I chuckled to myself as I scooted past her in the hall.

      My shoulder rubbed against the towel on her breast as I walked by. I was sure I’d had plenty of clearance, but then in happened. I tried to pretend it didn’t.

      I’d unloaded my clothes into the dresser in the bedroom. I only took up a couple of drawers with my personal things, and I kept my uniforms in the closet. I pulled out a pair of drawstring sweatpants that Claire would swim in and a crew-neck tee. When I turned around to hand them to her, she’d dropped both of her towels to the floor.

      The smile on her face didn’t reach her eyes. She was performing for me. I could see this wasn’t what she wanted. As much as I wanted her, at least the memory of her, I didn’t want it like this.

      “This is what you want, isn’t it? It’s why you brought me here instead of taking me home. You wanted to clean me up and fuck me?” She raised her arms and spread them wide.

      I couldn’t help but take in her thin frame and shaking arms. For an addict, she still had a nice set of firm, round tits, but I tried not to look there or at her light brown bush at the top of her legs.

      “No,” I threw the clothes at her. “I brought you here to help you. Get you cleaned up. And with more than just a shower. But apparently, you aren’t ready to get clean. So, put these on, and as soon as your clothes are washed and dried, I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

      As she bent over to pick up the shirt she’d dropped, I saw the tears brimming in her eyes. I wasn’t going to show empathy. She was a junkie, and she knew how to manipulate people. Hell, it’s what junkies did for a living.

      “I’m sorry, but everyone wants something from me. No one ever just gives me anything. It’s not the way my life works.” She pushed her leg into the too long sweatpants while she held the shirt over her chest.

      I turned back to the dresser and closed the drawers slowly, giving her time to get dressed before I turned back around. It took everything in me not to pull the clothes right back off of her and grasp her breasts and caress her bare skin. The urge to run soft kisses over her skin was overwhelming, and I could almost feel that skin on my lips.

      The doorbell rang, and I sprinted out of the room. What had I gotten myself into?

      I opened the door, gave the pizza guy $30, and when I turned around, Claire was standing very close.

      “You’re sorry you did this, aren’t you? It was a fantasy, and I’m not the girl you remember.” She took the pizza box from me. “That TV in your bedroom work?”

      I nodded, avoiding answering her first question, because the nod was for both the TV and my motivations.

      “Let’s go lie on the bed and eat pizza and watch a movie.”

      “It’s the middle of the day. Wouldn’t you rather eat outside?”

      “I’m coming down off a week long high, Dane. I want to eat because I haven’t eaten in days, and I want to sleep. Is it okay if I sleep in your bed?” She nudged me with her elbow.

      I wasn’t sure being in the same bed with her was a good idea, but I was hungry and tired too. I let her take the pizza and lead the way. And I enjoyed watching her walk down the hall in front of me. I enjoyed seeing her in my baggy clothes.
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      The empty pizza box was still at the foot of the bed at eleven in the evening when I awoke. The pizza box there, Claire gone. I sat up in bed. Shit.

      “Damn it.” I got up to go to the bathroom, then walked down the hall to grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      There were Claire and Isaac, sitting at the kitchen table with the coffee pot on the warmer in the middle of the table, and each of them had their hands wrapped around a cup.

      I’d walked in on their conversation, but I was quiet, so they didn’t turn around.

      “That feels like forever ago,” Claire’s voice sounded sad.

      “In a way it was a lifetime ago. I’m sorry you’ve had it rough, but it’s your own fault for making bad decisions.” Isaac took another sip of coffee.

      Leave it to Isaac to not sugar coat the truth. I waited for Claire to cross her arms in front of her or get up and storm out. She surprised me by putting her hand on his forearm and saying, “You’re right. I took what I thought was the easy way out. Turns out it was the toughest road I could have traveled. And now I have no idea how to get back to where it started.”

      Isaac looked at Claire and said, “You don’t need to go back. You need to take a hard right and get off this path of destruction. It’s your decision to make, and you’ll make it when you’re good and ready. I just wish your parents were here to help you get on track.”

      “I miss them every day. But it’s no excuse. Isaac, I’m in a shitload of trouble. I don’t want Dane to go down with me, but he picked me up from the jail, and now I don’t know how to tell him he made a huge mistake.” She crossed her arms.

      “Then don’t. Just leave. He’s not in this deep. He just picked you up, that’s it. Gave you a ride, a shower, clean clothes, and a few hours of much needed sleep. You tell me where you need to go, and I’ll take you there.” Isaac stood and grabbed the coffee pot.

      I jumped back around the corner, so he couldn’t see me.

      From the kitchen sink where he poured out the rest of the coffee in his cup, he said, “Let’s go. I’ll take you anywhere you need to go.”

      “I don’t want to make Dane mad.” Claire didn’t sound like she really cared all that much.

      “Don’t worry about Dane. He’s a big boy, and he’ll be fine. Change your clothes, and I’ll get the car keys. We’ll be out of here before Dane even realizes you’re out of bed.”

      I rushed back to my bedroom, not wanting my uncle to know I’d been eavesdropping. I climbed in bed and closed my eyes.

      Claire never even came back into the bedroom. A few minutes later, I heard two car doors slam, then my uncle’s car started. I willed myself to sleep as I heard the car drive away. But sleep was not going to come. It was going to be a long night.

      In the morning, I awoke around seven, my heart broken, not because Claire left, but because she snuck away in the middle of the night and didn’t even come in to say thank you. She probably did me a favor. I tried to look at it that way, anyway.

      I’d put myself, and my job, on the line for her, and she’d basically spit in my face.

      “Morning,” Uncle Isaac said. “I met your houseguest last night.”

      “Oh?” I didn’t want to admit I’d heard him and knew what he’d done.

      “We had coffee and she needed a ride, so I took her where she wanted to go.” He opened the cabinet and pulled out the canister of coffee beans.

      I grabbed the pot from the coffee machine and filled it with filtered water from the faucet. “Where’d she want to go?”

      “Home, apparently. At least that’s what she said.”

      I poured the water into the machine. “Okay. Well, thanks.”

      “Next time you want to invite a junkie into my house, I’d appreciate you talking to me about it first.” He carefully measured out the grounds into the filter and pushed it into place, then he pushed the brew button.

      “I’m sorry. I was just going to get her something to eat and some clean clothes. We fell asleep watching TV.”

      He shook his head. “You’re a cop. You should know better than to let a junkie in your home unsupervised.”

      I knew, and I didn’t feel like being lectured. I already felt stupid enough for even offering to help.

      “Did you check your wallet, your dresser stash, or anywhere else you hide money? Make sure she didn’t rob you blind?”

      I shook my head.

      “You’re smarter than this, boy.”

      That’s when my cell phone danced across the kitchen counter.

      “I’ve gotta grab this. It might be work.” I snatched the phone up, knowing good and well it wasn’t work, and walked out to the porch.

      The day still had a chill, and I could smell the lake in the air. I swiped the screen.

      “Briggs?”

      What do you know? It was work. “Yeah,” I replied.

      “You need to come down to the station and pick up your girlfriend,” Harper snapped.

      “What are you talking about? I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      “Claire Hoffman.” The name couldn’t have sounded more clipped.

      “What the hell?”

      “She says you’re her boyfriend, and she’d like you to come pick her up. Dane, we need to have a talk. Get here ten minutes ago.” She hung up before I could respond.

      I’m not sure what I looked like when I walked back into the kitchen, but Isaac asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Too weird, but that was work.”

      “How is that weird? You just said it probably was.” Isaac smeared about a pound of butter on his rye toast.

      “Never mind. I have to go in.” I walked by him and grabbed my car keys from the hook. I slipped into my sandals by the back door.

      Harper was waiting outside the station when I arrived. She marched up to my car and opened the door before I’d put it in park.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Before you start jumping all over me, could you please tell me what’s going on?” I got out and stood close to the door, just in case I had to make a run for it. Harper terrified me.

      “You’re shacking up with the defendant in our drug case?” She grabbed me by the chin with one hand and squeezed. “Don’t you like being a cop?”

      “I love being a cop, but that’s beside the point. Are you going to tell me why you called me to come pick her up? What’s she doing here, and how am I involved?”

      As if her energy had been drained, Harper sat on the curb. I stepped away from the car, and closed my door. It felt weird to be looking down at her, but I didn’t want to sit next to her.

      “She came to the station early this morning. She stayed in the waiting area until I arrived. Said she’d only talk to me.” Harper shook her head. “It’s my day off too, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “She had a story to tell. She wants out. She wants help. She decided to snitch out her housemates in order to get into the S.A.F.E program. Claire’s no dummy. She’s knows the system well. Said she wanted to talk to the D.A., but only if she could do it today, and only if he’d give her the deal.”

      “It’s Saturday morning. The D.A. isn’t going to come in on a Saturday.” Now I was too tired to stand. I sat next to Harper.

      “He’s here right now. He’s been here about an hour.”

      I looked at my watch. It was just after eight. “She must have some good shit, huh?”

      “You have no idea.” Harper rocked back and forth. “And this is the part you’re going to love…” She hesitated, then just stopped talking.

      “What, Harper? What did she say?”

      “It’s more about what D.A. Anderson said.” She now picked at the seam of her jeans.

      “Officer Leigh, please tell me what’s going on.” I decided Harper wasn’t my friend in this, she was my trainer.

      “Well, Officer Briggs.” The disdain in her voice thick. “You’re going to have custody of her until the trial. And she’ll be remanded to you after she sees the judge on Monday.”

      Oh, shit, I’d really rolled in it this time. “But I was just giving her a ride home from the jail. She looked lost when she walked out, and I asked her if she needed a ride.”

      She looked me in the eyes. “And what the hell were you doing at the jail to begin with? And don’t tell me it was work related. I hate liars.”

      I looked at the ground. “I went to see her.”

      “You foolish little boy.” She stood. “You’ve stuck your foot in it all the way to your ankle, so now you’re stuck with her for the duration of the S.A.F.E. program or until she’s back in jail.”

      “I can’t be responsible for her. I can barely take care of myself.” I ran my fingers through my short hair.

      “Now you have the equivalent of a small child. She’ll have to check in with the judge at least once a week, be piss tested on a daily basis, she’s all yours.” She leaned down and grabbed my hand. “Come on, the D.A. will want to have a chat with you.”
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      Turns out the S.A.F.E program stands for Stop Addiction For Ever, and it was what the D.A. agreed to in lieu of dropping all of the charges. Claire pleaded no contest and gave up the information Burke and the district attorney had been looking for for a very long time.

      She knew the who, what, when, and where of a major drug buy going down within the next two weeks. She’d signed the deal and given up names, places, and transaction details. Anderson was grinning so big, I could barely see the rest of his face when he sat down with me.

      Harper hadn’t been joking. Claire would be drug tested almost daily, and she’d have to meet with the judge a minimum of once a week in the beginning, and every other week after she graduated to the next steps in the program. If she broke the rules, she’d be remanded to prison to serve out the full sentence of her felony charge. If she stayed clean and graduated out of the program, she’d have the felony removed. But she had to be under a sort of house arrest and needed someone to answer for her. She gave them my name.

      Uncle Isaac was going to freak. I knew it. My fingers trembled as I dialed his number.

      “Uncle Isaac?” My voice cracked.

      “Yes, she can stay with us.” He didn’t even wait for me to ask, or hesitate.

      “What? How did…?”

      “We had a long talk last night. Then on the way home, she asked me what I’d do if I were her. I told her I’d leave that life behind.” He sighed. “I asked if she wanted me to stay with her, but she declined. So I suspected she wasn’t going to follow through on what she told me she should do. It takes a lot of guts to give up everyone you know and start over. It’s the hardest part of addiction. All of your friends are addicts, and they want you to be the same as them, they pressure you, so you fall back.” A pause. “Maybe together, we can keep her from falling back.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Uncle Isaac was on board, so this would make it easier. Not that I’d ask him for anything, but I wouldn’t have to lie. I hated even lying by omission. “Thanks, Isaac.”

      “Don’t thank me. I may have just made your life a living hell. And I have no intentions of throwing you a lifeline when you start drowning. Call this a life lesson.” He hung up the phone.

      The paperwork was signed, and I was now the guardian for Claire Hoffman. It would have been nice for her to ask my permission first, but who was I kidding? I’d have agreed to nearly anything if it would get her clean and back to the sweet Claire I remembered from my childhood.

      I know they say you can never go back, and as Claire sat beside me in the car, her arms crossed, not saying a word, I realized there was the equivalent of the Berlin Wall between us. She didn’t want help, she just wanted out. She wanted to be free, not in prison or jail. I was her “get out of jail free” card. And in my ignorance, I thought she’d be grateful I’d agreed and happy I’d be helping her get clean.

      “Don’t judge me,” were her first words.

      I didn’t respond.

      “You don’t have any idea what my life has been like since the accident.”

      I looked at her, and a tear rolled down her cheek. I was afraid to let my guard down, not knowing what was real and what was a lie.

      “What accident?”

      “The accident that killed my family. I wish I’d been killed that day with them.” The tears came faster, dripping onto her crossed arms.

      I wanted to slam on the brakes, and pull off to the side of the road, and just sit and listen. It was the first time she’d offered to share anything about her life or her past. I didn’t know if I should ask for details. “Is that what you and Uncle Isaac were talking about last night?”

      “Yeah. He was the one who called 911 that day. It happened in front of his restaurant.” She dropped her arms to her sides.

      “I’d never heard about this.”

      “I don’t think we’d been to the lake house for a few years when it happened. A drunk driver came flying around the curve. You know that one north of Ruby’s?”

      I knew it. I also knew of one other accident when a car lost control on the wet road and slammed into my uncle’s restaurant sign. The guy had been drunk and got out of the car and walked about half a mile away. They found him dead on someone’s front lawn. Sad part was that if he’d have stayed at the car, the paramedics could have saved his life. “I know which curve you’re talking about.”

      “It was raining hard. This was obviously before the drought. Anyway, he lost control of the car in the turn, and it started spinning. The cops called it hydroplaning. His car slammed into the driver’s side of my parent’s car, then flipped over the top of it and crushed my mom and dad. My sister died a week later. I survived with a minor fracture of the vertebrae in my back. Lots of pain, but I didn’t have any spinal damage. Just lots of pain, both physical and mental.”

      “Back pain is debilitating enough without the pain of losing your family.” I’d had no idea about the accident. And I wondered why Uncle Isaac never told me.

      “I went to live with my grandmother. She didn’t want a teenage girl in her house. She blamed me for the accident because I’d been the one who wanted to go to Lake Tahoe for the weekend. She had a few bad habits she wanted to share with me. We went from prescription pain meds to illegal meds, and then I went hard after she died. I’ve been an addict since I was fourteen.” She turned and looked at me. “Not how I thought my life would go.”

      I could feel her looking at me, but I stared straight ahead at the road, as we were on the narrow streets near the lake house. “I’m so sorry we lost touch.”

      “Me too. Somehow, I think things may have been different if we still had the lake house. Still had the old friends. My grandma’s neighborhood, the trailer park, didn’t have the greatest influences. And I was weak.”

      “We’re all weak in some way.” I realized in that statement, she was my weakness. “I’ll do my best to be strong for you, Claire, but I don’t know if I’m up to the task. And I can’t let this interfere with my uncle’s life either. We’ll have to work out some rules.”

      She reached across and grabbed my hand. She laced her fingers in mine and said, “Thank you. If you hadn’t come to get me yesterday, I don’t think I’d have come to this decision. It’s been so long since I’ve seen how the better half lives. I’d forgotten. Being with you and talking to your uncle, I know I want more.” She gripped my hand hard. “I don’t want to die in prison.”

      I squeezed back. I had no words.

      “I know everyone is expecting me to fail, but I’m telling you, I won’t. Officer Leigh hates me, I can see it in her eyes. She thinks I’m going to bring you down.” She tried to let go of my hand.

      I held fast. “Harper just knows how real life works. She’s been a cop for a long time. She’s a good lady, and when you prove you're serious about changing, she’ll come around.”

      Oh, God, Harper was never going to let me live this down if Claire reoffended. I didn’t think I could handle the disappointment in her eyes when Claire got carted back to jail. Yes, she was my senior officer, and no I didn’t have a thing for her, but I did want her to be proud of my decision to intervene.

      Isaac had put on a fresh pot of coffee and left a note beside it.

      Had to go to the restaurant. Claire, you’ll need a job, so I expect to see you at Ruby’s at 4:30pm sharp, so we can do the paperwork, and you can start training. Clean the coffee pot when you’re finished and load the dishwasher. We’ll discuss more chores tomorrow.

      Love,

      Uncle Isaac

      “He’s a good man, you’re lucky to have him.” Claire opened the cabinet and pulled down two cups. “This is about as much of a drug as I’ll be able to have from now on.” She grinned.

      I held up my hand. “I’m good for now. I need to go take a shower and think.”

      She stepped in close and stood on her tiptoes, then she kissed me on the cheek.

      I didn’t know what to say, or how I felt, so I turned around and walked out of the room.

      The hot shower should have been a cold shower, because all I could think of was a future with Claire. How we’d get her clean, and live happily ever after. I wondered if she’d want kids, and how great she’d be in bed. I ran the water until it was cold, then I stepped out into my bedroom, naked and wiping myself dry with a towel. I looked up to see her lying in my bed.

      “I know you didn’t want to do anything last night, but today is a new day. You didn’t pick me up from the cop shop so you could get laid. But I see you,” she looked my naked body up and down, “and I know you want me.”

      So the practical me won out. I went to her and climbed on top of her, kissing her like I’d wanted to since we were kids. “You taste like coffee.”

      She pulled back. “You taste like toothpaste.” Then she pushed hard against me and the kisses were bruising in their need.

      My erection throbbed. It actually hurt. I didn’t think I’d be able to hold out much longer as we explored each other with our hands and licked and kissed trails along each other’s torsos. I wanted to push into her and feel her body wrapped around me.

      Her hands were expert, experienced in ways I’d never expected. She ran them over my body and pinched my nipples just hard enough to make them pucker. I returned the favor, then sucked at hers while I explored her breast with my hands. They were perfect handfuls, maybe more than a handful, and I wanted to push them together and put my dick between them. Nothing about this was loving and caring, it was about passion and lust.

      I moved my way down her body, kissing every inch of flesh on my way down to the V of her legs. She eagerly parted them, and I moved over the full mound of hair to the wet flesh. She wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      She pulled my head back up to her mouth and kissed me hard.

      “I want to go back down and make you come.”

      She shook her head and whispered in my ear, “Baby, you have a condom?”

      And if that didn’t ruin the mood.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Eight

        

      

    
    
      Claire offered to relieve me by giving me a blow job, but I didn’t want our first time to be so crude. I put my blue balls into a pair of boxer briefs and pulled on some sweatpants. She was going to be the death of me. I smiled at that thought. When we finally did make love, it would be lustful and wonderful, and we’d both want it.

      We agreed that while she was working at the diner, I’d stop by Walgreens and get some protection. Then we curled up, our bodies entwined, and fell asleep.

      It had been a long night for Claire and very little sleep. I awoke about an hour later, waited for her to roll over, and then I got out of bed. I needed to do my share of the household chores and fix the steps leading to the dock. At Uncle Isaac’s house, there was always a “honey do” list.

      I kept checking my watch, making sure Claire didn’t oversleep, because there were never second chances as far a work was concerned. I got her out of bed, a cranky, drug deprived woman, with just barely my skin to show for it. Oh, God, was I going to survive this?

      By the time she got to the car, she was more human than animal, and she even smiled before she walked through the doors of Ruby’s to start a new job and hopefully a new life.

      I smiled as I drove back home, knowing my handyman work and chores were done, and I could just lay back in my chair on the deck and read a book. There wouldn’t be too many more days this nice, this season.

      I drove across the canal and my phone vibrated. Holy shit, wasn’t this my day off? It was Sergeant Burke.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “I’m headed home. Isaac gave Claire a job at the restaurant, and I just dropped her off.”

      “Good, we’ll know where to find her.” There was a pregnant pause. “I need you to come to the house on M Street.”

      “You know I’m off duty, right?” That was the exact wrong thing to say.

      “Now!” And he hung up the phone.

      So, in police work, there wasn’t such a thing as a day off.

      I flipped a U-turn in the middle of the street and headed back into town.

      When I arrived at the house where I’d seen Claire, I was surprised to see the crime scene tape up and several police cars parked around the perimeter and in the driveway.

      My heart flipped in my chest. What the hell? Then the ambulance drove up behind me.

      I parked behind one of the cars in the driveway and got out, dreading what Burke was going to tell me when he saw I’d arrived.

      “Briggs, here. Now,” Burke yelled from the side door of the house.

      The front door had two-by-fours nailed over several pieces of plywood. We’d busted that door up pretty good. When I looked into the side door, I knew shit had hit the fan. The man Claire had ratted out was dead. And from the looks of things, he’d been dead for a while.

      “Holy shit,” was all I could say. “Holy shit.”

      “I’d like you to meet Claire’s boyfriend, fiancé, whatever you want to call him, Andre Poss. He was alive and well last evening. That’s when he posted bail and was released from the jail. Don’t be bothered by the fact that he doesn’t stand up and shake hands. He’s dead.”

      That much was obvious. He’d been shot through the back of the head at close range. Or so it seemed. CSI was already on the scene and processing evidence.

      “When did you get the call?”

      “About an hour ago.” He looked around the room. “Apparently a friend had come to visit, and when he saw Andre on the floor, he went next door and had the neighbor call the police.”

      Burke pointed to his car.

      “What?” I was actually thinking what now?

      “Let’s get some booties on, and I’ll show you the rest of the crime scene. And I’d like to know where exactly your girlfriend was last night.”

      The side door led into the kitchen, which was where Andre Poss, aka Boxer Boy, lay quietly as the CSI techs placed evidence numbers and took photographs. I’d only known it was Boxer Boy because of the snake tattoo coiled around his right forearm.

      “Whoever it was, Andre knew the killer. No forced entry, other than ours from the other night. And you can see that was nicely fixed up.” Burke stepped aside, so the CSI team member taking the photos could get a different angle.

      A million things ran through my head, but I asked, “Did the neighbors hear anything?”

      “Dornan is chatting with them now. He should be back soon.” Burke rested the heel of his hand on his firearm. “There’s another one upstairs.”

      I closed my eyes for a second, then followed Burke up the stairs I’d climbed so many hours ago.

      In the same bedroom where we’d found Boxer Boy, okay, Andre Poss, a Hispanic looking guy I’d have guessed to be in his twenties, lay flat on his back in the bed. The bed that had been light gray or dirty white was now crimson red across the middle. Brown where the blood had already dried.

      “Who’s this guy?” I really didn’t want to know.

      “Leon Chaparro. Ring a bell?”

      I needed to sit down. The spinning in my head was making me nauseous. “Oh, shit.”

      “No shit. This is all wrapping up in a nice bundle now, isn’t it?” The sarcasm was heavy in Burke’s voice.

      “Time of death hasn’t been established yet, right? I mean, we don’t know for sure.”

      Burke grabbed my shoulder and turned me around, then nearly shoved me out the door. “That junkie has some explaining to do.”

      “We don’t know that for sure until we have a time of death established.” Why the hell was I defending her?

      “You’re going to go pick her up and bring her to the station.”

      “She’s at work. It’s part of her S.A.F.E. program rules. She needs to have a job.”

      “Good for her, and we need some answers.” He quickened his pace as we descended the stairs.

      “Can we see what other answers we get from the neighbors first? Isaac isn’t into second chances, and if we snatch her away from work on her first night and she turns out to be innocent, well…”

      “Goddamit, Dane. This is bullshit. You’re not going to be a very good cop if you get personally involved in every incident you’re a part of.” We were in the living room now.

      “It’s not like that. I knew this girl when I was a kid— ”

      “That was a whole different world ago, Briggs. This is now. This just went from a drug bust to a double homicide. And what better opportunity to save your ass, than to kill the assholes you just gave up. Only, I think she killed them, then came to the station to offer up her information.”

      “I guess looking for the good in people isn’t exactly a great quality in a cop.” My head still spinning, I wanted to go outside and get fresh air.

      “Outside.” Apparently Burke read my mind. And as we walked back into the kitchen, he said, “You’ll become jaded enough, and it won’t take long. Pretty soon, you'll think everyone is lying to you. And they usually are.”

      Once outside, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for several seconds. I wanted to open them and have it all be a dream. Instead, I saw Dornan walking toward us.

      “Hey, Sarge. I’ve got a little something to establish a timeline.” As he approached, he flipped open his notebook.

      “Shoot.”

      “The lady next door said she heard a loud sound around one in the morning. But she didn’t get up to see what it was because there was always something going on at this house. She said she thought it was firecrackers or something.”

      Burke pulled out his own notepad and jotted down the time. He turned to me and asked, “What time did Claire come to the station?”

      “I’m not sure. Isaac said he dropped her off, but he didn’t say where.” I thought about it. “I woke up and heard them talking somewhere around eleven, and then shortly afterward, Isaac and Claire left in his car.”

      To Dornan, Burke said, “Get the video footage from the exterior of the station. I want to know what time the Hoffman girl arrived at the station and what her state of mind was. Maybe we can see it from the video.”

      “On it.” Dornan turned on his heel and marched away like a good soldier.

      “The D.A. is going to shit his pants when he hears about this.” Burke handed me his cell phone. “And you’re going to be the one to call him.”

      I hesitated before accepting the phone from him. “Don’t you think he already knows?”

      Burke pulled the phone back. “Never mind. I’m going to call him myself. And you’re going to your uncle’s place to keep an eye on Hoffman. I don’t want her thinking she can slip out the back door on this.”

      Even I was beginning to doubt Claire.

      “I’ll let you know what’s going on, and I’ll bring her back to the station as soon as I can.”

      “See if you can get Isaac to let her go early. We need to have a chat with this chick.” The squint in Burke’s expression showed the stress he was under.

      I walked back to my car at a snail’s pace, dreading stepping foot in Ruby’s to find Claire had skipped out already. She was a player, and she’d played quite the hand this morning.

      On my way to the restaurant, a thought crossed my mind. Who was the friend who had found them? I picked up my phone to call Burke.
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      If Claire was happy to see me, she sure didn’t show it. She barely acknowledged I had walked in the door. Uncle Isaac looked up and smiled wide.

      “Dane, so good of you to come and help with the dishes for the dinner crowd.”

      I chucked out a faux laugh. “Right, dishes.”

      “You’re not here to help out?” Isaac put his arm over my shoulders. “It’s a busy night. And your girl here, she’s got experience, and she’s doing okay for her first shift.”

      I looked back over my shoulder, on the opposite side of where Isaac hung on me. Claire looked busy, but not happy.

      “I’m here to take her home a bit early.” I cringed when Isaac squeezed my shoulders tight. “Sergeant Burke has some pertinent questions for her.”

      Isaac stopped squeezing me and turned to face me. “More important than my dinner guests?”

      I nodded.

      “Not possible.” Isaac winked.

      “There’s been a double homicide.”

      The words hung in the air.

      “Not more important than my guests because the dead guys aren’t going anywhere, but I see the urgency in other ways.” The color had drained from his face.

      “Claire isn’t necessarily involved, but she knows the victims.” I looked at the floor, embarrassed to ask, “Can she get off work early, so the D.A. and the police can talk to her? The sooner the better.”

      Isaac whispered in my ear, but it was loud because of the clatter of the restaurant at dinner rush. “This doesn't look good for your girl.”

      I gave a weak grin. “I know, Uncle Isaac, I know.”

      When I looked back to the counter, Claire was gone. Something inside me panicked. Had she overheard our conversation and hightailed it out through the kitchen?

      Relief flooded me as she came back through the swinging doors with an armful of plates.

      Isaac looked at Claire too. “Go. Take her. I’ll take over the counter. But this better be worth it.”

      “I’m sorry, Isaac. I wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t crazy important.”

      Isaac walked over to Claire and asked for her apron and order tablet. I could see the puzzled look on her face. Then she looked at me and frowned.

      I heard Isaac say, “Go. Now.”

      Claire rushed over to me and asked, “What the hell?”

      I grabbed her by the elbow and led her out of the restaurant. No way were we going to make a scene in Ruby’s.

      Once we were out in the front of the restaurant, I said, “You look nice in that uniform.”

      It was a 1950s style diner uniform.

      “Whatever. That’s not why you dragged me out of there, to compliment me.” She yanked her elbow free.

      “Let’s get in my car.” At which point, I realized I couldn’t keep her from jumping out of my car while we traveled down the road at fifty miles-per-hour. I debated waiting to explain the situation until we arrived at the station or telling her right there.

      “I’m not getting in the damn car until you tell me what’s going on.”

      I glared at her, not liking her much at that moment. “What time did my uncle drop you off at the police station last night?”

      She frowned at me, then realization hit her. “He didn’t drop me off at the police station. And I don’t wear a watch, so I don’t know what time it was. Though I do remember seeing it was before midnight on his dashboard clock.” She kicked at a rock on the asphalt of the parking lot.

      “Where did he take you?” I held my breath waiting for the answer.

      “He took me home, Dane, back to the house where I was arrested.” She cocked her head defiantly.

      “Is there something you forgot to tell the D.A. this morning?”

      Now she looked everywhere, but at me.

      “Claire!”

      All of her bravado left in a heartbeat, and she began shaking like a naked woman left in subzero temps.

      “I was scared.” She collapsed in a heap on the asphalt.

      I stood over her, not daring to get down to her level.

      “I was terrified.” She sobbed. “He was going to kill me. And he will kill me if he finds out.”

      I braced myself for the bullshit story. “I swear to God, Claire, if you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you myself. And believe me, it will look like an overdose or an accident.”

      Not that I had any idea how to even administer an overdose, or where to get drugs, but I felt those words to my core. I pulled her up off the ground and walked her to my car.

      I opened the passenger door and placed her in the seat while she sniffled and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her uniform. Uncle Isaac would be so pleased.

      Once I had her in the car, I went around to the driver’s side and prayed she didn’t bolt in the time it took me to get there and get inside. She didn’t. She was too busy crying and shivering.

      I grabbed a recorder from my duffle bag in the back seat. “I’m going to record this conversation, so don’t say anything that you’ll regret.”

      “Do I need a lawyer?” She whispered.

      “I don’t know. Do you?”

      She shook her head and sucked in a deep breath. I pressed record on my digital recorder.

      “I went back to the house. All of the lights were on, and I walked in the side door. Andre was sitting in the kitchen, smoking a cigarette, and getting ready to shoot up. He’d already heated his rock to liquid and was pulling it into the syringe.”

      I could picture the scene, the filthy kitchen and the unsanitary needle.

      “Anyway, he said there was enough for two, and I said I wasn’t interested.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “He flipped out.”

      “Did you use?”

      She sat up straight, then looked at the recorder. “No. No way. I promised Isaac I was on a new path. I wanted to, real bad, but I really just wanted to get my things and get the hell out of the house.”

      “What happened?”

      “I lied to him. I told him I was tired, and I just wanted to sleep for a bit, then I’d shoot up with him when I woke up. It seemed to satisfy him, even though he said if I did it with him, I wouldn't be tired anymore. I told him I really needed sleep first.”

      I stared at her, seeing a scared little girl telling her story.

      “So I went upstairs. But when I got to our bedroom, Leon was in the bed. I was trying to pack a bag without waking up Leon. That’s when I heard voices downstairs. Only before I could go down and see who was there, I heard a gunshot. Then another. I panicked.”

      I hoped like hell she was telling me the truth.

      “Only seconds later, I heard someone stomping up the stairs.” She looked at me, the terror in her eyes telling me she was not lying. “I opened the closet door and climbed into a box that I’d put in there a few weeks ago. I’d been planning to pack up some things, and so I had it in there for when I got around to it. I knew whoever it was would look in all of the rooms and the closets, so if I just hid in there, he’d find me.”

      “How did you know it was a he?”

      “The voices.”

      I’d give her that.

      “So I crouched down and pulled the box over my body. Right then, I heard another round of gunfire. Only this time it was in the same room I was in. I braced myself and waited for the closet door to open.”

      I found myself holding my breath, even though I knew the outcome.

      “The door flew open, and I could hear him pushing the clothes around. I just knew I was dead. He was going to lift up that box, and I was dead as dirt.” The tension in her shoulders released. “But he only kicked it. And I was smart enough not to get startled by it. Then he was gone.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. And she sucked in a ragged breath.

      “Who was he?”

      “At first I wasn’t sure because I didn’t recognize the voice. But when he walked out of the bedroom, he said, ‘That’ll teach you assholes to try to rat me out.’ And I knew it was Andre’s supplier, Geoffrey Nunce.”

      I left the recorder running.

      “Why didn’t you tell my Sergeant and the D.A. what happened?”

      “Right, you think they’d believe I had nothing to do with it?”

      “Now they think you’re guilty as hell because you left that part out when you were begging for your deal. Did you forget to tell them that two of the deals were no longer going to happen because the players were fucking dead?” I was shouting by the time I got to the final words.

      “If I left that out, they’d think I knew Andre and Leon were dead. And I was in the house, so they’d think did it.”

      I rolled my head and rested it on the back of my seat. I couldn’t even look at her. “Claire, you need to stop playing games. What you’re doing is dangerous, and you’re getting me involved. It’s my day off, and here I am, looking at dead bodies and tracking you down.”

      She turned her upper body toward me. “You saw them? Was it bad?”

      Now I looked at her with wide eyes. “Are you kidding me? You were in the damned house, Claire, you saw them.”

      Her chin dropped to her chest. “I didn’t. I waited until I heard a car drive away and stayed where I was for another hour or so. Hell, I don’t know how long it was, but I counted silently, so I wouldn’t leave too soon. And when I did leave, I covered my face and only looked forward, to get out as fast as I could. I was afraid of what I would do if I saw a dead person.”

      “Haven’t you seen your share of dead people? Overdoses and all?”

      “Never seen one up close.”

      “I have to take you to the police station. You shouldn’t have to tell your story again, but you do have to go in and give a statement.” I started my car.

      “I can’t go back there.” She grabbed my arm. “Please don’t take me back there. I’ll never see the light of day again.”

      “Once they hear your story, I’m sure they’ll let you go. Maybe they’ll want to do a GSR test, but that’s probably it.” I pulled out of Ruby’s parking lot, headed toward the police station.

      “GSR?” She looked like a sad child.

      “Gunshot residue. To see if you’ve fired a weapon.”

      A slight smile. “Oh, that’s fine.” Then seriously, she said, “If he sees me at the station, he’s going to hunt me down and kill me too.”

      “What?”

      “Geoffrey. He’s looking for me. I know it. I wasn’t in the house, and he knows I was arrested too. The only reason I gave him up was because I was afraid he’d come after me next.”

      “But you walked to the station from your house. Weren’t you afraid he’d see you then?”

      “I was in shock. I didn’t even think about it. But later, his words rang in my head. Over and over. Maybe he thought I ratted him out too.”

      Point blank, I said, “You did.”

      “But only because he killed my boyfriend, and Leon,” she defended.

      “Why didn’t you tell us this morning about Geoffrey?”

      “I don't’ know.”

      But she did know, and I didn’t know how to pry it out of her.

      “Can you please just take me home, and maybe Officer Leigh and Burke can come to the house. Preferably without their cop cars?”

      I looked at my watch. It was already after seven. I’d bet the station was buzzing with this double murder, and she’d end up waiting in an interview room for hours.

      By the end of this, I figured I’d no longer have a badge. I turned right on Highway 9 and headed back to the lake house.
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      Much to my surprise, Burke agreed to come to the house to talk to Claire. He said the turmoil at the police station was giving him a migraine, and he needed to get away. He also made it clear we’d be having a serious chat when this was finished, and I wouldn’t have much of an ass left when it was done.

      Relieved to not have to go back to the police station, Claire opened the small suitcase she’d brought with her and changed from her uniform into a barely there T-shirt and short shorts. Both were a baby blue and clung to her body for dear life. Something inside me stirred.

      I didn’t know how much more time we’d have together, or if this was the end. And I didn’t want it to be over without ever getting the chance to be with her. I didn’t want to be the one to make the first move, and I also didn’t know how long it’d be before Burke arrived at the house, so I curbed my urges.

      When Burke left, he could be taking Claire with him, but I believed her story, and I thought he would too.

      Claire pulled open the sliding glass door to the deck and walked outside barefooted. She looked back at me and said, “Ready to at least enjoy the evening off of work?”

      I felt that, as a cop, I was never really off duty. I followed her outside. We walked down to the water’s edge and sat at the end of the dock. With our feet hanging over the water, but not quite touching, Claire grabbed my hand and entwined her fingers in mine.

      “I like this,” I said. “If only we were teenagers again, and we could have a do over. I’d have never left you.”

      Claire grinned. “I didn’t realize how much I missed you until today. You were the only solid thing in my life, and then you were gone.” She swung her feet back and forth, and I could barely see her in the light of the moon.

      “Who knew how much we’d end up needing each other?” I never really thought that much about her in recent years and hadn’t even considered her when I moved back to Uncertain, and yet I felt as if I’d been in love with her for years.

      She laughed. “Oh, I don’t think you really need me. You just need to fix something, and I’m here for the fixing.”

      In a way she was right, but I still thought I loved her. No way was I going to tell her that and scare her off. She’d already left me once, and Uncle Isaac helped her do it. He didn’t know what we had, so I couldn’t blame him. I could only fix what he put in motion.

      “Just tell Burke the truth and tell it from here on out, and it’s all going to get better.”

      She leaned against my shoulder. “I have to tell the story all over again?”

      “I can have him listen to the recording. But he may ask you to tell it again. I don’t know exactly how he works. He’s a good cop, and he’s good at reading character.” I leaned back against her.

      “I like this.” She turned and stretched up and kissed me on the cheek.

      I turned and kissed her on the lips. They were sweet and soft and exactly as I had imagined when we were kids sitting on the dock. It wasn’t like the mad, passionate kissing earlier in the day. I felt the heat, sure, but I felt something else this time. Compassion. Love. Maybe she loved me too. I couldn’t go there yet. I’d make sure she told me first.

      We were lying on the dock, with Claire on top of me, kissing, but still fully clothed, when I saw headlights in the driveway.

      Claire sprang up. “That’s the sergeant.”

      I sat up. “Probably. Don't fret, I’ll be here for you. Just like I said, tell him the truth.”

      When the headlights dimmed, I saw Burke walk around to the back door of the lake house. He must have seen us on the dock and called out, “Briggs?”

      “Sarge, we’re headed back up to the house. Just give us a sec.” I leaned down and kissed Claire on the lips, then tucked my dick down in my pants, hoping Burke wouldn’t see my erection or what was left of it. “It’s all going to work out just fine. I know it.”

      I could only see shadows on her face, but I think she smiled.

      We walked back to the deck holding hands, but then I thought better of it and dropped her hand before Burke could see us.

      “Claire.” Burke’s demeanor was standoffish. “Briggs. You want to talk out here?”

      A string of white lights illuminated the deck, and it was late enough in the season that the mosquitos weren’t hovering, so I sat in the Adirondack chair, and Claire and Burke sat at the picnic table. I lifted my hip a little and pulled the recorder out of my pocket.

      “Here.” I tossed the recorder to Burke. “This has Claire’s story. You can give a listen, so she doesn’t have to go over it all again.”

      “Tell you what, Briggs, I’ve been doing this a long time. I’ll handle this my way.” He placed the recorder on the table. To Claire he said, “This shit has to stop.”

      Claire’s good mood dropped off her face. “What shit?”

      “The half-truths and lies. You came into the station this morning begging for a plea deal and offering up information in return. Then we find out the people you’d just ratted out couldn’t care less that you snitched because they were fucking dead.”

      Claire picked at her fingernails. “I was afraid if I told you about the murders, you’d think I did it. I was in the house, and my fingerprints were everywhere.”

      “Again, half-truths and lies. I want only the truth. If you can’t do that, then we’re done here.” Burke stood.

      Claire jumped up. “Wait. Look, I know I should have come clean, but I was scared. The only people who ever believed in me, or had my back, were dead. I was still in shock when I went to the police station. And I knew I had to give up something in order to stay out of jail. You don’t understand, Geoff has contacts on the inside and outside, and I was going to die before I ever got to trial.”

      Burke sat back down. “Geoffrey Nunce? Who does he have on the inside?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know names, but I do know that he’s threatened us before. If we ratted him out for a lesser sentence, he said he’d know, and we’d be dead. Inside or outside, we’d be dead.”

      “You think maybe he was just blowing smoke up your ass, to scare you?”

      She continued to pick at her fingernails, then put her right hand up to her mouth and chewed on the tips of her nails. I wanted to go to her and pull her hand out of her mouth.

      “Maybe.”

      “How are you feeling? Are you still clean, or did you shoot up last night when you went back to the house?”

      She shivered and put her hand back on the table. “I didn’t shoot up.”
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      “Why do I even bother with you, Claire? You’re your own worst enemy.” He stood and pulled handcuffs from his belt. “Let’s go.”

      This time I jumped up. “Wait,” I said to Burke. To Claire, I said, “Remember what we talked about. Stop covering, lying, stepping around the truth. It’s not going to work anymore. These people are smarter than you and your manipulation.”

      Claire looked as if I’d slapped her in the face.

      “I snorted a line of meth.” She dropped her head on the table and wrapped her arms over her neck.

      I wanted to strangle her with my bare hands. She’d told both me and Isaac, she wanted to change, and yet she went right back to that life and did drugs that night. Now I was positive she’d needed my help.

      “Was that so hard?” Burke said without feeling.

      “But you’re going to arrest me now,” she said to the wood of the table.

      “I’m not. If you keep telling me the truth, and help us get Geoff and whoever his supplier is, I’ll keep my promise, and on Monday, I’ll stand up with the D.A. and plead your case to the judge. But you can’t do any more drugs, and you can’t hold back.”

      She sat up straight and told her story again. Only this time she added more detail.

      “After I saw Andre in the kitchen, I knew I didn’t have the strength to say no for long. I went upstairs and looked out the window in the hallway. I thought I saw someone creeping around the house.” She looked at me.

      “Did you recognize the person?” Burke took notes on his iPhone. He usually took them on paper, so this was a step for him.

      “I couldn’t be sure who it was. But it was a guy. He wore all dark clothing, and he had a hoodie, so I couldn’t see his face.”

      “How do you know it was a guy?” Burke asked.

      I wanted to ask the same question, but I bit my tongue.

      “You know, guys move different from girls.” She looked at Burke, then at me again. “He disappeared, and then I saw someone get into a car and sit for several minutes. Then the person started the car and drove away.”

      “What kind of car?”

      “I’m not much into cars, so I can only tell you it had two doors and it was a dark color. I tried to read the license plate because I was sure it was one of Geoff’s men, but I couldn’t see straight. I needed a fix kinda bad. The only reason I stayed at the window so long was because I was scared.”

      “Really scared or drug induced paranoia?” Burke stared at her.

      “A little of both maybe?” She said it as a question more than a statement.

      “What next?”

      Now she was picking absently at her skin. “I had to pee, so I went into the bathroom. Leon, or someone, had left a meth baggie on the counter, and I took the blade out of the razor in the medicine cabinet and scraped the edges of the baggie, trying to salvage the dust. Then I snorted it. The relief was overwhelming. But the amount was so minimal, I knew the high wouldn’t last long.”

      “How long were you home when you saw the man and the car?”

      “I don’t know. Like I told Dane, I don’t wear a watch. Maybe an hour.” She wrapped her bony fingers around her wrist and rubbed.

      “So you said you saw Leon upstairs in your bed, and soon after, you heard the gunshots.”

      “I think so.” She rubbed hard at her wrist. “I mean, yes, that’s how it happened. I wanted to pack a bag, just in case, you know?”

      “In case of what? Were you preparing to run?” Burke stopped tapping in notes with his stylus and looked at her.

      I looked at her too. So my instinct was right. She was going to run.

      “Andre said we might need to move quickly.” Her leg started bouncing. “I told him I didn’t want to run, and he got pissed.”

      She’d failed to share this detail with me too. After everything, all of the promises, she was going back to Andre, back to the gutter.

      “That’s when he told me we needed to save ourselves. Narc out Geoff, and then once the cops cut us loose, we’d blow this shitty little town.” She gave a weak smile.

      Nothing she’d told me was the whole truth. Or was she embellishing for Burke? How was I supposed to know? I had no idea.

      “Even though you had a court date on Monday, you were going to run?” Burke’s voice went low.

      “No, we were going to ask for a deal on Monday. That’s how I got the idea to come in and talk to Officer Leigh.” She grinned with her teeth showing this time, like she was offering a morsel. “Andre and Leon were dead. I didn’t have any other friends. I didn’t know what to do.”

      Her words stabbed at my heart. Didn’t she think I was her friend?

      “Claire, you need better friends. Andre and Leon were going to get you killed. Not only that, they both gave you up for the drug operation. Said you were Geoff’s girlfriend, and that you were there that night because you were setting up the next major shipment.”

      Claire froze.

      I couldn’t keep quiet. “Well, Claire?”

      She turned swiftly to look at me. “What the hell? No. I mean…”

      “Why do you think Leon and Andre were out of jail when you went to the house?”

      “I didn’t think to ask. I mean, I was out, wasn’t I?” She looked like a deer in the headlights.

      “And you think you weren’t being watched? You think, after all of the work I’d done, I was just going to let the system turn you loose?”

      “Was it your guy who I saw sneaking around the house?” She was visibly shaking now.

      I was shaking now too. Why hadn’t they told me they’d been watching Claire, and the house?

      Burke looked at me. “Still think your bitch can be saved?”

      I wanted to leap out of my chair and beat the shit out of my boss. Instead, I gripped the armrests until the wood dug into my skin. I didn’t answer him.

      “So who were you fucking, Claire, Andre or Geoff? Or both?”

      “Fuck you,” she responded without much energy.
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      “Let’s start again. And this time you can tell me the story, knowing that I know the truth.” Burke relaxed his posture to a friendlier position.

      “Fine, Geoff and I were lovers, but only because he gave me drugs for free. And he gave me money, to keep an eye on his operations.” Now she was gripping the picnic bench as if it were a lifeline. “But I wanted out. I even told Andre I wanted out. I think that’s what he told Geoff last night, that got him killed.”

      “I thought you said Geoff was mad because he thought they ratted him out?”

      “That too. It’s such a mess. And when Geoff found me in the closet, he made me promise to go to the cops and tell them all about the drug deal going down. Tell it like Andre and Leon were still alive. He trusted I’d do it for him. And he said the only reason I wasn’t dead was because he needed me to buy him some time.”

      I felt the bile rise in my throat. Now I wanted to wrap my fingers around Claire’s throat and choke the life out of her. She’d played me.

      “You know your story doesn't really add up?”

      “Like I said, I was high. It’s all sort of a jumble. I just know that Geoff killed Andre and Leon, and he told me to walk to the police station and tell them I wanted to plead ‘no contest’ to the charges and ask about the S.A.F.E. program, to show I was sincere. Then I was to tell you and the D.A. about a couple of drug deals going down next week. They were deals he knew about, and he figured it’d be at least that long before you found the bodies. Who the hell knew someone would call the cops about the murders?”

      “So why are you ratting out Geoff now?” I asked, the fire in my words burning my throat.

      She looked at me, her eyes melting into tears. “Because I want out. I did everything everyone asked me to do, and nothing went as planned. Geoff said he’d come and get me Monday, after the judge granted me into the program, and we’d be gone. Either way, with Andre or with Geoff, I was outta here.”

      “So, let’s say we hadn’t found the bodies right away. What would have happened when we arrived at the location of the drug buy?” Burke’s words were friendlier now.

      “Geoff set up one of his rivals. You’d have walked in on a drug buy. A fucking huge deal going down at the warehouse. His rival would be gone, and he’d lie low for a while, then we’d be back in business.” She wiped her tears away with the back of her forearm.

      “I thought you were blowing this town?”

      “That’s what he promised, but then I realized he’d never leave. Not unless the cops got too close. He didn’t want to start all over in a new place, learn the ways of the cops, and build a new clientele. That’s when I knew I was on my own. My life was over as I know it. And when Isaac offered me a job, I gladly took it. If I get into the S.A.F.E program, I’m going to work it like my life depends on it, because it does.”

      The contradictions in her statements were overwhelming. I wasn’t even sure she knew what the truth was.

      “You’ll be required to participate in a 12-step program too. You need new friends, and I don’t think Dane can do this by himself.” Burke grabbed the recorder from the table and put it in his pocket. Then he pulled out a brown evidence bag, unfolded it, and put it on the table. “Dane, I need the shirt she was wearing last night when she left the house. I want to do a GSR test on it.”

      I tried to remember what she was wearing. So much had happened that night, and my mind was a jumble.

      “It was your shirt, Dane. I had on the shirt and sweat pants you gave me.”

      No, it wasn’t. She’d changed back into her own clothes. Her lie made me remember. But I didn’t think that shirt was still in the house. Without responding, I went into my bedroom and dug through her suitcase. I found the clothes she’d put in the washer, and I put them in the evidence bag. I wasn’t going to say anything, but then I didn’t want to stoop to her level. I’d already stooped low enough.

      When I handed the bag to Burke, I said, “She had actually changed clothes. She and my uncle were sitting at the kitchen table, and I remember she had changed back into the clothes she’d been wearing when she got out of jail. She’d washed them and had put them back on when she thought I was asleep.”

      Claire looked at me as if I was the devil.

      “I’m not lying for you Claire, not when I know the truth. That’s not how relationships and friendships grow.”

      I saw the will blow out of her with one breath. “Fine, you’re right.” She looked at Burke. “My mistake. Not a lie, just a mistake.”

      Burke stood and turned to leave. He looked back. “Try to enjoy the rest of your weekend. And if you even consider fleeing, just remember, I’ll hunt you down until my dying day. And I don’t care if I bring you in dead or alive.” He looked at me. “We’ll be having a long chat on Monday, now is not the time.”

      The sound of crickets was the only noise other than Burke’s footsteps. I didn’t even know if I could look at Claire. I wanted to look at her, forgive her for everything, but I’d already gone too far, and she’d given nothing in return.

      I needed to know. “Why didn’t you tell me everything back in the car?”

      “I didn’t tell your sergeant everything either,” she shot back at me.

      I frowned at her.

      “It was a dark gray Nissan I saw last night. Would you like me to tell you the license plate number?”

      I froze.

      “And I saw you in the house too, Dane. I saw you sneak in and take Andre’s phone off the kitchen table. The only thing I’m not sure of is how you knew what number to call to get in contact with Geoff and how you knew what to say to get him to come to the house.”

      Oh, shit.

      “Did you know he’d kill Andre and Leon? I didn’t hear the conversation, obviously, because you left the house before you called. That’s what you were doing in your car. Calling Geoff, and you stayed long enough to make sure he showed up.”

      “If you knew all of this why didn’t you tell Burke?”

      She shrugged.

      “You know I did it for you, right? I saw you go into that house, and I knew you’d never get away. I knew you’d end up dead in a gutter somewhere, and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “Oh, you knew all of that, did you?” She stood, leaning on the table.

      “I’ve loved you since I was twelve years old. I couldn’t bear to see the way your life had turned out. I thought, if I can get rid of the magnets drawing you back, I could make you love me too.”

      She walked up to me and took both of my hands. “I’m not the same girl, you understand that, right? It’s been many years and lots of life between those days on the lake when we were innocent kids and now.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “I’m sorry. I understand if you want me to take you somewhere. It’s crazy of me to think we could go back. Pretend life didn’t happen and start from scratch.”

      She stood on the tips of her toes and kissed my lips. “Sorry, dude, you’re stuck with me. I’m not skipping town, and I have no one else. You’re the only person who has ever looked at me like you do.”

      My brows went high. “Like what? How do I look at you?”

      She grinned. “Like I matter. Like someone actually cares about me.”

      She took my hand and led me into the house. “This may be our last chance to go back and pretend the world between then and now doesn’t exist.”

      We walked to my bedroom, and she shut the door behind us.

      “Claire, after all you said out there, I’m not sure this is a good idea. I don’t even know what I was thinking.”

      Then she placed her hand on my cock, and all reason went out the window.

      She pushed me back on the bed and before I could lie down, she pulled my shirt over my head and said, “Just for the next hour, let’s pretend we’re teenagers and the rest of the world doesn’t exist. After that, we can worry about the present and the future.”

      I knew better than to do what happened next, but when she pulled a condom out of her bra, I was a goner.
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      We spent the next day getting to know each other better, both physically and mentally. And with each admission of our past, I cringed at what I’d done Friday night. I’d gotten two men killed.

      I kept telling myself it was a PSK (public service killing), since Andre and Leon were leaches on society, and would end up costing taxpayers thousands of dollars, if they ended up in the penal system. I hadn’t pulled the trigger, just made the phone call.

      I’d been careful not to get my prints or DNA on the phone, in case it was ever found. I’d tossed it out, somewhere over the canal. I’d been a cop for a week, and I’d already bent the rules. I had secrets.

      Only were they really secrets? Claire knew. And as long as she knew, she had me over a barrel. The barrel of a gun, in some ways, because if she wanted to tell her whole truth, I’d be behind bars, or at the very least, I’d no longer be a cop. The disgrace that’d bring to my uncle would be unbearable.

      As I lay in bed, after my first solo shift as a cop, Claire’s naked body wrapped around mine, I knew I’d done the right thing.

      Geoffrey Nunce was in custody, awaiting trial, and Claire had been clean for nearly six months. The program was working for her.

      We’d moved out of my uncle’s house, and into my apartment, but we visited the lake house often. Reminiscing about the “good old days” and promising to never forget.

      I only hoped that someday Claire would forget what my part had been in that night, and I could sleep at night with the knowledge that my secret was safe. When you live with a junkie (or former junkie), you’re always wondering when the tide will turn.

      The lust had worn off, and now we had to decide if we were really in love. Only time would give us that morsel of information. Only time, and I didn’t know how much time we actually had. Everything could change when Geoffrey Nunce finally went to trial.
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      Leaving is easy…

      

      As an agent in the State Bureau of Investigation’s Narcotics Unit, it’s Norman “Nash” Ashford’s job to track down the drugs destroying his city and get them off the street. He’s one of the best narc agents the SBI has. Even with his talent at tracking, he’s never been able to find the one that got away—the brightest star to have ever blinded him. Nash has been trying to track her down ever since she walked away half a decade ago.

      

      TREX Cadet Michaela “Mike” Starr is pulled from training on a matter of national security. Her ex-boyfriend has intel vital to the success of a find and is refusing to deliver, so TREX sends her in to persuade him to divulge his source. The man she ran away from is now her target.

      

      Coming back is a whole other story.

      

      Nash and Mike must work together to overcome their past, all while trying not to make the same mistakes. Instead, they make all new ones. Will they get it right this time?

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          TREX’S MISSION STATEMENT

        

      

    
    
      Tactical Retrieval Experts (TREX) is a privately funded agency independent of law enforcement, military, or any governmental restrictions. Our focus is on tracking and retrieving objects. Simply put: we find things. Employing highly-trained agents with extensive experience in covert operations and unlimited resources, we will find anything and with guaranteed confidentiality. No matter the circumstances. No matter the danger. Call on TREX—we find what’s been lost.
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      TREX cadet Michaela Starr drew in a deep breath and slowly released it to settle her nerves, taking her time moving through the sparsely lit room. Slivers of sunlight served as the only light in the tight space. It burned through the narrow openings serving as windows of the two-story adobe structure. Heat waves bounced off the floor, causing the air to dance. It was that hot. But the shadows were steady. She scanned every corner, checking for movement. Seeing none, she announced, “North, clear.”

      “South, clear.” A member of her team added over the com link, his voice barely above a whisper. They didn’t even need that with the sensitive lip mics.

      She headed east, sneaking into the next room. Giving it a quick visual sweep to secure the perimeter, she took a breath to clear the room when a noise caught her attention. Flattening against the closest wall to disappear into the shadows, something her training had ingrained in her to be second nature, she fell silent and waited for the tango to appear so she could neutralize him. Or her. Gender didn’t matter, not when it was kill or be killed.

      Her heart in her throat, her pulse pounding in her ears, she held her breath and stilled. One slight twitch, one little blink could end her. Sweat sprouted on her upper lip and forehead. It didn’t help that she had on over fifty pounds of gear, a helmet holding in all the heat, or that it was over a hundred degrees in the shade. Trickles of perspiration trailed down the small of her back, pooling right below her beltline. Damn, if the moisture moved any lower…

      She clenched and stifled a groan when it did exactly that, tickling her all the way down the crack of her backside. How long had it been since she’d had a nice, hot bath? At this point, she’d prefer a cold shower. A dip in the mud puddle they’d passed on the way to this hideout. Hell, anything to wash away the sweat and grime. She’d never had so much sand take refuge in all her crevices. She’d spent close to two years in the Middle East, so that said something.

      “West, clear.”

      Shit. If she didn’t do something, she’d risk the entire op. Her team counted on her. She had to clear the room. With a deep breath and a silent prayer, she stepped out of the shadows.

      And nearly got her ass blown off.

      “Contact, east!” She dodged round after round and fired off a few of her own for cover in order to bolt from the spot where she’d given up her position. Only a few more feet. She’d have her choice of shadows to hide in and regroup.

      A tango appeared in the doorframe directly in front of her. Where’d he come from? Panic slowed her motion. She aimed her rifle a nanosecond too late. Two rounds hit her square in the chest. It was over. For her. For her team. She’d failed.

      A buzzer went off right before the entire room lit up. Cussing, she jerked off her helmet and dropped it at her feet. Disappointment clung to her, joining the rest of the undesirables covering her body. “Son of a bi—”

      “Mike!” The shooter barked her nickname and removed his disguise, which only made things worse. She’d just been taken out by the instructor. He charged, not slowing until he literally spit on her as he screamed in her face. “What did I tell you about two exit points?”

      His breath smelled as bad as she felt. None of them had seen civilization for over forty-eight hours. They’d been dropped in the middle of the dessert with nothing but the clothes on their back and the rifle in their hand. The agency definitely took field training to a whole new level.

      “Two exit points are two entry points, sir.” She recited one of the many rules she’d broken on this simulation.

      “We start again at oh-dark-thirty.”

      “Come on, sir.” One of the guys protested as he entered the room. “We did everything right. It was Mike who screwed up.”

      “Win as a team,” Instructor Scott barked.

      “Lose as a team,” the rest grumbled, all of them glaring, sending daggers her way.

      Mike dropped her gaze. “Sorry, guys.”

      “Apologize to my girlfriend,” Rodriguez growled, his dark eyes cool, conveying just how pissed he was. “I haven’t been home in almost a week now.”

      “Get off her ass.” Chappelle challenged him, puffing out his chest. “We’re all doing the best we can.”

      “You just want on her ass,” Rodriguez countered.

      “Say that to my face.”

      “I just did.”

      “Enough!” The instructor grabbed them both by the collar. “Hit the showers, hotheads. That goes for the rest of you.”

      Thank God. Finally, she’d be able to wash off the layers of grime that had made her body home for the past two days. She jogged out of the room and was to the stairs when Scott shouted her name.

      She skidded to stop. Damn it. He only held students back when he wanted to deliver an exceptionally craptastic punishment. Glancing down the stairs, she contemplated her options. If she went back in there, he’s smoke her. He’d smoke her hard, make her do some sort of physically draining exercise until she collapsed from exhaustion. It wouldn’t take her long. She was close to collapsing now. If she made a break for it, he’d simply tell the director. She’d be brought in for questioning, punished, and then smoked even harder.

      The decision shouldn’t have even taken her this long.

      Jogging back to the instructor, she stopped and stood at attention, her chin out. “Sir.”

      “This isn’t the goddamn military. This is the private sector, cadet.” When she didn’t react, he added, “At ease.”

      She widened her stance and settled her hands into the small of her back. Once military, always military. Shock rounded her eyes when a man walked out from the shadows. Holy hell. It was the special director of all the TREX frontline divisions. She recognized from some of the training videos. Her heart thudding in her ears, she straightened her shoulders and stood a little taller as he approached.

      It did no good. He towered over her 5’7” frame. She craned her neck to stare at the bottom of his square chin. Jesus, he was even more intimidating in person with his size and that buzzed head. And broad shoulders. Narrow hips. Piercing blue eyes. He didn’t say anything, simply watched her, studying her, assessing her.

      She’d heard about his uncanny ability to size people up within seconds of meeting them. Was that why he’d made a personal appearance at Gahanna, TREX’s boot camp for field agents?

      “You need to feed your recruits better, Scotty.” He regarded the instructor, a man as big as the director and an even harder expression permanently plastered to his face. “This one looks like she’ll blow away in a light breeze. Don’t they come in adult size anymore?”

      As much as Mike wanted to tell him what he could do with his opinion of her size, she kept her eyes straight ahead, her expression reserved. He wanted her to react and would dig at her until she did exactly that. Been there, been smoked for that. For six years, the drill sergeants in the Army had screamed at her, degraded her, and beat her down to rebuild her into the soldier she’d grown into. She’d done two tours overseas. She didn’t leave the service to go through any of that torture again.

      “Don’t they require you ladies to eat?”

      “We all eat, sir.” She didn’t want to stand here discussing her eating habits. There was a hot shower calling her name.

      “You’re too skinny.”

      “You’re too judgmental,” she muttered.

      “Excuse me?”

      Oh, hell. Did she say that out loud? She thrust out her chin and stared straight ahead. “Nothing, sir.”

      “If you have something on your mind, by all means, share it.”

      She darted a quick glance at Scott, who gave her a terse shake of his head. “Sorry, sir. I was out of line.”

      “Tomorrow is too late, Cadet Starr.”

      “Mike,” Scott corrected.

      The director jumped his gaze to the instructor. “What?”

      “Her name,” he said with a nod at her. She bounced her attention between the giants as they flanked her. “It’s Mike. No one calls her Starr.”

      “I don’t care.” He sighed when Scott gave him the same hard look he gave the team right before he smoked them. “Fine. You are such a pain in the ass sometimes.”

      “So are you.” Scott grinned when the director shot him with a glare. “Sometimes.”

      “Do you know who I am, Mike?” He shot a look at Scott.

      She squared her shoulders. “Special Director Dan Weber, sir. You’re in charge of all the agency’s frontline divisions.”

      “No need to shout. I’m right here.”

      “Yes, sir!” she shouted before dropping a string of her favorite cuss words. Softening her voice, she replied quietly, “Sorry, sir.”

      “She definitely has a mouth,” he commented to Scott. “Did you teach her that, too?”

      “That, she came with. This one can even outcuss you.”

      Heat slapped her cheeks. Her mom lectured her all the time on her language. Even her dad didn’t cuss as much as she did.

      “We’ll need to clean that up if this is going to work. We can’t have her going around dropping F bombs like that in public.”

      Scott snorted. Mike had never even seen him crack a smile. “F bomb? Really?”

      Weber rolled his eyes. “Steph is repeating every damn thing I say. JT spent an hour this morning chewing my ear about how our daughter is about to get kicked out of daycare for having a trucker’s mouth. So, yeah. F bomb.”

      “Whipped,” Scott coughed, then laughed when the director shot him a lethal glare.

      “We may go way back, but I’m still your goddamn boss, Scotty.”

      “Fine. You’re whipped, sir.”

      “You’re such a pain in the ass,” he growled before returning his attention to Mike, resting that assessing gaze on her. “Tell me what you know about Norman Ashford III.”

      “Nash?” She hadn’t spoken that name in close to five years. It had been twice that long since she’d heard his real name.

      Weber and Scott exchanged knowing glances. “Told you,” Scott said.

      Told him what? Why were they discussing her relationship with an ex? Why were they discussing her at all? “Permission to speak.”

      They faced her. When she didn’t continue, Weber narrowed his eyes, clearly annoyed. “Are you going to?”

      Heat slapped her cheeks yet again. She didn’t want to piss him off and end up with shit assignments when she graduated to the field. “I’m used to waiting until given permission, sir.”

      “Let’s get something straight.” He moved to the other side of the room and glanced out one of the slivers, keeping his back to her. “You’re no longer in the service. I don’t want to have to remind you of that again. You’re TREX now. ” He glanced over his shoulder, nailing her with that glare. “Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” Slowly, she unfolded her stance and rested her arms by her side. So far, she’d made a stellar first impression to the most important man in TREX aside from the head of the entire agency. Vic Greene stayed hands off, from what she’d been able to tell. Rumor had it, Weber was next in line for the position once Greene stepped down.

      He went to another sliver to stare out. “Ashford has information on a find that’s vital to its success. He’s being less than cooperative. That’s where you come in.”

      “Me?” Once she realized how far her jaw had dropped, she snapped it shut. “What can I do?”

      Weber faced her. “You can convince him to talk.”

      How in the hell was she supposed to do that? They hadn’t seen each other since college. She knew nothing about him anymore. He probably didn’t even remember her. Too bad. She definitely remembered him. Chocolate brown eyes. Shaggy blond hair he never combed. A smile that drove her crazy. A touch that sent her into the stratosphere. Her skin hummed at the memory of how he used to…

      “Dilated pupils. Elevated heartrate. Flushed skin.” Weber’s laundry list of her obvious reaction to nothing but a memory had her wishing there were more shadows. The oppressive heat sank into her. She was close to collapsing from the combination of heat exhaustion and mortification. “There’s no question whether you remember him or not.”

      Jesus. He really was one perceptive son of a bitch. “Why would he talk to me if he won’t talk to you?”

      “After that reaction to the mention of his name? Clearly, it’s not just you. He had close to the same reaction when he told me to find the brightest star and bring it to him. Based on his rapid breathing, he wasn’t talking about a ball of gas.”

      “He’s been looking for me?” She didn’t know how she felt about that.

      “No,” he ground out. “I have. Imagine my surprise when intel informs me the star he wants is a TREX cadet at Gahanna. Finally, something we can leverage against this son of a bitch.”

      “If Nash isn’t talking, he’s got reason. Besides, you don’t know I’m the star…” she trailed off when he stared her into silence. Damn, that was a scary look.

      “Michaela Nicole Starr. Twenty-seven. Never been married. Joined the Army at seventeen, was on her first tour at nineteen. Went reserve to go to school, graduated, and immediately did another tour. Interesting timing.”

      “I wanted to serve my country.”

      “You were running away.”

      She thrust out her chin. “Did you read that in my file, too?”

      “Mike,” Scott warned. Oh, shit. That look told her she’d definitely get a hell of a smoking after this. So much for a hot shower and any sleep.

      Weber’s lip twitched as he approached. “Give us a minute, Scotty.”

      “I’ll take care—” he stopped abruptly when the director swung that gaze to him. As tough as he was, one look from the director had him back in line. He threw her a glare, promising repercussion for her actions. “Yes, sir.”

      Once he left the room, Weber regarded Mike. “Do you want to try that again?”

      “Try what, sir?”

      “Lie to me or pretend to be a screw-up is the fastest way to get on my bad side. Do I need to repeat the question?”

      She shook her head and swallowed hard to push her heart back into her chest. If he wanted her to be honest, she’d be honest. It may get her kicked out for insubordination, but she’d at least have her say, first. “You just recited my file. Well, all but that last part.”

      “Are you telling me I got that wrong?”

      Damn it. She dropped her gaze, fighting the want to deny it and knowing better than to lie to the director. He’d already told her what would happen if she did. “The fact, no. But you don’t know the reason why.”

      “Does it matter?”

      She met his gaze. “Absolutely.”

      He openly studied her, not with irritation or lust in his gaze, but with curiosity. And then comprehension. With a curt nod, he started in on his assessment. “There’s only one reason a kid enlists at seventeen—escape. Bad family life. Bad love life. No life. It doesn’t matter. The reason is always the same. You come from a good home, had boyfriends, and were active in just about every club you could find. So you, Cadet Starr, are the exception to the rule.”

      She didn’t even know there was a rule. “What do you think I escaped from?” Please tell me so we’ll both know.

      “Reality.”

      That stopped her heart. It painfully skipped to a start, forcing her to suck in a breath to steady the erratic beat. Holy hell in a hand basket. He nailed it. Judging by that smug expression, he knew it.

      “Since your dad worked for the DOD and went where they sent him, your mom homeschooled you until you were thirteen, when you insisted on going to school to be like the normal kids. Instead of struggling to fit in, you had no trouble succeeding socially. Another exception.”

      Damn. It was like he read her diary.

      “Daddy took a desk job to keep you in the same school. Because of the cut in pay, Mom got a job to make ends meet. You felt guilty, so you enlisted and got your GED so they wouldn’t have to support you. Have I stayed on point so far?”

      She nodded and blew out a breath as she studied her boots. Here she thought she’d hidden her guilt. Her parents had sacrificed so much to give her an amazing life growing up. The least she could do was return the favor as they grew old.

      “College came and went,” he continued as he slowly paced. “What the GI Bill and financial aid didn’t cover, you did by working two jobs. You got a roommate your sophomore year, who turned into your boyfriend your junior year. When you graduated, instead of marrying your college sweetheart, you returned to active duty. Why?”

      “I had my reasons.” They were hers and hers alone. Her file simply stated her as out on medical leave. She never talked about it. Nash didn’t even know how to deal with it. Going active made the most sense. They needed time apart to figure out how to handle everything that had happened to them in such a short amount of time.

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “I’ve never known a woman to not fill the silence with endless rambling.”

      “Yet you’re the one who’s been talking,” she snapped, annoyed at his sexist remark. Most things didn’t bother her. The guys at Gahanna constantly trying to get into her pants. The belittling in the form of shouting by all the instructors. She refused to accept her director as one of the assholes she went out of her way to disappoint.

      He narrowed those eyes and set his jaw. Color crept up his neck and joined the red in his ears. “You’re not even trying to impress me, are you?”

      “No, sir. You told me not to lie or pretend to be a screw-up. I’d be doing both if I tried to impress you with words. You prefer results, like me.”

      His lip twitched. “Touché. How about we get right to why I’m here.”

      Finally. She didn’t like being read like a book. It was unnerving.

      “You’re being pulled from training.”

      Her heart stopped yet again, this time followed by her jaw dropping. The shock held her numb, unable to speak. When she recovered, she had to gulp several breaths to stop the room from dancing with the waves of heat coming off the dirty floor. “You’re suspending me?”

      “Graduating you,” he corrected and moved to the stairs. When she didn’t follow, he waved at them. “I didn’t come to Gahanna to leave alone.”

      She hurried after him. “Why you, sir?”

      “Why me, what?”

      “You’re the director. You have people to do this stuff for you.”

      “Not this time.” He descended the stairs. “Due to the sensitive nature of the mission, I wanted to handle this one myself.”

      If he were any more obvious, his nose would grow. “One of your rules is to never withhold information vital to the find. You asked me to not lie to you. I ask the same in return. Sir.”

      “You’ll learn very quickly when to ask for intel on your mission.” He spun on the landing and started down the next set of stairs without glancing at her. “Briefings happen in secure locations only. We’ve had too many agents in danger due to loose intel.”

      They were inside the gates of Gahanna. How much more secure did it get? No, there was something else. He didn’t want to be the one to brief her. Why? “Where’re we going?”

      “Seattle. Your first assignment is to go under as an agent for the SBI. You’re the target’s new partner.”

      That would be why.

      She stopped and swallowed several times to recover. Forcing her to see Nash after all these years irritated her. It brought up way too many memories, both happy and not so much. “Partner? What happened to his last one?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. You’re due in first thing in the morning.” Weber took the stairs two at a time. She had to jog to keep up with him.

      First thing? She hadn’t slept in nearly three days. She was tired, hungry, and now more than a little annoyed to be forced into playing a diplomat between her agency and her ex. “I don’t suppose there are showers and maybe some food wherever we’re going?” When he glanced over his shoulder, she quickly added, “I’ll be happy with coffee and some sugar packets.”

      “You will be briefed on the drive to HQ. There, your handler will take over.”

      She had a handler? Of course she did. All new agents were assigned a handler during probation.

      “Congratulations and welcome to TREX, agent. Get me my intel and I’ll waive your probation. You have two weeks.”

      Not wanting to let him think he had all the say, even though he did, she marched ahead and easily spotted the giant black SUV. No one but the suits drove them. She didn’t slow until she reached for the door and cussed. It was locked.

      Turning, she leaned her butt on the door and crossed one boot over the other as she folded her arms in front of her. He approached, his attention on her.

      She held his gaze and offered him a slight smile. “I’ll do it in one.”
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      She leaned in to kiss him, her lips as light as a feather, barely a breath against his. He darted his tongue out, brushing it against her mouth, inviting her tongue to come out and play. Her scent, nothing but pure and carnal lust, wafted up into his nostrils.

      He fought his want to take her back to their apartment, to sink into her sweet, perfectly proportioned body. Hunger invaded his senses, clouding his judgment. He couldn’t ever remember wanting a woman as much as he wanted Michaela Starr. With nut brown hair that framed her slender face, and the most hypnotic dark eyes he’d ever had the pleasure of watching glaze over with insatiable need, Mike had him completely captivated from the first time he saw her in the University of Washington’s student library.

      Back in college she wore her long hair down, allowing the wind to style it into a disheveled mess that always looked like she did it intentionally. That was Mike in a nutshell. No matter what she did, she did with purpose, with one hundred and ten percent dedication.

      Those sultry lips curled into a whisper of a grin as she landed her gaze on him. Baring her teeth in the sexiest snarl he’d ever seen, she dived for his lower lip and nipped at it playfully, causing a jolt of shock that shot straight to his already straining erection.

      He closed his eyes as she trailed kisses along his jaw, his throat, and continued down. Oh yeah. The woman had the most talented mouth. He could barely breathe as she descended down toward his…

      “You still with me?”

      Nash blinked his eyes open as his director’s voice broke him of his daydream. Damn it. He wasn’t pissed Lawson cut him off before he imagined the best blowjob of his life. No, he hated the fact he couldn’t forget her, even after five years and plenty of lovers to help him get over the brightest star he’d ever had the pleasure of being blinded by.

      Jimmy Lawson, the new director of the SBI’s Seattle field office, smiled at him with his perfectly white, orthodontia-altered teeth. The kid couldn’t be a day over twenty-two, yet he outranked Nash, an agent who’d been kicking the collective ass of bad guys for over ten years. Holy hell, they just kept getting younger and younger.

      “He checked out when you mentioned interagency cooperation,” the TREX agent sitting across the round table pointed out. He didn’t resemble the one who’d originally approached Nash two weeks ago demanding answers to questions the asshole never asked. That guy was a grade A prick in a suit. Threatening to send him to the darkest hellhole with the rest of the disloyal traitors committing treason was a bit extreme and didn’t convince Nash to tell him a damn thing.

      This one relaxed in the chair, his ankle propped up on the opposite knee, his expression as calm as the rest of him. That didn’t make him any less intimidating than the first one. This guy was huge, with arms so big they cast a shadow. Jesus, he must bench press semis for exercise. Casually, Nash squared his shoulders and flexed his biceps so he didn’t look like a dwarf in comparison.

      “I didn’t catch your name.” Nash gave a single nod at the TREX agent. Did Lawson know about the covert agency?

      He sighed. “Apparently, he checked out long before that.”

      Great. Another asshole.

      “SPD Homicide Detective Dave Lee.”

      “Homicide? No one died.”

      “The day’s young.”

      Oh, yeah. That answer never got old. Nash bit back his retort and went in another direction. “Are you here as a homicide dick? Or a TREX dick?”

      Lee grinned. Hell, he even chuckled. Neither were a good sign, not judging by the way those dark eyes shined. “Both.”

      Lawson darted a wide-eyed gaze at Lee. “Dude, seriously?”

      “Don’t call me dude. What are you, fifteen?”

      He liked this guy. Well, not liked as much as hated him less. Nash didn’t bother to hide his disappointment in the bureau’s choice of directors. Since Director Vulatec retired, the entire field office had taken a dive. The teenager lookalike they’d brought in as his replacement had a college degree and no experience, but he looked damn good on paper. It was a slap in the face to all the veteran agents to have to answer to a kid half their age.

      Lawson did nothing to help his image when he called someone dude.

      “What is this?” Nash demanded, not pleased TREX made an appearance at his place of employment. Were they so desperate to get his intel they’d resort to getting his ass busted at work?

      “Until big mouth here…” Lawson trailed off when all Lee had to do was clear his throat to shut him down. In a whisper, he added, “Wow. Big…um…everything.”

      “I think what the director is trying to say,” Lee jumped in with a voice as big and booming as the rest of him. “I’m here as both a detective with the SPD and a TREX agent.”

      TREX agents could be both? Could SBI agents serve in both capacities, as well? As a member of an elite agency with a get-out-of-jail-free card personally signed by the president, Nash could take crime-fighting to a whole new level. Where did he sign up?

      But first, to deal with something bigger than him. He jumped his gaze to Lee. “Did they think sending you would intimidate me?”

      “They didn’t think,” he replied with a tip of his lips. “They knew.”

      “They’d be wrong.” Lawson beat Nash to the punch. Damn if his opinion of the kid didn’t jump a few pegs. “Nothing intimidates an agent of the SBI, especially Nash. He’s one of our star agents.”

      The mere mention of any star had his mind drifting back into his daydream of the one that got away. What he wouldn’t give to…

      “We found her,” Lee announced, breaking him of his thoughts.

      Lawson perked up. “Found who?”

      Nash ignored him and kept his focus on Lee. Way to dangle that in front of him. “You’re bluffing.”

      “Am I?”

      “Bluffing about what?” Lawson bounced his gaze between them. “Guys, what’s going on?”

      Nash studied Lee, watching for any tells. No darting gaze. No change in heartrate. The guy didn’t even have a hitch in his breath. He was either one hell of a liar, or he wasn’t lying at all. “Prove it.”

      “Prove what?” Lawson’s voice grew more agitated.

      “We will.”

      They were as full of shit as he thought. “You wasted your time.” He stood. “And mine.”

      “Have a seat.” Lawson nodded at the chair he’d just vacated. “TREX may have crashed the party, but I called you down here. We’re not done.”

      He did and waited, his peripherals on Lee. His director summoned him to his office for what he originally thought would be a commendation or at least a pat on the back. Instead he got a lecture on the State Bureau of Investigation’s image and how Nash’s high-profile bust was exactly what the agency needed or some bullshit. How did TREX play into any of it? They clearly didn’t track down and retrieve what he’d asked them to find. That meant the deal was off.

      Now they sat around the tiny conference table, staring at each other. He scratched the stubble on his chin. He really should have shaved before coming to work but didn’t even have enough time to sleep, let alone apply a razor to his face. The job demanded his time, 24/7. “Go on.”

      “Not until TREX explains why they’re really here.” Lawson shifted in his chair, resting his gaze on Lee. He didn’t falter this time. He didn’t even blink. Good for him. “I know how it works. If you want our cooperation, you have to offer it in trade.”

      “Memorized the interagency rulebook, did you?”

      “Despite the rumor, I’m old enough to read. I can even tie my shoes.”

      “Congratulations.”

      Even when his ears grew red, Lawson didn’t back down, impressing Nash. “Your director promised full disclosure.”

      “We haven’t lied to you.”

      “Not telling me about offering a find to one of my agents in return for whatever you want from him is the same thing. He wasn’t even supposed to know about you being TREX. Wasn’t that what you said? This was supposed to be a partnership between the SBI and the SPD.”

      Lee shrugged and finally changed positions by leaning forward. “Look, you got your arrest. That put the plan in motion. We offered a little more incentive to your boy in order to gain his full cooperation.”

      “What plan?” And how did he fit into all of this? If their incentive was to threaten him and lie to him about finding a woman he hadn’t heard from in over five years, they’d failed.

      “We need some good publicity,” Lawson explained.

      “So hire a publicist.” He didn’t give a shit about they needed. He wanted to know about the damn plan.

      “You’re going to give it to us.”

      Nash stopped himself from laughing outright. “Good publicity? Me? I’m the same guy who ended up on the front page of every Seattle newspaper after beating the shit out of that perp who shot me to escape an arrest for brutally beating a teenage girl, raping her, and leaving her for dead. After he made himself out to be the victim and got a nice, fat check from the state, I got a forced suspension and a hell of a fine.”

      Lee stiffened as his expression stilled. It was the first sign of any emotion from the TREX agent. “What about the girl?”

      It still pissed him off to think about. Guilt clawed at his insides. She should have never been there. It was his fault she’d almost died. “She suffered a broken jaw, shattered cheekbone, crushed skull. He fractured both her legs so she couldn’t escape, both her arms so she couldn’t fight back. Those are just the physical injuries. She still can’t sleep without a nightlight and will be scared of the dark the rest of her life.”

      Which reminded him to stop by and drop off the new lighthouse nightlight he’d picked up for her room. She loved lighthouses. It had been almost a month since he’d visited her. He wanted to let her know he’d taken out one of the key manufacturers of the drug that she’d been hooked on.

      “It’s our job to make the dark a safer place.” Lee shook his head after muttering a few of Nash’s favorite cuss words. “I would have killed the bastard. I lost my partner when a perp shot him. Here, we’re risking our lives, and our thanks are getting shot and suspended.” He glared at the director.

      Lawson brought up his hands. “Don’t look at me. It was before my time.”

      “My director was forced into early retirement over that.” Nash was ready to walk after the tidal wave of bureaucratic bullshit that followed and had his resignation letter ready. If Vulatec hadn’t talked him out of it, he’d be an ex-agent now.

      “Disgraceful.” Lee continued to shake his head. “The press focused on hanging you instead of what that piece of shit did to the victim. Goddamn media.”

      “We can’t change what happened,” Lawson pointed out, his tone gravelly. Nash had never heard anything close to it come out of the director’s mouth. “The SBI—hell, our entire law enforcement family—is under attack. The media focuses on whatever it takes to put us in a bad light. Do you see anything out there focusing on all the lives we save? All the threats we take off the streets? No. You know why? Because people want someone to blame. Is it the cop’s fault you were late to work and pulled you over to get you to slow down? If he hadn’t, you would have continued to weave in and out of traffic, ran a red light, and killed that little girl in the crosswalk.”

      By the time he finished, he panted, his color faded. Holy shit. Nash had heard about the director losing a daughter, but had no idea how. Now he knew. Seeing Lawson this passionate about changing the public’s perception was contagious.

      “We have men and women out there risking their lives to make this world a better place,” he continued after he’d regained some of the composure in his voice. “We don’t deserve the beat down we’re getting.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” Lee nodded. “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter, Lawson.”

      He dropped his gaze. “Thanks.”

      “This latest bust is perfect timing,” Lee said, pulling the conversation away from the painful memory of losing a child. Nash honestly knew exactly how it felt, the memory debilitating at times, even years later.

      “Timing for what?”

      “To break in a new partner.”

      Not just no, but hell no. “Are you serious?”

      “Let me guess. You’re one of those tough guys who work alone.”

      “That’s tombstone courage,” Nash ground out. “No one in the SBI is stupid enough to think that. We all need partners.”

      “Great.” Lawson grinned. “Then it’s settled. What do you think?”

      He wanted to tell the director exactly what he thought but decided to finally take his mom’s advice and not say anything since he didn’t have anything nice to say. When Lawson continued to stare at him from across the round table, waiting with those wide, puppy-dog brown eyes and way too much innocence to be a director for the SBI, Nash spoke up. “What do I think? What do you think I think?”

      “You think it’s a stupid idea.” Lawson’s overly bright eyes shadowed in disappointment. Jesus. It looked like he just missed out on the ice cream truck.

      “You’re right.”

      “It’s got potential.” Lee rested his elbows on the table. “With a few modifications. Speaking of...”

      A knock on the office door interrupted them. How the hell did Lee know that was about to happen? Lawson’s receptionist poked her head inside and met the director’s eyes. What was her name again? Rhonda? Ruby? “Your appointment is here.”

      “Thank you, Rhiannon.”

      Right. Her parents were huge Fleetwood Mac fans, naming her after the song. Rhiannon glanced over at Nash. Her smile changed in an instant. What was a polite secretary-to-boss smile had transformed into a sexy, come-and-get-me grin. Nash returned the gesture, recalling the last time she smiled at him like that. At least they both had on clothes this time.

      “Send her in.” Lawson looked at his receptionist and then whipped a wide-eyed glance back at Nash when he finally caught on. Once she left the room, his mouth fell open as he shook his head. “Her too?”

      Nash laughed gruffly. Yes, her too. Rhiannon had incredible legs. They were as long as the day and could wrap around him twice. He smiled at the memory of another set of legs, these shorter, petite. That didn’t make them any less sexy. They poked out from under one of his dress shirts as she danced while making them something inedible for dinner.

      “You are unbelievable. You know that?”

      Nash feigned an innocent look. “What? I can’t help it if I’m irresistible.”

      “Yeah,” he countered. “Until they realize they’re just another notch on your bedpost.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Hell yeah, I’m jealous.” Lawson shook his head. “I’m the director, and I don’t see half the action you do.”

      It’s hard to see the action when you haven’t even hit puberty. Nash kept his thought to himself. “Why are you inviting someone else to our meeting?”

      Lawson nodded at Lee. “That’s your cue.”

      “Look, Nash. By capitalizing on the success of this last bust, we’re one step closer to shutting them down.”

      “Shutting who down?”

      “You and I both know who.” Lee narrowed his stern gaze. His hooded features shadowed deeper. “Don’t pretend you don’t know why I’m really here. On behalf of TREX, you’re welcome. Now it’s time for you to do something for us.”

      There it was. TREX somehow got in the middle of his bust, insuring its success. As if that wasn’t enough to have him ready to walk out, they lied when they assured him the agency had the ability to find anything. Clearly not, or she’d already be here.

      Lee swung his gaze to the director and gave him a nod, handing the reins back over. “Okay, so TREX may have had something to do with you tracking down that lab. Even with that… Well… There’s no easy way to say this. See, the uh… I mean…”

      “The media hates you,” Lee blurted out impatiently.

      Nash laughed. It was hollow as it echoed through the office. “You think I give a rat’s ass what they think?”

      “The public hates you, too.”

      Now, that bothered him. Hell, how that bothered him. Everything he did was to protect the public. They hated him for it? Talk about a sucker punch.

      “That bothers you, doesn’t it?”

      Lee’s question earned him a burning glare. “Hell yeah, it bothers me. I bust my ass day in and day out to get drugs off the street. Knowing I’m hated for it is…”

      “Unfair,” a female voice sounded. A familiar female voice. And, before Nash had a chance to respond, he damn near swallowed his tongue as she strolled into the office, her rounded hips swaying in her well-fitted dark chocolate suit that matched the color of her eyes. The skirt stopped a few fingers above her knees, giving everyone a teasing look at her pretty, shapely thighs.

      She didn’t wear nylons, instead choosing to proudly display her creamy legs for God, the world, and now Nash to see. But, then again, she never did like wearing nylons. Too confining, she’d always said. Hell, she hated underwear, too. At least she did the last time he saw her. That thought would be the death of him if he continued to wonder whether she had any panties on under that suit right now.

      Michaela Starr. Holy hell. TREX came through after all. And here he thought they were all smoke and mirrors when they promised they’d bring him the brightest star. She had her long hair pulled up into a nice French roll, but it didn’t hide the brilliant shine that captured his attention. When those laughing eyes centered in on him, the sexy pull of her lips had him hard in an instant. He tried to play down his body’s reaction to her. She may not even remember him. After all, it had been years since they last saw each other. Five years, two months, and twenty-one days.

      Not that he was counting.

      Dear God, please let her not remember him, at least not the way he remembered her. That was part of the deal. TREX wasn’t allowed to tell her he’d asked them to find her to prove they had the ability to find anything. In truth, he’d asked them to find her just so he’d stop lying awake at night missing her.

      Did he invade her dreams at night and sometimes during the day? Did he dance around inside her brain, day after day and night after night? It was exhausting trying to get over her memory. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since sleeping with her.

      “Agent Ashford, I’d like you to meet Michaela Starr.”

      “Hello, Nash.” She approached him and leaned down to offer her hand as he remained in his seat. Hell, he couldn’t move now if he wanted to. As she bent over, her high breasts caught his attention, but he dared not take a peek. It was hard, literally, but he kept his attention glued to her pretty face. Her gaze cooled as it pinned him to the chair.

      Oh yeah. She remembered him, all right.

      “You two know each other?” Lawson broke in.

      Nash barely heard him over the thudding in his ears. How long had he wanted to see her again? How many years had he dreamed she’d walk back through his door looking just as delectable as she did now? Of course, in his dream she’d be wearing a smile and nothing else. “Yeah, we know each other.”

      “Wicked,” Lawson breathed. “This is going to be awesome!” Both Mike and Nash turned to the director. His little-boy smile wilted as he darted a glance between them both. “I mean, you know. This is excellent.”

      She hummed in the back of her soft throat. Nash almost groaned in response. He loved that little sound she made. The last time he heard that cute purr, they were back at his apartment, two naked bodies covered in sweat and passion.

      “Most excellent,” she commented wryly, her gaze swinging back to Nash.

      Her eyes were every bit as deep as he remembered them to be, maybe more. They danced as they assessed him, but as she settled in, they darkened into a wicked glimmer he knew and…

      Never mind.

      “Ms. Starr,” Lawson started.

      “Mike,” she corrected.

      He spiked an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “The name. It’s Mike. I don’t go by my last name.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Too many references to balls of gas.” She shot Nash a sideways glance.

      Ouch.

      “Won’t this be fun,” Lee grumbled. “Have a seat, Mike. Let’s get this over with.”
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      Mike took a seat next to the TREX agent, her gaze never leaving Nash. He didn’t like that she sat at the chair farthest from him. There were a few other chairs to choose from. She didn’t have to sit in the one right next to Goliath.

      Crossing those beautiful legs in front of her, she gave the appearance of a cool, relaxed, confident woman. He knew better. Her body remained rigid, the pulse at the base of her neck looking close to hitting critical mass.

      “How are you?” Nash asked and held his breath for the answer. Have you thought about me at all since leaving?

      “I’m here against my will. Do you really want me to answer that?”

      Judging by that flash in her eyes? No, he didn’t want her saying anything in front of the others. Grinning sheepishly, he lowered his gaze as heat crept up his neck. Jesus, if she didn’t turn down her sultry allure, they were all in a shitload of trouble. She screamed hot and unbridled sex from her prim and proper hairstyle all the way down to her pretty little toes poking out of her open-toed heels. When did she start painting her toenails?

      Her draw wasn’t lost on Lawson. The director shifted in his chair and adjusted his groin. Nash may have memories older than him, but the guy was still a man and noticed her just as much as Nash did.

      Lee gave her a few looks, but left it at that. He either had a woman already keeping him warm, or he was blind.

      “Okay.” Lawson slid a piece of paper to Mike. “This is a list of your duties. Agree to the terms, and the job is yours.”

      She flashed a frigid smile. “I was told the job was already mine.”

      Nash shot forward. Alarms screamed in his head. What the hell? “Job? What job?”

      Lee grabbed the paper and gave it a scan. He grabbed the pen sitting on the table in front of the director and marked up the list. Lawson made a few noises in protest, but didn’t stop him. “Three, five, and ten are out. One has been modified to include—”

      “What job?” Nash asked with more force, dreading the answer. Mike couldn’t be his new partner. Please, God. Please do not let him say…

      “She’s your new partner.”

      He shot out of his chair. “No way.”

      Lee didn’t even look up from the paper as he continue to write. “Sit down, Agent Ashford. We aren’t done.”

      “The hell we aren’t.”

      With a slow and steady sweep, he rested that hard look on Nash. “Sit.”

      “No fu—”

      “I did not spend all night briefing Agent Starr on her duties for you to say no.”

      He snagged her gaze with his as desperation and disbelief laced his tone. “You work for the SBI?” How did he not know that?

      “TREX,” she corrected.

      Holy shit. He did not see that coming. “You’re one of them?”

      Her eyes narrowed as color splashed her cheeks. “One of who?”

      “You work for a fucking alphabet agency.”

      “As do you. Now, if you don’t mind, we have a lot to cover.” She motioned at the chair. Reluctantly, he sat and folded his arms in front of him. It didn’t matter what they had to cover. The answer would be the same. He refused to work with her. He wouldn’t last a day.

      This was cruel and unusual punishment. Punishment for what, he didn’t know. She’d left him, not the other way around. Why drag him through hell for it? Was this some sort of retaliation for not jumping at the chance to tell TREX everything he knew about that bust? Talk about a low blow.

      “This is bullshit,” he muttered, his irritation inching higher as she and Lee spoke quietly. She nodded, agreeing to whatever he said.

      “That should do it.” Lee handed her the paper. As she made her way down the page, her jaw tightened more and more. By the time she finished, she did not look happy. Not at all.

      She threw a glare at Nash. It slammed into him like a brick across his head. He widened his eyes at how quickly her mood had changed. He wished he could say it shocked him, but he knew her. Her highs. Her lows. Her everything.

      “Was number seven your idea, Norman?”

      Ah hell. She never used his real name unless shit was about to get real. He knew that look. That tone. The last time she’d used that look on him, she broke the heel of her shoe on his head. He had the scar as a reminder to never piss off a woman, especially one with a temper and good aim.

      He brought up his hands to ward off her attack. “Don’t look at me. I just found out about this whole thing.”

      “Don’t give me that sh—” She stopped herself and forced a smile. “No one mentioned a list.”

      “Come on. It won’t be that bad. Look at him,” Lee said as he pointed at Nash. “He’s a good-looking guy. You can do something with him, right?”

      Her expression heated as she regarded him. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “I, uh… Yeah.” He nodded and cleared his throat. “Weber was right. You two definitely have a history. Number seven shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “And you’re like…” the director motioned at her body.

      She arched her brow and dared him to continue. “What am I?”

      “Don’t go there, Lawson.” Nash shook his head.

      “What? I was just…I was…she’s…”

      “Throw him a bone, Mike.”

      That sexy curl of her lips pinched his gut. She gave the director a slow and steady look, her gaze scraping over his body so measured it made Nash’s body fill with a mix of feral hunger and ardent need. Jesus, she devoured the director with her eyes. Nash didn’t like it, didn’t like her looking at anyone like that but him.

      “I’m sure he’s already got one.”

      Nash grinned and covered his mouth as he scratched at the whiskers he’d neglected to shave off today. Or yesterday. “What does she have to agree to?”

      Mike folded the paper in half and, with a look that made a man think of only one thing, pushed the paper across the table toward him. “See for yourself.”

      He unfolded the paper and read it, shaking his head at most of the things listed. Thank God Lee refused over half of them. His temper edged higher the more he read. It wasn’t bad enough he already knew Michaela Starr intimately, at how her body fit against his. He’d have a hard enough time simply working with her.

      They wanted them spending every waking moment together? Pose as cozy companions? Pretend to be the best of friends? No way would he be able to hold up the masquerade, not without taking it all the way. He’d missed her too much to not take advantage of them sharing the same airspace again.

      He couldn’t do that to her. To him. He barely recovered from her leaving the first time, choosing getting her ass shot at while surrounded by dessert over him. He’d go batshit crazy if it happened again.

      “No way,” he growled and wadded up the paper.

      “That was my only copy,” Lawson whined. He grabbed it to straighten it out on the table.

      “So what? There’s no way I’m going to agree to this shit.”

      “And what part would be the shit work for you?” Mike spoke up, her voice dangerously calm and collected. “Let me guess. You hate the idea of anyone messing with your tough-guy image. God forbid someone clean you up and show off your soft side.”

      “I don’t have a soft side.” Nash clenched his fists and fought to remain seated. He wanted to get the hell out of this room before he ripped his director’s head off for springing something like this on him. On them both.

      Why the hell would TREX want them working together? Weber promised he’d find Mike and deliver her to Nash. He’d done exactly that. No one said a damn thing about them working together. Talk about a bait and switch.

      “I beg to differ.”

      Her comment pulled his attention to her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She simply grinned. He hated that icy smile. She was too damn good at it. The gesture cooled in his veins and irritated the shit out of him.

      “Enough of this.” Lee rose and made his way to leave. “The terms are non-negotiable. Lawson, good luck. Nash, try not to piss her off. Mike, try not to kill him. Report in after your shift. I’ll be waiting at the address I gave you.” He closed the door behind him.

      No way would they work together. They’d end up killing each other. They didn’t exactly part amicably. He didn’t know what the hell he thought by asking TREX to find her. Now he just wanted her to go away so he could get his pulse back under control.

      “Are you going to do anything?” He motioned at the paper in front of the director.

      Lawson widened his eyes. “I thought that’s what we just did.”

      “Are you shitting me? You just sat there. You’re supposed to be my director. Direct, goddamn it.”

      “I thought…”

      He lifted his gaze to the ceiling and muttered the resemblance of a prayer. This was a terrible idea. Worse that terrible. There were no words to describe the clusterfuck they were about to get in the middle of.

      “Looks like we have a long road ahead of us, Agent Ashford.” Mike stared at him with prickly defiance, narrowing her gaze, daring him to object.

      Agent Ashford? Since when did she call him Agent Anything? What happened to Nash? Everyone called him Nash, even her. It pissed him off and tightened every muscle in his body as he fought to restrain the fact he even gave a shit what she called him.

      “Are you seriously going along with this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wow,” he laughed bitterly. “TREX will stop at nothing to get that intel. Forcing me to work with my ex isn’t going to do anything but piss me off.” Even as he said it, saw the way she physically flinched from his words, he regretted opening his mouth. He didn’t mean it, but he’d be damned before he apologized for it.

      She lifted her chin, those damn beautiful eyes sparkling in challenge. “Now, that’s just too damn bad. You, Nash, need me.”

      “Why do I need you?”

      “The public hates you. Remember?”

      That was like taking another bullet. “So?”

      “They won’t when I’m done with you.”

      He glared at her, fury burning his eyes. Of course. Leave it to her to turn this into something about her. His jaw hurt from clenching it so tight. Anger tightened his senses, mixing with the lust he couldn’t shake whenever she was within close proximity. She consumed him until he thought of nothing else but raw and primitive sex. With her. All the time.

      He had to put a stop to this madness before it went too far. He had to protect her. From herself. From him. “I don’t need you or anyone else.”

      “I say you do,” she retorted.

      “I say go to hell.” Nash squared his jaw and clenched his fists, his glare never leaving hers.

      “I have a feeling I’m about to.”

      Lawson’s heavy sigh broke the tension. Mike regarded the young director, but Nash kept his attention fixed on the deranged woman who’d just made one hell of a mistake agreeing to be his partner, all to gain intel he’d never give up. If she thought she had a chance at cleaning up his image, he’d simply have to prove to her the error in her judgment. He liked his Dirty Harry image and didn’t want anyone screwing it up, even if that someone had dazzling eyes and a body built for sin.

      “This is wicked,” Lawson stated, his voice barely above a whisper. “When you two said you knew each other, you meant you seriously knew each other. I had no idea. TREX really knows what they’re doing.”

      “How’s that?” Nash finally pulled his gaze away from Mike and rested it on Lawson. The kid’s cheeks were flushed with excitement, no doubt from the sexual energy crackling between Mike and Nash. It was their version of foreplay. If the director weren’t there in the room with them, they would have already had their clothes off.

      “The last time we tried to clean up an agent’s image, it backfired. The press jumped all over us, and we lost serious credibility.”

      Nash remembered that. “Arthur Casey.”

      “One hell of an agent who earned a bad rep for publicly humiliating a congressman after following him to a rave and busting him for having sex with an underage girl,” Mike added.

      Nash ignored the jolt to his system at the admiration in her voice. “How’d you know that?”

      “Required reading. Agent Lee wasn’t kidding when he said we were up all night briefing for this assignment. That congressman played the press perfectly and soon had everyone believing he’d been set up by the SBI and that Agent Casey had been harassing him.”

      It still pissed him off to think about. The PR debacle hit the agency so hard that, by the time the asshole and his army of lawyers got through with the SBI, the agency was forced to make a public apology. Casey lost his job. Nothing the agency did, including hire him his own PR specialist, saved him. He’d been crucified, all for doing his job.

      “Now you see why we have to change the public’s perception of you,” Lawson said, bringing the conversation full circle.

      “This isn’t the same thing,” Nash pointed out. He’d busted an entire ring of drug smugglers, the biggest ring in Washington State’s history. Not one of the scumbags he arrested came close to the clout of a congressman. It gave them enough leads to keep the SBI’s narc unit busy for the next year tracking them all down.

      Lawson spoke up. “This is totally better. Think about it. Casey didn’t even know his PR specialist, so there was no chemistry between them. The press was all over that. With you two…” He paused and nodded at Nash. “Serious chemistry, dude.”

      Nash glanced at Mike, and his pulse kicked up. He couldn’t deny Lawson’s observation, and neither could she. They did have a certain chemistry, something blazing and even volatile. Their relationship had nearly destroyed him. The heat they’d generated consumed them both. If she hadn’t ended it when she did by leaving, they would have ended up killing each other. Or worse.

      They would have ended up married.

      Now here they were, about to jump back in with both feet. Sort of. Years of pent-up sexual frustration charged the air between them. Her eyes darkened, the desire clear on her face. She licked her lips. The simple gesture had him ready to give in to anything.

      And he still couldn’t stop himself from wondering if she had on any panties.

      “Why dredge up that case with the congressman? It’s ancient history. I don’t think he got reelected. I say good riddance.”

      “Funny you should mention that case.” Lawson always waited until the worst possible moment to drop a bomb.

      “Don’t tell me.” Nash looked first at Lawson, then Mike. They exchanged knowing looks. He ignored the skip in his chest at the way they always connected without a word. “I thought it was a heroin ring.”

      “It’s a very distinctive blend,” Mike pointed out. “The purity on this stuff is off the charts. Intel says it’s a strand of the one the congressman used.”

      “Who’s intel? TREX’s?”

      “Ours,” she corrected, the determination in her voice vivid and undeniable. “We’re partners now. That means there’s no mine or yours in this. It’s our case and our intel.”

      He didn’t believe it for a minute. Michaela Starr wasn’t exactly the type to chat it up. She said what needed to be said and left it at that. It made everything she said that much more powerful. It also made their conversations short. Too short. Nash wasn’t a man of many words, but even he craved someone to talk to from time to time. Getting her to talk was like torturing a perp for information. Hard, drawn out, and only worked half the time. The other half was wasted effort.

      “There’s nothing solid,” Lawson pointed out and grabbed a file off his desk before returning to the table. “Word is the drug the congressman used has hit the streets again and is seriously more potent than before. It’s the same strand of H. The heroin ring you busted only took out one of the ingredients. This strand has heroin for stamina and LSD thrown in to really trip out the user. There’s also another component our labs haven’t identified. You know Davis over in SVU? He found this same string five years ago working a case in the underground club scene.”

      Nash grabbed the file from Lawson and read the first sheet. It only confirmed what he’d told them. “What’s the street name?”

      “Lust. It’s odorless, tasteless, and dissolves instantly in any liquid. This stuff is way worse than anything we’ve ever seen. We’ve got some of the other guys in narcotics checking with their CIs. Mac thinks he may have a lead and is working with TREX on it.”

      “Mac is TREX?” Nash couldn’t believe it. All this time, he’d worked on the same team with members of a covert agency.

      “So is Davis.”

      “Jesus,” he growled. “Are there any SBI agents not on TREX’s payroll?”

      “I’m not.”

      That didn’t make him feel any better.

      Nash handed the file back to Lawson. He’d barely scraped the surface of something bigger and much worse than the drug ring he nailed. The ringleader was still out there, and he wanted to be the one to take him down. TREX wanted the same, though Nash still didn’t understand why they were so hellbent on moving in on his case.

      They want his intel? Stand in line. So did the state’s district attorney. Getting on Joy Carmichael’s bad side scared him a hell of a lot more than any of TREX’s threats. A short, round Hispanic woman with chin length dark hair and even darker eyes, she was the epitome of a bull in a china shop, as the agents collectively described her. Every last one of them respected the hell out of the DA and jumped whenever she barked.

      Mike had a similar, take-no-prisoners attitude. He’d experienced her philosophy first hand. She didn’t kick them when they were down. She brought them down herself and kept them there. It was one of the way too many things that drew him to her.

      Watching her go up against the DA would be quite the show. Carmichael didn’t back down from a fight. Mike went looking for one. It would be a cat fight to the death, one Nash would pay good money to see.

      “Are we done?” Mike asked as she moved to stand. “Sitting here isn’t going to find us the drug lord behind Lust.”

      Nash grinned at her confidence.

      “You’re here to change his image.” Lawson swung in his chair to face her, putting the back to Nash. “Not step on our case.”

      “The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “No, damn it. You don’t get to come in here and tell me how you’re going to do this. I’m the director. It’s my say, not TREX’s. The SBI didn’t agree to this just to lose our jurisdiction on the case.”

      She arched her eyebrow. Now that was an interesting look, if not a bit unnerving. A cross between a dare and something he couldn’t quite define, he didn’t know whether she was about to kick his ass or tell him off. Either way didn’t look good for the director. “I’m here to do a job, not get into a jurisdictional pissing match with a new director out to prove something.”

      Pushing out of the chair, he approached, clearly thinking his height would somehow intimidate her. Idiot. “Stay out of my case.”

      “Stay out of my way.”

      Reluctantly, Nash rose and readied himself to save Lawson when she jumped him for challenging her. “Mike, calm down.”

      When she redirected that look to him, he slowed to a stop, careful to stay out of lunging distance. Without another word, she opened the door and walked out, her ass swaying like a pendulum. Every male stopped whatever he was doing to watch her walk by.

      “This is going to be a disaster, isn’t it?” Lawson said when Nash stopped next to him. They both stared at her until she turned the corner.

      “What was your first clue?” He took his time going after her, hoping by the time he caught up, she wouldn’t be ready to kill him, as Lee feared.
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      “You do realize that order has the exact opposite reaction on me, right?” Mike drew in several breaths to control her temper. He always had that reaction with her. She had the ability to stay calm in any situation—exception any situation involving him.

      Nash caught up to her and held open the front door, a charming grin on his face she knew better than to trust. “It got you out of there, didn’t it?”

      “I’m not going to respond to that.” She stormed past him and outside, pausing once she reached the sidewalk. Any time outside the privacy of the director’s office, they had to be on their best behavior. TREX planned to have some favorable images leaked to the media. She didn’t know when or where they’d take them, only that they could be anywhere.

      They stood outside the Seattle field office, soaking in the heat of the beautiful August morning. Not a cloud in the sky, Mike noted as she traced the scenery around her. The large glass building shadowed them from the sun. That suited her just fine, although it did nothing to protect her from the heat being generated between them.

      “You look like hell, Norman.” Mike drawled his name slowly, knowing how much he hated to be called by his real name. She held her breath as he swung his impressive frame around and looked at her. When he growled in irritation, a cool chill washed down her spine and centered deep in her core. Her nipples responded by tingling and peaking against the lace of her bra. Thank God she thought ahead and wore a blazer, knowing full and well she’d need everything she had to arm herself against the sexual draw of this particular agent.

      He narrowed those perfect, haunt-you-in-the-middle-of-the-night, puppy brown eyes. They were like dark chocolate, just as mouthwatering and dangerous to a woman’s self-control. The memory of those eyes had her senses humming. They were even more mesmerizing than she remembered.

      He still wore his wavy blond hair brushing his shoulders, always in desperate need of a comb. It accented his strong, statuesque features. He hadn’t shaved in several days. The dark dusting of whiskers covering his square jaw gave him a rugged look. Her heartrate jumped at the sight.

      “And you look incredible, Michaela.”

      Just the sound of his deep voice strummed across her body. Little goosebumps peppered her skin and tickled her scalp. “Thank you, I think.”

      The corner of his lips pulled with a hint of laughter. His dark eyes danced in silent mirth and made her entire body hum. “You think?”

      “I’m not sure whether you meant it as a compliment. It sounded less than sincere.” What a bald-faced lie. That was the one thing she could always count on with Nash. He offered nothing but complete and impartial dedication in everything he did, including her.

      “What makes you think I’m not sincere?” He offered her a look of brooding sexuality that left her speechless as his gaze burned into her.

      She knew better than to take the bait. Nash had a way about him, a way that made everyone else around him nervous as if they’d done something terribly wrong, and he was about to find it out. It took a hell of a lot of willpower back in the director’s office, but she didn’t fidget once, not even when he kept attacking her senses with heated looks.

      Digging her nails into her palms, she focused on the mission and not the fact he stood so close his masculine scent lifted into her nose. She drew it in with a sharp intake of breath, missing that smell more than she’d realized. Hell, she didn’t even know it was possible to miss something like a smell.

      “We should talk about where to start,” she stated, quick to change the subject. She hadn’t been alone with him for more than five minutes and already spotted five different areas of absolute seclusion they could disappear into. If she didn’t pull her mind out of the sexual gutter long enough to do her job, they were both in serious trouble.

      “How about we start with why you left?”

      She faced him and thrust out her chin. “Are we really going to do this here?”

      “Since you’ll probably disappear again once we hunt down whatever it is TREX is looking for. Yeah, we’re really doing this here.”

      Clenching her teeth, she forced a smile. “We can talk about this in private.”

      “What’s wrong with now?”

      “You have to act as if all eyes are on you all the time. If we got into all the reasons I left right out in the open, it would be on the front page of tomorrow’s paper. You have one reporter in particular with some sort of personal vendetta against you.”

      “Denaly.”

      “What’s the deal with him? Why does he hate you so much?”

      The cold smile that flashed across his lips didn’t surprise her. Whatever hatred the reporter had for Nash was definitely reciprocated. “I may have borrowed his girlfriend.”

      “How do you borrow a girlfriend?” Jealousy spiked at the news of him moving on, which made no sense. They’d both had relationships after splitting up.

      “What? It’s not like I became a monk after we broke up.”

      “That still doesn’t answer the question. What do you mean, borrow?”

      “By the very definition, it means to take something belonging to someone else with the intention of returning it.”

      Shock robbed her of words. For about a second. “When did you become such a tool?”

      “Summer of ’69, baby.” He wiggled his eyebrows. When she rolled her eyes, he laughed. “You asked.”

      “I’m sorry I did.”

      “You hungry? There’s this great food truck at the market. They have everything.”

      Was he kidding? “It’s ten in the morning.”

      “Including breakfast,” he added. “It’s where one of my CIs hangs out. He won’t talk unless I feed him. I assume TREX didn’t spring for a car?”

      “Partners ride together.”

      “I’ll take that as a no. Follow me.” She did and smiled when she spotted it. After all these years, he still had it. “Remember this old thing?”

      Did she ever. She’d always loved this car. They’d made a lifetime of memories in that backseat. “’67 Ford Mustang Fastback. New paintjob?”

      “A darker black,” he explained and wiped at some cottonwood seeds that had landed on the fender. “Like my soul.”

      “You poor, misunderstood, and tortured man.” She patted his cheek and smiled sweetly.

      Although he wore a stern expression, his gaze softened. One trail of kisses along that fierce jaw, one whisper in his ear of what she’d like to do to him, and his precious control would shatter. She knew the power she had over men, especially this man. Unfortunately, he had even more power over her, and better control.

      His dark eyes glistened as he assessed her. He grabbed her hand and held it as he opened the door. Once he helped her in, he finally released it and shut the door. She’d missed that, having a man insist on holding doors for her. Nash had always treated her like a lady, even though she didn’t act like one most of the time. He made her want to act like one.

      

      “Well, this is fun.” Mike blew out a breath, bored out of her mind. They’d been driving around the city in the stifling heat all day. She loved the classics, but right now, she’d love a car with air-conditioning more. The exhaust from the vehicles over-populating the streets had her ready to pass out. Then again, she hadn’t slept in nearly four days.

      Now here they sat in a dead stop on I-5. At this rate, they’d never make it to the house Lee set up for her in Madison Park. “Are your days always this productive?”

      “I’m not sure what you expected.” Nash stared straight ahead. Disappointment deepened the lines on his face. He had one arm hanging loosely out the window. After glancing in the rearview mirror, he switched lanes. It was the first time they’d moved in what felt like forever. There, they sat again. It was like being back in that sauna of a room during the simulation yesterday. No wind. Oppressive heat. No results.

      Her lids sagged. Refusing to fall asleep on the job—literally—she forced them open wide and blew out another breath. How long could a person go without sleep before going insane? She had to be pushing the limit, especially since she debated scooting across the bench seat and leaning her head on his wide shoulder.

      She’d already lost her mind.

      “Not all days are a bust,” Nash ground out, clearly annoyed. “Today, however, was. Leonard is usually at the food truck on Wednesdays. He moves around a lot, pushing his wheelchair up and down the waterfront, looking for recyclables to turn into cash. We’ll look for him tomorrow.”

      Great. Another day of driving around without AC, searching for people who didn’t want to be found. It was like being deployed all over again. She’d spent the better part of her days driving around the Middle East in full gear and in vehicles with no AC. It was triple digits in the shade over there.

      It felt like that now.

      “Are you asleep?”

      The sound of his voice jolted her awake. Damn it. She glanced around and sighed. They’d barely moved. “I’m fine.”

      “When was the last time you slept?”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      “That’s not what I asked. Seriously, Mike. You look exhausted. Just what do they have you doing at that agency?”

      She pulled her hair out of the roll she’d spent so much time perfecting this morning. With the windows down, the wind blowing her hair around all day, the style didn’t resemble anything close to what it had.

      “Why aren’t you talking?” Nash wouldn’t let up.

      “When I have something to say, I’ll talk.” Within a minute, her lids slid closed. She shook her head to wake up. Maybe if he kept talking, she’d stay awake. “Why don’t you talk?”

      Cool purpose shined in Nash’s eyes. “Tell me why you left.”

      “Not this again. Come on, Nash.”

      “What? We’re alone. We have nothing but time as we move slower than snails. You want me to talk? This is me talking.”

      “I don’t have the energy to deal with this right now.” She pressed her lips together. Damn him for bringing it up. She didn’t want to talk about it. Then. And now.

      “Give me something,” he said quietly, his tone sharp. “God help me, Mike. Nothing you say can be any worse than what I’ve already thought.”

      Escape. How could she admit the real reason to him? The terrifying reality of what a life with him entailed if everything had worked out? She checked her watch. If they didn’t find a way to Madison Park away from the freeway, she’d miss her rendezvous with Lee. The punishment for missing an RV would be worse than telling an instructor at Gahanna to get bent. She knew firsthand the trouble she got in for the latter.

      “Mike!”

      She jerked awake. “What?”

      “Fine. Sleep.” The tinge of regret in his voice sliced through her heart. It wasn’t fair to him, holding in all the reasons she couldn’t bear to stay. The past. The future. The life. The death.

      She couldn’t face it. She couldn’t face him. So, she left.

      “I’m sorry, Nash.”

      He worked his jaw as he kept his attention on the road, fighting to keep his expression blank. “For?”

      “Everything.”

      “Bullshit.” He tightened his grip on the steering wheel before tossing her a half-angry look. “If you were, you’d tell me why you really left. It wasn’t because you lost the baby, so quit using that as a fucking excuse and be honest for a change.”

      Mike stared back at him in shock. In anger and betrayal. Her breath hitched as the emotions flooded, closing her throat. He’d never said it to her face, not like that. A heavy weight settled in her chest as his expression darkened. His brow snapped into a frown. He flicked a quick glance her way. She blinked, sending the burning tears down her cheeks.

      “Son of a bitch.” He whipped the car across the lanes, earning him honks and yells from other drivers, and took the exit. They didn’t talk again until he’d pulled up to the address Lee gave her as the RV point. Nash parked the car against the curb and rested his forearm on the steering wheel. Lowering his head, he glanced out the passenger window. “Nice place. They won’t spring for a car, but they’ll put you up in a mansion? You’ve got quite an agency behind you.”

      “Thanks for the ride. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She stepped out and craned her neck to take it all in. This was where TREX wanted her to live for the duration of the find? Holy hell. It was huge. And beautiful. Could she keep it after they got their intel?

      Nash pulled away from the curb, chirping the tires as he sped off. With a sigh she felt clear to her bones, she dragged herself up to the door and stopped. Tomorrow, she’d deal with Nash. Tonight, she’d debrief as fast as she could before she collapsed. Should she knock? What if she had the wrong house? She couldn’t just walk in.

      “I’m waiting,” Lee barked from somewhere inside. She opened the door and scurried in, closing it behind her before removing her shoes. “I’m in the kitchen.”

      Impersonal pictures lined the hall connecting the foyer with the rest of the house. It opened to an enormous living room with expensive furniture centered toward a giant, flat screen TV. Double glass doors on the opposite wall opened to what looked like a giant backyard. When Lee cleared his throat, she turned to the right and hurried toward the kitchen.

      Spotting him, she smiled and quickly took a seat next to him at the kitchen table. “This place is huge.”

      “I’ll draw you a map so you can find your way around.” He shuffled papers in front of him, searching for something. “It’s the same layout as mine next door.”

      “You live next door?”

      He barely moved as he lifted his gaze. That look, right there, was why she didn’t like to talk. The fear of sounding like a bumbling airhead kept her lips sealed. When she forgot to engage the brain, shit like asking him a question after he’d just answered it came out.

      “How’d your first day go?”

      “It went.”

      Dropping the papers, he gave her that look again. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Not really.”

      “Do it anyway.”

      “We sat in traffic. A lot. Talked with some CIs. No one knows anything.”

      “They know,” he corrected in a grumble and leaned back. “They’re scared. These guys aren’t going to think twice about silencing anyone and everyone causing them trouble. They’ve done it before. That’s why it’s critical we get that intel from Nash. Did you get anywhere?”

      “You told me not to talk about it the first day, that I needed to get him to trust me, first.”

      “We’ll never get through all these leads in time.” He shook his head. Grabbing the papers, he held them up. “That’s what all this is. Five months ago, we busted a ring using a Live Action Role Playing game as cover for smuggling in cash.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “It’s called LARPing. See all the things you learn as a TREX agent?”

      “I’ll be ready for Jeopardy in no time.”

      Lee chuckled and shuffled the papers. “Look at all these goddamn things. We’ll never stop whatever the Order has planned if we have to hit them one at a time. That damn pain in the ass society is gearing up for something big. The leads the SBI are chasing down? Only half of them. This,” he paused and held up the stack, “is the other half. That’s why it’s so critical to get our hands on that intel. Whether he knows it or not, Nash holds the key to cutting through all the bullshit dead ends.”

      “Can’t we just bring him in?” She scooped up some of the papers and glanced them over.

      “He’s not TREX. It’s against protocol.”

      “Fu—” she stopped herself. Weber warned her to clean up her language. She cussed more than Nash, and the man cussed for five minutes straight without repeating a single word, so that said something. “Is protocol more important than the mission?”

      “Mike, choose your battles. You’re fresh from Gahanna. You don’t know the metric shit ton of trouble you’ll get in if you push this.”

      “But, it’s wrong.”

      “It’s life,” he snapped, his dark eyes hardening along with his expression. “Quit whining and TREX up. If you find fault with everything you come across, you’re in for a very long ride or a very short career with this agency.”

      Jesus, when he put it that way, it made her look like a rookie. Then again, she was a rookie. What did he expect? She’d received minimal information at the briefing. A lot of don’ts and not a whole lot of do’s. “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s it? No more argument?”

      “Would it do me any good?”

      “No.”

      She shrugged and dropped her gaze to the papers. Redactions put it mildly. There were more blacked out than readable lines. How did TREX make sense of any of it? Then again, maybe that was where Nash came in.

      “Why do you think the director assigned you to me as your handler?” His question drew her attention. She waited for him to go on. He sighed before he did. “You don’t talk much. I get people to talk. It made sense to pair us up. I have a reputation at the SPD. I can get any perp to crack. My methods of interrogation are very effective. Weber says I rival the agent in charge of TREX Team One in my success rate.”

      “I’m not a perp.” She returned her attention to the papers. There had to be something in here about the intel they wanted. She needed something to go on. Approaching Nash blind would be her first mistake. Strike that. Approaching him at all was her first mistake. Tricking him into divulging his intel would be the next. She had to find a way to pull him in, with or without TREX’s support.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Loud and clear, sir.” She grabbed the next paper and read the words still showing. One name caught her attention. “Who’s Belechek?”

      “Where do you see his name?” He took the paper she offered and centered in on the name. “Son of a bitch. They missed one.”

      That got her attention. She perked up and leaned in. “Was his name supposed to be redacted? Who is he? Is he part of the Order?”

      “That’s the most I’ve heard you talk yet,” he quipped. “Since they left the name, Weber can’t scream at me for revealing any classified intel. Belechek is the Order—or at least he’s trying to be. He’s buying up a bunch of land in Montana to build a casino as big as a city. We think it’s to reestablish the secret society. When we busted up the drug ring five years ago, it dried up their cash flow. It choked out the Order to the point several powerful men broke away from the society to create their own. They fought against each other for a while, which didn’t hurt our feelings any. When they crossed the line, we took them down. The bust TREX did earlier this year uncovered yet another plot. The society was smuggling cash into the country via freighter and trucking it to Montana to fund the project. Now that we’re watching the borders, they’ve circled back to what they know—drugs.”

      “Which is where Nash comes in.” She made the logical conclusion. As an SBI agent in the narcotics unit, it made sense he’d know about the drugs. Why would he withhold intel on this or anything else? They were on the same side. Something else was going on. She knew Nash, knew how fierce he held to his beliefs. He was nothing if not committed to making the world a better place, at any cost. “What’s the Order have planned?”

      “World domination.” He stood and went to the fridge, pulling out two beers. After tossing the caps into the trash, he returned and set one in front of her. “Four years ago, we almost lost one of our best TREX agents to these bastards. Ever heard of Spencer Allen? He’s the Special Agent in Charge of TREX Team Two.”

      “The spec ops unit?”

      “TREX has two. Team One is led by David Snyder. Allen and Snyder are Weber’s second-in-command. Snyder is more of a planning and logistics guy, whereas Allen is more an operations and action guy. With all the bullshit going on in the world, there’s talk of starting up a third and maybe even a fourth unit.”

      That caught her attention. She’d love to be spec ops. There was an opening on Team Two since one of the agents transferred to a sideline division after a spine injury confined him to a wheelchair. The list was a mile long of agents in line trying for his position on the team. As a recent graduate of basic, she wasn’t even eligible until she went through the grueling field agent training. Only a handful of those were accepted into the Special Operations for Land, Air, and Sea. SOLAS training took over a year to complete. Even then, it didn’t guarantee the agent a spot on one of the spec op units. With only six per team, the chances of getting in were next to nothing with only two units. But four? Where did she sign up?

      Now wasn’t the time to think about career opportunities. She had to focus on completing her first mission before jumping into something as dedicated as being a spec ops agent. “I still don’t see how Nash’s intel is the key. Sounds like TREX already knows Belechek is behind it.”

      “The senator never gets his hands dirty.”

      “Belecheck is a senator?” Holy shit. This just got a whole lot bigger. She grabbed her beer and took a long pull. The cold liquid felt so good going down.

      “And a slippery bastard,” Lee added with a snarl and grabbed his beer, pointing the neck at her. “That’s where Nash comes in. We need to get at his CI, but he won’t tell us who it is.”

      “We hit up all but one. Some guy by the name of—”

      “Leonard. Already picked him up. He doesn’t know anything.”

      That explained why Nash and Mike couldn’t find him today. TREX already had him in custody. “That’s all his CIs. We checked with the others today.”

      Lee shook his head. “He’s hiding one. I want to know why this one is different. Get me the name of his CI, Mike. TREX will do the rest. We just need a name. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Nash had to hand it to himself. He didn’t think he’d be able to drive away from Mike last night. The knowledge that the giant house was probably lined with TREX agents helped.

      And she was one of them. He still hadn’t wrapped his brain around that one.

      Standing at the coffee machine, stirring sugar into the piss water the bureau called coffee, he contemplated his next move. Having her partner with him only slowed him down. He wanted to get his hands on the ringleader and couldn’t do that without putting her in danger.

      Then again, she was TREX now. They went looking for danger. That meant she’d be able to handle the pressure. He hoped. Dear God, how he hoped. If having her with him somehow got her hurt, he’d never forgive himself.

      What was he thinking? She’d always been able to take on more than he could. This would be no different. They had one more CI to track down before he contemplated pulling out his secret weapon.

      He knew what TREX wanted, and they wouldn’t get it. No one would. Nash would take the identity of his true confidential informant to the grave. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. Using Mike against him was a nice play. Futile, but nice.

      “Mike!” Director Lawson greeted her like a damn kid would his favorite teacher, with a little too much excitement and an underlying energy a kid would never understand. Nash rolled his eyes and growled deep in the back of the throat. When the director pointed him out and stepped aside, granting Mike a direct path, Nash’s growl became more pronounced.

      Today she had on a pair of snug black jeans that hugged the curve of her ass and a sleeveless, button-up shirt that had too many buttons fastened. Even with how little skin she showed, he still reacted, his slacks a little tighter. She smiled as she made her way over, but the nervousness in her pretty features cracked her façade.

      He shifted just as she rounded the counter so she wouldn’t see how obvious his body responded to the sight of her. Ignoring her as she stood there waiting for him to acknowledge her, Nash added more sugar to his coffee and slowly stirred.

      Instead of her getting pissed, she used her hip to bump him out of the way and grabbed a mug to pour herself a cup. Coffee sloshed all over his hand. He cussed and flicked his fingers to remove what he could before glaring at her when she handed him a napkin. “A little jumpy this morning? Maybe you should switch to decaf.”

      “Maybe you should watch where you swing those hips,” he countered and wiped the rest of the sticky, sugar-laced concoction off his hands. His glare melted the instant she lifted one of those eyebrows. Damn, how he loved it when she looked at him like that, daring him to push her.

      She leaned her backside against the counter and regarded him, the mug hovering right at her lips. Her dark eyes danced. Something had her in a good mood. “You look like hell. What is that, a three-day growth? Did you lose your razor?”

      “Do they think that’s funny in TREX?”

      “You didn’t sleep.” It wasn’t a question. She’d always had a sixth sense when it came to him. He both loved and hated that about her. “Bad dream?”

      “Waking nightmare,” he countered and tossed the stir stick into the trash. “We’ve got work to do. Leonard should be at the food truck today. If we get there right as they switch over from breakfast to lunch, they double the portions until the breakfast food is gone.”

      “He won’t be there.”

      Her comment had him skidding to a stop and swinging around, dread and uncertainty mixing with his blood. He knew better than to think he could trust TREX. In an instant, he was in her face. “What did you do?”

      “Nash, calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down. Your fucking agency cost me my last lead.”

      She didn’t back down. Hell, she didn’t even blink as he screamed inches from her. “You and I both know that’s not true.”

      Screw this. If she wanted his intel, she’d have to pry it from his dying lips. “I guess you have it all figured out. Give my regards to your director.” He spun and walked away, ignoring her protests. She followed on his heels, just as he knew she would.

      “Nash, we need to talk.”

      “So, talk.”

      “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Is that so?” He stopped and faced her. She skidded to a stop right before colliding with him. As she met his gaze, that determination and defiance that was so her swirled in her eyes. “Guess you should have thought about contacting me five years ago.”

      When she took his hand and dragged him into the director’s office, it shocked him enough that he let her. Lawson glanced up from a mountain of paperwork on his desk, a confused expression on his face. When he spotted Mike, he perked right up.

      “What can I help you with?” He folded his hands on top of the papers, as if that made him look more mature and any less like a high-school student.

      “We need your office.”

      Lawson frowned. “Why my office?”

      “Apparently, my new partner has a problem with talking to me in public.” Nash threw her a sideways glare.

      “Oh, I have a problem with so much more than that.” She lifted her chin, her eyes gleaming in defiance.

      “Uh oh,” Lawson mumbled, his eyes widening as he darted a look between Nash and Mike. He finally settled on Nash. “What did you do?”

      Nash growled and narrowed his gaze right back on the director. The kid visibly swallowed and shrank back in his chair. “I’m just being myself.”

      “Which equates to being an ass,” Mike snapped.

      “I never said I wasn’t.” Nash faced her.

      She stiffened and stared at the director. “I need to speak to my partner alone.”

      “Well,” Lawson started timidly, a nervous smile shaking on his lips. “Technically, you’re TREX. Anything you have to say needs to go through me.”

      There went that eyebrow. “Oh, really?”

      When Lawson caught on to that look of challenge, of crossing her at the wrong place and time, he jumped up from his desk and practically sprinted for the door.

      “Just…uh…just let me know if you need…uh… I’ll just be out here.” He colored furiously and hurried out of his office, closing the door behind him.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” Nash pointed out.

      “Cut the bullshit.” She pushed at his chest. He stumbled back. She charged and pushed him again. And again. As she attacked, her words came swift, cutting through the air. “I’m so sick of your pouting. I left five years ago. Five years, Nash. That’s half a decade for you to get the hell over being so butt hurt about it. We have a job to do, a job that’s bigger than you and me. Can you please stop feeling sorry for yourself long enough for us to finish this? You can go back to hating me when this is over.”

      He collapsed onto the couch behind him. She stood in front, her hands bunched on her hips, and glared, her nostrils flaring. It was damn sexy, if a bit unsettling. But, it got the point across. Loud and clear. “You’re right.”

      “I am?” She dropped her jaw. The pain swirling in her gaze, twisting her expression, had him about to come undone.

      “About us having a job to do,” he clarified and stood. When she stepped back, he stepped with her and hooked his arm around her waist to hold her to him. “I don’t hate you. Am I pissed? Hell, yeah. Do I want to put my fist through a wall? Absolutely.” He brushed the hair from her face to see her eyes. She had the most incredible eyes. When they locked on him, he sucked in a breath. “I could never hate you, Mike.”

      He slanted his lips over hers, testing her and bracing for contact. Of her fist. Her foot. Her sharp elbow. She hummed into his mouth and opened to him, her tongue searching for his. He thrust his fingers into her hair and caressed her scalp, drawing another soul-stealing sound from her.

      Dear God, how did she taste better now? She was like a drug, intoxicating him, making him desperate for his next fix. Hunger filled his veins, tightening his muscles. He broke their kiss and nipped at her lower lip. Now wasn’t the time to finish this.

      And they would finish it.

      But first, they had a job to finish. “So, we good?”

      “For now.”

      “And later?”

      She simply smiled and opened the door, swaying out and stopping the world for the agents yet again. Nash enjoyed the hell out of watching her go. Snapping out of it, he followed her and caught up to her in time to open the door to the Mustang.

      Once he climbed behind the wheel, he wasted no time heading to their first stop. It wouldn’t take long for the little weasel dick reporter to learn about Mike and do whatever he could to bring her down with Nash. He couldn’t let that happen.

      Pulling into the condo’s covered parking, he killed the engine and faced her. “I’ll just be in and out.”

      She had just grabbed the door to open it but now hesitated. “Don’t you want me to go with you?”

      “No need.” He did his best to play it down. If he so much as shifted his eyes, she’d pick up on it.

      “Who lives here?” She narrowed her eyes when he didn’t answer. “You aren’t about to do something stupid, are you?”

      “Me? Nah.” He jumped out before she asked him another question and took the stairs two at a time up to the second floor. Pounding on the door, he waited exactly two seconds before pounding harder.

      Eric Denaly opened the door and immediately tried to close it. Nash put his foot out, catching the door and kicking it open, sending the reporter stumbling back. “What the hell do you want?”

      Nash entered the condo as if invited. Denaly recovered and held the door, watching him with those beady little eyes. Glancing around, Nash spotted the wine immediately. “Expecting company?”

      “Yes, actually.” He motioned for Nash to leave. “So, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind,” he tossed back. He smirked at the candles lining the windows. Was that Barry White singing in the background? “A hot date?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Wine at ten in the morning? It’s a wonder you’re still single.”

      “I could say the same.” He moved from the door and into the kitchen to work the foil off the bottle. “Why are you here?”

      “Why are you trying to hang me, weasel dick?”

      “That’s something I can always count on with you, Nash. You don’t waste time with things like manners.”

      “Don’t call me that. Only my friends and the people I don’t want to kill with my bare hands call me that.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      Nash narrowed his gaze, contemplating his options. He could break a few bones to prove it wasn’t only a threat. If he did, he’d be brought up on charges. If he said nothing, Denaly would print Nash’s threat, and he’d still be brought up on charges. “Answer my question.”

      “I’m just out for the truth.”

      “Oh, really?” Nash swung his large frame around to face him. “And which truth is that, Denaly? Your version? Or what really happened?”

      “It’s not my fault if you have a problem with the truth.”

      “No,” he growled, irritation lacing his tone as both edged higher. “What I have a problem with is a reporter with a personal vendetta against me. If this is about your girlfriend—”

      “It’s not,” Denaly corrected. “I didn’t even care. You think I was faithful to her? Please.” He paled when Nash stiffened. How did a coward like this guy get to be an award-winning reporter? He recovered just as fast. “The entire bureau is corrupt, and I aim to prove it. You just make an easy target.”

      “I bust my ass to keep the streets of this city safe.” Not that it did any good. The public hated him anyway.

      “Bust is right.” He opened the wine and poured a nice, full glass before replacing the cork. “The last guy you hauled off had a broken nose.”

      “He resisted arrest. I even cited him for it. If you would have bothered reading the report, you’d already know that. Instead, you rely on rumors and make up bullshit to fill the blanks.”

      “Speaking of rumors,” he practically sang, his little black eyes twinkling with delight at whatever gossip he was about to spill. “Word around the water cooler is that the bureau got a transfer in yesterday. Not just any transfer, but a seriously hot agent worthy of a wet dream. Tell me, Nash. Will your new partner be the beauty to calm the savage beast in you?”

      He tensed at the mention of Mike, especially the way he had. Well hell and damn. This just got a whole lot bigger. He already knew. God, how Nash hated this puny man. With greased-back hair and a moustache so thin a cat could lick it off, Eric Denaly looked as sleazy as the topics he reported. “She has nothing to do with this.”

      “She’s an agent with the SBI. If the bureau goes down, she goes down with it.” He sipped at his wine and grinned as he watched Nash carefully. Despite his best attempt, he caught himself clenching his hands into fists, his pulse pounding in his ears. As casual as possible, he relaxed his hands and pushed out a breath. It did no good. Denaly caught on, the perceptive son of a bitch. “Or maybe she’s more than that.”

      “Making up more bullshit, Denaly?”

      “I’m just making an observation. You look upset. Did I hit a nerve?”

      Shit. Shit. This visit backfired. He’d wanted to talk the reporter into focusing on someone else for a change to take the heat off Mike as his partner. He couldn’t let the reporter hang her, too. He’d changed Denaly’s focus, all right. “Stay away from my partner.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or deal with her directly.”

      Nash swung around, his heart seizing from the shock as Mike strolled into the apartment and gave him that look before facing Denaly. Her stiff body language said it all. She was pissed. Shit was about to get real.

      “What is this? Good cop, hot cop?” The reporter snickered at his joke. Moron. Denaly looked ready to have a stroke when he focused on her. The sleeveless top showed off her toned arms and sexy-as-hell shoulders. She had great shoulders.

      Which were now rising and lowering as she labored her breathing. Oh, shit. She was already pissed when she walked in. The flash in her eyes told him as much before she centered her anger on the reporter. He was about to feel the wrath of Michaela Starr at her finest.

      “You must be Eric Denaly.” She offered her hand, shocking the hell out of Nash. What happened to her wrath? “I’m a huge fan. That piece you did on dirty politicians taking bribes really opened my eyes. Corruption on the Council—brilliant.”

      “Beautiful and smart. I love a woman with a brain.” He accepted her hand and held it longer than necessary. Nash tensed, eyeing the contact with a burning glare. Denaly had exactly three seconds to step back before he lost that hand.

      “It’s my best asset.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

      Unbelievably, she smiled. Hell, she even giggled. Nash was going to be sick.

      “What are you doing, partner?” He pulled her from Denaly’s grip and stepped between them. He wasn’t typically the jealous type. That didn’t mean he had to sit back and do nothing as the dickhead mentally undressed his girl.

      His girl? Where’d that come from? Mike wasn’t his girl. She hadn’t been his girl in a long time. He ignored the pinch in his chest at that fact.

      “You left me sitting in the car like a dog.” She tossed a look over her shoulder, centering her gaze on him and wiggling her eyebrows. Ah, hell. What was she up to? “I swear, Nash. You’re a Neanderthal. It’s a good thing the bureau put us together.” Pulling her attention to Denaly, she went on like they were BFFs. “See what I have to work with? How am I supposed to improve his image when he acts like that? I’m lucky we’re not judged by his actions alone. But, what can you do? We’re partners.”

      That was the most Nash had ever heard her say on a single subject, at least when she wasn’t pissed. He certainly hoped she knew what she was doing. “Partners that should probably go.”

      “What’s the rush?” Denaly hurried to the island and grabbed the wine bottle by the neck. “Can I offer you a drink?”

      “It’s ten in the morning,” she pointed out.

      “What happened to your hot date?” Nash asked at the same time.

      He glanced at Nash as his smiled wilted. “I, uh…”

      Oh, hell no. Was he really going to spend some quality time doing what Nash thought he was going to do? Jesus. He’d never be able to get that image out of his head.

      “I’d love to, Mr. Denaly, if we weren’t on duty.” Mike used her hip to bump Nash toward the door. “I’m sure you understand. SBI agents are held to a higher, almost unrealistic standard. One misquote, one photo taken out of context, and there goes our badge.”

      “I think that’s a bit extreme.”

      “You really think so?” She tilted her head. “Maybe I’m jumping to the wrong conclusion. I only know what I’ve read. It’s why I try so hard to be perfect. But no one is, are they?”

      He narrowed his eyes as his expression stilled. “No, they aren’t.”

      “You are so easy to talk to. I can see why you’re such a great reporter. Sorry to have taken up so much of your time. Don’t hold it against me the next time I see you.” She winked and flashed a killer smile. Denaly swayed, which Nash had never seen a man do. Something else he didn’t need to see.

      “I never caught your name.”

      “Starr,” she replied as she pushed Nash out into the hall. “Agent Michaela Starr. That’s with two r’s. Have a good day.” She closed the door behind her.

      “Way to go, Mike.” Nash grinned triumphantly. When she whipped around and nailed him with an icy glare, he lost it. “What?”

      “Get to the car.” When he took a breath to protest, she put up her hand. That glare deepened. No way was he going up against that look.
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      Unbelievable. It took all of Mike’s restraint to stop herself from unleashing on the dumbass. What the hell had Nash been thinking going to the reporter’s residence in the middle of the day? At any time of the day?

      “What?” he asked and threw her a sideways glance. “Come on. I can tell you have something to say. Just say it.”

      “What the hell, Nash?” she snapped when it was too much to hold in. “Did you honestly think paying a visit to the reporter out to print anything and everything he can against you was a good idea? You’re just lucky I walked in when I did.”

      “Lucky? How?”

      “Do you really not know the answer to that? He would have spun your visit into an elaborate story of how an agent of the SBI threatened him in his own home for printing the truth.”

      He set his jaw and gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles grew white. “It’s not the truth.”

      “Perception is reality. Why does the public hate you? It’s not for doing your job. It’s because of dick reporters like Denaly making you out to be this monster. Jesus, Nash. You’re smarter than this. At least now, he’ll remember the visit because of me instead of you.”

      “How do you find anything that fits with an ego that big?”

      “You’re such an asshole,” she muttered and remained silent the rest of the ride. Why did she bother? He’d never change. She used to love that about him. Now, it just pissed her off.

      They spent the rest of the morning running down leads. It drove her crazy how much time they wasted chasing information that would get them nowhere. He knew what TREX wanted. He knew how to put an end to the dead ends. Why wouldn’t he just tell them?

      It was time to find out.

      “Let’s talk about your CI.”

      “What’s there to talk about? You already have him in custody.”

      “I’m not talking about Leonard, and you know it.” They didn’t have time to pretend not to know what the other meant. “Who is it, Nash? Why are you protecting this one?”

      He set his jaw and stared straight ahead. His cheeks flushed as he labored his breathing. The mere mention of this CI had him upset. “It’s none of your goddamn business.”

      “I’m your partner.”

      “You’re TREX!” he roared and slammed his palm against the steering wheel. With a hardened expression, he shot her a quick glare before returning his attention to the road. Jesus, that was a brutal look. It carved through the air and pierced her heart. “You have your own agenda. My partner?” He scoffed. “You’re not my partner any more than Lee is.”

      “I’m trying, here. This is my first find. They yanked me out of Gahanna—that’s our training facility—early for this assignment. If I screw this up…”

      “Can’t help you.”

      “Damn it, Nash! You have no idea how much your CI can help. It’ll save lives. It’ll save a lot more than that if you just help us out.”

      He shot her another look, this one softer. “What do you know?”

      “I can’t tell you.” God, how she wished she could.

      “Tell me why you need my CI, and I’ll think about helping you.”

      “I can’t tell you!” she repeated louder, desperate to think of a way around the gag order TREX had on her. She knew what he wanted more than anything. He also wanted to protect this CI more than anything. Maybe, just maybe, if she gave him what he wanted, he may just do the same for her.

      She didn’t want to talk about it. Not now. Not like this. Using something so personal seemed wrong. They needed to talk about it, to do something to cut through the black cloud hovering over their past and invading their future.

      Here goes nothing.

      “I was ashamed,” she started softly, keeping her expression hidden behind a veil of hair. “When I found out I was pregnant, I was terrified to tell you. I thought you’d be mad that we weren’t more careful. But then you came home and saw the test. I held by breath…” she swallowed as the emotions tightened her throat.

      “I dropped on one knee right there and then,” he said, his voice thick. This tore him up as much as it did her. “I’d been carrying that damn ring with me for almost a month, looking for the right time to ask.”

      Jerking her head up, she rounded her eyes. “You never told me that.”

      “You never asked.” He glanced her way. Their gazes collided, and a lifetime of uncertainty and understanding passed between them.

      It wasn’t enough. He needed the entire story. As painful as it was to remember, she had to get it out. For him. For her. She dropped her attention to her hands on her lap. “We were so happy. I was scared because of it. No one has a perfect life, but ours was pretty damn close.” Her breath hitched as her voice broke. Nash sucked in a quick breath. The pain wasn’t lost on him.

      When she regrouped enough to go on, she did. “And then I lost the baby, and our world fell apart. I was so ashamed.” She wiped at her eyes and nose, pissed she couldn’t control her emotions.

      “You had nothing to be ashamed about. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Wasn’t it?”

      “No, Michaela. It wasn’t. Stop blaming yourself.”

      “How can I if you still do?” As soon as she delivered it, she wished she hadn’t. He snapped his brow into a frown and stared straight ahead, closing the subject. Damn it. She opened the glove box in search of a napkin. Finding a bag, she pulled it out.

      “No, don’t.” Nash went to grab it. She easily moved it out of his reach and opened the bag, pulling out the contents. It was a lighthouse with a plug.

      “Is this a nightlight?”

      He handed her a wad of napkins from a fast food restaurant and grabbed the light in a single move. She let him take it as she wiped at her tears. He returned it to the bag and kept it in his lap. “It’s a gift.”

      “For?”

      With a heavy sigh, he lost all expression. “My CI. She loves lighthouses and is afraid of the dark.”

      Holy hell. His CI was a kid? Mike kept her comment to herself and finished wiping away the evidence of her meltdown. She thought confessing to him would make her feel better. It didn’t. Now, she only felt worse, all for telling him the truth. He blamed her for their misery. Why was he allowed to place blame and not her? They blamed the same person. Her.

      “A couple years ago, I was on a sting in South Seattle and came across this tiny thing no bigger than a minute completely strung out on that damn drug we’re hunting. Instead of arresting her along with everyone else, I got her into a rehab program. She relapsed a few times, and each time, I was there to pick her up off the ground and start over. I never gave up, so neither did she. Eventually, she cleaned up and even got her GED. As a way to repay me, she kept me in the loop on deals going down.”

      His expression twisted. “It was only a matter of time before they caught on to her being a snitch. She calls me one night and says she’s got a lead on the guy behind it all. The ringleader. I told her not to do anything until I got there, but the damn kid wouldn’t listen.” He blinked, and a single tear streamed down his cheek. Mike’s heart melted along with it.

      “It was a trap. The guy attacked her and beat her so severely, she suffered permanent brain damage.” He inhaled sharply and blew out a long breath. “She used to call me her Nash light. I was like a lighthouse, leading her to safety. I was supposed to keep her safe…” He trailed off and shook his head. “So, you can understand my hesitation at turning her over to TREX. She’s been through enough.”

      Mike wiped at her eyes, not realizing she’d been crying along with him. They’d just overcome a major hurdle. He knew why she’d left. She knew why he protected his CI.

      Now what?

      “What do we do now?” he asked the nagging question plaguing her thoughts.

      “Now we find a way to crack this case without involving your CI.”

      He looked at her, the shock evident in his eyes. “What about your orders? Won’t TREX have your ass for failing your mission? Aren’t you tasked with your find at any cost?”

      “Not at the expense of dragging that poor girl through hell again. There’s got to be another way.”

      “If there was,” Nash ground out. “TREX would have already found it. Son of a bitch. That’s why they sent you instead of a complete stranger. You were the only person able to change my mind about something I was set on. You still are.” He whipped a U-turn and punched it.

      “Where are we going?”

      “South Seattle. It’s time you meet my CI.”

      

      “Nash! Here I thought you’d just gone and forgotten all about us.” Mary Devereux, the state-appointed caregiver, pulled him into her strong arms and hugged him so tight it popped his spine. A tall, lean woman in her fifties and a heart of gold, Mary was the perfect in-home nurse Kristen required. Her southern charm was only half of it. It was her ability to put the fear of God into anyone who crossed her that really kept people in line.

      “I could never forget about my favorite ladies.” He hugged her back. “Mary, this is Michaela Starr. She’s my partner.”

      “Is this the Mike you go on and on about whenever you visit?” She didn’t wait for an answer and embraced Mike. “Thank God you contacted him again, baby girl. He’s been moping about since the day I met him.”

      “Anyway,” Nash sang and pulled them apart, moving Mike behind him. Mary was like a mother hen to everyone, including him. He’d lost his parents years ago, so she was like a surrogate, fussing over him every chance she got. “How’s Kristen doing?”

      “Oh, you know. She has her good days. Today isn’t one of them. Maybe seeing you will cheer her up. She’s out back watching the ducks swimming in the pond. Head on out there. I’ll get us all some sweet tea.”

      “Thanks.” He took Mike’s hand and led her around the small trailer. It wasn’t much, but it was a place to live, which was more than Kristen had when he’d met her. Mary kept it tidy, inside and out. Flower baskets hung from the metal awning, adding brilliant color to the scene. It didn’t look anything like the rundown rust bucket it used to. A new roof, fresh paint, and a little TLC, and the place looked like a different trailer. It needed a hell of a lot more before it would be what he wanted for her, but he could only do so much on his salary and spare time. “I found this place for a steal. The state seized it after a drug bust.”

      Mike slowed, drawing his attention. “You bought this?”

      “It was the least I could do.” He shrugged, not wanting to make a big deal about it. Kristen didn’t deserve to live the rest of her life in fear. He’d do whatever it took to make sure she didn’t. “She’s a good kid.”

      “With a guardian angel,” she added after they’d rounded the side and entered the backyard. “Or should I say, guardian lighthouse.”

      He grinned and even chuckled. He liked the sound of that. Studying their surroundings, he noted two new wind chimes hanging from the giant fir tree. Kristen hated the silence. The chimes serenaded her with their hypnotic sound, adding to the peace and tranquility.

      Spotting her sitting on the bench he’d built by the pond, he led Mike through the grass and down the slight incline. It needed a good mowing. He made a mental note to get over here this weekend and do some much needed yardwork. Mary could only do so much. She was Kristen’s caregiver, not the groundskeeper.

      Kristen glanced up from the pond. When she spotted Nash, her wide grin went from ear-to-ear. She threw her arms into the air and waved for him to hurry. “Hug! Hug!”

      “Hey, beautiful.” He lifted her into his arms and hugged her gently, careful not to hurt her. She’d lost more weight, which didn’t please him any. He helped her return to the bench and held up the nightlight. “Look what I brought you.”

      “Lighthouse.” She accepted it and gave it a hug. “My Nash light.”

      “Your Nash light,” he agreed with a smile. “Kristen, I want you to meet Michaela. She’s my new partner.”

      “Mike?” Her eyes brightened even more. When Mike nodded, Kristen waved her arms once again. “Hug!”

      Mike leaned in and hugged her, holding her firm and burying her face against the girl. They embraced for longer than Nash would have expected. Even when Kristen released her hold, Mike didn’t. After several seconds, Mike back away and wiped at her eyes.

      “Don’t cry,” Kristen reached forward and wiped at Mike’s cheek. “Crying is sad.”

      “You’re right.” Mike sniffled and smiled through her tears. “Crying is sad. I won’t cry.”

      Nash took a seat next to Kristen and motioned for Mike to join them. Kristen pushed at him and shook her head. “Mike sits here.”

      “How quickly I’m replaced.” With a chuckle, he slid over, opening the spot for Mike, who sat and took Kristen’s hand when she offered. They all stared at the ducks swimming in the small pond Nash built last summer. It needed more water. He needed to patch the holes in the liner before adding more. He sighed. This place needed so much more than he could do to it.

      “He’s sad,” Kristen said and leaned her head on Mike’s shoulder. Mike rested hers on Kristen’s. “Nash misses you.”

      “I’m here now.”

      Nash’s heart gave a little jolt. Yes, she was here now, but for how long?

      “Are you going to marry him?”

      “I don’t know. Marriage is a pretty big step. We just got back together yesterday.”

      They were back together? He held perfectly still in the hopes they’d forget he sat on the bench with them, hanging on every word.

      “Can I be in the wedding?”

      Mike laughed. “If it comes to that, then absolutely. I’d want you right up there with me.”

      How could two women who’d just met suddenly be close enough to talk wedding plans together? They held hands, practically cuddled like lifelong friends, and were probably watching the same duck. The opposite sex completely baffled him.

      He’d let the silence ring for long enough. Standing, he moved and knelt in front of Kristen to be eye-level. She lifted her head from Mike’s shoulder and blinked at him. Sweet Jesus, she broke his heart with that look. Vacant, perplexed. Her injuries reduced her maturity and brain capacity to that of a four to six-year-old. The doctors said she’d never be back to where she was, not without significant therapy. The state wouldn’t pay for it, and he couldn’t afford it. Without help, she’d be trapped inside the limitations of her mind for the rest of her life.

      “Mike and I want to ask you a few questions about things that happened before you got hurt.”

      She shook her head and pinched her face into a frown. “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “I know, sweetheart. I don’t like to talk about it, either. Sometimes we have to talk about stuff we don’t like.”

      “I don’t like to talk about it,” she repeated in a whimper and grabbed Mike’s arm.

      “Let’s talk about something else.” Mike nodded for Nash to back away. He did, but hovered close by, his protective nature over the girl on overdrive. “Better yet, let’s play a game.”

      “I love games!” Kristen grinned once again, having already forgotten the push for her to talk about what had happened. She sat up straight and waited for Mike to instruct her on what to do.

      “Do you like puppets?”

      “Yes!”

      Mike brought up her hand, fingers together as if using them as a mouth. “This is Mr. Mean.”

      Kristen snorted. “That’s your hand.”

      “What? No, it’s not.” She moved her wrist so her invisible puppet faced her. “I see eyes, ears, and even a mouth.” She opened and closed her fingers. “Can’t you see it? He’s an ugly guy. Don’t you think?”

      To Nash’s shock, Kristen brought up her hand like a puppet, using it to talk. “He’s bald and stinks like cigarettes.” Mike jumped her gaze to Nash. He nodded, keeping track of everything they said.

      “Hello, Kristen.” Mike dropped her voice, doing a terrible impression of how a man sounded. Nash would have laughed had he not been so damn surprised something like this worked. “Do you like my eyes? All Mr. Means have eyes like mine.”

      “I don’t like black eyes. You look like a shark. Ice does, too. He’s a Mr. Mean.”

      Mike regarded Nash, the question lingering in her eyes. Nash shook his head as every muscle in his body tensed. Just hearing that street name fall from her lips had him ready to beat the shit out of him all over again. This time, he’d leave him without a pulse. The piece of shit didn’t deserve three meals a day and free use of the prison’s library when Kristen could barely read now.

      “Ice works for me,” Mike said through her puppet, not phrasing it as a question but definitely asking it at the same time.

      “I know. That’s why I followed him. You were there.”

      What the hell? Nash moved in and drew a breath to push the question, but stopped when Mike shot him a look in warning. As hard as it was, he retreated and waited for her to retrieve the answers locked in Kristen’s mind.

      “Are you sure it was me? There are a lot of Mr. Means out there.”

      Kristen nodded, both with her head and her hand. “You talked funny.”

      “Did I talk like this?” Mike switched to a Spanish accent. When Kristen shook her head, Mike changed to a French accent and asked, “Or did I talk like this?”

      “Like Boris.”

      “Boris?” Mike repeated and shook her head at Nash, who mirrored the gesture. He had no idea who the hell that was.

      “From Rocky and Bullwinkle,” Mary explained as she walked out carrying a tray with a full pitcher of tea and four glasses. “She watches that movie every day. Natasha and Boris are the bad guys defeated by a moose and squirrel. It’s silly, if you ask me. But, she sure does love it.”

      “Mr. Mean needs to be defeated,” Mike said in her normal voice. “Kristen, what should we do to defeat him?”

      “Use the Nash light on him.” She lifted her gaze to him and waited. Mike did, too.

      “That’s your cue, handsome.”

      He jumped into action, making it a big production stomping toward them, his arms extended. “I am the Nash light.”

      Kristen giggled. “Look out, Mr. Mean. It’s the Nash light.”

      “Oh, no.” Mike bounced her hand back and forth as her puppet tried to escape. “Not the Nash light.” Nash covered her hand with his. She pretended to cough as her hand collapsed, resting palm up and fingers flat. As with any good death scene, she ended with a long groan before falling silent and still.

      “Is he dead?” Kristen asked, staring at Mike’s hand.

      “Thanks to the Nash light.”

      She swung those large eyes up to him. “You did it. You saved me from Mr. Mean.”

      Nash swallowed as his throat closed. No, he didn’t save her. She was trapped inside the mind of a six-year-old for the rest of her life because of him. “We should go.”

      “I just made this tea,” Mary protested.

      “Sweet tea!” Kristen exclaimed. “Can we watch a movie?”

      Mary smiled and nodded. “I can guess which one. Come on, sweetness. It’s time for you to get out of the sun anyway. Nash, always good to see you. Mike, you best not be a stranger.”

      “No, ma’am.” Mike hugged Kristen and kept a smile firmly planted on her face until they were out of sight. She then turned to Nash. “We have to get a hold of Weber now.”

      “Why?”

      “I know who Mr. Mean really is, or at least who he’s associated with. It’s all starting to make sense.” She jumped into the passenger’s side. “Which means we found a way to get our intel without having TREX know the identity of your CI.”

      He climbed behind the wheel and backed out of the driveway. “Aren’t you TREX?”

      “Not when it comes to Kristen. I’ll protect her, Nash. You can trust me.”

      He was counting on that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Seven

        

      

    
    
      “Detective Lee speaking.”

      Mike hurried her words into the phone as her excitement got the better of her. “I know who Mr. Mean is.”

      “What hell are you talking about?” He didn’t sound pleased for the call, which confused the hell out of her. She expected him to be ecstatic. “Mike?”

      “I have the intel.”

      “Hot damn!” he yelled into the phone. “I’ll put the meet together. Nicely done, rookie. Give me a few hours to gather the right players. Be back at the house by six.”

      Six? She checked her watch. That was five hours from now. “We can’t move up the meet?”

      “Believe it or not, these things don’t happen instantaneously. Weber is usually the hardest to reach. Allen will want in on this if I can break him away from his newborn daughter. He’s a couple hours away, so no, we can’t move up the meet.”

      The word of a newborn struck her like a million poisoned needles straight to the heart, which made no sense. She’d been around babies since losing hers. But, for some reason, right now, especially after spending time with Kristen, she’d never felt the loss more than she did at that instant. “Yes, sir.”

      “In the meantime,” Lee went on. “Why not take advantage of the house being empty? I’m sure you and Nash could use some downtime.”

      “It’s only been two days.” Her heart skipped a few times at the thought of what they’d do in their downtime.

      “Exactly. He’s not the only one keeping secrets.”

      Oh, shit. He knew. She didn’t want anyone knowing. How the hell did he find out? She darted a quick look Nash’s way. He watched her closely, carefully, and must have caught the trouble in her expression. He frowned as his watch grew more intense. “Who else knows?”

      “Only the ones who need to. Talk to him, Mike. I know it’s not your forte, but you were with the man for a few years. You were going to marry him. You suffered a loss with him. Don’t push him away. Don’t cut him out of your life again. You need him as much as he needs you.”

      “You don’t even know me.” Yet, he’d nailed it, all the way down to her needing Nash in her life.

      “Don’t I? I’ve only spent two days with you, and I’m pretty sure I know you better than you know yourself. You think you’re the first rookie TREX has dropped in my lap trying to run from her past? I see it every day. You have the golden opportunity to make it right. Most don’t get that chance. Don’t waste it.”

      “Sir, I—Hello?” She dropped the phone on the seat. “He hung up on me.”

      “What’d he say?” Nash hadn’t lost that stern look of concern clouding his eyes.

      “The rendezvous isn’t until six.”

      “Six? What the hell are we supposed to do until then?”

      She had a few ideas. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Swing up to the house. TREX stocked the kitchen full of food. We can make something.”

      “Swing by?” He laughed. “Madison Park isn’t exactly on our way.”

      “Agent Lee said for us to head to the house and wait.” She omitted the rest of the lecture.

      Nash narrowed his gaze. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Me? Nothing?” She plastered a smile on her face.

      “Uh huh. You’re a terrible liar.” He turned around and headed north. After several minutes of silence, he circled back to the topic they hadn’t settled and that she’d avoided. “I don’t blame you for what happened.”

      “Can we not do this right now?” She fisted her hair to keep the majority of it from whipping her in the face, thanks to the windows being down. For them to dig into what really needed to be said, they needed to be alone, no distractions. Not on the Seattle freeway with the wind so loud they had to shout to be heard. “Let’s just wait until we get to the house, okay?”

      “Fair enough.” He stayed silent the rest of the drive and pulled up to the curb. After putting the car into park, he killed the engine. “We’re here.”

      “That, we are.” Why would she be nervous? She’d spent the last day and a half with him. Hell, she’d spent the better part of almost three years with him. With no reason to stay in the car and roast to their death, she stepped out and hurried to the house. Maybe if she changed into something different. She’d spotted a bunch of sundresses in the closet last night. She wasn’t much of a dress person, but for Nash, she wanted to be.

      Running up the stairs to the master bedroom, she made a beeline for the closet. She kicked off her shoes and pants, and did a quick scan of the clothes. There had to be something in here that looked sexy, yet didn’t look like she tried too hard.

      “Where’d you go?” he called from downstairs.

      She ignored him and lifted two dresses up next to each other, hating them both. There was a blue one in here. Where the hell was it?

      “Did you know you tend to hold your breath when you’re excited?” He appeared in the doorway, scaring the hell out of her.

      She paused and glanced at him over the hangers. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s one of your tells.”

      “What would you know about any of my tells?”

      His chocolate eyes danced wickedly as he tipped his lips into a grin and leaned against the wall with his shoulder. “Do you really need me to answer that?”

      “I need you to go away so I can change.”

      “No, you need to relax.”

      Her breath caught at the thought of what he meant by that comment. He used to say the same thing right before he’d drive her wild and give her a mind-blowing orgasm worthy of a double digit on the Richter scale. “Nash…”

      “I know you,” he explained as he pushed off the wall. “And I know why you’re running around crazy. Why you’re running at all. It’s time to stop running, baby. It’s time for both of us to stop running.”

      “Who says I’m running?” She lowered her gaze, too scared if she looked at him she’d give in to the idea of him doing whatever it took to relax her.

      “I do.”

      When he placed a hand on her arm, she couldn’t stop herself from looking at him. Shivering from his touch, she faced him. His lips captured hers in a kiss that would have knocked her shoes off had she not already removed them.

      Mike dropped the dresses and moaned into his mouth. His tongue stabbed through her lips and sent a rush of fiery pulses straight to her core. Her insides twisted in an all-consuming passion that had her panting.

      The breath tore from her lungs as she urgently clawed at him to get her hands under his shirt. She had to touch him, to feel the tickle of his flesh against her palms. She had to weave her fingers into his hair and hold him close against her.

      Her desperation had her shaking with aching need. His leg came out and parted hers. His thigh notched perfectly up against the fragile material of her silk panties.

      When he lifted her and carried her over to the bed, she didn’t even think to protest. He set her down and had his shirt off in one swift movement. Her silk shirt hung on her shoulders after he slowly, painfully took his time unbuttoning it. His lips continued to devour hers and render her helpless to do anything more than greedily kiss him back.

      Her top slid from her body, followed by her bra. She needed Nash to touch her, love her, and break her from this agonizing longing she’d carried around since their last time together.

      Years of pent-up frustration, of longing for doing exactly this, fueled their urgency. Mike leaned back and fought to catch her breath as Nash dove for her now exposed breasts. When he took a hard nipple into his mouth, she cried out and bit her lip.

      Weaving her fingers into his hair, she pulled him close and held him against her. He teased and nibbled until she cried out again. Air raced in and out of her lungs, yet she couldn’t catch her breath.

      He slipped his hand below her waist and easily pushed the fabric of her panties aside to gain access. “Jesus, Mike. You’re drowning down here.” He groaned as he trailed wet kisses up her chest, her throat, her jaw.

      “Your fault,” she said into his mouth. He licked at her lower lip, driving her crazy with his teasing ways. “Please, Nash.”

      “I’ve missed you,” he said and removed his slacks to reveal his engorged flesh. Dear God, he was absolutely beautiful.

      Holding himself above her, he lodged himself between her legs and had her wrap her legs around his waist. “I wish we had more time, but you have me so damned close already.”

      “We will next time. We have all day.”

      He grinned. Without hesitation, he thrust his hips and drove his cock deep inside her. She would have screamed and let the rest of the neighborhood know exactly what they were doing if he hadn’t taken that exact moment to cover her mouth with his.

      “I’ve missed you so much.” He nibbled at her lips.

      “Oh, Nash.” She wanted to cry out. How long had she wanted this? How many times had she spent night after night with her vibrator, wishing it were Nash instead of batteries?

      She dug her nails into his chest. He hissed and plunged deep inside her in retaliation. The propulsion pushed her upward on the bed. She wrapped her arms around him and held on.

      He built a steady rhythm with his thrusts. She whimpered as her orgasm sparked to life inside her, twisting in her womb. Her walls fisted around him. She bit down on his shoulder to stop herself from crying out.

      “Jesus, woman. That fucking hurts.”

      “So does not seeing you for too long.” She thrust up against him to gain the friction against her clit she desperately needed, digging her heels into his ass to increase it even more. “Lift me higher, Nash.”

      “Brace for liftoff,” he growled and painfully nipped at the cords of her neck. She winced. He licked the spot and then blew on it to cool down the heat it produced.

      “Oh, Nash.” She swallowed and threw her head back. He took advantage of the position and dove for her neck, consuming it with his lips and tongue. He found the sensitive spot behind her ear and really drove her wild.

      She was close, so very close. If he so much as…

      He plunged deep. She grabbed the blankets for purchase as her orgasm slammed into her and sent her bucking wildly. Crying into his mouth, she rode out her climax as Nash pumped into her over and over, unrelenting in his need for release. He stiffened and shouted into her mouth as he came deep inside her. Mike rocked her hips, dragging out the last moment.

      “Goddamn,” Nash muttered as he rolled to his back, panting. “That was too fast.”

      She blew out breath after breath, trying to regain some sense of composure. “Did I hold my breath?”

      “A little.” He chuckled and sat up, pulling her with him. “Now that we have that out of the way, it’s time.”

      “For?”

      “We have a lot of making up to do before the meet.”

      “I need a shower.”

      “I’ll wash your back.” He chased her into the bathroom.

      

      Nash relaxed on the back terrace, the house creating the perfect amount of shade. The slight breeze kept the temperature down enough for him to enjoy being outside without melting. It was uncharacteristic for Seattle to be this hot for this long. He kicked back on the chair and sipped at the tea he found in the fridge. Thank God it wasn’t sweet tea. He loved Mary but couldn’t stand her tea. It was like drinking straight sugar.

      Sighing, he studied the yard. It looked a hell of a lot different than the yard they’d left this morning. Perfectly groomed, all the way down to the edging. Another reason Nash lived in an apartment. He didn’t have time to deal with the upkeep of a yard, as Kristen’s neglected lawn confirmed.

      Odd how a tinge of regret twisted in his gut. Why now? He didn’t want a house this big, a yard this pristine. He wanted a modest home with a big enough backyard to fence and maybe hold a few barbeques. If he had something like that, with someone to share it with, he’d make the time to keep up the yard.

      Lifting his gaze to the cloudless sky, he sighed. He knew exactly why now. Being with Mike again after all this time brought back all the reasons he wanted the house. The yard. Even the fence. They’d been about to start a family, the first of tons of kids they both couldn’t wait to have together. They’d already picked out names even though it was too early to know the sex. Two more weeks and they’d know.

      When she called him crying—no, sobbing—from the doctor’s office, he’d raced across the city, not slowing until he barged into the room just as the nurse had turned off the ultrasound machine. “No heartbeat,” she’d told him. His entire world grew a little darker that day.

      The burn of emotions hovered right behind his eyes. He sucked in a sharp breath, wishing he could have done something for Mike. She’d cried for days. They both had. And then she was gone. He’d lost his baby and the woman he loved all in the span of a few months. Leaning forward, he folded his hands in front of him and lowered his head, staring at the ground until he recovered from the pain that memory brought with it.

      Her hand on his shoulder caught his attention. He blinked rapidly before lifting his head to rest his gaze on her. She smiled softly, lighting up those beautiful eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, not trusting his voice.

      “I can’t stop thinking about it, either.”

      “Come here.” He pulled her onto his lap, holding her tight against him. She didn’t resist and wrapped her arms around his neck. He buried his face in her hair and simply breathed. The emotions hovered right behind his eyes, burning them. He squeezed them closed, fighting to keep his control. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Michaela. I’m so sorry.”

      “Nash?” When she tried to push away, he wouldn’t let her go. He couldn’t let her go. “You’re shaking.”

      Shit. He didn’t want to breakdown, especially in front of her. He’d spent the better part of five years perfecting the callous playboy, love them and never call them again. No commitment. Not even a second date. That way he’d never have to deal with another loss.

      “It’s cold.”

      “It’s in the eighties,” she countered and pushed at his chest, succeeding at separating them enough to hold his gaze. “Talk to me.”

      He shook his head, unable to control the lump hovering right behind his vocal chords.

      “Talk to me or I beat it out of you.”

      He laughed. She always had that power over him, to pull him out of any mood. “How do we get past it?”

      “One day at a time.”

      “Together? Because, as God as my witness, I won’t make it if you walk away again.” He hated how weak he sounded. But, damn it, if they were going to have a future, they had to get over the past.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Marry me.”

      She stiffened. When she tried to push off his lap, he held her there. “That escalated quickly.”

      “I’m serious, Mike.”

      “So am I.” She broke free of his grasp and jumped to her feet. “How about we start with not killing each other before this is all over?”

      “Then we talk marriage?”

      She laughed, the gesture lighting up his world once again. “Then we’ll talk about maybe dating again.”

      “I’ll break you down.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “Come here.” He moved her legs to either side of his. Slipping his hand under her dress, he brushed his knuckle across the crux of her legs. The heat she generated burned into him, hardening his cock. He rolled his hips, pressing against her. She unfastened his slacks and pulled out his hard flesh. Holding her panties aside, he rested the tip of his erection against her moist entrance. When she sank down, her body taking him in and fisting him tight, he shuddered. “Jesus.”

      “This is a first for us.” She rocked her hips, sliding him in and out in slow, steady strokes.

      “Sweet, sweet Jesus.” He cupped her face and moved with her. The deliberate pace turned him on more than the speed sex they’d had when they first arrived. They’d started and finished faster than it took to make toast.

      But this? This was excruciating, the need to pump faster nearly blinding him. He let her set the pace. It may kill him, but he’d be damned if he took this from her.

      “Nash,” she whimpered, moving a little faster. He grabbed her hips and slowed her down, wanting this to last forever. She threw her head back and moaned into the warm summer day. “Nash.”

      He loved the sound of his name falling from her beautiful lips. She upped her pace, rocking faster as her breathing increased. Her body tightened around him, stroking him harder, deeper. Ah, hell. The sensation tightened in his balls, biting into his restraint. He fought it, fought taking control and thrusting into her until they both screamed.

      “Nash,” she whispered against his lips. He kept her panties out of the way and took advantage of the position by rolling his thumb over the swollen bundle of nerves driving her to climax. She cried out as he increased the pressure, the friction exactly what she needed. He knew her body.

      “Marry me. Marry me, Michaela Nicole Starr. Marry me.” He pumped faster, rubbing her clit in time with his thrusts. “Say yes, baby. Say you’ll marry me.”

      “Yes!” She cried out as her body fisted him. It triggered his own release. She held her forehead to his, whimpering and moaning as she rode out her orgasm. He thrust out his chin, taking her mouth with his and swallowing the remainder of her noises until they were a part of him.

      For several minutes, they stayed connected, their breaths mixing as they panted and waited to recover. Nash delivered kisses along her exposed neck and sexy shoulders.

      “I can’t move,” she confessed.

      “I’m pretty relaxed myself.”

      “No,” she corrected with a little more force in her voice. “I can’t move. I think I pulled something.”

      He couldn’t hold back the laugh that bubbled out. She smacked his chest, which only made him laugh harder when she winced. “Here, let me help.” She bit back a smile as he lifted her from him and set her on her feet before refastening his slacks. “Better?”

      “Ouch. It’s a groin muscle. How am I going to explain this?”

      “No one is going to know.”

      “Weber will.” She shook her head as pain pinched up her expression. “That guy notices everything.”

      “Calm down.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and looked deep into her dark eyes. “I’ll go find some sports rub.”

      “What if there isn’t any?”

      “Mike, take a breath. I’ll go buy some if I can’t find any.”

      She thrust out her lower lip. “I’m going to take an Epsom Salt bath.”

      “It’s almost ninety degrees.”

      “I’ll make it a cold one.” As she turned to limp inside, he moved to follow. “No. You stay. If you try to help, I may end up pulling the other one.” She walked away, muttering, “Ouch, ouch, ouch,” with every step on her right side.
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      Lee walked through the front door in beachcomber shorts and a tank top that would be loose on anyone else, but strained to cover him. He had on a ball cap with sunglasses resting on the brim. Mike had never seen him so relaxed. It threw her off seeing her handler in such casual civilian attire. It shouldn’t. Even TREX agents had a life outside the agency. “Change of plans. Sandra wants the barbeque moved to our place.”

      Mike and Nash exchanged quick glances. They’d spent over half an hour working out the plan so she wouldn’t have to move and give away her injury. The bath helped some, but she still couldn’t walk without limping. If they had to move the meet, she was screwed.

      “Barbeque, sir? I thought it was to debrief.”

      “Why can’t it be both?” He slapped Nash on the shoulder. “There’s beer in the cooler. Avoid the chick beer or you’ll have the wrath of Sandra and Kaycee all over your ass. They’re both in a mood, which is why we’re moving it. Get the lead out, Mike. Weber and Allen are already bored.”

      “The director is here?” Her heart flipped back, forth, and sideways. She shot straight up, forgetting about the groin pull. Cringing, she reached for something to keep her upright before the pain brought her to her knees.

      Nash rolled out of Lee’s grasp and rushed to her side. “What did I tell you about sudden movement?”

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      They exchanged glances once again. In all their planning they never came up with a cover story. Knowing Lee would see right through a lie, she told him the truth. “I pulled a groin muscle.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Um…” she jumped a wide-eyed gaze to Nash.

      “Exercise,” Nash blurted out. When her mouth fell open, he shrugged.

      Lee bounced a knowing gaze between the two. “Yeah, sure it was. Okay,” he conceded with a heavy sigh. “Come here.”

      He moved to throw her over his shoulder. She put up her hand to stop him. Dear God. Was he seriously going to carry her up the street to his house? “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t want you in too much pain. I mean, TREX agents walk on broken legs and blown out knees all the time. Just ask your director. He has personal experience with that. His wife suffered several gunshots and found a way to go on. I’d hate to think the groin pull is too much for you.”

      Heat slapped her cheeks as she dropped her gaze. She’d never live this down. “Understood, sir.”  Pushing through the pain, clenching her teeth to stop herself from whimpering, she slowly made her way out of the house and up the street with Nash’s help. No way would she let them see her show any weakness.

      Lee walked around to the side of a house as big as the one they had her in and opened the gate before motioning for Mike and Nash to enter. She paused just before entering the backyard, regrouping as best she could to walk without a limp. As soon as she spotted the director off in the corner, talking with another man with shoulders as broad as a barn and wild brown hair, she hesitated.

      Weber stiffened when he spotted her. The man with him glanced over his shoulder, resting a smoky gaze on her. “Is this her?”

      “And him,” Weber added, his attention bouncing between Mike and Nash.

      “My, my, my.” A woman with beautiful brown eyes and hair smiled as she approached. “You must be Mike. Dave failed to tell me you were female.”

      “What difference does it make?” Lee barked and glared at the back of her head.

      “I’m Sandra Leary.” She ignored him and offered her hand. Mike took it, shaking it with equal pressure.

      “Leary? I thought you two were…”

      “Married?” She laughed and shook her head. “No, we aren’t. We, uh… No. Just, no.”

      “Sandi,” Lee growled in warning.

      Again, she ignored him. “You’re the first female agent he’s had in his care. What’s it like being around all those grunting and sweaty males?”

      “Sandi.”

      She waved him off. “Don’t listen to him. He’s in a mood.”

      “He said the same thing about you.” As soon as Mike said it, she vowed to never talk again. The glare she’d earned from her handler told her she’d be getting smoked for that one.

      “That’s because his moods put me in mine.” She looped her arm with Mike’s. “Now, tell me all about how you really pulled that groin muscle.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Sweetie, I’m a doctor.” She gave her a knowing look. “And a woman. I know exactly how you pulled that muscle. What I want are the details.”

      “That’s it.” Lee grabbed her by the elbow. “Behave.”

      She shrugged and pulled out of his grasp. When her eyes flashed, Mike stepped back. “Or what?”

      “Can I speak with you inside?”

      She spiked an eyebrow. He pointed at the house and jerked his index finger. With a drawn out sigh, she rolled her eyes and shuffled inside, Lee on her heels.

      “They’ll be in there a while,” a pretty blonde said as she walked up. When she smiled, it lit up her amazing golden green eyes. Wow, Mike had never seen eyes like that. “I’m Kaycee Addison. I live two doors down from you in the opposite direction. Reid is around here somewhere.”

      “Oh, my God. Really, you two?” A man with incredibly blue eyes exited the house, sliding the glass door closed behind him. “I’ll never eat on that table again.” He grinned at Mike and Nash. “How you doing? Reid Cavanaugh.” He offered his hand.

      Nash took it first. “Nash. Nice to meet you. You, uh, look familiar. Actually, you both do.”

      “We were wanted fugitives,” he explained and casually wrapped his arm around Kaycee.

      “It’s true.” She nodded enthusiastically. “Dave was actually the arresting officer. I even got shot.” She lifted her sundress enough to show off the scar on her thigh.

      “Not by Dave,” Reid clarified.

      Mike’s head spun listening to these two. They talked fast and finished each other’s sentences. She immediately liked them. The jury was still out on Sandra. She nodded at another scar on Kaycee’s leg, this one across her knee. “What about that one?”

      “Let’s see.” She hesitated as she dropped her attention to it. “What was that one from?”

      “The barbed-wire fencing in Bosnia.” Reid pointed out some scaring on one of his arms. “Got this pulling her out.”

      “That’s right. I had to get a tetanus shot because of that one. Good thing I’m not afraid of needles.”

      “We’re with the MSF. That’s—”

      “Doctors Without Borders,” Mike finished, wanting to impress this couple and not sure why. “Are you both doctors?”

      “No,” Reid said quickly. Too quickly. “Kace is. I’m a pilot.”

      “He’s a great pilot.” She hugged him.

      Mike caught matching tattoos on their shoulders. Live. Laugh. Love. She loved the couple even more. “Those are great tats.”

      “When you’re through doing each other’s hair,” Weber spoke up, his distinctive growl slicing through the air as if he’d shouted.

      “Who is that guy?” Reid stiffened and met the director’s glare with his own.

      “Dave invited him. The other one, too. They work with him or something. When I offered them something to drink, they both grunted. No words. Just grunts. Come on, Reid. It was great to meet you both.” Kaycee led Reid to the opposite end of the yard. No matter how much she tried to distract him, he kept a cool glare on Weber as the director waved Mike over.

      Of course he’d make her come to him and not the other way around. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t completely hide the limp. Regardless, she pushed through it and held her head high as she made her way across the yard to join them.

      “Report,” he barked as soon as she stopped. The men dwarfed her, yet she refused to allow them to make her feel small. She was every bit a TREX agent, just like them.

      “It’s Belechek.”

      “How the hell do you know who that is?” The man bounced his attention to Weber. “You told me his name was redacted from the reports.”

      “It was. Calm down, Allen. That vein in your temple is going to burst.” Weber regarded her. “How do you know his name?”

      “It was missed on one of the reports. Belechek’s name was next to another. A Russian by the name of Petrov. That’s who’s behind the drugs.”

      They both sighed and slouched their shoulders. Allen spoke. “I drove all the way up here for that?”

      Mike thinned her lips, pissed he discounted her intel. She’d spent hours last night logged into TREX’s database and combing through every name she found in those files. As soon as Kristen had described Mr. Mean, Mike knew. It was Petrov. It had to be.

      “Grigory Petrov is dead,” Weber explained. “He died in March. It’s not him.”

      “Not now, maybe. But it was him a year ago.”

      “And you came across this intel how?”

      She thrust out her chin and met his eyes, but said nothing.

      He narrowed that glare with pinpoint precision. “Your mission was to find the intel, not side with your boyfriend and protect his CI.”

      “Goddamn it.” Allen thrust his fingers through his hair. “I told you to send me in.”

      “Beating it out of him won’t help us if we need him again.”

      “It sure as hell will make me feel better.”

      “You won’t touch him,” Mike declared and shifted in front of him as he took a step toward Nash. Yes, this was stupid. Not only did this guy tower over her and outweigh her by a hundred pounds, challenging a senior agent could also get her suspended. Alarms screamed in her head to stand down, but she wasn’t thinking with her head. This was all heart.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” She squared her shoulders and refused to back down.

      “And I supposed you’ll stop me?”

      “Yes, sir.” She swallowed hard and held her breath when he faced her.

      “Give me the name of the CI, cadet. That’s an order.”

      Mike added another charge to her list by refusing a direct order.

      “That’s it.” He grabbed her around the waist and easily lifted her out of his way, sending her into action. Without thinking of the consequence, she kneed him in the balls as hard as she could. He released her as he dropped to his knees.

      Nash was at her side in an instant, pushing her behind him. “What the hell is going on? Who is this guy, and why did he have his hands on her?”

      “Right now, I’m guessing he’s regretting that decision.” Weber helped Allen over to the tree in the corner and leaned him against it. “How about you sit the rest of this one out?”

      Allen glared at the director. “F-F-Fu—”

      Weber slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll live. Karma is a bitch, Spence. When you tried to invoke the 202 and remove me from my post, this is exactly how I felt. You think about that for a while.”

      Mike elbowed Nash out of her way just as the director turned from Allen. As he approached, he regarded her. “Do you know what the punishment is for assaulting a senior agent?”

      Oh, shit. “No, sir.”

      “You won’t be finding out today.” He glanced over his shoulder. “While I don’t condone what you just did, I don’t fault you for it, either. He’s been a complete ass to deal with ever since these guys resurfaced and needed a swift kick in the balls. Hopefully, this will snap him out of it.” He returned his attention to her. “You’re sure it was Petrov?”

      “Unless there’s another bald Russian with black eyes like a shark in the drug trade.”

      “Good description.” He nodded before jumping his gaze to Nash. “She’s refusing to give us the name of the CI. Why do you suppose that is?”

      “Kristen Shelby.” Nash’s confession made Mike’s defiance completely irrelevant. She dropped her jaw and readied herself to kick him in the balls, too.

      “What the hell, Nash?”

      “I won’t let you go down, not for me. Not if I can help it.”

      She loved him. She hated him, but she loved him. Damn him for doing this, and damn her for loving him even more because of it. “Sir, before you go all TREX on her, there’s something you need to know.”

      “We already do,” he said, shutting her down. “You don’t think we checked into his past before we sent you in?” He zeroed in on Nash. “Nice try. We know she’s getting coloring books the rest of her life.”

      “You son of a bitch.” Nash threw a punch. Weber blocked it and had him in a headlock in the same move.

      “Stand down, Agent Nash. I don’t want to hurt you.” He pushed Nash away. “I had to be sure.”

      “Of what?” Nash held his fists to his side and looked ready to attack again.

      “We’ve had agents following you two around, taking pictures and leaking them. Something about instant gramming or twitting or something. Anyway, when you paid her a visit today, we thought it was out of guilt. Your reaction tells me she means more to you than that.”

      “She does.”

      “Fair enough. We’ll go with what we have for now. If we need to circle back on this angle, we will. I’m going to make a call to Lawson and place Mike on the SBI’s roster. She’ll live in the house next door to stay close to her handler. I want you there, as well. It’ll really sell the partner cover. You and your director will be the only two who know she’s TREX aside from the other TREX agents. Any objections?”

      “As a double agent?” she asked.

      “Dual,” he corrected as he clenched his teeth. “Why does everyone get that wrong?”

      “No objections.” Nash shook his head and took her by the hand, squeezing it.

      “Brace yourself, agents.” He pulled out his phone. “It’s going to get a lot worse before this thing is over. Enjoy your barbeque.” He dismissed them and returned to Allen, still sitting with his back against the tree. Scooping the SAC off the ground, Weber dragged him across the backyard and into the house. “Jesus Christ, Lee. No one wants to see that.”

      “Now I need eye bleach,” Allen groaned.

      “No shit. Let’s go.”

      Nash pulled Mike into his arms and lifted her, twirling her around. “Did you hear that? We’re that much closer to being married. After all, you said yes.”

      “When?”

      “Before. On the terrace.” He set her down and nodded at her pulled groin with a tip of his lips.

      “That was… That doesn’t count.” She turned bright red.

      “I think it does.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nine

        

      

    
    
      “That’s the last of them.” Nash set the box on the floor next to the dining room table and glanced around, still in disbelief that he now called this home. He couldn’t wait to mow the lawn and maybe build a brick barbeque pit in the backyard.

      “I heard back from Kaycee. She wants us there at six instead of seven. They have an early flight.” Mike walked into the room in a string bikini that was more string than bikini. He damn near swallowed his tongue at the sight. Sun-kissed, creamy flesh tempted him. His mouth watered for a taste. She looked at the boxes at his feet. “Is that it? That’s like five boxes.”

      “I didn’t have a whole lot of stuff.” He pulled her to him and nibbled at her neck, taking his time drinking her in. “I promise to start collecting junk, wife.”

      “I haven’t said yes.”

      “You said it quite a few times last night.” He laughed when she rolled her eyes. His phone buzzed. Glancing at the number, he dropped his smile. Mary never called unless something was wrong. “Mary? Is everything okay?”

      “No, it is not okay!” Her southern drawl always grew thicker when she was upset. He already had his keys out and headed for the door. “There are men everywhere. Nash, you best get over here.”

      “On my way.” He ended the call and raced out the door. No. No! Please, God. Please don’t let it be friends of the meth heads who lived there before the bust. Tweakers weren’t exactly of sound mind when they went looking for their next fix.

      “What’s going on?” Mike jumped in just as he pulled out.

      “It’s Mary. Something’s wrong.” He used the lights and siren to race to the other side of the city in record time. As he rounded the last corner, his heart hit the roof of his mouth. Three giant black SUVs were in front of the trailer. He barely had the Mustang in park before he rushed into the house. “Mary! Kristen!”

      “Out here.” Kristen’s small voice came from the backyard. He bolted out the back and skidded to a stop at the sight. “Hi, Nash! Mike! Hug!”

      Mike ran past him and right into Kristen’s arms. “Oh, baby. Are you okay?”

      “Look!” She pointed behind her, at what had Nash dumb from shock. “Builders.”

      TREX agents of every shape and size, men and women alike, raced around the yard, mowing, raking, and working on the roof. Two giant men lifted five-gallon buckets up to those on ladders. One slapped the other as he caught a glimpse of Mike in her barely-there bikini. The other turned and dropped his jaw.

      “R&R! While I’m still young.” That son of a bitch who’d earned a knee to the balls sat on the roof, his shirt off as he swung a hammer. He wiped at his brow and glanced up, giving them a single nod before barking more orders at the two behemoth men on the ground. They scrambled as they carried them out.

      “Mary?” Nash approached her when he spotted her sitting in the shade, sweet tea in her hand, a wide grin on her face as she watched the agents at work. “You scared the hell out of me.”

      “They scared me,” she defended, but then broke out in another smile as a shirtless agent walked by, tipping his hat to her. “Well, at first.”

      “What is this?”

      “Hey, Nash.” Adrian “Mac” McLane saluted him as he walked up. “My first weekend off in a month, and I get a call to report at this address ready to work. I had no idea we’d be building a house. The shit we get told to do in TREX, eh?”

      “You watch that mouth, young man.” Mary gave him a stern look. “There’s no need for talk like that.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned sheepishly and nodded for Nash to follow. They moved away from Mary. “I didn’t know you were in TREX. We’re supposed to know who the other dual agents are.”

      “I’m not.”

      Mac whistled when Mike joined them. “Hello, baby.”

      “She is,” he added.

      “Call me baby again and wear your nuts as a necklace.” She smiled sweetly.

      “I’d take her word for it, Mac.” Allen called out from the roof. “She racked me good for crossing her. That one’s got lethal aim.”

      Mike’s smile grew. Mac gave her a slow and steady once over before backing away, his arms up. She turned to Nash. “According to Kristen, a nice man in a suit showed up this morning and promised her a new house. You didn’t know anything about this?”

      He shook his head. No way would Weber do something like this. The man had no heart and didn’t give a shit about anything but his precious finds.

      Speaking of the devil, he appeared from inside the trailer, a phone to his ear. “I said today, not Tuesday. The ducks need a new pond. You heard me. Ducks. That works. See you then.” He ended the call and gave them a nod in acknowledgement. That must be the standard TREX greeting.

      He brought up his finger as he answered a call. “Weber. She did what?” He chuckled, shocking the hell out of Nash. He didn’t think the man was capable of the sound. “What? Of course I’m laughing. It was your idea to get a dog, JT. As if we don’t have enough chaos in our lives. Don’t remind me. No, I’m happy. I’m happy! Jesus, woman. More ice cream? You’re eating for two, not ten. Hello? Hello?”

      “Agents,” he greeted as he approached. Gone was the jovial man from a moment ago. He wore no smile. No shine in his eyes as he regarded them. He gave Mike a double-take. “What the hell are you wearing?”

      “Bikini, sir.” She stood rigid, not bothering to cover up.

      “Looks like postage stamps connected by dental floss. Did wardrobe pick that out? They have a history of suits like that.”

      “No, sir. This one is mine.”

      “So it is.” He nodded at all the activity around them. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think,” Nash answered. “I don’t even know what’s going on.”

      “Kristen and I had a nice chat this morning. She said you watch over her.”

      “I do what I can.” It wasn’t nearly enough.

      “Now it’s time for us to do what we can. You’re part of a team here, Nash. Maybe not directly, but close enough. You have your own yard to deal with. Let us help.”

      He didn’t know what to say. Wrapping his arm around Mike, he stood in awe as he watched TREX build Kristen the house she deserved.

      Maybe the agency wasn’t so bad.

      “Looks like we’re just in the way,” Mike said as she rested her head on his shoulder. “Take me home.”

      Home. Their home. Together. He liked the sound of that.
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      The aroma of freshly baked cinnamon scones made Abbie Adams' mouth water upon entering her small shop, Sweet Magnolia Teahouse, downtown Whisper, Georgia.  Her best friend and partner Becka stood behind the counter, her pretty cherubic face flushed, flour on her cheeks and in her red curls.  "Hey Abbie, you gotta hear this."

      "Let me put down this heavy box first.” Abbie called out heading to a side door so she could go into her small office space.  She put down her box and purse then walked into the back kitchen area.  It was early, they didn't open until ten in the morning for tea customers and closed promptly at four o'clock in the afternoon.  When they'd gone into business, they'd made an agreement not to allow it to take over their lives.  Even though many of their customers in the small town sometimes complained, they'd never changed their hours.

      She donned a chocolate brown smock with the Sweet Magnolia Teahouse logo over her left breast covering the striped blue t-shirt she wore with jeans and flat shoes. She pulled her long hair back into a ponytail then walked through the swinging door to behind the counter.

      Her friend wiped her hands on a towel and grinned. Becka wore her wild curls up in a messy bun from which most of her hair had escaped. In one of her usual mix-matched patterned outfits, she wore a fifties housewife style dress with bunches of cherries on a teal blue background.  Yellow frilly socks and apple green Reeboks completed the ensemble.

      Her vivid green eyes twinkled mischievously.  "I left Gary lying across the bed, naked and breathless."

      "Seriously?" Abbie stopped and stared at her friend.  "Did you really think I wanted to hear that?"  She didn't want to picture her best friend's husband naked.  Gary Knudsen was a burly, handsome man who doted on Becka and from the information her friend always insisted on sharing, there were apparently plenty of reasons why.

      "Oh yeah," Becka got a dreamy look.  "But that's not what I wanted to tell you.” she continued while carefully setting the fresh scones onto a beautiful blue flowered china plate.

      Abbie snatched one from the baking sheet and plopped onto a tall chair.  "Talk all you want while I have a cup of Darjeeling, and this yummy darling here." She eyed the teapot clock on the wall.  It was nine-thirty, plenty of time before they opened.

      "Listen to this," Becka whispered even though there wasn't anyone in the shop.  "Someone stole Polly and Peter right off Mrs. Polanski's porch."

      "Who?"

      "Her parakeets.  You know how she dotes on them.  She is beside herself, poor thing." Becka continued to tsk as she pulled a different tray of scones from the oven, these were their Wednesday special flavor, golden raisin.

      If she'd known those were in the oven, Abbie would have waited.  She studied her already bitten into scone and wondered if maybe she should go ahead and take a golden raisin one and eat half of each.  "Why is it such a big deal that the birds are missing?"

      "Because," Becka continued hesitating for effect. “It's another random theft in the string of things taken around town.  First the Smith's mailbox, then Julie Milton's rocking chair, Amelia's mother said a cat statue was snatched from their back deck and now this. The mayor is having a town hall meeting tomorrow night."

      "Goodness," Abbie replied absently biting into the golden raisin scone. "I hope they figure out who's doing it.  It's a shame when you can't leave things on your own porch. Who the hell has a cat statue anyway?"

      "Coy is so annoying; she's smudging the glass," Becka said and went to the front door and flipped the sign to open when the woman cupped her hands and peered in.  "Hi Coy, you're up and about early."

      The woman walked past Becka barely sparing her a glance and rushed to the counter her hands on the counter.  Her sparkling bright pink inch long nails extended like talons.  Coy took a long breath.  "Oh my God. I want to eat the entire shop."

      "That would not surprise me. You're always eating." Becka said.  The two had a good-natured banter going, constantly chiding each other over their lack of ability sticking to a diet.

      Coy adjusted her headband and looked Becka up and down.  "Hmm, looks like you've been your own taste-tester lately."

      Both burst into giggles and Abbie shook her head.  "Coy have you heard about the random thefts?  What do you think?"

      "I think there's a mad man living amongst us.  And he needs to be stopped before he moves on to women's underwear.  I am keeping my panties inside from now on."

      There was silence as Abbie and Becka exchanged looks, neither daring to ask where Coy normally kept her panties.  Abbie cleared her throat.  "I have to agree, there seems to be a crazy person living here in Whisper."

      "Or persons," Becka said in a conspiracy tone.  "Maybe the thief has a partner, someone who is his or her lookout."

      The bell over the door jingled and the three women inhaled as the newest member of the community, Logan Porter, walked in.  He looked to each of them and then turned to look behind him.  "Err...good morning ladies."

      "Good morning," they chorused and smiled at the handsome man.  He'd just moved to Whisper several months earlier and took over the retiring doctor's practice as the new veterinarian.

      "I'd like a cup of coffee and a couple of those scones." He moved to the counter obviously trying to avoid Coy who turned in a full circle, her eyes locked on him.

      Abbie was glad he was distracted as she wiped crumbs from her mouth and bit her lips in hopes they'd get some color.  "Good morning Doctor Porter, what can I get you?"

      At Becka's loud throat clearing, she realized he'd already ordered.  "Err...right, I'll get that coffee." She whirled and stared at the empty coffee pot.  Too busy eating, she'd not started it.  Abbie turned back to the vet, who held a bag with the scones.  "Have you tried hot chai?"

      He frowned, the lowered eyebrows did not distract from his astonishing good looks one bit.  “No, can't say I have."

      "Well I tell you what.  Since the coffee won't be ready for a few minutes. How about a cup of chai on the house and I'll bring you fresh coffee as soon as it's made?"

      He shrugged and smiled at her.  She felt her eyes round as she swallowed.  The man's smile was lethal to women.  "I'll take the chai, no need for coffee.  I'll make at pot at the clinic."

      "Good Lord!” Coy exclaimed, leaning her elbow on the counter while she stared at the vet. "You sure you only treat animals?"

      The vet nodded. "Yes ma'am.  Do you have a pet?"

      "No, but I'm getting one now.  Maybe a hamster or a rabbit, they're quiet." Coy tapped her long nails on the counter.  "I don't have time for dogs and cats.  They are too noisy."

      "Well I'll certainly take care of your new pet once you get one. Just bring it by." He took the chai from Abbie and strolled out.

      "You two need to roll your tongues back in." Becka huffed and went to the door, blocking their view of the doctor's backside.  "There's ol' Mrs. Grundy," she exclaimed.  "Must be shopping for a new broom to fly around on."

      Across the street, Mrs. Grundy shuffled down the sidewalk, wearing what looked to be a velvet orange jogging suit.

      "Looks like she broke out of old lady jail," Abbie said watching the stooped woman stop and look into the thrift store window.  "I want to hope she doesn't come here, but it's almost like a horrible morbid curiosity challenge. To see how mean she can be today."

      "Mean old lady never fails to top herself," Becka agreed.

      Coy squeezed between them.  "I'm not that curious.  I better get to work." She clopped down the sidewalk, heading to her consignment store two doors down.
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      It was an hour before closing, but already Abbie's back was tight from standing.  It had been busier than normal.  Probably all the Whisper residents out to swap the latest news on the random thefts and gossip about why the mayor sported a black eye.  In Abbie's opinion, there was a better chance of catching the thief than finding out what happened to Clark Carter.

      The mayor's wife was out of town, which lead to the suspicion he'd gone drinking out of town and gotten into a bar brawl.  When asked he'd explained it had occurred while playing basketball with his brother over the weekend.  But no one wanted to believe that boring tale.

      Leaving Becka to handle the one customer who'd just arrived, she lugged a bag of trash out the back door.  She lifted on tiptoes to open the dumpster when she caught sight of Mayor Carter shoving several large bags into the trunk of his car.  The Mayor stopped and looked around, almost as if he didn't want to be seen.  When he turned in her direction, Abbie ducked down behind the dumpster.

      Slowly she lifted back up to peek.  The mayor backed his car out of the space and drove away, his tires spinning out in his haste.

      "Becka, I just saw Mayor Carter shoving bags of stuff into the trunk of his car in the alleyway.  He was acting all twitchy."

      Her friend wiped the counter and motioned for her to come nearer.  "Did he see you?" She whispered so the customer who sat sipping tea by the window wouldn't hear her.

      "No, I ducked when he turned in my direction.  Don't you think it's strange?" Abbie felt her eyes widen.  "Do you think he's the random thief?"

      Becka shook her head.  "No, he's to classy for that.  I bet he was dumpster diving."

      "How can he be to classy to steal, but not to dumpster dive?" Abbie let out a huff.  "Maybe he was moving things from his back seat so he could see better out the back window."

      "Maybe," Becka sounded reluctant in her agreement.  "But why in the alleyway?  What was he doing back there?"  She covered her mouth with both hands and dragged her into the small kitchen.  "Oh no...what if he killed someone and it was a body?"

      Abbie gasped, her mouth falling open.  "They were black bags.  Isn't that what murderers use?"

      "Maybe he did see you and you thwarted his plans to dump the body."

      There was only one way to find out, she would have to snoop on the mayor and see what he was up to.  One could not just go around saying the guy was a murderer.  His family was old money and besides that fact, Abbie had dated him in high school.

      "I don't want to think he's a killer.  He was my first...you know."

      Her friend shrugged. "Maybe you were attracted to him because he's a bad boy. A dangerous man."

      "Clark was in the chess club.  For goodness sakes, the man doesn't have a dangerous bone in his body.  Well except for one maybe," she giggled and hiccupped.  "Damn it, I hate this.  Every time I get nervous, I get the darn hiccups."

      "Is anyone back there?  This is horrible customer service." Mrs. Grundy called from the counter.  "I can't believe you two stay in business," she snapped when they emerged from the back.  Her narrowed eyes went from one to the other.

      "Good afternoon Mrs. Grundy," Becka said with a sweet smile.  "What can I get you?"

      The old lady sniffed and looked down her nose at the scones in the display case.  "How old are they?"

      "Less than half an hour, Becka just baked them," Abbie told her moving to where the cups were held since the woman always ordered chamomile tea.

      "I'll take one.  It better be fresh or I'm not paying for it." She shuffled to a table.  It was then Abbie noticed a little dog.  It looked like a cross between a terrier and some sort of rat.  It sat on the floor and looked up at her.

      "Mrs. Grundy is that your dog?  You can't bring pets in here."

      The old woman studied the pitiful creature.  "That ugly thing?  Of course not.  Put it out of it's misery and throw it in the dumpster."

      The little dog yapped, each bark making its tiny body bounce off the floor.  Then is trotted over to where Mrs. Grundy sat, lifted its leg and peed on her pant leg.

      Abbie's eyes flew wide and she bit her lip to keep from alerting the old woman who was too focused out the window to notice.

      Before she could help it, she rushed to where the little dog stood and swooped it up.  The dog yelped in surprise and snapped at her.

      "Be quiet if you want to live," Abbie told it toting the dog across the room to her cramped office and placed him in the empty box she'd carried earlier with her supplies.

      She went to the cleaning closet and got an old towel and pinched a piece of left over scone. Surprisingly the little dog remained in the box so she smoothed the town on the bottom and held out the treat.  The dog ate the offering in two bites, yawned and settled into the towel.

      From the table Mrs. Grundy shook her head.  "I've half a mind to report you for having that mongrel on the premises.  That's Cissie Bloom's dog.  That girl is too busy being a slut to watch after her animal."

      The older woman drank her tea in silence seeming overly interested in something happening outside to the center of  town where Whisper Park was.

      Calling it a park was a bit of an overstatement, but the town referred to the small patch of grass that ran down the center of town, with a gazebo and smattering of benches, as Whisper Park since before Abbie was born.

      They prepared to close shop, Becka split the remaining six scones.  Three she'd take home and the other three she gave to Abbie, who would drop them off either at the sheriff's office or the fire station.  Since there were only three, she'd drop them off at the sheriff's since they only had one deputy on duty and another on call.

      Mrs. Grundy finally stood and dropped a five-dollar bill on the table.  "You should put more butter in the batter," she said and left.

      

      "What are you doing with the dog?" Becka asked looking into the box at the slumbering terrier.  "He sure is happy in that box.  Kinda strange."

      "Taking him to Cissie's.  It's on my way."

      Becka frowned.  "You don't live that way."

      "I know.  I want to drive past Clark's and see what he's up to."

      "I should go with you," Becka said grabbing her purse and keys.  "We should find his car and check it out.  Maybe the dog can help.  Do you think he'll know what a dead body smells like?"

      Abbie lifted the box and the little dog looked at her from between the long hair strips that fell over its ugly face.  "Maybe. Let's go.  I'll bring you back by to get your car."

      "Nah, I'll leave it.  I'll get my honey bunch to drop me off in the morning."

      

      Abbie motored past city hall and the library, the mayor wasn't at either place.  She slowed down when passing his house and once again no sign of the mayor.  Giving up on the obvious places, they drove down Lexington Avenue, which lead out of the center of town.  From there it was three miles down to Tall Pines Lane where Cissie Bloom, a real estate agent, lived.

      When they passed the Dooly house, a historical home of an old president or some other office once lived  they spotted the mayor's car parked in front of it.  Abbie pulled over just past it and looked to Becka.  "Let's take the dog over and walk past his car.  Like we're out for a walk."

      They climbed out of the car.  When Abbie reached for the dog it growled.  "Shit I think it's going to bite me."

      "Bring it in the box then."

      They strolled slowly, pretending to hold a conversation while eyeing the car.  The closer they got to the car the more nervous Becka got.  Her eyes widened and she wrung her hands.  "Oh God what if we see blood drippin'" Her southern accent became more pronounced.  "I swear, I'll pass clean out."

      "Hush, Becka.  Let's just get close enough so the dog can sniff."  Once they were even with the trunk of the car she lowered the box moving it closer to the vehicle.  The dog stared at her and growled. "Do you smell something boy?"  The dog gave her a bored look and settled back into the box.

      "I don't think he smells anything," Becka her face shiny with sweat.  "Let's go.  I don't see any blood dripping either."

      Abbie leaned over and sniffed.  Beep!  A car horn sounded and both she and Becka let out a scream.  The ugly dog yelped and tried to bury itself under the towel.

      Cory waved happily.  "Sorry I didn't mean to scare y'all. "  She laughed and kept going.

      "Let's go," Abbie grumbled.  "Once we get Fugly here home.  I am going to Clucky's and stuffing my face.

      "I'll call Gary and tell him I'll bring dinner home.  I can't pass up Clucky's fried chicken after a fright like that. They continued down Lexington Avenue and hooked a left onto Tall Pines.

      Cissie's house was an oversized two-story house with four columns on the front.  Abbie pulled over in front of the house and put it in park.  "I'll be right back.  I sure hope this is her dog."

      She made her way up the walkway.  The little dog now with it's a paw over the side of the box looking expectantly to the front door.  Before she could knock, Cissie Bloom rushed out and slammed the door behind her.  "Beauregard!" She reached for the ugly dog that growled and snarled.  "Where did you find him?"

      "He walked into my shop.  I think  he followed Mrs. Grundy in."

      Cissie held the dog up ignoring its growls.  "He hates going to the groomers.  Ran off when I got out of the car in front of Roz's shop. Thank you Abbie." She turned on her heel and hurried back inside once again slamming the door shut.

      "That was strange," Abbie told Becka once she got back behind the wheel.  "She's usually anxious to show off her house."

      Becka stretched her neck and looked at the house.  "Maybe she's got something in there she doesn't want anyone to see."

      "What are you saying?" Abbie asked narrowing her eyes toward Cissie's home.

      "What if she's the random thief?"

      Abbie put the car in gear and made a U-turn.  "She doesn't need anything.  Got plenty of money when her eighty-year old husband died."

      "I think he was only seventy," Becka said with a pensive expression.  "Think about it.  She won't arouse suspicions going to houses any time of day.  People know she's a realtor.  If caught, she can say she's scouting the property out for a client."

      "You've got a point," Abbie agreed, her mouth watering at the sight of the red and yellow Big Chick sign. "Let's call it a day.  Tomorrow we can regroup and maybe come up with an excuse to go back to Cissie's."

      Becka looked down the street to where the mayor's car was parked. "I sure hope there's not a dead body in the mayor's car.  Sure would be a shame for the man to end up in jail."

      Abbie nodded.  "I don't think there is, it would be horrible.  Let's not think about it. I'm ready to eat and a romance novel is calling my name.  Bed and book for me tonight."
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      "Pull over!" Abbie hollered at Becka the next day.  It was late morning.  They'd come up with an idea to go back to Cissie's house, after convincing Coy to mind the Teashop for half an hour.

      No time to waste they'd jumped into Becka's GMC truck and headed to the real estate agent's car.  "Look!" She pointed at a driveway across the street.

      Logan Porter dragged a huge box from his car to the front door.  He straightened, wiped his brow and looked to both side before bending to pull the box again.  They slouched down in their seats and waited until he finally managed to get the box inside.

      "He's all sweaty now," Becka said with a wide grin.  "Maybe you should go over there, knock and accidentally fall on top of him."

      "He does look good glistening like that," Abbie said and then shook her head.  "That's not why we're watching.  We didn't sit here to see his muscles flex or his face glisten with sweat."

      Becka scowled.  "Really?  Cause that's what I was doing."

      "Think about it." Abbie motioned to her temple.  "What's in the box?  Why is he dragging a box into his house this time of day when he should be at his clinic?"

      "Oh yeah," Becka said and slid another look to the vet's house.  "No one would suspect a hunky new veterinarian of being the random thief.  People would assume he creeps around yards because he's looking for strays."

      "Exactly!" Abbie exclaimed and yanked the door open.  "Come on, let's get a look.  Maybe we can find out what's in the box."

      Becka got out of the truck, rounded it and stopped.  "I'm dressed too brightly. He'll spot me a mile away."  Today she wore a fuchsia dress, lime green scarf and striped tights.  "I'll hide and you peek in."

      "Okay," Abbie agreed silently praying Logan felt a sudden desire to take off his shirt.

      They skulked across the street and flattened against the side of the house.  The porch was high, which meant so were the windows.  They slid closer only to see the window bottom was too high for them to peer in.

      "Dang nab it," Becka said and jumped in an effort to look inside.  "It's too darn high."

      Spotting a cinder block, Abbie grabbed it and dragged it closer.  "I'm going to balance on this and peek in. If I whistle, it means we're running and making a clean getaway cause we've been made."

      "Maybe we should just make up something.  Like that we're judging for the yard of the month.

      Abbie let out a huff.  "Okay that works.  But I don't plan on getting caught." She set the cinder block up on its short side and stepped up on it.  She wobbled until she held her arms out to get balance.

      "Be still, I'll hold your legs," Becka whispered and put her hands on both sides of Abbie's thighs.  "Move slowly so he won't see  you."

      Abbie moved sideways and peered through the blinds.  Logan sat on the floor cross-legged.  Unfortunately, he still wore a shirt.  He'd made short stacks of plates and cups on the floor and pulled another plate out.  After inspecting it, he put it on top of a pile.   Once again he returned to the box and this time he pulled out a wad of yellowed newspapers.  Something must have crawled over his hand because he threw the paper down and scooted away from the box, his eyes darting all over the floor.  Abbie couldn't help giggling at the hot guy being scared of a little bug.

      She covered her mouth to muffle her laughter.

      "What's so funny?" Becka asked.

      "A bug scared him," Abbie told her.  "He's digging out dishes...and...oh - oh."

      Abbie tried to whistle, but all that came out was air.  Logan came toward the window and she tried to scramble off the brick, but Becka held her legs tight.

      When Logan lifted the window Abbie went into a full panic mode and pushed at Becka. "Let me go.  We've been caught." Her elbow hit Becka on the side of the head.

      "Ouch!" Becka cried and hit Abbie's leg, then realizing her mistake, she tried to catch her as she tumbled to the ground. Both fell in a heap under Logan's window.

      The man watched, his eyes wide.  "Don't move, I'll be right out.  I have a first aid kit."

      "Get off me," Abbie hissed pushing Becka off.  She jumped to her feet and began hurriedly dusting her clothes off and ran her fingers through her hair.

      Becka was slower, she took a moment to glare at the ground. "What the hell?  I think I sprained my ass."

      "I don't think you can sprain your butt.  Get up, here he comes.  You do the talking."

      They stood next to each other.  Becka pulled a small notebook and pen from somewhere in her multicolored outfit and looked to Logan with expectation.

      He looked at them, then at the cinder block which lay on its side now.

      "Sorry about that," Abbie said.  "We're on the judging committee for yard of the month."

      There was silence as they waited for him to say something.  When he remained quiet Becka held up her notepad.  "We didn't know you were home and heard noise, so thought we'd check and make sure someone didn't break in."

      "My car is in the driveway," he pointed to his blue Dodge Charger.

      "Oh is that what you drive?" Abbie attempted to flutter her lashes.  "I thought you drove a white van."

      Logan frowned.  "Why would this yard be a contender.  It's barely got any grass."

      "A contender for what?" Becka asked and Abbie elbowed her.  "Oh right.  There's a competition for most improved.  So next year, you might win that."

      They moved backwards toward the street.  Abbie gave him a bright smile.  "See you soon.  Stop by for a cup of coffee, it'll be free since we startled you."

      He remained in the driveway scratching his head as they drove off.  Abbie let out a breath.  "I don't think he believed us."

      "Oh he didn't, but he likes you so it's okay."

      "You think so?" Abbie's chest felt lighter.  "He is cute isn't he?"

      Becka nodded and looked at the clock.  "We better head back.  You can drive by Cissie's on your way home. After the town hall meeting."

      That evening by five, people were squeezed in the small auditorium at Whisper Library.  The random thefts made for a full house.  Abbie sat next to Coy who'd saved a seat for her.

      Coy craned her neck to see who else walked in.  "Haven't seen this many people since someone painted a pecker on the water tower."

      "It was supposed to be a canon," Abbie said motioning for Becka and Gary to join them.

      Becka leaned over and whispered into her ear.  "Just had a quickie.  I'm ready to go criminal hunting.  All rev'ed up."

      "Eew.  Do you have to share every time?" Abbie snuck a look to Gary who had a goofy grin on his face.  "Why do you two always have sex now?"

      "Doctor said I have to exercise and lose weight.  Sex burns more calories in five minutes than running will do in half an hour."

      Abbie shrugged.  "Oh yeah, that makes sense."

      The mayor tapped on the microphone, leaned forward and the PA system screeched.  Everyone began to talk at once about the sound.  The mayor tapped again, everyone quieted and the PA system screeched again.  After repeating it twice more, someone finally did something and the screeching stopped.

      Clark Carter cleared his throat and the room quieted. Except for two women who knitted in the back and continued talking oblivious to being overheard.  "Honey I would just use vinegar and rinse it out.  Let him complain about the smell all his wants.  I bet he'd rather not have clogged pipes."

      Someone laughed and Clark gave a droll look.  "Good evening.  By the large number of citizens here, it's obvious the recent rash of thefts alarms everyone.  I wish to assure you that the Whisper County deputies are working diligently to find whoever is responsible for this.  Once we do, I will personally push for swift and harsh punishment."

      The room went silent.

      The cicadas outside seemed to get louder and Becka snorted when she tried not to laugh.

      Clark continued. "With that said.  Deputy Kiser would like to give you some pointers to avoid being targets." He looked to Jimmy Kiser who straightened and moved to stand in front of the microphone.

      While Jimmy Kiser talked about locking windows and bringing expensive items like lawn chairs inside, Abbie searched to room for Cissie.  She stood to the side, near a doorway, her arms crossed, on her face a look like that of a cat that just finished off a full bowl of cream.  She nudged Becka.  "Take a look at Cissie, tell me she doesn't look guilty."

      "Uh-huh," Becka agreed watching the woman.

      Just then old lady Mrs. Grundy whacked her cane on the mayor's podium.  "You can't catch this thief.  Too crafty.  Too smart for the one and a half deputies we got in this sorry town."  She got to her feet, wobbled a bit until someone reached steadied her.  She glared at the good Samaritan and whirled to face the mayor and deputy.  "I tell you what is needed.  A new city council." For effect she lifted her right hand like a magician.  "Since I was voted from head chairman of the festival committee, not only will the Whisper Festival Day go to hell in a hand basket, but a crafty thief is stealing us blind!"

      Once again the sound of the cicadas seemed to crescendo as everyone looked around in obvious discomfort.  The mayor tapped the microphone again.

      "Thank you Mrs. Grundy.  Anyone else?" He looked visibly relieved when Coy raised her hand.

      "I think we should do a neighborhood watch, except on a larger scale.  Set up patrols.  We can split it up, and walk around with tazers.  You know like those people on the Walking Dead.  We take turns sleeping and patrolling.  Close all the businesses and we all move into City Hall.  We can board up the windows and grow our own food."

      Even the cicadas went silent.

      The meeting finally ended after the mayor reassured everyone again and everyone pushed their way out into the cool evening. "I think that went well don't y'all?" Coy said as they walked to their respective cars.
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      "Are you coming with me?" Abbie asked Becka the next afternoon.  "We can run over to Cissie's before the afternoon crowd gets here.  I'll just buzz Coy to watch the place for us." She scooped up jasmine tea and poured it into a canister that already held Earl Grey and hibiscus.  She sniffed the mixture and scooped some into a mess bag then dropped it into a cup of steaming water.  "I'm going to call this Floral Grey."

      Just then the bell over the door rang and Deputy Jimmy Kiser walked in.  "Good morning ladies." The handsome guy puffed his chest like a rooster and hooked both thumbs into his belt.  "Looks like a slow morning."

      "Hey Jimmy," Becka said already pouring a cup of coffee in a to-go cup for him.  "Any news on the random theft case?"

      The deputy accepted the coffee and eyed the scones.  Today Becka had made chocolate chip and orange ginger flavors.  "I'd like one of the chocolate chip ones please." He slid a glance at Abbie.  "When you gonna go out with me?"

      "When you get a divorce," Abbie replied and blew at the hot tea.  "For all I know you and Amy Lynn are getting back together."

      He let out a breath and gave her a saucy grin.  "I am divorced. She moved to Kentucky.  You scared or something? 'Sides we were good together."

      "That was high school Jimmy," Abbie retorted.  "We're both almost forty now.  Many things have changed."  She eyed his flat stomach and wide chest and cursed inwardly.  Both she and Jimmy had gotten bigger.  He was muscular, a hunky buff type now and she'd gone from a size four to a fourteen.  Although she considered herself attractive, her curves felt a bit too curvy at times.

      Oblivious to her ogling, Jimmy bit into the scone and slurped coffee.  "The thief struck again."

      "No!" Becka and Abbie chorused.  "What was taken this time?" Becka asked.

      "The Harper's hummingbird feeders.  When I went over, the darn birds were flapping and flying in circles all over the place.  Mrs. Harper put out some bowls with sugar water or whatever she feeds them, but they were some mad little critters."

      "That's wrong," Becka said and looked at Abbie.  "I'll go on the errand with you.  We need to find out..."

      Abbie nudged her and attempted a subtle eye slide toward the deputy.  "Yes we need to go see about getting some spearmint from the Piggly Wiggly.  I can't believe we're out of spearmint."

      Fortunately Jimmy was settling into a table by the window where he could look outside, so he missed Becka's near slip-up.

      "Jimmy?" Abbie said sweetly as she walked towards the door with her purse and keys.  "Can you hang out here for a bit?  If someone comes in and wants something call Coy, she can help them."

      "Or tell them we'll be back in thirty minutes.  This won't take but a second."

      "We're going to Piggly Wiggly." Becka added.

      He shrugged and leaned back.  "Sure, but if I get a call, I've gotta go."

      They didn't wait for him to change his mind and scuttled out.  "Hey!" Jimmy called before the door closed.  "Why do both of you have to go?"

      They pretended not to hear him and rushed to Abbie's '84 pale blue VW Rabbit.

      Becka settled in and yanked at the seatbelt.  "I can't believe you drive this old bucket on wheels.  Most people upgrade after college."

      "Hey I have sentimental ties to this car.  My parents saved it for me.  It's fixed up and it drives like a dream."  She started the engine and put it in first gear.  The car stalled.  "That was totally my fault."

      Becka laughed.  "Maybe you keep it cause it reminds you of your slutty years.  How many guys did you park with in the Rabbit?"

      "Hmm," Abbie replied biting her lip.  "Just four.  I was not super slutty, just a little slutty.  Besides Clark and Jimmy, I only dated Ernie and Joe."

      "Jimmy and Ernie were hot.  Jimmy still is.  Joe got fat and Clark is still a geek."

      "True," Abbie agreed.  "Joe is the only one that got pudgy like me."

      "You're not pudgy.  Both of us are curvy now."

      "I like that." Abbie was glad she and Becka both were comfortable in their bodies.

      It took less than ten minutes to reach Cissie's house.  "This time one of us stays by the car.  If Cissie is home, we'll keep going," Abbie said feeling better they had a plan.

      "Looks like we're in luck.  No Cissie."  Becka leaned forward and studied the house.  "I don't see Fugly in the window either.  Maybe she took him with her."

      Abbie drove a bit past the house and parked.  "Okay stand by the car.  Act like you're judging the yard.  I'll go around the back and check if I can see anything through the window."  She jogged up the driveway and around to the back.  There was a wooden gate, which was not locked.  After a bit of a hesitation, Abbie pushed it open and slipped inside.

      The back of Cissie's house was impressive.  There was a large paved covered sitting area with nice white wicker furniture.  From the looks of it, she gardened, or had someone do it for her.  The landscaping was gorgeous.  Much better than her hodge-podge, wild growing one.  She hurried through the back yard up to the back of the house and thankfully there were not curtains on the windows.

      Abbie peered in and automatically hated Cissie.  The interior looked like a combination of Southern Living and Martha Stewart.  Not one thing out of place, not one speck of dust.

      On the counter was a bouquet of roses and a card.  Unfortunately it was too far for her to make out the handwriting.  No parakeets, no mailbox and definitely not one hummingbird feeder.  Just then she spotted something that looked out of place.  Along the far wall were two large boxes.  Both were taped up and on the side of one it "Clark" was written in bold print, on the other "Mine Now" with a heart.  Abbie eyes rounded.  It was possible all the stolen goods, except for the rocker fit in the boxes.  Hopefully the parakeets were not suffocating in one.

      Grrrr.

      Abbie yelped.  Fugly had a firm hold of the hem of her jeans and upon her yanking her foot back, he bit down harder and shook his head.  She bent over and petted it's head.  "Shoo!"

      The little dog growled again.  Finally it let go of her pants leg and dashed away through the back yard and out the open gate towards Becka who stood next to her car.  Abbie ran after the dog.  "Get the dog!"

      Yap. Yap.  The dog was obviously enjoying its new found freedom.  It ran in a circle barking and wagging its tail. Becka lunged for it, missing by mere inches when the dog cut left and ran across the street.

      "Damn it!" Abbie said as she ran past Becka.  "The little shit is fast."

      They gave up the chase when the dog seemed to disappear into thin air.  Becka held her side and bent forward.  "I am so out of shape." She groaned and lifted an arm over her head to stretch out the cramping.  "I need a milkshake."

      "Good idea," Abbie agreed and pulled her by the arm back to the car.  "We can drive through Dairy Queen on our way back to the shop.  I think Cissie might be the random thief."

      Once in the car she drove slowly looking for the dog.  "I feel bad, what if he gets hit by a car?"

      When they arrived back at Sweet Magnolia, Jimmy and Mrs. Grundy stood outside.  Becka and Abbie let out a collective groan.

      "Well there you are.  What kind of businesswomen are you that you abandon your business.  The shop was empty when I walked in.  Anyone could have robbed you blind."

      Abbie looked to Jimmy who pretended a sudden interest in his cell phone.  "Deputy Kiser was here.  I don't think anyone would have robbed me with him here Mrs. Grundy."

      "He was standing outside.  I could have run out the back with anything I wanted." The old woman stomped away.  "I don't want any tea now.  You've lost a sale."

      Becka went inside shaking her head while Abbie remained outside wondering how to approach Jimmy about her suspicions.  "So Jimmy, I know you're not going to discuss an ongoing investigation with me.  But I am very concerned about the thefts.  I noticed a few strange things."

      "Such as?" His gaze shifted from his cell to her.

      "I saw some strange boxes at Cissie's the other day when I took her dog back."

      Jimmy laughed.  "You don't seriously think Cissie Bloom would take things do you?  The woman is loaded."

      "Theft is not about the stuff.  Sometimes it's the thrill of not getting caught."

      He pressed his lips together.  "Wanna go out for a drink tomorrow night?"

      "Sure," Abbie said then realized what he'd asked.  "Uh."

      "See ya at six.  I'll pick you up."  He walked to his patrol car and got in while she stood looking after him, her mouth open.

      "Damn it," she exclaimed as she went into the teashop.

      Becka held up a cup.  "He didn't believe you huh? Want some tea?"

      "No he didn't.  Also he caught me off guard.  Asked me out and I said yes."

      Her girlfriend's laughter made her giggle.  "Oh my goodness.  You're going to end up naked with Jimmy."

      "I am not!" Abbie exclaimed and wondered if she was.  It had been a while after all.

      Several customers entered.  A couple of women lugging shopping bags sat and perused the menu on the wall while three teenagers approached the counter and in bored tones ordered a scone to split.

      By three in the afternoon, the teashop was full, almost every seat taken inside and even the two tables outside had customers.  Abbie walked through the doorway to place a cup of herbal tea in front of a woman when she spotted the hunky vet heading toward her.

      "Hello Doctor Porter," she said, allowing him to open the door for her.

      "Call me Logan," he said and settled into the last stool at the counter and ordered coffee and a scone. After donning glasses, he spread paperwork in front of him and began reading.

      "He's like Clark Kent," Becka hissed.  "Look how cute he looks with glasses."

      Abbie slid a glance towards Logan and had to agree.  The man was hot.  "Hush, he'll hear you."

      "How old are the scones?" Mrs. Grundy waddled in bumping into the back of chairs with her walker.  "I don't smell freshly baked goods."

      "You must have a sinus condition Mrs. Grundy," Becka said with a wide smile.  "I'm about to pull pumpkin scones out of the oven."

      The woman went to the table that was just vacated and plopped down.  "Damn walker.  I should have brought a cane.  Abbie bring me some tea.  That lavender mix you made.  It seems to help my nerves."  She pulled an oversized bag off the walker and shoved it under the table.  "Don't try to sneak any fake sweetener in it either."

      "Got a minute?" Logan said when Abbie returned from Mrs. Grundy's table.

      "Sure," Abbie said eyeing the door when two more people walked in.  Looked like they'd be open later than usual. "What's going on?"

      Logan handed her a slip of paper.  "Can you come with me to the mayor's reception on Saturday evening?  I really need a date."

      "Uh.  Okay?" She looked at the paper.  A phone number was scribbled in messy handwriting.  "Wait, what?"

      "I can pick you up at five-thirty.  Dinner is at six.  Call me if you need anything."  He got up and grabbed his to-go cup.  "Gotta go, see you." He kissed her cheek and strolled out whistling.

      "Seriously?" Abbie said as the door jingled and two more people walked in.  "What do you put in those scones? All of a sudden the men are acting as if they can't wonky," she asked Becka who grinned and batted her lashes.

      "Lots of love.  I'm that good."

      "I think my dry spell is over," Abbie whispered as she walked past to brew some tea for a customer.  "I've got another date."
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      On her way home after an exhausting and confusing day, Abbie drove around in case she spotted the terrier.  She cut across town to Tall Pines Drive and turned left.  There were no dogs, but she saw Cissie standing on the corner.  In her bright pink skirt suit and black sunglasses the blonde looked more like an advertisement for a fashion magazine than a Whisper resident.  "Hey Cissie," Abbie called out and pulled across the road to stop by where Cissie stood with papers and a staple gun.  "What are you doing?"

      The blonde blew her bangs out of her eyes  "I think my dog was stolen.  Either that or the little shit ran off on it's own again.  The back gate was open so anything could have happened. Stupid lawn service was here, they may have left it open.  Who knows."  She lifted the papers in her left hand.  "Can you put a couple up in your shop?"

      Abbie hoped her guilt wasn't obvious.  "I'm so sorry.  I'm sure he'll come around."

      "I've decided to put him up for adoption.  I don't need the stress with everything else that I have going on right now."

      Abbie pounced on Cissie's admission.  "Goodness what is going on with you?"

      By her eyes widening for just a second, Cissie realized her slip up.  "Oh nothing major.  Just house stuff.  You know real estate is a doggie dog world."

      "Right.  So nothing else bothering you then?  Like I mean sometimes people do crazy things when stressed out. You know?"

      "Nope.  Just work." Cissie looked across the street toward her house.  "Oh look there's my neighbor.  I better go ask her is she saw anyone sneaking around my house."  Her heels clacking on the pavement, she dashed away.

      Abbie's heart pounded.  What if someone had seen her?  How would she explain her skulking about Cissie's house to the woman? And why was Cissie acting so strange?

      After driving down a couple more streets, she gave up and went home.  At her front door, she picked up a package.  The package was from an Esty vendor, her latest shopping addiction.  Unlike most days when she couldn't wait to tear into the package, she put it on the kitchen counter.

      The day couldn't have been stranger, the guilt over losing Cissie's dog battled against the giddiness of being asked out by two good-looking men.  It was too much for a girl to bear at once.

      She shuffled through the living room to her bedroom.  If she had two dates, it was best to figure out outfits and make a nail and pedicure appointment.  A woman had to have her priorities after all.

      Tomorrow she'd worry about what to do about Cissie's ugly little dog.

      

      Morning came to early.  Abbie took one last look in the mirror.  It was a good hair day, without much more than a couple passes of the flat iron, it looked smooth and in place.

      She picked up her planner and notebook and shoved them into her flowery canvas tote.  If her hair was any indication, the day would go well.  She'd call Cissie and ask about Fugly and then she'd attend the Whisper festival meeting and find out the random thief had been arrested.

      She stepped outside and her heel clunked onto the bare wood flooring.  "What the hell?"  The floor was exposed; her new welcome mat was gone.  She'd ordered it online all the way from California, personalized with her initials in curvy lettering font that took hours to finally decide on.  Not only that, but the darn thing had cost a hundred dollars.

      Abbie spun and looked at her front door.  Her new beautiful wreath was also gone.  She'd been lucky to get her order in on time for the Whisper festival.  In bright rainbow pastels with a large wooden "W" hanging in the middle, it was beautiful.  "Oh no." She looked up and down the street.  The house across the way had a mat and wreath, so did her neighbor.

      The day was officially in the toilet.

      

      "I'm so glad you're here!" Abbie called out when Becka trudged in later that morning.

      "Good morning to you too." On Thursdays Becka came in later.  She and Gary hosted bible study on Wednesdays, and she often didn't get to bed until late.

      Abbie waited for Becka to come behind the counter. "I have the scones in the oven." "I've got the Whisper Festival committee meeting at ten. And you won't believe what happened to me this morning.  I am the latest victim of the Random Thief." Her face flushed with anger, Abbie blinked to keep from crying.  "He took my floor mat and Whisper Day wreath."

      "Oh no!  The mat you ordered from California?  The one I told you, you were crazy to spend too much money on?" Becka shook her head.  "And the wreath I told you Mrs. Grundy would hate you for buying because you got the last one?"

      Abbie glared at Becka.  "Focus on what is important here will ya?  I'm a victim of a crime.  I just lost over two hundred dollars worth of personal property."

      "I'm sorry." Becka seemed to look concerned, but Abbie wasn't sure.  "Call Jimmy, he needs to know right away."

      As if conjured buy magic, Jimmy walked past the window.  He hesitated at the door long enough that Abbie rushed around the counter to call him back in case he kept going.  He opened the door and came to an abrupt halt at her heading to him.  "Hey, you look like you're about to kick some serious butt."

      She grabbed his arm and yanked him inside.  "I've been robbed.  I need to file a report."

      To her chagrin, Jimmy looked longingly toward the counter before letting out a breath.  "I am not sure I can concentrate on what you say unless I get something to eat.  I'm starving."

      "Ugh," Abbie trudged to the counter and took the coffee and scone Becka proffered.  "Here, now sit down and take notes."

      His handsome face brightened and he took a bite of the scone.  "Wow, hadn't had this flavor Becka, it's great.  You've outdone yourself."

      "I made it," Abbie snapped and tapped her fingernail on his pad.  "Now listen."

      She went through the entire sequence of events, from picking up the package from the mat upon arriving the evening before.  Jimmy nodded and in between bites scribbled a word here and there.

      Jimmy finished the last of his coffee and glanced up with a grin when Becka headed over to refill it.  Abbie let out a breath.  "Will you two please stop acting like it's tea at Downton Abbey and at least pretend to be concerned for me?"

      "Did you really pay a hundred and fifteen dollars for a door mat?" Jimmy asked after stirring creamer into this coffee.  "That's crazy."

      "I know right?" Becka exclaimed and scurried away when Abbie gave her a death threat look.

      "Fourteen ninety-five of it was for shipping.  It was ninety-nine dollars, so technically I paid one hundred and thirteen ninety-five."

      Jimmy shook his head.  "That's a lot of money for a mat.  Almost asking for someone to take it."

      "I don't think there are that many people with the initials AAA, and besides only people that came to my doorstep could spot it." She crossed her arms.  "I have a right to put an expensive door mat out."

      Jimmy burst out laughing; I would go check the Alcoholics Anonymous place, maybe they got it set out.

      "Or the travel office, they have a triple a desk don't they," Becka added and both chuckled.

      "I'm going to the committee meeting and speaking to the major." She glared at Jimmy and pushed her index finger into his chest hating how hard it was.  "I am not going out with you and I'm complaining to the mayor about your lack of professionalism."

      "Oh shit, is it ten already?" Jimmy got up ignoring her threats.  "I'll walk with you."

      "No you won't." Abbie went to her office and grabbed her canvas tote.  "I am not speaking to you."

      Jimmy walked along side as she hurried the two blocks to the library.  It was easy to ignore him as she peeked between buildings and down side streets hoping to spot the ugly terrier.  Mrs. Grundy sat on a bench, her walker beside her.  When she spotted them she glared.  "Wasting your time at the committee meeting.  Everyone is a bunch of idiots."

      "Good morning Mrs. Grundy," Abbie said waving at the woman.  "Made a new scone recipe you may want to try."

      "The last one gave me gas," Mrs. Grundy replied already reaching for her walker.

      

      Abbie hated to admit it, but Mrs. Grundy was right, the meeting was a colossal waste of time.  It seemed everyone was on edge.  Instead of acting like a mayor and head of the committee, Clark kept clearing his throat and fidgeting in his chair.  He flushed red and loosened his tie.  "Does it feel hot to anyone else in here?" he asked and everyone shook their head.

      "Maybe you're getting sick," Julie Milton the librarian leaned over and touched his forehead.  "You do feel a bit warm."

      "I have something to bring up," Abbie interrupted before they began CPR on the man who was obviously either hung-over or just stupid.  "I'm the latest victim of the random thief." She waited allowing her words to sink in.  Jimmy cleared his throat and she elbowed him.

      "Ouch."

      Mrs. Polanski was the only one who seemed concerned.  "Oh dear.  What did they take?  Thankfully you don't have any pets, so you are spared from the pain the loss of it can cause. I haven't slept since Polly and Peter were taken.  Everyday, Mr. Polanski goes outside with a handful of their favorite crackers hoping that by some miracle they are back."  She continued on to tell them of the many feats Polly and Peter had done in their short five years of life, while everyone gave Abbie "now you did it" looks.

      Finally when Mrs. Polanski paused for breath Abbie jumped in.  "My welcome mat and door wreath are gone."

      Compared to the obviously monumental achievements of two parakeets, her loss now seemed inconsequential.  Abbie let out a sigh.  "Anyway, I hope he's stopped before more people loose things they treasure."

      "Yes of course. " Clark finally seemed to snap out of his hot flash to speak.  "It's all very troublesome." He looked to Jimmy.  "Any progress in the investigation?"

      "Nope." Jimmy eloquent as always replied and pulled out his pad. "I'll talk to Abbie's neighbors today."

      "Well if that's it.  I have a full day," Clark jumped to his feet and everyone else remained seating.  He looked at Cissie who had a soft smile on her lips.  "Did you find Beauregard?"

      Cissie pouted.  "Not yet.  But one of my neighbors said she saw Becka at my house.  I'm going to go see if she stopped by and saw him."

      Abbie's eyes rounded and she coughed when spit went down the wrong pipe.  Jimmy pounded her back until she shoved him away.  "Becka and I were driving by your house the other day.  But we didn't see Fug...Beauregard.  We are looking at potential yards to start a yard of the month competition."

      "What a grand idea!" Mrs. Polanski said, suddenly brightening.  "That will sure bring spirits up."

      Finally everyone walked out of the small conference room.  Jimmy stood in the hallway and Abbie went directly to him.  "Let me know what you find out from the neighbors.  Melanie Withers across the street is always looking out the window, I bet she saw something."

      "Maybe it's just a jealous neighbor.  You did get the last coveted Whisper Day wreath," Julie Milton's voice seemed to hold a bit of bitterness.

      Abbie narrowed her eyes at the usually meek woman.  "I'm sure that's not it."

      "I can't believe people were spending over a hundred dollars for a wreath," Clark interjected, his eyes widening when Abbie glared at him. "But they are nice." He finished weakly.

      "Anyway," Abbie said to no one in particular.  "I'll be on my way.  Glad to see everything is ready for the festival next weekend."

      "I'll pick you up tomorrow evening," Jimmy said.

      "No you won't.  I cancelled remember." She adjusted the strap to her canvas tote and strode outside pretending not to hear him say.  "You know you can't resist hot wings and beer at Grady's."

      Damn him, he was right.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Six

        

      

    
    
      Grady's was just as she remembered.  Dim, dingy and smelled like heaven.  She and Jimmy settled into a booth and were immediately the center of attention.  Eyes shifted to them and heads came together to whisper.  "Are they together?" or "Do you see who's with who?"

      Of course Jimmy was oblivious, he stared at the menu with glee and ordered for both of them when a server approached.  The young guy obviously recognized Jimmy and kept calling him sir, which made Abbie feel old.  Well older...

      "So..." she struggled with what to say to a man who she'd dated in High School and slept with on and off through college.  Somehow this date was different.  He more mature and she...well not feeling anywhere past twenty by the sweaty palms and lack of thought pattern.  "Did you find out anything from my neighbors."

      "Nope." Mr. Wordsmith took her hand and brought it up to his lips.  Her insides did funny things. His eyes met hers and Abbie felt hers widen.  "They pretty much all said the same thing.  The huge magnolia trees in your front yard block their view of your house."

      "They could see clear as day when they signed the petition for me to repaint my door," Abbie snapped and pulled her hand away before he kissed it again and she yanked him over the table.

      "It was a pretty wild shade of pink," he said grinning when the server placed two mugs of beer in front of them.

      "Flamingo pink is beautiful." Abbie sulked and drank the icy cold beverage.  "She had to admit after two swallows, she felt much better."

      They played darts and laughed when Abbie stepped on Jimmy's toes when they danced.  All in all, as far as dates when, she had to give it a high score.  The night went smoothly, both enjoying the easy rapport that came from knowing each other for years.

      When Jimmy followed her to the front door, she unlocked it and turned to look past him across the street.  Of course the woman who claimed to be blinded by the trees suddenly had a clear line of vision, her blinds shifted one way and then another.

      She'd send Jimmy away of course.  The last thing she needed was tongues wagging about her...again.  Jimmy looked at her and leaned down to kiss her.

      It was perfect, not too hard or too soft, his lips just right over hers.  She took a step back and the door gave way.  Without a choice, she grabbed Jimmy's shirt and both stumbled backwards into her house.

      It was fate it seemed this happened and who was she to go against the gods?  Besides she'd not seen Jimmy's body since he'd bulked up.

      They left a trail of clothes all the way to her bedroom door.  Once there, there was nothing left to take off.

      

      "Holy shit," Becka exclaimed over the rim of her cup.  She blew on it and took a hesitant sip.  "You slept with Jimmy?"

      Giddiness fought for dominance over nerves.  "Yep.  And now I have to figure out what to do about it."

      "You have a date with hunky vet tonight," Becka said with a smile.  "You go girl."

      "I don't have to tell Jimmy do I?"

      Becka shook her head.  "Nah, I think it was a one night stand.  I'm sure Jimmy is not going to tell you if he goes out with Fast Fay again."

      "I can't stand that woman," Abbie suppressed the urge to call Jimmy and find out if he was still going out with Fast Fay.  Unlike Abbie, Fast Fay earned her slut reputation after high school.  Her husband Ronald dumped her publicly during the Whisper St. Patrick's Day parade claimed he'd caught his "fast" wife with two men in one day.  The short balding accountant commandeered the Channel 12 News' microphone and announced that Fay had sex on the float with the guy who drove it.  Then said he'd followed her to a motel where she'd slept with Ahmed Thomas, the five hundred pound owner of Sultan Sands Motel.  After everyone exclaimed "Ew", Fast Fay climbed down from the float and slapped Roger, who dropped the microphone with a loud thump.

      To be fair, Fast Fay was cute as a button and she'd probably not slept with Ahmed.  But the driver of the float, a hunky trucker, now that was believable.

      "I think you should enjoy the single years, especially while you're still pretty.  After forty it all goes downhill. By the time you're fifty, you'll have to pay gigolos."

      "Nah, I'll be married by then and some poor sop will have to do his duty." Abbie hoped so anyway.  She didn't want to spend her old woman gambling tour money on a male prostitute.

      "Did you hear that?" Becka said looking to the back door.  "Scratching."  She held up her flour-smudged hands.  Better go see if the UPS guy can't knock cause his arms are full.

      Abbie headed to the door.  "What do you think he'd use to scratch? His toenails?"

      Fugly trotted in and went directly to sit behind Becka and looked expectantly up at the tray of scones.

      "Oh my! Get his ugly little ass out of here before they close us down!" Becka screeched.

      Abbie grabbed the dog and snatched at scone as she headed to the office.  "You don't have to scare it.  He could have run off again."  She patted the dog's head and he reached around her palm and bit into the scone. "I'll call Cissie, she'll be excited to hear he's alive."

      "I doubt it.  Thought she was putting him up for adoption.  He's going to be in the pound this afternoon.  Won't nobody adopt him." Becka stretched and peered through the doorway at the dog that sat contently on a rug and ate the scone.  "Maybe you should give him a better chance at life and put him back outside."

      The little dog was ugly, but he was cute in an ugly kind of way.  Abbie sighed closing the door behind her.  "I'm getting it some water and a towel to sleep on.  Then I'm calling Cissie to come get him." Of course no one would adopt the dog.  Cissie must have gotten him when he was a puppy and cuter.  But who knew, there was a kind-hearted person somewhere who'd love him.

      She left Cissie a message and then began to mix teas.  They had a special order for twenty-five small tins of tea for a bridal shower.  The aroma of Earl Grey and vanilla filled the space, both relaxing and energizing in different waves.

      The bell jingled and Clark walked in.  He gave her a strange look then looked around to see who else was at the tables.  "Abbie, Becka, I need to speak to you in private please."

      "Sure," Abbie replied as she and Becka exchanged questioning looks.  "We can talk here, it's pretty private."

      "Okay."  He looked at Becka and let out a long breath.  "Jimmy is going to have questions for you, but as your friend I wanted to warn you first."

      "What happened?"  Both she and Becka asked at once.

      He looked directly at Abbie.  "You were seen peeking in Logan Porter's windows.  You two were also seen skulking around Cissie's house before the dog disappeared.  Also, Mrs. Grundy said she saw you both driving past the Smith's the day their mailbox disappeared."

      Becka huffed.  "That's bullshit and you know it.  Everyone drives pasts the Smith's their house is on the main street into town."

      "She said it was before dawn."

      Abbie rolled her eyes.  "Mrs. Grundy can't see well enough to pass her driver's test."

      "I don't want to believe it." Clark moved closer to the counter and pointed at a chocolate chip scone.  "Can I get one of those."

      "How about the fact that my stuff got stolen too," Abbie said, holding out a hand to block Becka from giving him the scone.  "I told you why we went out looking at yards."

      "Yard of the month," Becka piped up and waved the scone.  "We are trying to do something nice for the community."

      Bark! Bark!  Of course Fugly decided it was the perfect time to bark.

      Clark looked to the office door.  "You have a dog in there?" The man was a genius.

      "Yes," Abbie replied.  "We found him starving in the alleyway behind the bakery and brought him in and fed it."

      Clark narrowed his eyes and Becka waved the scone in front of his face.  "Here you go."

      He ignored them and went to the office. They watched frozen in place as he opened the door and picked up Fugly.  In slow motion he turned to them.  "This is Cissie's dog.  He was taken from her house."

      "Really?" Abbie said

      "No way." Becka exclaimed.

      Clark backed toward the door holding a now struggling dog.  "I'm taking Beauregard to his rightful owner and then calling Jimmy.  Don't leave town."

      "Well that went strangely bad." Abbie rolled her eyes.  "Stupid dog."
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      They closed at four that afternoon and Jimmy had yet to show up.  Abbie stopped jumping every time the bell over the door jingled.  They groaned when the mayor's wife walked in.  Belinda Carter could talk paint off a wall, her visits were rarely short.  Tanned and svelte, she walked into the teashop and pulled her sunglasses up using them as a headband.  "Hello lovelies." She flashed them an artificially whitened smile.  "How have things been in boring little Whisper?"

      "Not as exciting as Aruba I'm sure," replied Abbie. "Scone?"

      "No thank you, I avoid carbs."

      Becka turned toward Abbie and muttered.  "She avoids food."

      Belinda moved to the window.  "Have you ladies seen Clark?  I got back early this morning and haven't seen hide or hair of the man." She didn't seem particularly upset, as she flipped through her cell phone.

      "Err...yes, he was heading to return a lost dog last time we saw him," Abbie told her.  "He's doing the usual mayor thing, whatever that is.  You know accusing innocent people of crimes.  That kind of stuff."

      Belinda shrugged and dropped her phone into her Kate Spade.  "Oh okay.  Well if you see him tell him I'm going to meet friends for dinner.  I texted him."  She waved and left.

      "They are such a loving couple," Becka said.

      Abbie locked the door and turned off the "Open" sign.  "Never mind her.  What are we going to do?  Jimmy might arrest us tomorrow."

      "He can't arrest us without proof.  We don't have the crap, cause we didn't steal it," Becka boxed the leftover scones and lifted it.  "Give these to Logan tonight."

      "Logan?"

      "You have a date remember."

      "Oh damn.  I should cancel." Abbie rushed to retrieve her tote and find Logan's number.  I am not in the right frame of mind to go on a date." She continued to dig frantically through her bag, finally giving up and dumping the contents onto the counter.  "It has to be in here."

      Becka's eyebrows lifted.  "Just go, it will distract you.  Have sex."

      "I can't sleep with him.  I just slept with Jimmy.  That would be...ummm...I don't know slutty?" She finished weakly.

      "Normally it would be a horrible idea, but if we end up in the slammer, you'll have to settle for sex with either a woman or vegetables."

      "You're stupid," Abbie burst out laughing.  "We are not going to jail.  I have no choice but to go to this dinner. You're going too right"

      Becka nodded.  "Yep got a new dress."

      "We'll be working it.  It will be the perfect time to ask questions and investigate the random thefts. Clear our name."

      

      Logan showed up right on time.  Dressed in tan slacks and a navy blue blazer, he looked incredible.  He hugged her when she opened the door, his spicy cologne making her head fuzzy.

      "You look great," his hazel eyes appraised her.  "Blue is your color."

      "Thank you." She almost twirled in a circle, but figured it would be silly.  "Ready?"

      He held the door open for her and she climbed into his car.  At once in the car, she thought of the night before.  When in Jimmy's truck she'd been giddy and excited about the date.  Tonight it was different.  When he started the engine, he flashed her a smile and she considered, maybe the butterflies were late and would show up later.

      The drive was short, but she was glad when they arrived and didn't have to try to make conversation.  As soon as they entered the pretty decorated outdoor eating area, she scoured the crowd for Becka.  "She's there!" Abbie grabbed Logan's arm and pulled him to where Becka and Gary stood.

      Logan and Gary shook hands and Abbie relaxed.  Becka gave her a strange look.  "Why do you have that creepy smile on your face."

      "I don't," her face hurt from smiling. "Oh I am aren't I?  I can't stop it." She hiccupped which sounded more like a burp and both men turned to her.  "I need a drink.  Logan would you like something?"

      "Sure, I can get it." Logan offered and she waved him off.  "Nonsense, relax.  I'll be right back."

      "What the hell is wrong with you?" Becka followed her.  "Did something happen?"

      "No nothing.  That's the problem.  I can't relax, I feel as if I'm on display, like everyone stared when Logan and I arrived."

      Her friend chuckled.  "You're so silly.  They are staring.  Duh, two different men, two nights in a row."

      "Shit."  Abbie lunged for the bar.  "Margarita, extra shot of tequila."

      While waiting for drinks, she watched the crowd.  Nothing unusual, mingling and stiff small talk.  A couple women competed to see who could laugh harder in an effort to prove they were fun.  Clark and his wife had managed to hook up.  Belinda held a drink up in an Audrey Hepburn stance and looked around the room as if trying to find somewhere to escape to.

      It seemed Clark was still hot flashing by the sweat breaking out all over his shiny face.  He constantly looked around as if an ax murderer would jump out with a chainsaw at any minute.

      Abbie poked Becka.  "Do you think Clark is nervous because of the dead body?"

      "What dead body?" Becka hissed.

      "The one we couldn't find."

      "Oh that dead body.  Becka studied Clark.  "He is acting weird. We should follow him. Oh look there's Cissie, she looks upset."

      "Here," Abbie shoved Logan's beer at Becka.  "I'm going to follow Clark. Maybe I'll find a clue."

      "Don't take too long." Becka walked off toward the men who seemed to be deep in conversation.

      Soft music filled the air as Abbie walked toward the side of the building where she'd seen Clark head too.  Mrs. Polanski caught up to her.  "I heard a horrible rumor about you," she gave Abbie a pointed look.

      "I am not sleeping with the vet," Abbie told her and tried to walk off.

      The older woman put her hand over her forearm.  "Not that.  That you might be the random thief."

      Abbie whirled around and faced the woman.  "That is crazy.  Why would I steal parakeets and mailboxes?"

      "It could be you were sexually frustrated. But now that you're getting around, can I have my birds back?" Mrs. Polanski refused to back down.  "I'll let you borrow Mr. Polanski for a night or two."

      "Ew," Abbie blurted.  "I am not "getting around" she made ineffective air quotes since she only had one free hand.  And, I am not the random thief."

      "Just know the offer stands," Mrs. Polanski tottered off shaking her head mumbling something about birds and special seeds.

      Angry at the woman's accusations, Abbie gulped down the margarita and took off toward the side of the restaurant.  She had to get to the bottom of who the thief was.  It was that or be labeled as the town thief and slut.  All right so the slut part she probably could not do anything about at this point.

      Although it was dim, there was enough light not to make it creepy.  Abbie's heels sunk into the dirt so she walked on her toes.  Just as she was about to call out Clark's name she heard a noise.  It sounded like a moan.  Great, he was probably throwing up. She didn't want to have to do the "are you all right" thing.  She was about to turn back when another noise sounded.

      She peered around the corner to see Clark holding Cissie against the wall and her skirt hiked up around her, well above her butt.  His hand was somewhere where she couldn't see it.

      Cissie pushed him back.  "You said you'd tell her as soon as she got back."

      Clark tried to kiss her.  She turned her head and his mouth landed on her throat.  "Give me a couple days." He turned to look in her direction and Abbie ducked back behind the wall.  She strained to hear whatever they said, but the music made it hard.  Now she understood why he was acting so fidgety at the committee meeting.  Cissie was feeling him up under the table.

      "Oh my God," Abbie whispered and turned to head back.  Although Cissie and Clark messing around was interesting news, it didn't help her figure out who took the crap.  She took a step when another sound came from across the way.  Unable to help herself she rushed over and peered around the side of that building.  It housed a gift shop and an accountant's office.  Shadows in the window got her attention and she slipped closer.

      "I tell you what, this is too easy.  They'll be shocked when we show up." The voice sounded familiar, but she couldn't quite place it over the sound of her heart beating so hard in her ears.  Whoever it was, planned some sort of attack.  She reached for her clutch and realized she must have left it in Logan's car.  "Damn it." She muttered and turned, slamming straight into a man's chest.

      Abbie's screamed, but it was muffled by whoever it was' hand.

      "What are you doing?" Jimmy hissed into her ear.  "I thought someone was about to break in."

      "Shhh," she whispered. "There's someone in there."

      "Where?" Jimmy squinted into the darkness.

      "In the gift shop."

      "Oh that.  Yeah Mrs. Milton and her husband are bringing a birthday cake over for the mayor."

      "Clark?" Abbie squeaked and turned to where she hoped Cissie and Clark remained until she could get Jimmy away.

      "I better head back.  I'm at the party and Becka's probably looking for me."

      "Can I come over when I get off?" He asked and pulled her against him.  "I won't be too late."

      Abbie's giggle sounded more hysterical than she hoped.  "Ugh, no not tonight.  I have...well I'm sorta..." she walked backwards toward the restaurant.

      Just then Cissie and Clark came around the corner, Cissie gasped.  Jimmy pulled his gun and Abbie tripped over a rock.  Jimmy tried to catch her but lost his balance when she accidently kicked him in the nuts.

      She hated how loud her screams were and how far they traveled when she did so.  What was even more admirable was how fast people rushed to the scene.

      What they saw was Abbie on the ground, one shoe off.  Jimmy on top of her and Cissie hiding behind Clark after seeing the gun and Clark with a raging hard on.

      

      The vet stood with all the watchers as Jimmy helped Abbie up and then had to rush to help Clark when Belinda began calling him a son of a bitch between slaps.  Cissie had pretended to faint, only until realizing no one was there to catch her.  Then she'd rushed inside to get her purse and keys.

      At a loss, Abbie went to Logan.  "Sorry. I was..."

      "Judging for the yard of the month again?" Logan gave her an uneasy smile.  "Gotcha."

      "Sorry.  It's kind of a bad time for me right now.  I'm in the middle of an investigation and so it's kinda complicated."

      His eyes narrowed.  "You're a cop?"

      "What?" Abbie giggled and then hiccupped.  "No I...well sort of."

      "Umm- hmm," he said not seeming to believe her.

      "Anyway.  How about you do your own thing and I'm just going to hang out with Becks?"

      "Good plan," he visibly relaxed.

      "It could have been worse," Becka said later while they waited for Abbie's third margarita.  "I mean at least they know you won't sleep with Logan."

      Her ankle ached and she hoped it would not be swollen in the morning.  "Do you think tequila helped with swelling?"

      "Time to get you home." Jimmy came up behind her and eyed the drink in her hand.  "I need to talk to you two tomorrow."

      Exhausted Abbie stood up and limped.  "Damn it I can't have a bad ankle, the festival is next weekend."

      Jimmy lifted her easily and carried her out of the room while she squeezed her eyes shut not wanting to see the reactions of the  few people that remained.  At the same time, it sure felt good to be held by a strong good-looking guy.
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      Abbie and Becka sipped tea in Abbie's kitchen as Jimmy read them their rights.  It was hard not to grab her cell phone and update her social media status with the occurrence.  How to word that she was being read her rights by a cop she'd slept with the night before while drinking tea with her best friend?  She eyed her cell. Surely the statement could be done with one hundred and forty four characters.

      "Now how about you tell me why the two of you were peering into Logan Porter's window," Jimmy said, his face blank, eyes flat.  Abbie had to admit he could switch on the cop thing pretty well.

      "We saw him acting suspicious," Becka told him with a shrug.  "He was dragging a box into this house."

      Jimmy stayed quiet and looked to her.

      "It was dishes," Abbie added. "We thought it was strange."

      "He's just arrived in town and moving into a new place," Jimmy stated the obvious.  Both she and Becka drank tea and waited for the next question.

      "What about Cissie's?  Did you steal her dog?"

      "Nope," Abbie was ready for that question.  "She acted funny when I returned Fugly the first time.  Now I know it was probably cause Clark the cheater was over there.  But we did our civic duty and returned to investigate in case she was the random thief."

      Becka interrupted.  "The stupid dog got out cause Abbie left the gate open.  We tried to catch it.  It just showed up at the shop."

      "Did you take the parakeets, mailbox and rocking chair?" This time Jimmy's lips twitched.

      "No," both she and Becka said.

      Abbie rolled her eyes.  "And I didn't take my own wreath and mat either.  I think we should question that nosy thing across the street again.  If she says she didn't see anything, she's lying."

      "We," Jimmy said, "are not doing anything.  You two are benched.  Let me do the investigating."

      Becka gave Abbie a "yeah right" look and Abbie tried to hide a chuckle, so it sounded like a burp.  Damn her inability to make cute noises.

      After Jimmy left, Becka stretched.  "I can't believe he had me come here so early on a Sunday morning.  What is wrong with him?"

      "I don't think he sleeps." Abbie said, then snorted.  "I can't go to church today.  I slept out of wedlock twice.  I don't feel right going to Sunday service.  I'll go next week, by then the guilt will have rubbed off."

      "What if you sleep with him again before Sunday?" Becka asked picking up a piece of bacon Abbie had cooked for them.

      It was hard to figure out what was going on between her and Jimmy.  Were they an item now?  "I don't know.  I think it will be okay.  The newness may be gone by then and I won't feel like a hootchie in church."

      "You need to clarify your relationship status.  That will help." Becka said in a sage voice.  "Then you need to get him to propose."

      Abbie choked on her tea.

      

      An hour later they were parked in front of Mousy Brown's house.  The teenager's name was not really Mousy, it was Missy, but they'd secretly renamed her.  Abbie's neighbor had finally cracked when they'd caught her at the mailbox and admitted seeing Missy walk up to Abbie's porch on the day in question.

      Mousy opened the door and stared at them, her mouth open revealing she was in the middle of breakfast.  Her greasy hair was plastered to the sides of her head and she wore a stained sweatshirt and no shoes.  "What?"

      "Hi Missy," Becka smiled brightly.  "We came to personally congratulate you for winning a gift certificate from our shop."

      The teen's eyes narrowed. "How did I win? I don't like tea." Something flew out of her mouth and Abbie hoped it didn't land on her.

      Abbie looked past her into the house.  It was surprisingly neat and brightly decorated.  Of course Mousy's mother was a normal human.  "Well, someone must have entered you.  Can we come in and take a couple pictures for our website?"

      "All right." Mousy moved back and shuffled through the living room to the kitchen.  "Mama, some ladies are here to take pictures," she mumbled and came back and sat on the couch.  She picked up what looked like a breakfast sandwich and stared at the television.

      "Hi there," Mousy's mom, Janet Brown walked into the room with a bright smile.  In contrast to her daughter, she was dressed in a pink t-shirt and black yoga pants, her hair was combed up into a ponytail and she wore lipstick.

      Abbie felt bad lying to her about winning a certificate when noting that there was no way Mousy could sneak in parakeets and a rocking chair without her mother noticing.  Once they explained about the gift certificate and then produced one to Janet, they took pictures with her instead.

      Mousy ignored them until Abbie tapped her on the shoulder.  "So I hear you stopped by my house the other day.  Were you looking for me for something?"

      "Mom's making me get a job, so I was knocking on doors asking if anyone needed pet sitting or stuff like that."

      "I don't have a pet," Abbie thought of poor Fugly not getting adopted, but pushed the thought away.

      Mousy shrugged.

      "That was a waste and cost us twenty dollars," Abbie said as they got in the car.  "Can you believe the contrast between mother and daughter?"

      

      The afternoon was pleasant.  Abbie put her old mat out front and watered her potted plants.  The she went to the spare bedroom where she kept her crafting supplies and began putting together centerpieces for the shop.  It had to be festive since visitors were sure to come to town for the Whisper day festivities.

      Her cell rang and she picked it up at seeing Jimmy's number.

      "You're off the hook, neither Logan or Cissie want to press trespassing charges."

      "Oooo...kaaay.  So any leads?"

      "Nope."

      "Nothing?" She couldn't help that her voice pitched in annoyance.  Surely some body in that town knew something.  They sure figured out quickly who spray-painted a mustache on the Clucky chicken the summer before.

      "This is crazy.  I think we need to step up the investigation and call in law enforcement from the GBI to help."

      "We?"

      "You know what I mean," she snapped.

      "Can I come over tonight?"

      Her insides quivered.  "What is our status?"

      "Huh?" There it went, his impressive switch from police officer to cave man.

      "Are you my boyfriend?"

      There was a nervous chuckle, followed by throat clearing.  "Yeah, I suppose so."

      "Not good enough.  You have to be sure.  So no, Jimmy you can't come over."  She hung up and smiled.  He'd call back.

      

      "He never called back?" Becka asked as she placed each scone on a baking sheet.  Mondays she usually made orange and snicker doodle scones.  The shop smelled like Christmas.

      Abbie pulled a baking sheet of scones out of the oven.  "Nope.  He's an idiot. I don't care." Her chest tightened and she hated the alert that she'd just lied.  At forty, she should know not to put stock into a guy just because they slept together.

      The bell jingled and Jimmy strode in.  Her stomach tumbled at the sight of him.  His hair was still damp from a shower and he was not in uniform.  Wore a dark grey t-shirt that showed off his well-toned chest and arms and jeans.  "Good morning ladies." He had the audacity to look relaxed and not at all uncomfortable after not being able to declare their status.  Abbie almost hated him at the moment.

      "Hi Jimmy," Becka said.  "Coffee?"

      "Thanks," he gave Abbie a quizzical look.  "You okay? Look mad."

      Seriously?  She eyed a hot scone and considered chucking it at him.  "I'm great."

      "The damn thief struck again," he muttered.  "Supposed to be off, but Clark wants me to go with Frank and see about it." He referred to the other deputy, Frank Walker.

      "What got taken this time?" Becka asked.

      "The Clark's post box flag.  You know those little things that hang from the mailbox.  Someone took it and replaced it with a pair of dirty underwear."

      "That was probably not the random thief," Abbie couldn't help but chime in.  It doesn't fit the M.O.  He or she's never left anything in place of what's taken.

      "Did you watch Law and Order last night?" Jimmy asked with a grin.  "Should have let me come over.  I would have talked cop language to ya."

      Abbie blushed and Becka laughed.

      "So Jimmy, you and my friend an item now?" Becka asked in a casual tone, but it didn't stop Abbie's eyes from widening."

      "Yep.  Otherwise I can't come over," Jimmy replied and took a scone from the tray.

      Before he could bite it Abbie snatched it out of his hand.  "You haven't said the actual words to me yet."

      He eyed the scone for a beat before meeting her gaze.  His lips curved slowly and she wanted to drag him across the counter and feel them on hers.  "Will you be my girlfriend and let me have sex with you every night?"

      Her lips quivered at his earnest look.  It would have been romantic if he'd looked at her and not the scone while speaking.  "Fine, here take it."

      "Is that a yes?" Becka asked with a wide grin.

      "Yeah, she can't resist me," Jimmy replied between bites and Abbie couldn't help but laugh.

      The bell over the door jingled and two women walked in.  They made a beeline for the counter and began exclaiming about how good it smelled in the shop.  While she served them tea and scones, Jimmy blew her a kiss and walked out the front door.  Damn he was sexy.

      

      Later that afternoon, Abbie wiped the tables by the window and watched Mrs. Grundy shuffle down the street.  Today she wore a loose dress that hung from her shoulders at odd angles.  "Old woman shouldn't wear sleeveless tops," Abbie mumbled.

      "What is she doing?" Becka joined her as the woman bent at the waste and held out something.

      "Is that Fugly?" Abbie squinted toward the bushes near where the woman stood. Why would Mrs. Grundy want to mess with a dog?  The woman was equally mean to both human and animals.

      "I hope not," Becka replied.  "If she catches him, she'll probably cook him for dinner."

      The terrier jumped up at Mrs. Grundy throwing the old woman off balance.  As she flayed her arms attempting to catch her balance, he snatched the treat and dashed away.

      Abbie and Becka cheered as Fugly ran across the street toward their building.  Mrs. Grundy sat on the bench and glared at them.  "Don't you have work to do?" She lifted her cane in a threatening manner.
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      Arriving to a bare door was depressing.  Abbie looked both ways hoping to spot her wreath, but it was a pretty dreary sight.  Everyone took their wreaths down and would probably wait until the morning of the festivities to put them back up.  She considered rushing to the craft store to get the stuff to make another one, but decided to wait.  If hers wasn't found by Friday, she'd get the stuff and make a new one, although not as pretty up on Saturday morning.  Everyone knew all proper households in the south had decorative wreaths and a seasonal flag hanging from the mailbox.

      With a supermarket salad, carbonated water and a fork, she sat on the couch and looked out the front window.  She pulled her laptop closer, next to her salad on the coffee table.

      At the sound of noise at her back door she froze.  Was the random thief back?  Her heart began to thump and she slipped off the couch and got on all fours on the floor.  She grabbed a big flashlight from the side table and went closer hoping to get a sneak peak.  Inching to the windowpanes next to the door, she peeked out.  There on her back porch was a cage.

      It two parakeets.

      "What the hell?" She stood and looked around.  There was no one there.  Just as she wrapped her hand around doorknob, knocks sounded at the front door and she screamed.

      Jimmy barreled through the door.  "What's going on?" His gaze went from her face to the huge flashlight in her hand.  "Are you planning to hit someone with that?"

      "I could have hit you, you scared the bejeebbers out of me." She let out a breath and but still held her left hand over her chest.  It was good to have Jimmy there.  If not for being freaked out, she would have thrown herself at him.

      "I heard a noise and crawled to the back door.  I picked up the flashlight in case someone was breaking in."

      "Why didn't you grab your cell phone and car keys there," he motioned to the objects on her counter, "and run out the front door and call me?"

      It made too much sense. She stared at her keys and then to the front door.  It would have been much closer to just do as he suggested, but she'd be damn to admit it.  "Because I was back here and if someone broke in, they would have caught me before I made it to the counter."

      Jimmy eyed her salad and laptop.  "Uh-huh."

      "Aren't you going to investigate?"

      "Sure," He walked toward her and she held her hands out.  "It's the birds.  Which means the random thief was here.  We need to rush out the front door and see if we catch up."

      Jimmy walked out the back door and around her deck.  He looked at the birds and then stepped down and walked around the deck.  He hurried around the side of the house while Abbie went back through the house out the front door and waited for him by her car.

      He walked out to the sidewalk and looked both ways, then silently walked down the sidewalk to the corner.  He stood there for a long time hands on his hips deep in thought.  Then he pulled out his cell phone and made a call.  When Abbie started toward him, he held his hand out to stop her.

      She went back to the car in front of her house and wondered what to do, the birds were on the back deck, the cop was on the corner and her salad was getting wilted.

      Just then a car came around the corner and slowed.  Mr. and Mrs. Polanski parked across the street.  "Oh great," Abbie muttered.  "How did they know the birds were there?  Did they have some sort of bird global positioning system?"

      "We got an anonymous call that you have Polly and Pete," Mrs. Polanski rushed toward her.  "Shame on you."

      "They just showed up!" Abbie exclaimed looking toward where Jimmy still talked on the phone.  "Jimmy's investigating right now." Either that or calling another woman and it was why he didn't want her to overhear.

      Mr. Polanski turned to the corner.  "Jimmy I'm taking my birds and you can't stop me."

      Jimmy waved his hand.

      "What the hell is with the wave?" Mrs. Polanski asked.

      "I don't know." It looked like a parade float wave to Abbie.

      The Polanski's moved toward her house and she walked along with them.  "You might contaminate the scene.  Maybe we should wait in case Jimmy needs to do fingerprints."

      Mrs. Polanski stopped in her tracks and her husband ran into her back.  Abbie's eyes widened at the woman's furious glare.  "Our Polly and Pete were the most valuable item stolen.  I don't give a rat's ass if anyone else gets their shit back."  Spittle flew from her mouth and both Abbie and Mr. Polanski leaned away.

      "Hey where are you going?"  Jimmy, the phone operator finally caught up with them.  "I need to fingerprint the birdcage.  Give me a minute."

      Abbie and Mr. Polanski looked to his wife.  She let out a huff.  "Fine.  But hurry it up."

      Southern hospitality took over. Abbie invited the Polanski's in for a glass of sweet tea, while Jimmy went to his truck.  She assumed to get a crime kit or something.  The older couple walked inside and Mr. Polanski turned in a full circle.  "No recliner?"

      "No I'm sorry," Abbie replied through clenched teeth.

      Mrs. Polanski glowered at her husband who tested one of her chairs.  "We're not here to visit Henry.  Don't get too comfortable." She accepted the glass of tea and peered down the hallway toward her bedroom.  "I don't suppose you have any rockers do you?"

      It was impossible to stop the eye roll.  "I am not the random thief Mrs. Polanski.  I didn't take the birds.  Isn't it obvious someone is trying to frame me?"

      "I hear you are a peeping Tom.  You looked through the window while the new young vet was undressing."

      "What?" Abbie considered grabbing the glass out of her hand.  "Becka and I already explained we were looking at his yard.  He was fully dressed."

      "Well that's not what Fay says."

      It figured Fast Fay would try to start rumors about her.  The woman was probably angry that she was dating Jimmy.  Then again, was Jimmy being monogamous?  They'd not discussed that part of the relationship.

      Ignoring the fact Mr. Polanski was eating her salad, Abbie went to the back door and opened it.  "Jimmy how long is this going to take?"

      "Don't touch the doorknob."

      "Fay Blythe is starting rumors about me.  Any idea why she would have a beef with me?"

      "How the heck should I know?" He continued what he did seeming to forget she stood in the doorway.

      "Are you and her seeing each other?"

      His eyes flashed to her questioning clear.  "I'm seeing you."

      Mrs. Polanski came up behind her.  "Don't distract him.  We need to get home, Jeopardy will be starting in fifteen minutes."

      "We can watch it here if she's got kettle corn," Mr. Polanski called out.  "I really like this chair."

      "Hurry up!" Abbie said already heading back inside to call Becka.  At the moment she needed all the support she could get.  The random thief was setting her up, her boyfriend was clueless and old people were talking about hanging out. Not to mention Fay spreading peeping tom rumors.

      Becka answered in a low voice. "Are you all right?" she whispered.

      "Yeah...no.  I'm under attack." Abbie whispered back.  "I think the Polanski's might be staying here for an hour to watch Jeopardy."

      "Oh." Becka was quiet for a beat.  "I can't talk.  Frank Walker is over here.  Someone left the rocker on my back porch."

      "I've got the parakeets on mine," Abbie replied. "Call me later." She hung up just as Jimmy walked back inside.  He went to the Polanski's.  "You can take your birds home now."

      The old people looked at the clock.  It was six.

      

      By the time Jeopardy was over, Abbie was a fan.  She'd guessed more things right than both the Polanski's.  Jimmy had gone home, he had an early day he'd claimed.  She suspected the idea of watching a game show with her was too close to married life.  And she didn't blame him for leaving, it would have been a bit too homey for her too.

      The Polanski's trudged to their car with birds and still not quite believing she didn't take the birds.  Although Mr. Polanski told her, he suspected it was Mrs. Grundy who took the birds since she'd been spotted at their house several times, cutting some of Mrs. Polanski's roses.

      After showering, she settled into bed with a book and instant oatmeal.  It had been a strange day indeed and still no closer to finding out who the random thief was.  Whisper festival was a few days away and the town was in the middle of a crazy assault on its citizens.

      She straightened with an idea and eyed the phone.  Becka had not called back.  It seemed the random thief was trying to set up Becka too.  Maybe her things would be left at someone's house and she'd have them back by Friday.  It was time to take action.  They would set up the random thief.  A smile curved her lips and she sat back.

      Yes it was time to take intelligent action.

      

      "Are you sure this will work?"  Becka stood next to Abbie in front of the teashop. "I hate for someone to take any of this?"

      They'd set up a beautiful "Welcome to Whisper" display with a huge wreath, elaborate centerpieces on the two outside tables, along with tablecloths and ribbons tied to the back of chairs.  At the front door, Abbie had placed a new doormat and next to the door two new topiaries she'd grabbed from a local gift shop.

      She stepped back.  Although spontaneous, she had to admit it looked adorable. "It will work.  The random thief won't be able to resist.  She'll come, I believe it's a woman, a guy wouldn't steal a wreath."  Abbie clapped her hands in glee.  "She's got it out for us, so she'll definitely strike again."

      "I can't believe they dropped off a rocker at my house and no one saw it," Becka exclaimed.  "I have stupid neighbors."

      "You have no neighbors," Abbie told her.  Becka and Gary lived outside of town in a ranch house in the middle of several acres of land.

      They went into the teashop and prepared for the day.  They'd spend the night and wait to catch the thief.

      That afternoon Abbie drove home to collect sleeping bags and her camera.  Nothing was amiss at her house.  She checked both entrances and then hurried to put the things into her car.

      On the way back to the teashop, she drove through Clucky's and grabbed a family bucket.  It would be lunch and dinner.  Then she drove back to the center of town.  Out of the corner of her eye she caught action at the mayor's house and slowed down.

      Next to a crooked "For Sale" sign, Belinda stood in the middle of the front yard amongst clothes and other miscellaneous items.  It looked like a grenade exploded in the middle of a yard sale.  When Abbie pulled over across the street, the mayor's wife waved and walked over.  "Hey Abbie.  Seen that son of a bitch today?"  She attempted to rake her fingers through tangled hair and gave up.  "I caught him red handed with that slut Cissie bitch. I bet the random thief didn't take our lamp.  It's over at her house."

      "You did?" Abbie eyed the front yard.  "How'd you catch him?"

      "I followed him."

      Having a yard sale?"

      "Yep everything is a dollar."

      Although she felt bad for Clark, Abbie suspected he'd already taken the items he really wanted over to Cissie's.  "People are going to be talking," she stated the obvious as another car slowed down and two women began picking through the things.

      "I know, hopefully Clark will get impeached.  Everything's a dollar ladies!" Belinda screamed across the street.

      "I better get back to the shop.  Hope you have a great sale," Abbie told Belinda who waved her off and headed back to her yard. Two cars pulled over and then Jimmy's squad car pulled up behind Abbie's.

      He got out looked across the street and walked over to hers.  "How'd the game show night end?"

      Abbie rolled her eyes.  "You could've stayed."

      "What's up with the explosion?" He avoided answering her and she wanted to giggle.

      "Belinda caught Clark over at Cissie's yesterday."

      "Ah." He scanned the street and she had to admit, the boy looked good in uniform.  How had she resisted going out with him for so long?  Oh that's right he was married, then he was dating Fast Fay.

      "When's the last time you went out with Fay?"

      His eyes moved to her, flat and expressionless.  "It's in the past, let's leave it there."

      "She hates me."

      He shrugged.  "She's always been jealous of you.  You're prettier and successful and now you have the best catch in town." He winked at her.  "Gotta go."  He went across the street.

      Abbie watched as he spoke to Belinda.  After a few minutes, she seemed to relent to whatever he said.  She recruited the shoppers and they shoved everything into bags.  The shoppers left with whatever they'd bought and Belinda went inside leaving the bags next to the garage.

      "Impressive," Abbie told Jimmy when he came back.  "I'd never peg you for a peacekeeper."

      "You think that's impressive, how about I come over tonight and show you something that's very much more?"

      Breath left her and she bit her bottom lip.  "I can't.  I'm sleeping at Becka's.  We're doing a thing."

      "A thing?" He narrowed his eyes.  "You're not doing something stupid are you?"

      "Nope," she replied avoiding his eyes.  "I better scoot.  Left Becka alone too long."

      He leaned over and kissed her until her eyes crossed.  "Okay.  Rain check."

      "Tomorrow night?" she said tugging his shirt so he couldn't move away.

      "Can't, I'm playing poker with the guys."'

      "Damn." She pulled him back for another kiss and nipped his bottom lip.

      "I can play cards next week." He pushed away.  "Behave."

      "Always," she quipped and pulled off.

      

      "This is too cool." Becka stared at the laptop screen.  "How did you learn to do this?"  They watched the front of the shop from the office.  Since there was little floor space, they'd zipped the sleeping bags together and moved the small desk against the wall.  They lay on their bellies, the laptop on the floor in front of them.

      She had to admit, rigging the camera to film outside was a stroke of genius and the Internet.  "You can do anything if you look for a how-to on YouTube."

      At movement, they both froze.  Fugly came into view.  He sniffed at the topiaries and then lifted his leg and pee'd on one.

      "That little shit," Abbie said contemplating what to do about him.

      The dog moved to the front door and began to bark.

      "He's going to give us away!" Becka shouted and the dog barked louder, jumping with each yip.

      Abbie rushed to the door, unlocked it, grabbed the dog and rushed back inside.  Fugly licked their faces gleeful to be inside.  He sniffed the bags and settled between them.

      "Hopefully nobody saw you," Becka said looking from the dog to her.  "He may have spoiled all our efforts."

      An hour later Becka was snoring and Abbie could barely keep her eyes open.  Fugly was on his back, four feet in the air fast asleep, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth.

      He stirred, flipped over and growled.  It was then she saw movement outside.  Abbie poked Becka.  "Someone's here," she hissed.

      Becka mumbled in her sleep and snuggled deeper into her bag.

      "Augh," Abbie said and poked her again.  "Wake up."

      Both stared at the screen as a person came into view.  The person stood for a long moment as if studying the display.  With fast and precise moments, grabbed the centerpieces and tablecloths and placed them into a large bag.  Then as if a second thought, took the ribbons from the chairs as well.

      "Holy shit," Abbie and Becka said in unison.

      "I'll be damned," Abbie let out a breath.  "Who would have guessed?"

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ten

        

      

    
    
      "Where the heck is Jimmy?" Abbie pulled scones out of the oven and then poured hot water into a tea infuser to make a pot of lavender Earl Grey.  Unlike most Thursday mornings, the shop was bustling.  Several people exclaimed at how pretty the outside looked and each time it grated her nerves.  It would be prettier if not for the damned random thief.

      Julie Milton entered and hurried to the counter.  "Emergency committee meeting, can you come?"

      "Of course," Abbie followed her out the door and before long was settled at the library conference room.  Mrs. Polanski, the Smiths, and Clark, who looked as if he'd not slept in days, joined them.

      "We have a problem, he stated without preamble.  The sound system is missing and someone took my golf set."

      Abbie's eyes rounded, obviously Clark wasn't aware of the yard sale.  She wasn't about to be the one to tell him.  "Can't we just use the karaoke system from El Amigo.  It's loud as all get out."

      "That's a good idea," Julie said and looked to the door.  "Where's Cissie?"

      "She's held up," Clark answered quickly.  "Err. At least that's what I assume."

      "Lets not pretend," Mrs. Polanski's gravely voice was sharp.  "You and her have a thing.  Belinda sold your shit for a dollar and you," she looked to Abbie, "are a pervert."

      Of course everyone ignored Clark and looked to her including Jimmy and Cissie who'd just walked through the door.

      "I am not a pervert," Abbie snapped and crossed her arms.  "Why is me looking through Dr. Porter's window worse than Clark and Cissie having an affair?" Saying it out loud make Mrs. Polanski's point.  It sounded creepier.  "Besides, Becka was with me, " she finished weakly.

      Julie Milton came to her rescue.  "I think we need to stick to the reason for the meeting.  We'll have to wait until Thursday night to put all the decorations up and then set up security to watch it overnight.  Also, we'll have to take from next year's advertising fund and pay for security patrols."

      "Manuel and Salvador Ortega have agreed to do it," Clark added referring to brothers who'd retired from Lucha Libre Mexican wrestling and moved to Whisper.  "They'll deter any thief just by walking around wearing their masks."

      Abbie looked to Jimmy, why had he not come to her shop that morning after she'd called him and why did he walk in with Cissie?  "I have a feeling the random thief will be caught soon."

      After calling the brothers on speakerphone and attempting to understand what they said in the heavily accented English, they hired them for security.  Then everyone decided it was best to go to Wal-Mart and buy a speaker system instead of borrowing the one from El Amigo since the owner would probably insist on singing at the festival and mariachi music didn't exactly go with the theme of the gentle south.

      Cissie was eerily cheerful, and a stark contrast to Clark, she looked well rested and put together as always.

      "What's with Cissie?" Abbie whispered to Jimmy who'd settled next to her.

      "Dunno," Jimmy ever so eloquent responded.

      They went over everything they'd discussed at the last meeting, and once again decided there wasn't much left to be done.

      Jimmy walked with her to the shop.  Abbie could barely contain the news.  They walked through the door and she was pelted with a flying scone.  Becka screamed "Damn you!" and flung another one at a man who ducked and avoided it.  Fast Fay rushed the man and knocked him down.  A couple of teenagers held up their cell phones and filmed from their seats.  Fugly somehow managed to jump up to the counter and grabbed a scone.  Instead of jumping back down, he settled in the display and began to eat it.

      Jimmy pushed Abbie back and hurried to where Fay pounded the guy's chest and screamed.

      He plucked her from the man and told her to stay and be quiet.  His voice calm.  Then he looked down at the man who lay on the floor, eyes wide and breading in his hair.  She recognized him.  It was Bart, one of Gary's mechanics.  The guy was always spouting at the mouth.  He must have said something horrible for the women to be reacting that way.

      Not paying Fay or Bart attention, she went through the office to the back counter and pulled Fugly from the display.  There was a chair behind the counter, that's how he'd gotten up there.  "What did he say?" She asked Becka.

      "He said women should stay on their back instead of trying to run a business and that my scones sucked.  Then he said at least Fay knew her place, always in bed with whoever asked."

      Abbie narrowed her eyes at Bart, who was now standing up and he shrinked backward.  "What an ass."

      "Yeah."

      "I don't blame Fay for pounding on him." She noticed tears flowed down Fay's face and she felt bad.  "How about some chamomile tea Fay?  It will calm you." She motioned for Fay to come and sit.  The woman did, looking sad and wilted.

      Becka put a scone in front of her while Abbie poured the tea.

      She turned and took the pastry.  She replaced it with one from the oven.  She gave Becka a look and flicked her eyes to Fugly.  Becka got the message and pulled the half empty tray from the display.

      "Men sleep around, they never get any flack from it either," Becka said pouring coffee into a cup and sitting into the chair behind the counter.  "Bart is an ass.  Don't listen to him Fay."

      "I'm leaving town." Fay sniffed and wiped her eyes smearing mascara across her face.  Abbie handed her an extra napkin.  "Thanks, sorry I spread a rumor about you watching Logan get naked."

      Abbie and Becka exchanged a look.  She'd referred to Logan with familiarity.  Abbie felt bad thinking the worse and looked back to Fay.  "No big deal."

      "It pissed me off that after we got together he asked you out," she said and then glanced over her shoulder to see if Bart overheard.  He'd not, was busy being escorted out the door by Jimmy.

      "You slept with Logan Porter?" Becka leaned closer with a wide smile.  "Is he good?"

      "Becka!" Abbie pushed at her friend's shoulder.  "We need to clean up and not be gossiping.  Fay is upset enough."

      "Nah, it's okay," Fay said and smiled at Becka.  "Yeah he's great."

      "I knew it." Becka grinned and grabbed a brook and dustpan.  "He has that look."

      "Sorry ladies.  Bart won't be bothering you again."  Jimmy looked to Fay.  "He could have pressed assault charges.  Next time walk away.  He's an idiot."

      Fay frowned but nodded.

      He cocked his head to the side as his radio sounded and then winked and waved at Abbie. "Gotta go."

      "We have something to show you," Becka stopped sweeping and blocked Jimmy from leaving.

      "It'll have to wait.  Car accident." He left.

      

      "We're sitting her on evidence and can't show it and stop the thief.  This sucks." Abbie cut off the "Open" sign.

      "Let's go over there and confront the thief," Becka suggested.  "I bet that will put a stop to it."

      "We'll impede the investigation.  They won't be able to make an arrest if we get all the stuff back and the thief is tipped off."

      Becka slumped.  "True." She sniffed the air.  "What is that smell?  Did you bring pot roast?"

      "Yeah I bought some for Fugly.  With everything going on, I forgot to tell Cissie he's here."

      They both looked at the dog that slept soundly on the office chair.  "You should keep him," Becka said.  "He likes you."

      

      She opened the front door of her house to find Jimmy standing there with a pizza box and a six-pack.  He frowned when Fugly jumped up and down bouncing off his leg.  "Why is the dog here?"

      "I'm adopting him.  Cissie can't keep him, he keep running away to me."

      They settled onto the couch, Jimmy turned the television to Nascar.  Fugly was entertained with a piece of pizza crust.  They ate the pizza and snuggled.  While he watched the race, she nibbled at his neck and ear.  It was only ten minutes before they were in her bedroom, the door firmly closed to keep Fugly out.

      

      Half an hour later, she snuggled against him with her head on his chest, making lazy circles on his chest.  "What should I name him?"

      "The dog?" Jimmy sounded relaxed.  "How about annoying?"

      The scratches at the door had finally stopped, but she sensed Fugly lay on the other side of the door.

      "How about Runner?"

      "Sounds good," Jimmy turned to her and pulled her against him.  He was ready to go again.  He kissed her.  "Or Thief."

      She pushed him away.  "How could I forget?  I know who the thief is."

      "Me too," Jimmy pulled her back and began kissing her neck.

      "What?" She pulled back.  "Why didn't you say anything?"

      He stared at her.  "I'll share, but you'll have to keep it a secret."  His head disappeared under the blankets.

      "Oh!  Okay, well it can wait."

      

      Mrs. Grundy trudged into the teashop the next morning.  Abbie and Becka watched silently as she threw her bag on a table and surveyed the front door.  "It's tacky," she mumbled and turned to them. "I need something for my nerves.  Everyone is out to annoy me today."

      "How so?" Abbie asked as she measured an herbal mix into a tea infuser.  "Have you considered maybe you should try to be friendlier?"

      The old woman glared at her.  "Why the hell should I do that? No one appreciates my expertise.  They are allowing all this tackiness on storefronts and houses."

      "It looked nicer before someone stole our centerpieces and tablecloths," Becka protested.  "And we've gotten compliments everyday since we decorated.  I think it's a matter of taste." She eyed the woman's multicolored caftan and purple shoes.  "Different strokes."

      Mrs. Grundy huffed and pointed at a scone.  "How old are these?"

      Logan Porter walked in carrying a box and Abbie couldn't help seeing him with new eyes after what Fay shared.  He wore scrubs and somehow managed to make them sexy.  He gave them a crooked grin and both she and Becka inhaled.  "Wowza." Becka said under her breath.

      "Hello Dr. Porter. How are you?" Abbie smiled.

      He bobbed his head up and down.  "Great.  I brought this for y'all thought you could use it.  My grandmother gave me all this pretty china."  He lifted the box onto the counter.

      In the box were beautiful delicate cups, saucers and teapots.  Both she and Becka dove in, oohing and aahing over the contents.

      "Let me see," Mrs. Grundy shoved Logan aside and peered in, her eyes scanning the contents.  "Why would you give it away? You can sell it next door at the consignment store."

      He shrugged.  "I thought it would look nice here.  Everyone can see it."

      "Hmpf," Mrs. Grundy said and shook her head.  "People are so stupid."  She shuffled out the door without paying.

      "I can't believe he refused payment and just wants us to have it." Abbie inspected a teapot with dainty pink and yellow roses.  "These are beautiful."

      Becka held a cup and saucer that matched.  "By the way he eyeballs you, I'd say he's hoping for another chance."

      "He is good-looking.  But I'm a one man woman." Abbie considered what to think of how easily she and Jimmy had fallen into an easygoing relationship.

      They watched people walk by just as it started to drizzle.  The rain would bring customers in and they'd yet to discuss the video and what Jimmy had told Abbie.  Yes she'd promised not to share, but Becka didn't count.  "Jimmy knows who the thief is, but he can't do anything about it.  Some stupid thing about probable cause.  No one has seen her drag anything away from a scene or into her house."

      "Well shit," Becka exclaimed.  "What about our video?"

      "He said it wasn't admissible."

      "But she won't know that.  I think it can work."

      "It might if used right."

      

      Abbie drove to a side street and got out of her car.  She pulled Fugly out and snapped a leash to his collar.  The little dog pranced proudly as they made their way down the sidewalk.  She lifted her cell phone and scanned the yards until focusing on the one she was interested in.

      "I think you're crazy to do this.  Jimmy is going to kill you," Becka's face appeared on the screen.  "That woman is crazy, she might shoot you."

      "She won't."

      

      The committee met in the conference room at three o'clock sharp.  Everyone looked around in expectation waiting for the surprise Abbie had promised.

      When Mrs. Grundy, Jimmy and Becka entered, they looked to Abbie with questioning glances.

      "I'm glad you've realized this entire fiasco will flop without me," Mrs. Grundy said and plucked a scone from the tray next to the door.  "Not sure I can help this late in the game."  She shoved a chair away and then sat down.

      There was utter silence as everyone stared at Abbie.  "All right," she exclaimed brightly.  "Lets get this show on the road."  She looked to Becka who sat forward and Jimmy who scowled.

      "I have a short film to show you before we make a decision about Whisper day."  She nodded to Becka who flipped open her laptop and then flicked the lights off.  On the screen the front of the teashop appeared.  A figure came into view and took the centerpieces off the tables and then the tablecloths and ribbons.  Next Fugly appeared as he walked through a familiar gate.  The little dog stopped to scratch making the camera jiggle up and down making the viewers dizzy.  He trotted around the side of the house where there was a screened in porch.  In the porch were a mailbox, Abbie's wreath and doormat along with the rest of the stolen goods, which had not been returned yet.

      Gasps sounded followed by the sound of a chair falling.  The lights came on and everyone blinked at the sudden brightness.  Jimmy held Mrs. Grundy by the door.

      "You took everything?" Julie Milton stared bug-eyed at the old woman who pushed at Jimmy.

      "It's a set up." She said and glared at Abbie.  "You can't prove someone didn't set me up."

      "You're wrong," Jimmy told her.  "You've been under surveillance.  I have enough evidence to arrest you."

      The woman paled, her mouth fell open.  "Oh."  She recovered quickly and glared at the people in the room.  "I wanted to prove how wrong you were to not have me on the committee and how easy it is to fail.  One person brought you down and now you can't have it.  The town is crumpling with fear."  She held up a fist as Jimmy escorted her out of the room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      The sounds of folk music wafted through the open door of the teashop as a duo sang and played guitars on the stage just in front of the shop.  Streamers flew from every light pole in a colorful mixture of purple, yellow and green.  There were varying stands selling everything from pottery to jewelry, clothing, quilts and candy.  People sat on lawn chairs watching the entertainment or mingled in groups from stand to stand.  Children ran in circles around a bubble station while the older ones strolled in pretend nonchalance.

      The teashop was crowded, patrons mingling taking a respite from the sun and noise.  Abbie and Becka had setup large dispensers of lemon and cucumber water outside.  Inside they served iced versions of the different teas along with scone sundaes.  Everything was a huge hit.

      It was Sunday, the last day of the Whisper festival and everything had gone perfectly.  The decorations all returned, every storefront had done an amazing job of using the color scheme to decorate.  Although the thief was caught, they'd still hired the Ortega brothers who continued to patrol wearing not only their wrestling masks, but also matching capes, speedos and boots. Much to the delight of children and horror of adults as the Ortega's sported wedgies from time to time.

      Jimmy walked in and accepted a cold drink.  He guzzled it and then held it out for a refill.

      "I can't believe Mrs. Grundy got away with community service," Becka told him.  "She deserves hard time."

      "Too old, the judge took pity," Jimmy replied.

      "Peter is her nephew.  He couldn't send her to jail," Abbie said.

      "He wanted to.  From what I hear, she always pinched his ears.  He hates her.  But his mama called him and said he couldn't send her to jail."

      "She's horrible," Abbie agreed.  "Where is she now?"

      Jimmy let out a breath.  "Manning the lost and found booth."

      They all laughed at the poor visitors who had no idea what they faced.  The local folks would rather not find the stuff than go to her."

      "Better get back out there.  It's almost over, just three more hours."

      "I'm exhausted," Abbie pronounced.  "I'm glad we're closed tomorrow and Tuesday, I plan on doing nothing at all."

      Becka nodded.  "Me too.  I'm binge watching television."

      "Good idea," Abbie agreed.  "Fugly and I are going to stay in bed and watch television." She'd decided the name fit and he answered to it.

      "He's joining us?" Jimmy asked with a frown.  "That dog is annoying."

      "Us?" Abbie asked.  "I thought you were going on a fishing trip."

      "Nope." The wordsmith walked out.

      "He's got it bad for you," Becka said.  "I feel a proposal coming."

      Her stomach fluttered and she grinned like a goofball.  "You think?"

      "Yep, I'm sure.  I sense these things."

      Abbie sighed and looked into the office where the little ugly dog chewed on a rawhide.

      It was a good day.

      

      The End.
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      The shepherd drives the wolf from the sheep for which the sheep thanks the shepherd as his liberator, while the wolf denounces him for the same act as the destroyer of liberty. Plainly, the sheep and the wolf are not agreed upon a definition of liberty.

      

      
        - Abraham Lincoln

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          One

        

      

    
    
      Wren Bancroft sat next to her husband Will at the kitchen table on the same wobbly chair she’d sat on week after week for the past four years. It was Sunday, a day which meant yet another humdrum dinner at her mother-in-law’s house. Wren never looked forward to June’s Sunday dinners, but refusing to show up wasn’t an option. She’d tried it once, feigning an illness so she could play hooky and spend a quiet, relaxing Sunday evening at home. And it had been relaxing, until June’s Chrysler 300 lulled to a stop on the driveway in front of Wren’s house and Wren learned an important lesson: never screw with June’s Sunday dinner plans again.

      The sound of someone babbling about the “same old, same old” jolted Wren back into the present moment. Her sister-in-law Patty was drumming on and on to her mother about how much she hated her job. June wasn’t paying attention. She was eyeballing Wren as if trying to decide whether she wanted to verbalize whatever it was she was currently thinking. When she didn’t Wren stabbed a piece of barbecued chicken with her fork, glanced at the clock on the wall, and sighed. The time hadn’t changed. At least it didn’t seem like it had. It was still six twenty-five, the same time it was the last time she checked.

      Besides herself, Will, her mother-in-law June, and Patty, the quaint dinner party also included Patty’s husband Ben and Will’s younger brother Simon, who, at the age of thirty-one, was the baby of the family and seemed determined to live up to the name. He had no job, no significant other, and still relied on June to do his laundry.

      Another two minutes passed, and June’s mouth finally opened. She looked at Wren and said, “I see you dyed your hair.”

      It was the first jab of the night. But it wouldn’t be the last. It never was.

      Wren smiled and nodded, said nothing.

      “It’s just so … well, it’s such a bold color choice,” June continued. “Reminds me of red velvet cake the more I look at it.”

      Double jab.

      “I like it,” Will said.

      “I like it too,” Patty added.

      June used her pinkie finger to lift a chunk of Patty’s pink highlights a few inches off Patty’s head and frowned. “Yes, I suppose you would.”

      “Oh come on, Mom,” Patty said. “Just because I’m thirty-three doesn’t mean I have to look it. There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun once in a while.”

      “There’s also nothing wrong with appreciating what God gave you.”

      June scooted her chair back and stood. She walked to the kitchen, retrieved two bottles of red wine, and returned to the table, handing one bottle to Will and the other to Simon. “Speaking of having a bit of fun … I’d like you all to have a drink with me tonight.”

      “What’s the occasion?” Will asked. “I can’t remember the last time we all shared a drink together.”

      June didn’t respond. She kept her eyes fixed on the bottles, waiting for them to make their way around the table. When one circled back to her, she filled her glass to the brim and hoisted it into the air. “Glasses up, everyone.”

      One by one, all the glasses were raised.

      “To happiness, love, and moving on with your life,” June said.

      Glasses clanked together.

      “What do you mean, moving on?” Patty asked. “What haven’t you told us?”

      “I’ve decided to sell the house,” June stated. “I’m moving.”

      The abrupt remark caught Wren off guard, causing the wine she’d just swallowed to go down the wrong pipe. She fisted a hand and smacked it against her chest, hoping no one would notice. And no one did. All eyes were fixed on June.

      “Moving where?” Patty asked.

      “Seal Beach.”

      “Seal Beach? Where’s—”

      “California, dear. Orange County.”

      “Why?” Will asked. “What brought this on?”

      “I’m getting older. I need a change.”

      “But you’ve lived in Wyoming your entire life,” Will said. “Jackson Hole is your home.”

      “I’ve found a new home in a gated senior community. Meals are delivered right to my door. Can you believe that? They even have a shuttle to take me around town. I won’t even need a car.”

      “But you don’t know anyone there,” Will said. “Seal Beach is at least twelve hours away.”

      “Fifteen, actually.”

      Will sighed, shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense. Why are you doing this?”

      June gulped down the rest of the wine in her glass and set the glass in front of her. “A few months ago I met someone.”

      Audible gasps filled the room.

      “What?” Will asked. “Where? How?”

      “On the Internet.”

      Patty snorted. “You’re kidding, right? You have to be. First you say you’re moving, and now you have a boyfriend too? It’s not funny, Mom.”

      “I’m not trying to be funny. I’m trying to be realistic. Your father died two years ago. Do you expect me to spend the rest of my life alone?”

      “You’re not alone,” Patty said. “You have us.”

      “I don’t have you. I don’t have any of you. You’re never here. Never around.”

      “What do you mean? We’re here right now.”

      June sighed. “I have flown to California four times in the last five weeks, and not a single one of you noticed. At first I had a good laugh about it. I figured if I gave it a couple of weeks, at least one of you would stop by, give me a call, ask why I wasn’t around. When you didn’t, I realized something. You all have your own lives to lead now. You don’t have time for me anymore.”

      Wren leaned back in her chair, bewildered and confused, unsure of what to make of June’s confession.

      Was it some kind of ruse for attention?

      If it was, it certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

      Still, June had never gone this far before.

      She wouldn’t move to another state to be with a man she barely knew.

      Would she?

      “You’re willing to move to another state for a guy we’ve never met?” Will asked.

      “I don’t need your permission,” June said. “And he has a name. Sebastian Ayres.”

      Simon, who was shaking his head in disbelief, shoved his plate away and stood. “I’m outta here.”

      “Wait,” June said. “Don’t be angry with me, Simon. You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand perfectly,” he replied. “You met someone else. It’s you who doesn’t need us anymore.”

      “Simon, don’t say such things. You don’t mean it.”

      “You know what? Go, Mom. Go to California. Have a good life. And hey, thanks for springing this on us all at once.”

      June hung her head. “I’m nothing but a burden to you all. You come here each Sunday out of obligation, not because you want to be here. I’m lonely. I have been ever since your father died. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

      June reached out as Simon walked by, wrapping a hand around his arm. “Please, Simon. Please. Just hear me out.”

      He shrugged her hand away. “I gotta go. Go be with your … Sebastian.”

      

      …

      

      Two hours later Wren was combing through her purse at home when she noticed her cell phone was missing. Realizing where she’d left it, she grabbed the car keys out of the bowl in the kitchen and walked into the living room, finding Will engrossed in a show on the History Channel.

      “I left my cell phone at your mom’s house,” she said. “I’m going back to get it.”

      Will ran a hand through his buzzed, caramel-colored hair. “This late? Why don’t you just swing by tomorrow?”

      “I have an early morning meeting. I won’t have time. Do you think she’s still awake?”

      “She watches Everybody Loves Raymond reruns on Sunday night. She should be.” He reached for his phone on the coffee table. “Want me to call and find out?”

      “Nah. I know where she keeps the spare key. If the lights are off, I’ll just slip in and slip out. She won’t even know I was there.”

      Wren backed out of the driveway and drove six miles to June’s house. She parked the car and eased out of the driver’s-side door, noticing all the lights in the house were already out. Thinking the stress from dinner caused June to retire earlier than usual, Wren lifted one of the pots in the front yard, running her hand over the coarse, pebbly concrete until she felt the spare key to the house.

      Using her fingers to guide the key through the hole, she pushed the key inside and turned the lock. The door opened. Wren stepped inside, pressing her hands against the walls to help guide her to the living room, where her cell phone still rested on top of a magazine on the sofa. She reached down to snatch it, slipping on what felt like thick, sticky liquid puddled on the wood floor beneath her feet. Her derriere connected with the floor first, shooting pulsing waves of pain throughout her body. Thinking June’s cat had tipped over his bowl of milk, she grabbed her cell phone, switched on the flashlight feature. She angled the pale light toward the floor, squinting in disbelief at the scene before her.

      Her hand slapped against her lips, and she screamed.

      She hadn’t slipped on milk.

      She’d slipped on blood.

      But whose blood?

      And how did it get there?

      And why?

      She forced herself onto all fours and reached out, switching on the lamp. Though she didn’t want to look, didn’t want to believe what her mind was telling her, she turned, forcing herself to look anyway. June’s limp body was sprawled across the floor, face up, eyes closed. The wood handle of a sharp kitchen knife jutted from her abdomen. Wren placed two unsteady fingers along the side of June’s neck, surprised to find she was still warm to the touch. And there was a pulse. Faint, but it was there. June was still alive!

      June’s eyes flashed open. She reached out, took hold of Wren’s arm. “You need to—”

      “Don’t talk now,” Wren said. “Save your strength. I’m calling the police.”

      June tightened her grip. “Wren … get … out … of … here. RUN!”

      Wren shook her head, refusing to leave June’s side. “No, I won’t leave you. I’m calling for help.”

      June’s eyes fluttered closed again.

      “Shit. June, stay with me!”

      Wren managed to press a single digit on her phone before it was jerked out of her hands from someone hovering over her. Helpless and unarmed, she lacked the fortitude needed to turn and face her mother-in-law’s attacker. Instead she muttered, “Please. I haven’t seen you. Let me help her.”

      Seconds ticked by without a reply. She swallowed hard, tried again.

      “She’s going to die if I don’t do something.”

      She realized how crazy she must have sounded to him, whomever he was. She was negotiating a non-negotiable situation. He had a singular agenda. End of story.

      Or was it?

      He still hadn’t uttered a word.

      Was he gone?

      The constant ticking of the wall clock in the next room unnerved her. It was the same clock she wished would speed up time just hours before. Now she wished it would stop, reverse, return her to her unstable chair at the dinner table. If only they would have stayed a little longer tonight, maybe, just maybe, June would still be alive.

      Alive.

      June was no longer moving, no longer breathing. Wren assumed this time her mother-in-law was dead. But what if she wasn’t? Wren bent over June, felt for a pulse. This time, there wasn’t one. In a sudden act of bravery, Wren braced a hand against the arm of the sofa, lifting herself to a standing position. Her legs were limp and noodly, but she didn’t have a choice. Time was ebbing away. She had to at least try to get help, even if it meant meeting the same fate as June.

      She’d taken a few steps toward the door before she froze. June’s attacker was still there, lurking in the shadows. She wasn’t sure where, but she could feel his eyes on her, hear each inhale and exhale of his staggered breath. Her jaw dropped, and her head was pounding so quick, so heavy, she wasn’t sure if any actual noise came out.

      I’m not going to make it out alive.

      I’m going to die here.

      Unless …

      The last word June had said moments before launched her into action, and she knew what she needed to do.
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      Two Hours Later

      

      I draped Cade’s arms around me, inching back in bed until my body was aligned with his, pressed together like we were one. The closeness I craved from him surprised me. I’d tried sleeping next to other men in the past, but it never worked. There was always something, the one deal-breaker that booted them out of my bed and back to their own bachelor pads. It wasn’t the big things that unnerved me the most. It was the little things, like the unsteady rhythm of a man’s hot breath in my ear as he slept, or a man turning on the television at one o’clock in the morning because he still wasn’t ready to go to bed yet.

      Cade was what I liked to call a triple threat. He breathed in my ear while he slept, he snored, and he turned the television on when he was fidgety, when there was something on his mind. But somehow it didn’t matter.

      Nothing mattered with him.

      “You keep pressin’ your body into mine and you’re not going to get any sleep tonight,” he teased.

      I flipped around, pressing my lips against his. “Maybe I don’t want to get any sleep.”

      He trailed a finger along my jawline. “I love you, Sloane.”

      “I know.”

      I know.

      Pathetic, right?

      Part of me cringed every time I said it. Up to this point, it was the only reply I’d managed to squeak out. I’d even convinced myself it was a lot better than muttering something back like “ditto” or “thanks,” two things I’d heard from men I’d dated in the past. Both words had made me feel worthless and small, leaving me with the urge to remove a fork from my silverware drawer and stab it into a place no fork should ever be stabbed.

      I’ll show you “ditto” or “thanks”.

      We’d known each other for a little over a year and had been in a relationship for the last seven months. Life wasn’t just good, it was great; and my life never stayed great for a prolonged period of time. I supposed it was this very reason that made me hesitate when it came to saying the “L” word.

      I just wanted to live in the moment.

      This moment.

      I didn’t want to jinx it.

      Cade rolled out of bed and leaned down, grabbing his shirt off the floor. “You can put off sayin’ you love me back if you want. It don’t make no difference. I know you feel the same way I do. Might as well push through your fear and get it over with.”

      Push past my fear.

      If only it were that easy.

      I folded the pillow behind me in half and rested my head on top, wondering why he shot out of bed so quickly, allowing my fear to create several different scenarios in my overactive mind. They wouldn’t be quieted unless I said something, so I did.  “Why did you get out of bed?”

      He leaned down, kissed my forehead. “One of the new motion detector lights just turned on in the front yard. I better check it out.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. He was right. A sliver of light seeped through a crack in the curtains.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Cade said. “My best guess, Shelby’s either trying to sneak in, or sneak out.”

      I looked at the time on the desk clock. It was a quarter past midnight.

      “You didn’t tell her about the motion lights you just had installed, did you?”

      He grinned. “And rob myself of the chance of seein’ the look on her face when she knows she’s busted? Not a chance.”

      Cade made it halfway to the bedroom door when there was a knock on the other side. He twisted the knob, shocked to find Shelby standing in front of him, dressed in nothing but a nightshirt. She rubbed one of her eyes and said, “Dad, why is there a light on outside my room?”

      He looked at Shelby, then at me, then at Shelby again. “Have you been in your room all night?”

      “Yes.”

      “All night? You didn’t go anywhere, not even for a few minutes?”

      “No, Dad. I was too tired to go out. I’ve been in my room since nine.”

      He raised a brow like he didn’t know whether he believed her. “If you’re here, then how did the light switch on?”

      I laughed. “You sure it was installed correctly?”

      He frowned. “Yes, and, it’s not funny.”

      It wasn’t just funny. It was hilarious.

      “Isn’t it possible a deer tripped the light?” I asked.

      He scratched his head. “I don’t know. I better go check it out. Shelby, go back to bed.”

      “How can I go back to bed now knowing someone or something is out there?”

      He placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s probably just an animal, like Sloane said. I’ll take a look just to be sure.”

      He grabbed his Glock from the top of the dresser and exited the room.

      Shelby turned to me. “Can I stay here with you until he comes back?”

      I scooted over, and she sat down beside me. “I didn’t sneak out tonight. I promise. I haven’t done that in ages.”

      “I know you didn’t. If you did, it would be to see a boy, and if you were seeing a boy, your hair would look a lot better than it does right now.”

      She smiled.

      Cade’s phone buzzed.

      Seemed I wasn’t the only one who didn’t want him to get any sleep tonight.

      Shelby reached out to grab the phone, then paused, hand in midair. “Should we answer it?”

      “Nah. He can get it when he comes back.”

      “Why would someone call here this late?”

      “Ever since your dad was made chief of police, he gets calls like this now and then. Most of the time, they’re just silly questions the officers think can’t wait until morning.”

      The phone stopped vibrating for about thirty seconds and then started back up again. When neither of us answered the second time, my phone rang.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Sloane, this is Shorty. Where’s Cade?”

      “Outside. What’s going on?”

      “I need you to put him on the phone.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      A long pause, and then, “It isn’t. Can you just put him on the phone?”

      Cade entered the room. “You were right. Just a bunch of deer.”

      I held the phone out to him. “Shorty has been trying to reach you. I’m not sure why.”

      He put it to his ear and listened. When the call ended, he looked at me and said, “I’m gonna have to leave for a while.”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “There’s been a murder.”

      “Who?”

      He looked at Shelby then at me. Message received. Whomever it was, he didn’t want to discuss it in front of his daughter.
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      When I woke again several hours later, I found Cade sitting in the living room, staring at the logs inside the fireplace, even though it was spring and there was no fire going.

      I plopped down next to him. “That bad, huh?”

      “June Bancroft was murdered last night.”

      I’d only lived in Jackson Hole for the past several months. The name didn’t ring a bell. “Who is she?”

      “A widow who lives in town. I didn’t know her very well. Her daughter-in-law Wren was Shelby’s English teacher last year. I always liked her. She was nice, passionate about her students. That’s what makes June’s death so confusing.”

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “We’re still gathering evidence. Far as I can tell, though, Wren stabbed her mother-in-law in the chest and then tried to flee the scene.”

      “How do you know?”

      “A neighbor across the street spotted Wren running down June’s driveway. And get this, she was holdin’ a bloody knife in her hand, the one we assume was the same knife that killed June. The neighbor went after her, and when Wren wouldn’t stop, the neighbor held her at gunpoint while she called the police. She said Wren was mumblin’ a bunch of things she couldn’t understand.”

      “Did Wren admit to the murder?”

      “She said she didn’t do it, but right now, everything I’ve seen says she did. If she’s innocent, why was she tryin’ to leave?”

      “Did you ask her?”

      “Tried. So far, she’s not talking. She just sits there, starin’ at the wall, cryin’.”

      “I thought you said she said she didn’t do it.”

      “She didn’t say it to me. She said it to the neighbor.”

      “What happens now?”

      “What always happens. We finish collecting the evidence, and we wait.”
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      The following day I received a call from a man introducing himself as Will Bancroft, Wren’s husband. Between frantic, panicked breaths, he managed to ask me when I could meet with him. Since it was the first job offer I’d received since moving to Jackson Hole, clearing my nonexistent schedule wasn’t the problem. The fact I was being hired as a private investigator for Cade’s case was.

      When I made the permanent move to Jackson Hole, we’d discussed the possibility, knowing it was only a matter of time before our cases intersected with each other somehow. He’d said he would be supportive. He understood I wasn’t giving up my job no matter what his current position. Still, I worried. This wasn’t a regular case. It was a murder investigation.

      I dialed his number, hoping to run it by him first. He didn’t answer. And judging from Will Bancroft’s voice on the phone, Will was a ticking time bomb. I couldn’t just leave him on ice.

      On my way out the door, I glanced in the mirror, arranging my short, dark pixie cut with my fingers. My face looked bright and luminous. Alive. After so many years of pale and pallid, bright felt good. It felt really good.

      Will greeted me at his front door thirty minutes later. He was of average height for a man. With a bald head and a plumpish build lacking any sort of muscle tone, he wasn’t much to look at upon first glance. Then I met his gaze, saw a childlike kindness most people lacked these days. His kind demeanor, combined with a reddened face that indicated he’d been crying, was all I needed. I was sucked right in.

      We walked together to the living room. Sat down.

      “Before you talk to me about anything,” I began, “I need to be honest with you. Cade McCoy is my boyfriend. If that’s going to be a problem, I understand.”

      Will leaned back, tugged at his jawline. “Chief McCoy?”

      I nodded. “We also live together.”

      A short time passed, and then, “Is he okay with you taking on a case he’s investigating?”

      Good question.

      “He thinks my wife is a suspect, for heaven’s sake,” he continued. “That’s why I called you. I had no idea you two were together, or I wouldn’t have.”

      I crossed one leg over the other, tried my best to give off a vibe that everything was okay, that my relationship with Cade was no big deal. “I tried calling him on my way over. He didn’t answer. He knew I’d get a case like this sooner or later. We’ve discussed it before. He agreed it was okay. If it isn’t, you’ll be the first to know. For now, I’ll do what I can to help you. Okay?”

      He shrugged.

      “I heard your wife was released on bail this morning after her arraignment,” I said. “Where is she now?”

      “She’s here. In bed.”

      “I’d like to talk to her.”

      “She’s tired. Maybe later. Why don’t we start with me answering your questions?”

      “Mr. Bancroft, you called me today because, as of this moment, your wife is the only suspect in your mother’s murder. You believe she’s innocent, and you want me to prove it.”

      He nodded again. I continued.

      “You ever play the game where someone whispers a phrase in your ear and then you whisper the same phrase into someone else’s, until it’s passed all the way down the line and the last person verbally recites what he heard? Then everyone has a big laugh because what that last person says is never the same phrase the game started with.”

      “Yeah, what’s your point?”

      “You weren’t there when your mother died. Your wife was. I need to know what happened firsthand. From her lips. Not from her, to you, to me. Understand?”

      “If the story is the same, why does it matter if I tell you or she tells you?”

      “Trust me,” I said. “It’s never the same. Even if you had been present when your mother died, no two people have the same perception of the same event because no two people are exactly alike. I don’t just want the story. I want the story within the story.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know yet. And I won’t know until I talk to your wife.”

      What I did know was one simple truth—it was always the little things. Things most people didn’t understand they’d said even after they’d said it. An odd tidbit they deemed meaningless at the time, so they offered it up without restraint and, in so doing, revealed more than they could possibly imagine.

      Will ran a hand across his sweaty brow. “This isn’t how I imagined our meeting would go.”

      “You believe she’s innocent, don’t you?”

      “She is innocent.”

      “Then there’s no harm in me talking to her.”

      “I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with you talking to her yet,” he said. “I figured we’d meet first and take it from there. I’m the client, right? What I say goes.”

      “You’re right. You are the client. And I understand your apprehension. I’m not going to sit here and try to force you to do anything.”

      I stood.

      “Wait, where are you going?”

      “Why don’t you give me a call when your wife is feeling up to talking?” I asked.

      “You’re leaving? We haven’t even discussed anything yet.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Bancroft. I must insist on doing things my way. I know what I’m doing. I also respect your feelings, and I completely understand if you’d rather hire someone else.”

      I didn’t usually have difficulty laying the ground rules with a new client, but this time was different. He was different.

      “There isn’t anyone else.”

      He was right. There wasn’t. Not for a hundred miles at least.

      As I stood, torn about how stubborn I was being, contemplating what to say next, a door on the opposite end of the room swung open … and in walked the most beautifully freckled creature I’d ever seen.
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      Will looked at the woman who had just entered the room and said, “Wren, you should be resting.”

      She frowned. “How can I when I feel like the entire town is judging me?”

      She tried to step forward. Her legs didn’t comply. Will rushed to her side.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I haven’t stopped shaking since the other night.”

      “It’s understandable,” I said.

      She extended a flaccid hand. I accepted it.

      “Please don’t leave,” she said. “I’ll talk to you. I’ll answer your questions.”

      Seeing her now, the dark marks under her eyes, the look of grief and exhaustion, I understood Will was only trying to give her some time to push past her recent ordeal enough to have the conversation she probably wasn’t ready to have yet. Part of me felt like an ass for pushing him so hard.

      “You will stay, won’t you?” she asked.

      “I’ll admit, when I first arrived, I wanted to speak to you personally. Now, I can see your husband was right. You need your rest. I’d be happy to stop by tonight, or tomorrow even. Whenever you feel more rested. I can get started based on what I already know, and you can fill in the blanks for me next time we meet. Okay?”

      She shook her head. “I can sleep later. All I want now is to clear my name.”

      I returned to a sitting position.

      Wren looked at her husband, tried to smile. “Could you … give us a minute?”

      He didn’t move, visibly reluctant to leave her side.

      “I’d rather stay,” he said.

      “Please, Will.”

      He sighed. “I don’t understand, but okay … I’ll go.”

      Wren waited until the door closed and then leaned forward. “I feel terrible talking about what happened in front of him. It was hard enough to do it the first time.”

      For the next several minutes, she rattled off as much as she could remember. When she finished, I said, “So, the last thing you remember is trying to leave the house while the killer was still there?”

      She nodded. “I remember him breathing, standing in the shadows. Watching me.”

      “Do you have any idea where he was in the room?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You said you could hear him breathing. Focus on that for a minute. Where was the sound coming from?”

      “All around me. First I thought he was by the door, then in the corner, then behind the sofa. It was like he was nowhere and everywhere at the same time. There was a breeze blowing from the ceiling fan. It made it hard for me to pinpoint his exact location. I panicked, started dialing 9-1-1. He reached over my shoulder, snatched the phone from me.”

      “So, he was behind you.”

      “When he took my phone he was. When I stood up, tried to run, he wasn’t. He must have still been watching me though.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “One minute I was running for the door, the next I woke up next to June with a knife in my hand that had previously been sticking out of June’s chest. My head was throbbing. I don’t know how long I’d been out. I reached out to June. Her body was cold, rigid. No pulse. I knew then that she was dead.”

      “When you tried to escape the second time, why run to your car? Why not run to the neighbor’s house instead?”

      “I never got a good look at the killer. I had no idea who I could trust. I no longer had my cell phone, and I couldn’t find June’s, so my first thought was to get out of there, get back home to my husband, tell him what happened, then call police.”

      “The neighbor saw you run out of June’s house with the murder weapon in your hand. Why take the knife with you?”

      She frowned. “Are you here to interrogate me or help me?”

      “The best way for me to help you is to ask all the hard questions, the ones you don’t want to answer.”

      “I was in shock. Not only was June dead, someone knocked me out and then staged the scene to make it look like I did it. I panicked, then I ran. It wasn’t until I reached my car that I realized I’d taken the knife with me. I remember looking up at the street lamp, then down, seeing June’s blood dripping from the tip of the knife onto on my skirt.”

      “Tell me about the neighbor.”

      “I heard a noise, someone yelling. I looked up. June’s neighbor was headed in my direction. She had a gun in her hand. All I could think about was why she was coming after me, and what she was doing outside at that hour.”

      “Did June have any enemies?”

      “She always spoke her mind, but no, I can’t think of anyone who wanted to harm her. The last time I saw her was earlier that night. We’d all gathered together for Sunday dinner just like we always do.”

      “Who’s we?”

      Wren gave me the names of everyone at the table, and then said, “It wasn’t a typical Sunday dinner.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “June wasn’t herself. She’s usually outspoken to a fault. She stayed quiet through most of dinner, and then she passed around some wine and announced she was selling her house and moving to a place called Seal Beach.”

      Having been raised in California, Seal Beach was a place I knew well. Most people thought of the city and envisioned the ocean, the pier, the people in the active retirement town. Not me. My mind had never been content enough to settle on green pastures. When I thought of Seal Beach, a mass killing came to mind, one that had occurred about ten years before at Sunny Shore Diner. Seven killed, five wounded. The moral of that story? Don’t piss off your waitress, and always leave a tip.

      “Why did your mother-in-law want to move to California?”

      “To be with a man she met on the Internet.”

      “Had June ever mentioned the man before?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did she mention his name?”

      She gave me his name, first and last. Sebastian Ayres. Her eyes opened and closed. She was getting woozy. I didn’t have much time.

      “How did June’s children react to the news of the boyfriend and the move?” I asked.

      “Everyone was in shock. Simon stormed out. Patty and Will tried to reason with her. It didn’t matter. She’d made up her mind well before she said anything to us.”

      The doorbell sounded. We both turned.

      “Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Will walked from the bedroom, where he’d been waiting, and passed in front of us. He walked over to the door, answered it. From where I was sitting, I didn’t have a clear view of the person he was talking to on the other side, but I didn’t need one. I peeked through the blinds and recognized the truck parked outside.

      I turned around just in time to see Cade enter the room. Eyes wide, he wasn’t smiling. He placed a hand on his hip, looked at me, and said, “Sloane? What are you doin’ here?”
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      Wren feverishly chewed on her bottom lip, her eyes focused on her fingers tucked in her lap. Will sat next to her, his hands brushing up and down her arms as if he were warming her in front of a fire. Neither spoke.

      “Would you excuse us for a minute?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I walked outside. Cade followed.

      “I can explain,” I said.

      “What in the hell is goin’ on?”

      I relayed how I came to be there, icing the cake with, “When I moved here, you said I could take a case. Any case. You said you wouldn’t let it get in the way of our relationship. Remember?”

      He crossed his arms in front of him, leaned against the door of his pick-up truck, and looked at me like he was trying to find a way to “undo” our aforementioned agreement. He could slice it any way he liked. There was no way to undo what was already done.

      “I know what I said. I just didn’t think—”

      “I’d take murder cases anymore?”

      “Look, Sloane, this is a homicide investigation, and right now, she’s our prime suspect.”

      “Are you worried about the conflict of interest? Or what people in this town will say if they learn the chief’s girlfriend has taken Wren Bancroft on as a client?”

      “Neither. I’m wonderin’ how being on opposite sides will affect our relationship.”

      I stepped back. “Are we on opposite sides? She’s a suspect. That’s it. We both want the same thing here. Justice. If she’s innocent, all that matters now is finding the truth.”

      “There is no we when it comes to this case. I can’t help you.”

      “I never asked for your help. Look, client or not, whatever I find out, whether it exonerates her or condemns her, I’ll do the right thing. I’m not ready to let her hang just yet. And you shouldn’t be either.”

      “We found Wren’s cell phone, the one she said the killer snatched from her.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Beneath June’s body.”

      “And?”

      “We ran it for prints, only found Wren’s. We ran the knife too. Same outcome. And someone came forward today, saying June and Wren had a rocky relationship.”

      “Who came forward?”

      “I can’t say. Not right now. Not with you doin’ what you’re doin’.”

      It was clear to me that Wren was being set up. What I couldn’t understand was … why wasn’t it clear to him?

      “You’re letting the facts of the case sway your opinion,” I said.

      “And you’re lettin’ the emotions of a woman sway yours.”

      The comment stung harder than it should have, wounding me. I turned. He reached out. I jerked back.

      “Sloane, don’t. See, this is what I was afraid of happenin’. I didn’t mean to—”

      I turned and walked to my car, letting his words trail off behind me. Whatever he had to say now, it could wait. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to hear it.

      Something foul was in the air, and I intended to find out what.
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      Barbara Fisher wasn’t what I expected, and part of me wondered if I was at the wrong house at first. At an approximate height of five foot eleven, the woman standing in front of me was the perfect example of what people referred to when they said sixty was the new forty. Whatever moisturizer she was using, I wanted to find it and bathe in it.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Are you Barbara Fisher, June’s neighbor?”

      She nodded, her perfectly coifed, buttery hair bobbing up and down over her shoulders.

      “You’re the woman who stopped Wren Bancroft from leaving June’s house the other night?” I asked.

      She nodded again, and yet, I still couldn’t bring myself to believe it. I expected Annie Oakley, and instead, I was met with a much taller version of Ginger Rogers, who looked like she was more likely to spring into dance than point a pistol.

      “Is … everything okay?” she asked.

      “I was hoping I could speak to you about Wren Bancroft.”

      Although subtle, unless my eyes were deceiving me, the gap in the space of the open front door was becoming narrower.

      “Oh. I see. Why?”

      “You were the only person who saw her fleeing the house after June died.”

      “What I meant was, why do I need to talk to you? I already talked to the police.”

      She was right. She didn’t need to talk to me.

      “I’m assisting with the case,” I ventured.

      She squinted, stared at me for a long time, then said, “I recognize you. You were the woman who found those kidnapped girls a couple years back, right?”

      I smiled. The front door swung all the way open, and her facial expression changed. Instead of viewing me as a nuisance, I had now garnered the esteem of an A-list celebrity. Her speech quickened twice as fast as before. “Everyone in town still remembers what you did for Noah Tate a few years ago. You found his daughter when she went missing. Come in, come in!”

      I went in. We walked to the dining room, sat at the table.

      “Can I get you anything?” she asked. “Anything at all?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “What about a glass of wine? I’ve got reds, whites … what’s your pleasure?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “You’re a private investigator, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. She continued.

      “Who hired you?”

      “Will Bancroft.”

      She frowned. “Oh.”

      “I just want to find out the truth, Mrs. Fisher.”

      Barbara fiddled with the placemat in front of her, curling the edge of it around one of her fingers. “The truth is, she killed June. I know how hard it is to believe. I wouldn’t believe it myself if I hadn’t seen it happen.”

      “You didn’t see it actually happen though, did you? You only saw her fleeing June’s house with a bloody knife in her hand.”

      “Doesn’t that make her guilty?”

      “It makes her a suspect. It doesn’t convict her of the crime. You didn’t see her kill June. No one did.”

      She laughed. “How on earth could she be innocent?”

      I switched gears. I wouldn’t allow this to turn into a debate.

      “Why were you up so late Sunday night?”

      “Since when is eleven o’clock late? Most nights I’m lucky if I’m asleep by two a.m.”

      “Where were you when you saw Wren?”

      “In my bedroom.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “It was a quiet night. I heard … at least I thought I heard … a woman scream. I looked out the window, didn’t see anything. The lights were out at June’s house and also at my other neighbor’s house who lives a bit farther down the road. I couldn’t tell where the sound originated from, so I remained at the window for a few minutes, waiting for something to happen, anything to explain what I’d heard.”

      “And then?”

      “Nothing. I stood there ten, fifteen minutes maybe. Then I went to the dresser and pulled my husband’s gun out of the drawer.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I was unnerved. My husband was working, and I was alone. It may not have looked like anything was wrong, but something was off. I could sense it.”

      “What did you do next? Return to the window?”

      “I sat on the bed, tried to calm myself down, convince myself I hadn’t heard anything. Then it happened again.”

      “Another scream?”

      She nodded.

      “How much time passed between the first one and the second?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. At least ten minutes.” She leaned back on the chair, eyes glazed over like she’d taken herself back to that night. “You know what? It was longer. I’d say twenty minutes or more between the first one and the second.”

      We were getting somewhere. Finally.

      “Did the first scream and the second scream sound the same?”

      She screwed up her face, looked at me like I’d just asked an absurd question. “A scream is a scream, isn’t it?”

      I’d witnessed plenty in my line of work. Unless it was the same screamer both times, no two were ever the same. “If a person is being murdered, you’re either going to hear one scream or a series of screams, all happening in rapid succession. It’s unnatural for a murder victim to scream once and then again after so much time has passed.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “My guess? June was already dead, or close to it, when you heard scream number two. How long after the second scream did Wren flee the house?”

      “Less than a minute. She ran out, glanced over her shoulder a couple times, and I saw the knife in her hand.”

      “You saw a knife from this distance?” I stood, walked over to the window, stared down the pathway leading to June’s house. “Your eyesight must be amazing, because from where I stand, I’m not sure I could make out a knife even now, in broad daylight.”

      “I was, uhh, looking through binoculars. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not a nosey neighbor or anything. It’s just, when I heard that second scream, I needed to know what was going on.”

      Or wanted to know what was going on. Not that I blamed her. I would have been out the door after scream number one.

      “You said Wren looked behind her when she ran out. Why would she do that if the only other person in the house was June, and June was already dead?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How well do you know June?”

      “Enough to borrow a cup of sugar when I need one.”

      A cup of sugar wasn’t the same as bonding as friends. “And her family? How well did you know them?”

      “Not well at all. We only bought this house nine months ago. The only one I ever met was Simon. Cute kid. Messed up though.”

      “In what way?”

      “One morning I was taking out the trash, and I saw him sleeping on June’s front lawn. He was wearing a pair of jeans and nothing else. He’d driven his motorcycle through her lawn, and it looked like he’d crashed it into her tree. Didn’t seem to be hurt though.”

      “Any idea why he did that?”

      “None. Like I said, I’m not a nosey neighbor. It was none of my business.”

      And yet she’d just admitted to casing the neighborhood through a pair of binoculars. I grabbed my keys off the table and stood. “Thanks for answering my questions.”

      “Wait, don’t you want to know what happened after she ran out, when I confronted her? Aren’t you going to ask me if I think she’s guilty?”

      “She isn’t.”

      “There’s no way for you to know she isn’t.”

      Not yet, there wasn’t. But my gut instinct had never led me astray before. Besides, a window of opportunity had just opened up, and I had every intention of using it.
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      The police car backed out of June’s driveway, sailing up the paved road like a sports car on a racetrack. I watched it disappear around the corner and then glanced around, looking for an opportunity. June’s front door was covered with so much police tape it looked like it had been vandalized. I slid a strip of tape to the left, tried the handle. It was locked with a deadbolt, which meant no entry. No easy entry anyway.

      I walked around the house to the back door. Also locked. But this time with a spring bolt. I reached inside my pocket and pulled out a few credit cards, riffling through them until I found my driver’s license—my preferred method of breaking and entering since laminated cards were bendier. I wedged the card between the door and the frame, pushed the card in, and slid the latch back.

      Voila.

      I was in.

      The living room was neatly presented. With the exception of the large pool of dried blood staining the pink, plush carpeting, it didn’t look like anyone had died here. Aside from a sofa and two armchairs, there was a glass coffee table with magazines spread across the top and an entertainment center against the wall, flanked with shelves on both sides. The shelves contained books on the left and music CDs on the right. The CD collection included oldies like Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald. A few opera CDs and Broadway hits were thrown into the mix, as well as a deluxe edition of Bon Jovi’s greatest hits, which would have seemed like it didn’t belong if it wasn’t for the CDs being lined up in alphabetical order.

      I flicked the first of two switches on the living room wall. The light came on. I flicked the second switch, expecting the fan to come on. It didn’t. I walked over to the ceiling fan, tugged on the chain. Nothing. No fan. It didn’t make sense. Wren said there had been a breeze blowing on her from the fan, but now it appeared to be broken.

      I took my phone out of my pocket, dialed Will’s number. When he answered, I said, “I’m at your mother’s house.”

      “You are?” he replied. “How did you get in?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I would have taken you over there myself. All you had to do was ask.”

      “I didn’t know if you were up for it. I didn’t want to push you.”

      I also did better when I poked around on my own. Less distractions.

      “Did you know your mother’s ceiling fan was broken?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that just happened.”

      “How long ago?”

      “A week, maybe. She asked me to come take a look at it, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “Wren said the fan was going when she was here.”

      “It couldn’t have been.”

      “Then why did she say it was?”

      “She probably assumed it was the fan because my mother always had it running, day or night, even in winter. After dinner we usually gathered in the family room, talked about what we had going that week. This last Sunday was different though. After my mother dropped the dual boyfriend and moving bombshell, we all left early.”

      Where had the breeze come from then? I surveyed the room, spotting only one other possible source. There were two windows in the living room. Perhaps June had left one or both of them open before going to bed. Perhaps it was how the killer got in.

      “I need to check a few things out,” I said. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

      I slid the phone back into my pocket and crouched down, looking at the panes of glass, the wall, the floor, the entire area surrounding the window. If the killer gained entry this way, I couldn’t tell now. It had been scrubbed clean by forensics.

      I crossed in front of the bookcase again, this time noticing something I hadn’t before. One of the books was out of place. While aligned with the others, the order was wrong. Bryon, Christie, King, Keats. Keats came before King, not the other way around. From one OCD woman to another, assuming she was as persnickety as her house suggested, there was no way June would have botched the order.

      I slid the infraction off the shelf. There was a small tear on the front cover of the book jacket, and it looked dented, almost like it had been warped from being left in the rain. Given the other books were in pristine condition, this seemed off. And there was something else, a dark patch about the size of a quarter in the center of the book. It looked like dried nail polish.

      Or dried blood.

      “Hello?” came a sound from the hallway.

      The rugged male voice was a familiar one. Too familiar. I froze.

      The scene had already been processed. What was he doing here again? I slid the book inside my messenger bag.

      “Don’t bother actin’ like you’re not here,” he continued. “I saw your car parked in front of the neighbor’s place, and she told me you left her house twenty minutes ago.”

      He poked his head around the corner, looked at me.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Cade’s finger was in the air, wagging like a disciplinary stick. “Are you kiddin’ me right now?”

      I smiled. “Nope, not kidding.”

      My weak attempt at humor fell flat.

      “What if I wasn’t alone?” he scolded. “What if Shorty was with me?”

      “A couple years ago, we broke into a house together. Two houses, actually. Or have you forgotten you used to bend the rules now that you’re an esteemed member of the community?”

      “Things were different then. The situation was different. It wasn’t like this.”

      He was right. Being here put him in a bad situation. He’d been working hard to gain the trust of his fellow officers since taking the chief’s job, and here I was threatening it. I didn’t mean to, of course. I was just doing my job, same as he was.

      He tipped his head toward my messenger bag. “What’s in the bag?”

      “Nothing important.”

      “Why are you lyin’ to me? You know you can’t remove things from a crime scene.”

      “Why not? You’re finished processing this place, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t matter.”

      He held out his hand. Maybe it shouldn’t have shocked me, but it did.

      “Are you expecting me to hand it over to you?” I asked.

      “I’d like you to.”

      I pressed a hand against the bag. “No.”

      “No?”

      “You don’t even know what it is or why I took it.”

      “Don’t matter what it is. If you took it, there’s a good reason.”

      “There is, and when I’m finished, I’ll put it back.”

      He stood inside the doorway, blocking me from passing.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Give me the bag and I’ll let you pass.”

      He’d let me pass?

      Is this what life was going to be like now?

      Cade’s obstinate attitude signaled the inception of what had the potential to evolve into a great divide between us. I flashed forward to a year from now, saw myself sitting in a stuffy office, taking only the safe cases, like cheating spouses and premarital background checks. Sure, I took jobs like that on occasion, when I had nothing better to do. But the gritty, tough-to-solve cases, made me tick, gave me purpose, filled my lungs with fresh air.

      Without them, I’d suffocate.

      I yanked the strap off my shoulder, clutched the bag with both hands, and drove it into his chest. “Here. Take it.”

      He placed a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged it off.

      His lips curved into the kind of smile that on almost every other occasion made me weak in the knees.

      Not today.

      “Oh, come on, Sloane. Don’t be pissed.”

      “You said you’d let me pass.”

      “I want to talk to you.”

      “Talk to me, or lecture me? I’m your girlfriend, not your child.”

      “I don’t want you to be angry.”

      “Too late.”

      He turned to the side. I walked past. He reached out, cupping a hand around my wrist. “Let’s talk this out.”

      “Let go of me, Cade.”

      “Dammit, woman. Why can’t you understand what I’m tryin’ to do here?”

      “Let. Go.”

      He released the hold he had on me, and I bolted, hearing the sound of his fist slam against the living room wall as I sprinted out the back door.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nine

        

      

    
    
      Recently I’d started seeing a shrink. Not often, just enough to keep the panic part out of the attack. Having my life dissected was on the top of my list of things I swore I’d never do, but as it turned out, Elodie was no average therapist. She was considerate and unassuming. Two words I never thought about when the word “therapist” came to mind.

      I was angry.

      And bitter.

      And hurt.

      Too hurt to talk about my feelings in a rational way, so I didn’t make an appointment. Instead I considered what Elodie would say if I was in her office at this very moment. She’d listen, even if it meant my constant jabbering took up the entire hour. Then she’d ask a few questions to get at the real root of the problem, which, in the end, would not be about Cade but about myself and my own sensitivity about what was happening. Then I’d put myself in his place, try to see things from his point of view. Hurt and anger was a two-way street, and if I was being honest, really honest, we both had cause to feel the way we did.

      Cade had never been angry with me before. Not like this. In the past, the way I handled disgruntled men was either to avoid them or run. I cared too much for Cade to do either. So I returned home, but I didn’t go in. I sat in front of the house in my car, trying to find a way past what was happening.

      I believed Wren was innocent.

      I also believed if I kept pursuing it, I might end up with a vacancy in the boyfriend department.

      The front door opened and closed. Shelby, who had been peeking out the kitchen window every five minutes for the past half hour, walked to the passenger side of my car and got in.

      “So … how’s it going?” she asked.

      “It’s … going.”

      “You comin’ in sometime, or …?”

      “Eventually. I’m just trying to sort a few things out first.”

      “Right. Well, my dad’s doing that too.”

      I faced her. “How can you tell?”

      “He talks to himself when he’s frustrated. He thinks I can’t hear him rambling on, but I can.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “You shouldn’t have to be involved in this, in what’s going on with us.”

      A tear splashed down her cheek. Embarrassed, she wiped it away.

      I took her hand in mine. “Hey, don’t worry. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Leave? I’m not going anywhere.”

      She smiled. “You’re like a mother to me, Sloane. I mean, my mother wasn’t really ever a mother, so …”

      The first time I met Shelby, she’d run away from home and broken into my house after a feud she’d had with her father. Since that time, she’d gone from rebellious teen to the beginnings of what I was certain would become an outstanding young woman.

      “No matter what happens between your dad and me, I will always be here for you.”

      “Wait, are you guys breaking up?”

      More tears.

      Open mouth, insert foot.

      “We’re fine, Shelby. I love your father.”

      It was the first time I’d said the words aloud. Not only did it shock me, it had blown her mind too, judging by the way her eyes had expanded when she heard the words.

      “Good. You two should get married.”

      I laughed. “Married? Slow down. One thing at a time, okay?”

      She crossed her arms in front of her. “I’m glad you’re helping Mrs. Bancroft.”

      “How do you know about that? Did your dad tell you?”

      I couldn’t imagine he had, especially since it seemed like he was trying hard to keep my involvement under wraps. Telling a teenager was like telling the whole town, even if said teenager was his own daughter.

      “I … uhh … may have heard him talking on the phone just now. Mrs. Bancroft isn’t a murderer. You know that, right?”

      “I do. At least, I think I do. Your dad might not share my same feelings though.”

      “Yeah, he does.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “He was on the phone with Hooker a few minutes ago, talking to him about some book he wanted to bring in for him to look at. He said if there was a way to prove Wren’s innocence, he wanted to make sure it happened.”

      Quaid Hooker was the local coroner and a long-time friend of Cade’s. He was also the person I planned on taking the book to myself before Cade snatched it from me.

      The front door opened again, and this time, Cade walked out. He pretended not to see us having a powwow in in my car and headed straight for his own vehicle. Three quarters of the way there, he changed his mind and pivoted, heading in my direction. From the short distance between us, I could see the outline of the book tucked beneath his shirt.

      Nice try.

      I put the window down.

      He looked past me at Shelby. “I’ve got an errand. I’ll be back soon. Why don’t you order some pizzas or somethin’ so neither of you have to cook tonight?”

      Shelby nodded. “Okay, Dad. Cool.”

      He stuck his hand through the window, handed her a fifty-dollar bill.

      “Sweet! Can I keep the change?”

      “Don’t push it.”

      He turned, tipping his cowboy hat to me like he was saying adios to one of his buddies, and then got in his truck and drove away.

      “Well,” Shelby said. “That was weird.”
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      Three hours and two cold pizzas later, Cade finally returned home from his errand. Shelby had left to go to the movies with some friends, and I was sitting on the bed wearing one of Cade’s T-shirts with my hair wrapped in a towel, Googling the address of the man Wren said June had been secretly dating. Cade entered the room, and we stared at each other, neither one of us willing to break the impenetrable sound barrier and be the first one to speak.

      I’d spent the last hour rehearsing all the things I wanted to say, but now, seeing him in the flesh, my brain reset and all the rational, memorized commentary dissipated, like a magic eraser had scrubbed my mind. It was, at present, hollow and empty.

      Cade paused for a minute at the bedroom door. He seemed to sense my inward struggle and looked as if he was trying to give me time to decide whether I was actually going to talk to him or not. When I didn’t, he crossed in front of me without saying a word. He walked into the bathroom, grabbed his towel off the rack behind the door, and turned the shower on.

      I remained on the bed, vulnerable and ashamed. He was pained. It was obvious on his face. And I was the cause of it. It wasn’t the first time either.

      The tough girl tucked deep within my soul screamed for me to get up, go to him.

      I didn’t though.

      I’d never been any good at relationship confrontation.

      My phone buzzed, and I realized I’d forgotten to remove it from the bathroom after I showered. Cade had left the door partly ajar, so I reached in. Before I could snatch the phone from the counter, Cade grabbed my arm, yanking me inside the shower with him.

      “What are you doing?!” I yelled.

      He tossed the soggy towel on my head to the ground with one hand while lifting my sopping wet shirt off my body with the other. I opened my mouth in protest again. He closed it by pressing his lips against mine, pushing me backward until my bare flesh collided with the tile wall behind me.

      “I don’t ever want what happened between us today to happen again,” he said. “You mean everything to me, Sloane. What we have is more important to me than anything else.”

      I cupped his face in my hands. “It’s me who needs to apologize, not you. This is your first big case since you took the job. Everyone’s looking at you, judging you. I should have been more sensitive. I’m sorry, Cade. I’m really sorry.”

      He smiled then wrapped his arms around me. “No job is worth losing you. A job is just a job. You’re my life.”
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      Thirty minutes later, I finally understood what my friend Maddie described once as the best sex of her life. Make-up sex. In all my years, I’d never experienced it before. I’d always been too proud to simmer down enough during an argument to ever get to the fired-up, passionate part.

      My phone buzzed again.

      A half-asleep Cade said, “Don’t answer it.”

      Earlier it had been nothing, just a message from Shelby asking me to ask Cade if she could stay the night at her friend’s house. I attempted to grab the phone. Cade coiled his arms around me, making it impossible for me to reach.

      “No one calls me this late unless it’s important,” I said. “What if it’s Shelby?”

      He released me. I glanced at the name lighting up my phone. Will. I answered it. Before I could get any words out, a long, screeching noise came from the opposite end of the line.

      “Hello, Will?”

      No words were spoken. The noise continued.

      “Will, can you hear me?”

      Cade sat up. “What’s goin’ on?”

      “I don’t know. He won’t say anything.”

      I placed the call on speaker. Tried a third time. “Will, are you there? It’s Sloane. Did you mean to call me?”

      “Sloane … it’s … it’s happening again.”

      The voice wasn’t Will’s. It was Wren’s.

      “What’s happening?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t … I can’t …”

      “Wren, take a deep breath and then tell me what’s going on.”

      I listened while she exhaled then said, “Help me! I need help!”

      Cade shot out of bed, pulled his jeans on.

      “Wren, please. If you want me to help you, tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s Will,” she cried. “He’s dead!”
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      I sat at the edge of the bed for a moment, absorbing what Wren had just told me. Cade slid his boots on and nudged my shoulder.

      “Hey, get dressed,” he said, “and let’s get over there.”

      He was taking me with him. I didn’t question it. I got up, got ready to go. He made a couple calls, and within five minutes, several of us were en route. The first to arrive, we entered the house, finding Wren covered in blood, sitting on the kitchen floor, cradling Will in her arms, their faces pressed together. She was sobbing.

      I glanced around. What I assumed to be Will’s blood was smeared everywhere—on the wood floor, the cabinets, the leg of a chair tipped on its side. Even on the cell phone resting on the floor next to her.

      “Wren,” Cade said, “can you tell us what happened here tonight?”

      Her head bobbed from side to side. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to tell us. It was that she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      I crouched down next to her. “Listen to me. Any second, the ambulance will be here, the lieutenant will be here, and the chance you have to tell us what happened before everyone else questions you will be gone. I know it’s hard. But try. Please.”

      Face stained with tears, she detached herself from Will and looked up. “I don’t know what happened. I found him like this.”

      Cade bent down next to me. “What were you doing before you found him?”

      “I … we … had dinner together. I was still having trouble sleeping, so Will gave me some sleeping pills. We finished dinner, and I went to bed.”

      “What time?”

      “Around seven.”

      “What was Will doing when you went to bed?”

      “He said he was going to run to the store and pick up a few things.”

      “And did he?”

      “One of the last things I remember before I fell asleep was Will’s SUV pulling out of the garage, so yes. A few minutes later, I was out. I slept for a few hours. When I woke up again, my throat was dry. I needed water. I called for Will. He didn’t answer. I shouted his name again. Same thing.”

      Outside, sirens wailed along the sleepy street. Cade looked at me. We didn’t have much time.

      “When he didn’t answer you, what did you do?” Cade asked.

      “I got up, checked his office. He wasn’t there. Checked the bathroom and the living room. He wasn’t there either. I walked into the kitchen and saw him hunched over on the floor. I yelled to him. He didn’t move. I reached down and rolled him over, and that’s when I saw it.”

      “Saw what?” Cade asked.

      Wren bent Will to the side.

      The handle of a knife was protruding from his chest.
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      Although Shorty and a couple others eyed me like they wondered what I was doing at the crime scene, none of them questioned it, at least not in front of me anyway. And I made myself look as inconspicuous as possible, sitting inside Cade’s truck while the area was cordoned off and processed. I felt bad for leaving Wren alone after what she’d just endured, but for now, it was how it had to be, and I’d serve her best if I flew under the radar.

      An hour later, Cade walked to the truck, got inside, started the engine.

      “I wondered where you got off to,” he said.

      “I thought it best to stay out of the way.”

      “Hooker’s inside getting Will ready for transport to the morgue. We won’t know too

      much more until he does the autopsy.”

      “What about Wren? She hasn’t been arrested again, has she?”

      “Her mother’s on her way from Montana. I’m allowing her to stay at the house for now. I have officers stationed at her door until we can figure out what the hell is going on.”

      “Did anyone ask you why I was with you?”

      “Shorty did. I’m not surprised. He’s the most brazen one of the bunch. I suspect the others put him up to it.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I said it was none of his damned business.” He reached over, gave my ribcage a squeeze. “I figure you’re already involved, so this is how we play it. I’ll tell you what I know. You tell me what you know. We’ve always been best at solvin’ things when we work together, right?”

      “You’re willing to share information with me?”

      “I trust you. Besides, any of my men who says he doesn’t go home and talk to his woman is a liar.”

      “What about your position? I don’t want to get you in any trouble.”

      “You won’t. We’ll keep to ourselves about it unless there’s a reason not to.”

      He leaned his head back, sighed.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Somethin’s been eatin’ me from day one. There was a picture in a frame sitting on an end table in June’s living room. The entire pane of glass was cracked. It had either fallen over or been knocked over, and someone set it back up again.”

      Or it never fell and someone busted it on purpose.

      Or it busted when the killer was climbing through the living room window.

      “Who was in the picture?”

      “June, Wren, and Will. Looked like it was taken at Wren and Will’s wedding.” He paused. “I went to see Will’s sister Patty this mornin’. She said Wren and June didn’t get along. June wedged herself between Will and Wren to the point that Wren threatened to move to a different state if she didn’t back off and give them some space. She said Wren could never commit murder though.”

      It was hard to believe June was so involved, considering she had kept herself busy with another man whom none of her children knew about. Then again, it would explain why she started seeing someone in the first place. “Wedged herself meaning June was possessive of Will?”

      “I got the impression it was more like June doted on him. Even after all this time, she had a hard time acceptin’ another woman had taken her place.”

      “Even if we believed Wren had the ability to murder June, which we don’t, it doesn’t explain why she would kill her mother-in-law just to turn around and kill her husband.”

      “I spoke to Simon too. Simon was hung up on some co-worker of Wren’s Will said was getting too close to her.”

      “Did he give you a name?”

      “Gabriel Mendez. He teaches history.”

      “Did he say why Will thought they were getting close?”

      Cade shrugged. “Don’t know. He only said Will mentioned it at dinner on Sunday night.”

      “In front of everyone, or only to Simon?”

      “Only to him, I believe. This whole thing just doesn’t feel right, you know?”

      “I know,” I said. “It doesn’t feel right to me either.”
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      The following morning, I flew to California to meet Sebastian Ayres in the flesh. From what Cade had been told, Seal Beach PD had been unsuccessful in its efforts to bring Sebastian in for questioning. I wanted to know why.

      Sebastian lived about a minute’s walk from the beach in a white house with canary blue shutters. Terra cotta pots stuffed with flowers lined each of the three front porch steps, and the lawn was littered with half a dozen whirly-gigs in various shapes and sizes.

      The scenery spoke volumes.

      But what it didn’t say was “bachelor pad.”

      I climbed the porch steps, knocked on the door. The curtain inside the house was pulled to the side, and a woman looked out, squinting when she didn’t recognize me. The curtains closed. Seconds later, the door opened.

      The woman blinking at me was at least ten years older than I was, about my height, and stocky, but she had a pleasant, rosy face. And very round, like a Tootsie Pop.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked.

      “I hope so. I’m looking for Sebastian Ayres.”

      “Oh, okay. Just one minute.”

      Her melodic voice called out to him.

      He didn’t come to the door. He yelled, “What is it?”

      “There’s a woman here to see you,” she said.

      “I just sat down. Let her inside.”

      The woman smiled at me and let me pass.

      “How do you know Sebastian?” she asked.

      “We have a mutual friend. How do you know him?”

      She smiled like she found the question amusing. “I’m his wife.”

      His wife?

      I had a feeling things were about to get interesting.

      Sebastian didn’t look up when I entered the room, instead choosing to concentrate on the ham-and-cheese parked on the center of a plate on his lap. He took a bite and set the sandwich back down, wiping a good-size dollop of mustard off his lips with the side of his arm. He was bald and had an oversized head, which matched perfectly with his ample belly.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked.

      Not expecting to find a married man, I wasn’t sure how to reply. “My name is Sloane Monroe, and I live in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. A friend of a friend said she knew you and that, if I ever found myself in Seal Beach, you’d be able to give me some advice on the best things to do in the city.”

      “Sebastian’s parents used to live in Wyoming,” the woman said.

      Sebastian handed his plate to his wife. “Honey, would you take this for me? And would you mind making this young woman a glass of iced tea? I’m sure she’s thirsty.”

      I opened my mouth to object then snapped it closed again after seeing the intensity in his eyes when he looked at me. He wanted her out of the room. If he really was a lying, cheating, home-wrecker, I didn’t blame him for wanting the privacy.

      His wife smiled. “I’m sorry. I should have offered you something when you came in. By the way, I’m Carol. It’s nice to meet you, Sloane.”

      Carol turned and walked out of the room. Sebastian wiped a few breadcrumbs off his shirt and stood.

      “We have an enclosed patio out back. Why don’t we go sit out there?”

      He opened the sliding glass door, and we walked outside.

      “Your place, it’s nice,” I said.

      He didn’t mince words.

      In a barely audible voice, he said, “Who sent you here?”

      “What would you say if I said June?”

      He lowered himself onto a plastic patio chair, dangled his hands between his knees. “June wouldn’t ever send anyone to my house. So why are you really here?”

      “You two had a romantic relationship.”

      “If you say so.”

      At least he didn’t flat-out deny it.

      “She flew here four times in the last five weeks. Does your wife know?”

      “She knows I messed up, doesn’t know who with.”

      “Are you saying she’s okay with it?”

      He flicked a hand in the air. “It’s not important. You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I’m here because June’s dead.”

      His hands moved to the plastic armrests on the chair, clenching so hard, I thought they might snap off.

      “I tried calling yesterday,” he muttered. “She didn’t answer. She always answers.”

      “You didn’t know she was dead, did you?”

      He shook his head. “When? What happened?”

      “A few days ago. She was murdered.”

      “How?”

      “She was stabbed.”

      “By whom?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I said.

      “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “I don’t know anything about it. How would I?”

      “According to June, she was selling her house and moving here to be with you. So I’d say you know quite a bit.”

      “Selling her … no … that can’t be right.”

      “The night she was murdered, she told her kids the two of you were in a relationship and that she was moving to Seal Beach.”

      “She said she was thinking of selling the house, but she didn’t … I mean, nothing had been decided yet.”

      “Her son is also dead.”

      Sebastian’s eyes widened. “Which one?”

      “Will.”

      He hung his head, stared at the ground. “Same night? Same way?”

      “Different night. Same way. Mr. Ayres, how long were you and June involved?”

      “Why are you here asking questions? You’re not dressed like a cop, so obviously you aren’t one. You weren’t June’s friend either. She never mentioned you.”

      I gave him a brief overview of how I came to be involved with the Bancroft family, halting mid-conversation when Carol opened the sliding-glass door and handed both of us an iced tea. Carol looked at Sebastian’s watery eyes and said, “Everything okay out here?”

      “It’s nothing to worry about, hun,” he said. “Miss Monroe was just telling me about some friends of my parents who passed away this last week.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” she said.

      Sebastian stood, looked at me. “Thanks for stopping by. I’ll walk you to your car.”

      Apparently, I was leaving.

      On my way out, I passed a bedroom, noting a zipped carry-on bag inside the doorway of what appeared to be the master bedroom. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Actually, Sebastian just returned from Chicago,” Carol said.

      No wonder local police hadn’t talked to him yet.

      I turned to Sebastian. “Why were you in Chicago?”

      “Business trip.”

      “When did you get back?”

      “This morning,” he said.

      He yawned. A few seconds passed. He yawned again. He was nervous, agitated. It wasn’t hard to understand why. I exited the house. He followed close behind. Carol remained inside.

      “Listen, I had feelings for June,” he said. “But her moving here wasn’t my idea. It was hers. She thought if she lived closer to me, I’d leave my wife.”

      “And would you have?”

      “I made it clear it wasn’t ever going to happen.”

      Not clear enough, obviously.

      “If I were you,” he continued, “I’d look closer to home.”

      Good thing he wasn’t me, because from where I stood, he had GUILTY stamped all over his face. It was conceivable that he killed June to save his wife from dealing with one affair that wasn’t going away gracefully. It didn’t explain why Will was dead though. “You’re not telling me everything, Mr. Ayres. I’ve been doing this long enough now that I can tell when someone’s lying to me. You’re going to be questioned by the police. I suggest you consider your story.”

      “I don’t know anything, Miss Monroe. I just know the tree you’re barking up is the wrong one.”

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I got inside my car, looked at Sebastian, and said, “We’ll talk soon.”

      He frowned.

      I closed the door to the rental car and answered my phone. It was Cade.

      “How are things goin’ out there?” he asked.

      “I’ve just finished talking to Sebastian.”

      “And?”

      “And you need to find out where he’s been for the last few days. I noticed a luggage bag in his bedroom doorway, and his wife said he’d just returned from Chicago.”

      “His wife?”

      “Yeah, I had the same reaction.”

      “Did he admit to having an affair with June?”

      “He did, but he said he would have never left his wife for her.”

      “Why would June move there then?”

      “I have no idea,” I said.

      “When’s your flight back?”

      “Two hours. I’m headed to Long Beach Airport now.”

      “Okay, good.”

      His voice was different, off somehow.

      “Is everything okay? You sound preoccupied.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll fill you in when you get back. Okay?”

      Not okay.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      “Cade, what is it? Just tell me.”

      He took a long breath in. “Wren’s dead, Sloane.”

      My phone slipped from my sweaty palm. I reached down, grabbed it off the floor.

      “Hey,” Cade said. “You still there?”

      I put the phone back on my ear. “I’m here. What happened? I thought you said there were officers outside of her door. I thought her mother was there.”

      “I did, and she is.”

      “Then how is Wren dead?”

      “She locked herself inside her bedroom a couple hours ago, removed Will’s gun from the wall safe, and shot herself.”
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      Grief had the ability to consume the soul, its temperamental hand slithering its way inside, circling our hearts, squeezing until the bloody pump ran dry. Most recovered, managing to move on in spite of the devastating setbacks.

      Not all of us were capable though.

      Not all of us knew how to let go.

      Not all of us wanted to let go.

      Some of us ceased to live when the one thing that was worth living for died right before our eyes.

      Such was the case with Wren.

      I made one final pit stop before returning home, hoping a conversation with Will’s brother Simon would clear up a few nagging questions floating around inside my head. I pulled up to his driveway, found Simon inside his garage, polishing the paint on a pristinely kept hog. His shaggy, blond hair was so light it was almost white. And he was tall, at least six foot three, and had a robust, farm boy appearance—like he worked out, but not at the gym.

      “Nice Harley,” I said.

      He looked me up and down, laughed. “What would you know about motorcycles?”

      “My grandpa used to have a Strap Tank Single displayed in the corner of his office at home. He refused to keep it anywhere else. Drove my grandma crazy.”

      He showed minimal interest. “What year?”

      “Somewhere around 1910, I think.”

      He stood up, wiped his greasy hands on a towel next to him. “You ever actually ridden on one before?”

      I stepped forward. “Stand aside and you’ll find out.”

      At last, the beginnings of a smile.

      I did my best to take advantage of the moment. “I’m—”

      “I know who you are, and I know why you’re here.”

      “You do?”

      “My sister called. Said you’d be coming by.”

      I’d spoken to Patty on the phone a half hour before, when I left the airport. She agreed to meet for a few minutes the following day, but not before then. Today she couldn’t. She was back at the funeral home, making second and third arrangements.

      “How are you doing?” I asked.

      “You don’t even know me. Why do you care?”

      I suppose I didn’t. “When you left your mother’s house the other night, you were angry.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Nothing. I just wondered why.”

      He leaned back onto a stack of cardboard boxes. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m sure the news of her selling her house and moving came as a surprise.”

      “To everyone else in my family. Not to me.”

      “What did you know that your siblings didn’t?”

      “It wasn’t what I knew, it was what I saw—what no one else wanted to see.”

      “And what’s that?” I asked.

      “My mom wasn’t the same person after my dad died. She was different. It was almost like …”

      He shook his head, looked to the side, remembering.

      “Like what?” I prompted.

      “Like she wasn’t sad he wasn’t around anymore. She was relieved.”

      “Did they have a good marriage?”

      “Thought so. Then he passed and she just … changed overnight. She tried to save face when we were around, act like she was in mourning over his death, but she wasn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Beats me. I figured one day she’d lose the charade and we’d all find out what she was hiding. Have to say, I never thought it would take this long.”

      “And you think Sebastian was the secret she was keeping from all of you?”

      A chunky piece of his fair locks fell over his left eye. He made no attempt to slide it to the side. It was as if he liked it there, liked hiding beneath it. “Makes sense. She sat there the other night expecting us to believe she’d only known the guy for a short time, but I don’t know. I didn’t believe it.”

      And instead of witnessing what he assumed to be his mother’s hypocrisy, he did the only thing he could do—he left. If he was right, if June had been lying, I didn’t blame him for making the quick exit.

      “You told police that Will thought Wren was getting too close to a colleague at work. What can you tell me about him?”

      “Gabe?”

      I nodded.

      He strapped his bike helmet on, straddled the hog, pulled in the clutch, and pushed the start button. The bike roared to life. “I can’t tell you anything. Don’t know the guy.”

      “What about what your brother told you? Do you believe it’s true?”

      He released the clutch, and the bike rolled forward onto the street. “I don’t know. We weren’t close.”

      The bike sped down the asphalt street. I stood with my arms crossed in front of me, watching him go. Something about him reminded me of my previous self, of the days when I escaped my own life by running. He could run all he wanted. Eventually he’d have no choice. He’d have to slow down.
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      Gabriel Mendez was several inches shorter than I was and had thick, black hair that looked like it never stayed put, no matter how many times it was forced into place by a brush and a can of maximum-hold hairspray. It should have been his most prominent feature, but at the moment, a dark red, bruised eye rivaled his mangy mane for first place.

      He stood in the center of the doorway, dressed in plaid pajama bottoms and an unmatching T-shirt with a Tyrannosaurus rex on the front of it. The T-rex looked hungry.

      “Gabriel Mendez?” I asked.

      “Gabe. You’re the chief’s wife, aren’t you?”

      “Girlfriend. How did you know?”

      “I saw the two of you together last weekend at Lucky’s Bar.”

      “Where’d you get the shiner?”

      “I ran my eye into a Bancroft.”

      He laughed it off. Seeing how three members of the Bancroft family were now dead, I didn’t.

      “I heard you had a relationship with Wren.”

      He raised a bushy brow. “You get right to the point, don’t you?”

      It was late, and I was tired.

      “We work together,” he continued. “Haven’t talked to her since her mother-in-law died. How is she?”

      Apparently the news hadn’t blown through town yet.

      “She’s dead.”

      It looked like he might laugh again until he zeroed in on my face.

      “You serious?”

      “Very,” I said.

      “What happened?”

      “She shot herself this morning.”

      He wiped his brow. “Oh, man. I can’t believe it. I should have gone to see her. I was trying to give her family some space, you know?”

      “How close were you two?”

      “I told you already. We worked together.”

      “There’s a rumor going around that you two were more than just friends.”

      “And everyone believes what they want to believe, no matter what I say.” He pointed to his eye. “How do you think I got this?”

      “Was it true? Was something going on?”

      “I’m married. Of course it isn’t true.”

      As if the glue holding together a marital bond couldn’t get unstuck.

      I peered over his shoulder. “Is your wife home?”

      He shook his head. “She’s at her mother’s.”

      “I assume since you can’t hide your black eye, she knows about the rumors.”

      He nodded. I continued. “Does she believe them?”

      “No. She doesn’t. She knows they’re not true.” He sighed. “You have kids?”

      I didn’t understand the point of his query, but I shook my head anyway.

      “A few weeks ago, we lost our baby,” he said. “We were one week away from finding out the sex, and boom, it was gone. We’d been trying for almost a year, so when my wife miscarried, she was devastated. We both were.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “The first week after it happened, my wife never left the couch. She’d sit there, staring at the TV screen, crying. She wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t shower, wouldn’t leave the house. I had no idea how to help her.”

      “So you turned to Wren?”

      “I couldn’t find my dry-erase pen one day at school, so I went to see if Wren had one, and we ended up talking. I broke down, and it all came out.”

      “What did Wren say?”

      “Wren never wanted children, but from one woman to another, she still understood the pain Maritsa was feeling. She told me to go home and ask my wife if she wanted to talk about how she was feeling. Sounds simple, right? I hadn’t done it though. I thought it would be too hard. Turned out, Wren was right. Maritsa was suppressing her emotions, keeping it all in. Once I asked her to share her feelings, she opened up to me, and everything got better.”

      “How did a simple offer of help get twisted into rumors of you and Wren having a fling?”

      “Wren didn’t tell anyone what was going on. My wife wasn’t ready for people to know, so we kept it quiet. Wren stopped by my classroom almost every day just to see how things were going. I suppose on the outside, it looked scandalous, even though it wasn’t. I love my wife. And Wren loved her husband. I’m just sorry she was there for me, and when I had the chance to return the favor, I didn’t do it.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “After the rumors started, I thought it best to keep my distance for a while, let things die down. It was stupid. I was stupid.”

      His sincerity was moving, and I had no reason not to believe him.

      “The only thing that doesn’t make sense to me is why Will would take a swing at you. He didn’t seem like an aggressive person to me.”

      Gabriel seemed puzzled. He looked at me and said, “It wasn’t Will who punched me. It was Simon.”
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      I returned to Simon’s house, found him back inside his garage, tinkering with his bike, just like he had been earlier. Thinking he was rid of me, he wasn’t pleased to see me again.

      “You were in love with Wren, weren’t you?” I stated.

      He didn’t make eye contact. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “It’s true, though. Isn’t it? You said you weren’t close to Will, and yet you decked a guy after hearing he was spending too much time with Wren.”

      “You’re crazy,” he grunted.

      Probably. I was also right.

      “Was there anything between the two of you?”

      “No.”

      “If there was, there’s no reason to hide it now.”

      “I said, no.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m tired. You done?”

      Done. Done only happened for me when a job was finished.

      “I have several other questions, actually.”

      He turned his back to me. “I have nothing else to say.”

      “If I could just—”

      “Go home and don’t come back. Like I said, I’m done talking.”
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      I leaned back on the sofa, draping my arms around a tearful Shelby. She hadn’t taken the news of Wren’s death well, and I soon learned why. Wren hadn’t just been a teacher. She was someone Shelby talked to, leaned on for guidance before I entered the picture, back when Shelby was an out-of-control teen and had no mother figure in her life.

      Shelby broke from my embrace, taking my advice to soak in the hot tub and relax. No sooner had she left the room, Cade entered it, walking over and sitting beside me.

      “Thanks for bein’ so good to Shelby,” he said. “Before you got here, I tried talkin’ to her, but I didn’t really know what to say.”

      I squeezed his hand. “I can’t believe Wren’s dead.”

      “You were right. She was innocent. Hooker called. Durin’ his autopsy of June, he noticed she had a bruise on her left cheek, presumably made with one of the killer’s fingers. It suggests the killer held her head with his left hand and stabbed her with the right. The blade was also driven into her body at an angle, right to left.”

      “Wren was left-handed.”

      “Exactly.”

      “It may rule her out, but since ninety percent of the population is right-handed, we’re not any closer to finding who committed the murders, are we?”

      “Maybe not, but Wren’s name has been cleared. It’s a start.”

      “Hooker say anything else?”

      “He also confirmed the blood on that book you found at June’s was Wren’s. Wren had a large knot on her head. Hooker thinks June’s attacker used the book to hit Wren from behind, knocking her unconscious, and then set the scene to make it look like she was the killer.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t find any prints on the book?”

      He shook his head. “Everything the killer touched in both houses was wiped clean.”

      “What about your day? Did you learn anything from Sebastian?”

      I gave him what scant details I had. I also filled him in on my subsequent visits with Simon and Gabe. My theory about Simon having feelings for Wren shocked him the most.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Was he in love with her?”

      “I’m still not sure. I don’t think she shared the same feelings though. She was devastated when Will died. If she loved another man, I just don’t see her killing herself.”
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      Morning came and I headed out again, this time to visit with the only other remaining member of the Bancroft family I hadn’t seen yet, Patty, who looked like she hadn’t slept since her mother died. She probably hadn’t. She had two strands of chunky, pink highlights in her otherwise blond hair, and it was easy to see the family resemblance to Simon.

      The interior of Patty’s home was cluttered with so many trinkets, I felt like I’d just stepped into an antique store.

      “Excuse the mess,” Patty said, scooting various piles of clutter to the side as she walked. “I’ve been trying to get a business going on eBay so I can quit my job.”

      “You have a lot of interesting things,” I said.

      She swished a hand through the air. “This is nothing. Follow me.”

      I walked with her to a bedroom that was chock full of one of my worst nightmares, floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with dolls. All porcelain. All eyeballing me with a devilish grin like they were waiting until I was distracted so they could spring to life, pull a miniature knife out of their pockets, and stab me with it repeatedly.

      I had to admit, I’d seen too many horror movies.

      “These are … ahh … wow… a lot of dolls,” I said.

      “I’ve been collecting for years, ever since my mom bought me my first one when I was ten.”

      I had to look at something else, anything else, so I turned my attention to the corner of the room, to a desk filled with framed family photos. I was browsing the various photographs until Patty walked over and stood in front of the desk, blocking my view.

      “I’m sorry to take up your time,” I said. “I know you’ve had a hard week.”

      She nodded. “If it wasn’t for my husband, I doubt I would have gotten through it.”

      “I’ll be as brief as I can. I’m sure you need some time to yourself.”

      “Don’t worry about it. The last thing I need right now is for it to be quiet. I’d do just about anything to keep any kind of noise going.”

      “I spoke to Gabriel Mendez last night,” I said. “He had a black eye. He said Simon did it.”

      Her face was vacant, lacking any expression. She already knew.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I was surprised to find out Simon assaulted him and not Will.”

      “Will isn’t … I mean to say, he wasn’t the violent type. He’d never hurt anyone, even if the person hurt him.”

      “And Simon?”

      “You met him. Complete opposite.”

      “Simon told me he wasn’t close to Will.”

      “He loved his brother. He just didn’t like the constant badgering from Will to clean up his life. Simon’s not the type of person who likes to be lectured.”

      “Why did he confront Gabriel? Because he knew Will wouldn’t?”

      Her eyes darted around.

      “What about his relationship with Wren?” I asked.

      “What about it?”

      “Is it possible there were feelings between them? I’m not talking about transparent ones, those shared by a man and his brother’s wife. I’m talking about real affection, the kind that goes beyond family ties.”

      Patty bit her upper lip, pulled out the desk chair, sat down. “Wren and Simon were always close, ever since middle school. They grew up together. Played together. I suppose Simon always loved Wren, but Wren always loved Will, and her happiness was more important to Simon than his own personal feelings.”

      “I saw him last night. He was standoffish, but he seemed like he was doing okay.”

      “Doing okay?” She shook her head. “No. When he left you standing in his garage after your first visit, he rode to my house. When he got here, he was a mess. Tears, the whole works. You wanna know how many times before last night I’ve seen him cry?”

      I shrugged.

      “Never.”

      Now that Patty was sitting, I had a clear view of the pictures on the desk. Many were of Patty at different ages, some with her brothers, a couple with her mom. I walked over, picked one up. “Who’s this?”

      “My dad.”

      “You look like him. So does Simon.”

      She beamed. “You really think so?”

      “Definitely.”

      The more I stared at the picture, the more everything came together in a way it hadn’t before this moment.

      The shattered frame at June’s house.

      The death of both June and Will.

      A new theory formed.

      It all made sense now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Sebastian Ayres didn’t seem surprised to see Cade and me standing on his front porch, but Carol was another story. She took one look at the two of us and practically tripped over herself as she started to back away. Seemed my theory was correct.

      I wanted to say: Where you off to? The kitchen, for a sharp, pointy thing? You going to stab us ALL now? But I didn’t. She darted for the back door. Cade took off after her.

      When we’d pulled up to the house a minute before, Cade had called the local police, warning them that he had reason to believe someone in the Ayres household was a killer. We assumed the police would arrive soon, but not before we had the chance to interrogate the couple ourselves first.

      “You’ve known June a lot longer than a few months, haven’t you?” I asked. “And what you said before about not leaving your wife for her, that was a lie, wasn’t it? You would have, wouldn’t you?”

      He held my gaze but didn’t speak, so I continued doing the talking for him.

      “I think you’ve wanted to leave your wife for years, but June wouldn’t leave her husband, would she? Then he died, and finally, you saw your opportunity, and you took it.”

      Again, no response.

      “Look, Mr. Ayres, the police are on their way over right now. It’s over.”

      “So why are you two here then? Why not let the cops deal with it?”

      “Three Bancrofts have died this week. I’d say that’s more than enough reason for me to want to hear the real truth, straight from your mouth.”

      I also wanted to ensure we were successful getting a confession.

      His eyes closed. When they reopened, he said, “You’re right. I’ve known June almost forty years. We dated in college.”

      “Why did you break up?”

      “We argued one night. I wanted to enlist in the service. She didn’t want me to, said she wouldn’t wait for me if I did. She thought if I chose the service instead of her, it meant I didn’t love her, which wasn’t true. I loved her. I wanted to marry her. I also wanted to serve my country. It was the right thing to do. She just didn’t understand.”

      “What happened?”

      “We said our goodbyes, and I thought she’d cool off by morning. Then she asked me again not to do it. I told her I’d made up my mind, explained again how much I felt it was my duty to serve. I asked if she’d reconsider waiting. She replied by slapping me across the face, and that was the end of it. The end of us.”

      “When did you find out about Will?” I asked.

      His eyes widened, shocked that I’d discovered the dark family secret. I actually hadn’t. I’d only suspected. His panicked reaction solidified the truth for me.

      “How did you find out? June never told anyone besides me.”

      “I saw a photo on Patty’s desk,” I said. “Her father had light hair, just like her, and just like Simon. Not Will though. As a child his hair was so dark it was almost black. He didn’t look like the man who raised him. He didn’t look like either one of his two other siblings either. I couldn’t see it before now, because when I met him, his head was shaved. Once I saw the childhood photo though, there was no mistaking. I knew who he reminded me of. You.”

      His head bobbed up and down. “Five years after we parted ways, June called me. She said she no longer felt right about keeping the truth from me. She told me I was Will’s father, said she knew it the night we broke things off. She planned on telling me, but her anger at the time prevented it.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I wanted to see him, be a part of his life. She said no. Will thought his father was her husband, and she wanted to keep it that way.”

      “And you didn’t push it?”

      “I should have. I kept wondering how much damage it would do to Will if the truth came out and he discovered everything he believed in was a lie. I thought I was protecting him by agreeing to stay quiet, but I robbed myself, and I robbed him. He deserved to know me. He deserved to know the truth about who he was.”

      “What happened after the phone call from June?”

      “We lost touch again for many years. I talked to her now and again. Not often. Once a year or so. “

      “How did the two of you reconnect?” I asked.

      “When I heard her husband passed, I called her. She wanted to see me, so I flew out. One visit turned into several, and before long, we were planning a future together, a future I’d never thought we would ever have. She said once enough time had passed for her children to grieve for their father, she’d tell them about me.”

      “Tell them everything?”

      “Eventually.”

      “And then June was murdered, and so was Will. Your wife’s not the sweet, nice woman she pretends to be, is she?”

      Cade rounded the corner, his hand firmly gripped on Carol’s arm.

      She squinted at Sebastian and said, “Stop talking, Bash! Not another word!”

      “No, Carol,” he said. “I won’t lie for you anymore.”

      In truth, he looked relieved. She’d be in prison for the rest of her life, and he’d be rid of her.

      I turned to Carol. “I know you killed June, then tried covering it up by making Wren look like the guilty one. Must have been painful standing there in June’s living room, seeing the photo of her and Will, knowing soon he’d know who his real father was.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Carol spat. “Not true. None of it. All lies.”

      “You weren’t satisfied killing only one Bancroft,” I said. “You had to kill both. What’s troubling me is—how did you find out about them in the first place? When did you discover your husband was leaving you, and that he had a son?”

      She turned her nose up, refused to speak.

      “When I was away on my business trip, she found a letter I’d stashed away,” Sebastian said. “The one I planned on giving her later, the day June moved to California and we started our lives together. She didn’t tell me until after you came here poking around, and—”

      “Shut your mouth, Bash!” Carol shouted.

      I looked at Sebastian. “Finish what you wanted to say.”

      “She threw the letter in my face, said I’d never see June or my son again. She’d taken care of them. If I tried to tell anyone, she’d take care of me too.”

      Clearly Carol was the dominant one in the relationship. I imagine when she confessed what she’d done, he’d been gripped with terror, and she hadn’t let him out of her sight a moment since.

      “June and Will were both stabbed once, both wounds precise, deadly,” I said. “How did Carol know how to cause a single, fatal blow?”

      “Medical school,” Sebastian said.

      A police car pulled into the drive. Two cops got out, and Cade explained all that had transpired. Carol and Sebastian were cuffed, placed in the back of the squad car. Cade made a call, updating everyone at the station in Jackson Hole. He said he’d flown out after receiving a tip he received from local police. I called Patty. She wept, but even through her sorrow, there was a sense of relief.

      Calls completed and squad car gone, I took my cell phone out of my pocket. “I guess I better get us booked for a flight back home.”

      He placed a hand over my cell phone screen and smiled. “I haven’t been on a beach in ages. What’s the rush?”

      I smiled.

      There wasn’t one.

      

      
        THE END
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      Lilah Canfield has one last chance to save her career as a country music performer with a performance at Billy Bob's Texas in Fort Worth. Bad thing is the worst snow storm in a century has hit the Texas Panhandle making passage on the highways dangerous at best and closed at worst. When her motor coach slides off the road into a snow bank outside her hometown of Mistletoe, Texas, will Lilah make her gig and save her career? Or will she give it all up for a second chance at love?

      

      Two years after the death of his wife, Sheriff’s Deputy Jack McCommas is ready to move forward for himself and his eight year old daughter. When he and a friend stop to help the folks in a stranded motor coach, he can't believe Lilah Canfield's standing in front of him and is literally shocked to realize the old spark is still there when they touch. He uncovers a plot to sideline Lilah’s career and realizes he has a dilemma. If he solves the mystery and she chooses her music, will he be able to let her go a second time? Or will he try to convince her to stay in Mistletoe?

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          One

        

        Mistletoe, Texas, Late December

      

    
    
      Sheriff’s Deputy Jack McCommas sent his Aunt Carolyne a silent thank you as he easily navigated the icy walkway to the back of Hunter's Service Station and General Automotive. The Get-a-Grips Traction Spikes she'd sent him for his boots   were a butt saver in December at twenty-eight degrees and with an inch of ice.

      Not seeing anyone, he called out to his childhood friend and station owner, “Riley? Where are you?”

      “Over here.” Riley Hunter pushed out from under the tow truck. The wheels of his crawler slid on a patch of ice and he grabbed the bumper to halt his forward motion. He stood and extended his hand in greeting. “I'm sure glad you can help out for a while. The Interstate’s a mess out there.”

      “Yeah, the last report that came in before I headed over here said this band of winter storms will likely go from Oklahoma City to Fort Worth. It’ll be days before it stops snowing and the ice begins to melt.”

      “Hey, did you get Callie taken care of?”

      “I left her inside the house with Tara. She's all excited about learning to crochet booties or something.” Jack smiled at his daughter's enthusiasm over spending time with Riley's wife, who was expecting their first baby any day now. “I'll need to go back out to the ranch before dark to spread more hay and break the ice on the water for the cattle, but I can give you a few hours.”

      “I just appreciate Sheriff Farley loaning you out. I saw on the news a while ago how the highway's already littered with cars and jack-knifed eighteen wheelers sliding off the road. We can't pull them all out of the ditch, so for most, we'll be rescue only.”

      “Copy that.”

      While Riley went to the living area at the back of the station to tell his wife goodbye, Jack opened the tow truck's passenger side door and climbed into the cab. He situated his backpack behind the seat where he noticed Riley had stowed chains, cat litter and piles of extra clothes and boots. Knowing his friend as he did, he felt sure anything they might need could be found in the small space. Anyone they rescued would have to bundle in tight with the supplies.

      He looked up in time to see Riley hug and kiss his wife, Tara. He allowed himself a touch of the green monster at the intimacy they shared, exactly what he lacked in his own life. A woman he could love and a mother for his eight year old daughter, Callie. Seeing the keys in the ignition, he reached over and started the engine to get some heat going in the cab and to keep his thoughts from heading down a dangerous path. A winding route that would never be any brighter than the gray wintry sky above him.

      The driver's door opened and Riley threw a grocery sack and two thermoses into the middle of the bench seat and sat behind the wheel. He glanced over at Jack. “Tara said take it easy out there and don't be a hero.”

      Disgruntled, Jack cleared his throat. “What the devil did she mean by that?”

      “She meant remember your limitations and don't make me save your sorry ass.”

      Jack thought of a few times they'd bitten off more than they could chew and gotten into trouble. “If she only knew how many times I pulled your fat out of the fire.”

      Riley laughed out loud. “I’d appreciate it if you kept that bit of info under your hat.” He pulled the gear shift into first, and drove down the town's main street toward the U.S. Highway 287.

      

      

      “What do you mean, we're stuck?” Lilah Canfield’s arms hugged her waist as she stood knee-deep in a snow drift beside the Winnebago as huge white flakes swirled around her.

      “I mean we are high-center, buried up to the wheel-wells, stuck.” Taggert Swift, good friend and bus driver extraordinaire straightened and slapped his gloved hands against his thighs to remove the caked-on snow. “We're not going anywhere.”

      “Can't we rock it back and forth or something to dislodge it?” She knew the absurdity of her question. This was a Winnebago Motor Coach for goodness sake. But she couldn't give up until they'd exhausted all their options. “We have to be in Fort Worth at Billy Bob's Texas in a matter of days for the most important gig of my career.”

      Tag pinned her with a stare, hands on his slim hips and mouth agape. “We're standing next to snow drifts already two feet high, and skating on ice an inch thick.”

      “Are you absolutely sure we're—”

      “Stuck.” Tag pulled up the zipper on his jacket. “You have friends around these parts, don't you?”

      “No one I’d want to contact. Besides, I haven't seen or talked to most of them in years.”

      “Well, I suggest you try calling somebody, unless you want to spend the night out here.”

      Lilah dug her phone out of her coat pocket, unlocked the screen, and tapped in the number for Tara Hunter, the only name she'd kept in her contacts list.

      “No Service” popped up on the screen.

      She held the device out to her side and over her head in all directions trying to find at least one bar and still nothing.

      “No Service.”

      “I'm not getting anything.” She wanted to scream her frustration. And, while a tantrum wouldn't help their situation, she might feel better. Her personal life and her music career had taken too many hits in the last year. She absolutely had to be at Billy Bob’s to honor her commitment. In her career she’d never missed a performance or shown up late. Her reputation as a performer depended on it. She wasn’t one of those performers who demanded this and that and thought she should be treated as a queen, in spite of rumors to the contrary.

      Tag opened the door to the coach. “Come on, let's get in out of the wind before we freeze our backsides off. With any luck, maybe somebody’ll come along and rescue us before the night's over.”

      Turning off her phone to save the battery, she entered the coach ahead of her driver and friend and plopped onto the couch.

      “Tag, do you think the boys are okay?” She worried about the members of her band. They'd left ahead of her and Tag in the small van owned by the drummer. The last time they'd talked, the snow had just started to fall.

      “If they're smart, they pulled off somewhere before the roads got bad.” He shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Which is what we should've done an hour ago.”

      “I know but you heard Connor. If we miss one show, we’ve reneged on the terms of our contract. He’ll give our spot to that newest Idol winner, Jessie Duke. She’s already there visiting her family for Christmas. If he does that, we'll miss our shot with the record company.” Tears stung the backs of her eyelids and she swallowed the past year’s disappointments that threatened to overtake her. She would not give up on this opportunity until all options had been exhausted.

      “Lilah, we've been together a long time.” Tag sat beside her on the couch. “I know how important this gig is to you. But killin' ourselves for sure won't get you back into the Nashville inner circle.”

      “You're right, it's just . . .” Scooting down, she rested her head on the back cushion, emitting a defeated sigh. “It's so frustrating.”

      “Why don't you check your phone again, see if you have a signal yet. If you do, maybe the boys have left you a message.” He stood and pulled on his gloves. “I'm going back out to look at the engine. There was something going on before we hit that icy bridge.”

      “Like what?”

      “Don’t know but I had to add oil when we stopped at the Oklahoma-Texas state line back up on I-40 and the oil light had just come on again.”

      “Be careful, Tag.” Her words bounced back at her as he closed the door against the frigid air. She turned on her phone and waited for it to load.

      Truth be known, she had mixed emotions about regaining communication with the rest of the world. On the one hand, yes, they needed to get the coach out of this ditch as soon as possible to revive her professional status in the music community. On the other, signal bars would add serious baggage to her already sinking personal life by putting her in contact with the nearest town.

      Mistletoe, Texas.

      Her hometown.

      Oh, Lord.

      Sometime later, Lilah woke with a start. After blinking a few times, she remembered where she was and realized she was alone in the coach. Tag must still be outside. A look out the side window found him using a small shovel to dig snow out from behind the driver-side wheel. Her watch confirmed she'd only dozed for a few minutes, but he had to be frozen, none-the-less.

      Since she was more than a little hungry and figured Tag was, too, she started digging around in the coach for anything they could eat. This morning, before they'd driven out of Oklahoma City, she'd noticed water, some canned goods, and blankets. The only food she found that could be eaten straight from the can, though, were sardines and pork and beans so she set those on the counter. The blankets were in the built-in storage under the bed. Something had the drawer stuck and she got down on hands and knees to try and pull it out.

      When she heard the door open, she called out, “Hey, Tag? Can you come back here and help me with this?” Unfamiliar foot falls drew her attention but before she could see who stood behind her a very familiar voice caught her off guard, causing her to lose her balance and fall headfirst into the bed frame.

      “I'll be damned. If it isn't Lilah Marietta Canfield.”
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      Jack hadn't meant to startle her. But, swear to God, she still possessed the nicest ass in six counties. He took a couple more seconds to admire the view and then helped her to stand. She seemed flustered and more than a little cranky.

      “Holy crap. Jack McCommas, what are you doing here?”

      He stood in the narrow doorway to the bedroom mesmerized by her voice, the musical way she said his name. Soft. Breathy. Sexy as all get out. “I'm riding shotgun with Riley today, trying to help folks either get out of the ditch or into town.”

      “Fantastic! Tag and I have to be in Fort Worth as soon as possible. How long do you think it’ll take to get us out of here and on our way?”

      “I'm sorry, that isn't going to happen anytime soon, sweetheart.”

      Lilah looked at him like he'd grown an extra head and then suddenly pushed past him, her whiskey-colored eyes glaring at his as their bodies touched from shoulder to thigh in the small opening. The gardenia scent from her flowing light brown hair shot his imagination into overdrive. “Did you say Riley's here?”

      “Yes, but—” Totally unprepared for the effect her warm curves would have on him and his libido, Jack lost the ability to form words and found himself unable to move right away. When he joined them a few seconds later, in the main part of the coach, Riley was explaining what they'd discovered.

      “You can't even run the engine for power or heat, no matter how much gas you have. Looks like whatever y'all ran over ripped a hole in something. Probably the oil pan.”

      Lilah looked out the window then whirled to face Riley. “You have your tow truck. Haul us in and fix the damn coach. I can pay you.”

      Jack thought her tone confirmed what the gossip magazines had touted as her prima donna attitude. She’d changed since he’d last seen her. He supposed they’d all changed in the twelve years since high school graduation.

      Tag intervened. “Lilah, it's over for tonight. As soon as we can find a signal or get to a regular phone, you'll try to find the boys and call Connor to tell him you’ll be delayed. That’s the best you can do.”

      Her shoulders sagged as if a huge weight sat on them. Lowering her head, she slanted Tag a glance. “Man, that’s a call I don’t want to make.”

      “But you will.” He reached for her jacket laying on the arm of the couch, held it up her and said, “Now, put this on and get in the truck. You and I aren’t the only ones these men have to rescue today.”

      Lilah slid her arms into the sleeves, pulled a hat and leather gloves from the pockets then grabbed a small bag sitting to the side. She stood at the door, obviously resigned to her fate and said, “Okay, I'm ready.”

      Jack wanted to laugh at her ‘poor me’ expression but thought better of it. Hiding a grin, he followed her outside and opened the door to the cab of the tow truck. He helped Riley and Tag secure the coach and then slid into the front seat beside her on the passenger side. She had already buckled in. Her feet propped on a toolbox, she held the brown paper sack and one of the thermoses they’d brought along in her lap. She stared straight ahead through the windshield ignoring his presence.

      He could almost see the wheels turning inside her head she was thinking so hard. Next, he expected to see smoke coming from her ears. He realized he’d been wrong thinking she’d accepted the fact they were stranded. He’d forgotten how determined she could be. From her earlier outburst and what he’d read in the tabloids, he knew this was far from over.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Her look pinned his back to the passenger door. “You're serious?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Oh my God, you are. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Red flushed her cheeks and too late he remembered how quickly she gave into anger. This trait and both of them being selfish had driven a permanent wedge between them. He slid his hand around the door handle in the event her head started to spin or she spewed peas.

      “Honey, I know, I—”

      “Don't honey me,” she warned. “The weather is crap, my motor coach is buried in the snow, sprawled over who knows what like a wounded behemoth. Riley probably can't pull it out 'til the ice melts and I have to perform in a few days at Billy Bob's or my singing career is pretty much in the toilet. Of course I'm not okay!” She threw a hand over her mouth and muffled a sob.

      His heart went out to her, but there was nothing he could do short of driving her to Fort Worth himself. Even that probably wouldn't be an option since the authorities were already talking about shutting down the highways from the Panhandle to the Hill Country. This had turned into one hell of a winter storm.

      Riley jerked open the driver side door and climbed into the cab. “Looks like we're ready to slip and slide our way into town.” He gave her a sideways grin. “Your driver's going to ride in with the highway patrol and a couple other folks. Say, I'm starved, where's that sack Tara gave me as we left?”

      Lilah raised her left hand, her fingers white-knuckled around the brown bag. She dropped the mangled bag into Riley's hand. “Sorry.”

      Pulling the top edges of the bag apart, Riley reached to the bottom and retrieved a blob of bread and shredded meat sealed in plastic. He glanced over at Lilah and laughed out loud. “Don't worry about it. I'm hungry enough, I'll eat anything that don’t eat me first.”

      With Riley’s expert driving skills they made the five miles safely into town. While he refueled the truck at the station, Jack made his decision to help Lilah get to Fort Worth. The trip wouldn't be easy and he hated being away from Callie for any length of time, but he understood her desire to save her career. Glancing her direction, he saw her turn off her phone.

      “Any missed calls or messages from your band members?”

      “No and the battery's almost gone.”

      She’d lost some of her gritty determination. If he hadn’t been sitting down, the tears welling in her eyes might have buckled his knees. Jack immediately knew he’d made the right decision. He’d have a fight on his hands with Riley and Tara, but he had the time coming to him from the department.

      “Do you still want to try to make it to Fort Worth?”

      A smile and look of surprise lit her face. “Yes, but I thought—”

      “That it’s impossible? Maybe. I make no guarantees.” He raked his fingers through his hair. His idea was off-the-wall crazy. “But I'm willing to try for you.”

      “Jack, that’s awesome, but what about obligations to your work or . . . um, family?”

      “Are you asking if I’m married?”

      “Well, yeah, I can’t imagine your wife being too thrilled about you trucking off in this weather to, um . . . you know.”

      “Help my former fiancé out of a jam?” It amused him she might be worried about a wife yet couldn’t come right out and ask the question. “I have an eight year old daughter, Lilah, but I’m not married. As far as work goes, I’m a Deputy with the Mistletoe Sheriff’s Department. I can take some personal time and use the trip to check on the roads and report back.”

      “Your offer means so much to me but I can't, in good conscience, let you take the chance of being away from your daughter for possibly days. She's counting on you.”

      “Callie’ll be more than happy to stay with Aunt Tara and Uncle Riley until I get back. Tara’s been teaching her to knit baby stuff.” He shook his head. “This’ll probably make her week.”

      “You’ll definitely make mine. Thanks, Jack.”

      “We’re not on the road, so don’t thank me yet. I need to get a couple of other things squared away first.”

      Riley climbed into the cab and turned the key in the ignition. “Lilah, your friend’s going to get a room at the motel. So you still want me to drop you off at the house with Tara?”

      “Yes, I’m excited to see her and meet Callie.”

      Jack chuckled. “She’s going to be beside herself getting to meet you, that’s for sure.”

      “That’s sweet, but I’m surprised she even knows my name.”

      “Well, Tara keeps her quite often after school and they play your music non-stop. She thinks you're awesome.”

      Lilah raised her eyes to look at the roof of the cab. “From her lips to Nashville's ears.”

      Riley stopped the tow truck in front of his shop. “All ashore that’s going ashore,” he called out. “This is as close as you get.”

      Jack opened the passenger side door and stepped onto the ice covered street. He helped Lilah out of the truck and onto the porch in hopes of preventing a fall. “It’ll be late but I’ll be back for you after we make another run out on the highway to pick up any other stragglers and check on my cattle.”

      “I’ll be right here.”

      When Lilah went into the house and closed the door behind her, the sound of Callie’s whoops and screams of excitement made him laugh out loud. A real live Lilah Canfield was a way better Christmas present than the shirts and jeans she’d opened yesterday.

      A real live Lilah Canfield was better anytime. She’d already given his heart a shot of adrenalin.
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      Lilah set her bag on the floor but, before she could remove her coat, a tiny twister dressed in zebra clothing wrapped its arms around her waist and hugged like there was no tomorrow.

      “Oh, my gosh! Lilah Canfield! Aunt Tara can you believe it?”

      “No, sweetie, I truly can’t.”

      Lilah regained her footing and hugged her old friend. While they had talked occasionally, she hadn’t seen her bestie since she’d left home to pursue her dream for a career in country music.

      When they separated, she remarked, “Wow, you look great, kiddo. How’re you feeling?”

      “Like I’m twelve months pregnant.” Tara rubbed her distended belly. “I don’t think she’s ever going to come out.”

      With a laugh, Lilah said, “I’ve heard rumors they don’t camp out forever.”

      She glanced around the small apartment-like home with its chintz curtains, over-stuffed, cozy furniture and rag rugs covering the hardwood floors, her home reflected her friend’s style, comfortable, easy going and no fuss.

      Callie pushed from between the two women and ran to the other side of the room. Soon, Lilah heard her own voice singing an old classic from her first album. The thought someone actually listened to her music these days warmed her heart.

      “Jack said you played my songs for Callie but I didn’t believe him.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      She shrugged. “I thought he was being polite.”

      Tara cocked her head and quipped, “Really? Are we talking about the same Jack McCommas? Six-foot-four, dark brown hair, blue eyes?” She ticked off Jack’s stats one by one on her fingers. “The rascal I grew up with is a great guy, but he’s brutally honest. He’d never say anything just to be polite.”

      “How could I forget?” Lilah knew her old friend didn’t mean any harm, but her words stung none-the-less. She took a deep breath and sighed. “When you’re right, you’re right.”

      “Honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dredge up old memories.”

      “It’s okay. Jack and I were childhood friends and then we moved on with our lives.” She took off her coat, draped it across the back of a chair, and placed her hat and gloves on top. Needing to change the subject, she rubbed her hands together and asked, “So, do you still drink hot herbal tea?”

      Tara’s eyes lit up. “By the gallons.”

      Lilah glanced over at Callie singing in front of the CD player. “Put the kettle on to boil and I’ll bring Callie Cline.”

      Jack’s daughter was quite the little performer. She had so much personality and confidence, she reminded Lilah of herself at a younger age. Not the least bit intimidated, she didn’t stop singing or put down the wooden spoon-slash-microphone until the song was over. She took her bow when Lilah clapped.

      “You have a very pretty voice, Callie.”

      “Thank you.” The little girl turned off the CD player and carefully placed the spoon beside it on the shelf. “Do you really know my daddy, Miss Canfield?”

      “Yes, I sure do. We went to school together.”

      “That’s cool. Are you going to move here?”

      “No, my home is in Nashville. I’m just visiting here until the weather gets better.”

      “Do you have a cat or a dog?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Well, do you have any kids?”

      “No, I—”

      “Callie, stop badgering Miss Canfield with all your questions,” Tara called out from the kitchen. “Get on in here, I’ve fixed you a cup of hot chocolate.”

      What had she been about to say? No, I have no animals, no kids, no career. Her only family consisted of her band members and Tag. Leave it to an eight year old child to put your life into perspective for you.

      Giving herself a mental slap, she walked to the kitchen door and peered into the room. “How’s that tea coming?”

      

      

      Jack rejoined Riley in the tow truck’s cab after confirming with the Highway Patrol officer there were no other known people stranded between here and the next town. He also found out the roads were officially shut down for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.

      Lilah was not going to be happy.

      “What did you find out?”

      “Highway 287 is closed from the Texas-Oklahoma State line down to around Wichita Falls. Since we’ve rescued all the folks we know of, we can head back to civilization.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Riley hunched his back and yawned. “It’s been a long assed day.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “It’s been a lo—”

      “Hey,” Jack interrupted, then grinned and rolled his eyes. “Let’s have a lot less chatter and a lot more go over there on your side.”

      After a couple of miles in silence, Riley spoke up, “So, Lilah’s back in town.”

      “Yep, and if you’re my friend, you’ll drop it right there.” Jack closed the logbook he’d been working in and glared at the man sitting behind the wheel. He’d sincerely hoped to avoid any conversation that might lead to the subject of Lilah Canfield. Apparently, Riley had other ideas.

      Downshifting over a patch of washboard ice, Riley grinned. “Now where, I ask you, is the fun in that? Besides you’re gettin’ out there. You’ve been on a couple of dates lately.”

      “You need to mind your own business.”

      “All I’m saying is, she’s here and still smokin’ hot and you’re here and still, uh, you. You ought to see if there’s any spark there.”

      “Do me a favor. Stop worrying about me and my love life and get us back to town. When I need your help, I’ll ask for it.”

      Jack grabbed a blanket from behind his seat and shoved it between his head and the passenger side window. Apparently the only way he’d shut Riley up was to feign sleep, so he closed his eyes and enjoyed the quiet.

      

      

      Lilah looked up from the dining room table she was setting when the front door opened. Jack and Riley came inside, their voices filling the small home. At first she thought they were arguing, but then she remembered how, as kids and later, good friends, they debated every topic. Sometimes their talks got quite heated with each one trying to make their point.

      Riley faced Jack as he shut the door. “All I’m sayin’ is what’ve you got to lose?”

      “And I’m tellin’ you to knock it the hell off and drop it.” Jack looked up when he noticed her standing there listening. “Oh, hi. We brought dinner.”

      “Well, is there any chance you’ll share it with us?” Tara asked. “We’ve worked up an appetite in the hour since you called.”

      “Sure, Meg rustled up some chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, and Callie’s favorite, peas.”

      “Ewww, Grandma Meg knows I hate those!”

      “Calm down, kiddo,” Jack said as he tugged a strand of her chocolate syrup colored hair. “I’m just messin’ with you.”

      “Okay.”

      Lilah vaguely remembered Meg Jorday and her daughter. So that’s who Jack had married. Tara had surely told her, but she hadn’t been interested back then. She’d been too hurt and too busy to care.

      After a very delicious dinner, they all sat around the table reminiscing about the old days and catching up to the present. Lilah had shared stories about some of the country music stars she performed with, but purposely left out various specifics as they pertained to her private life. They were private for a reason and that’s how they’d stay.

      “So, Jack, you never said what time you want to leave tomorrow for Fort Worth. I’m assuming as early as possible.” When he avoided looking at her and didn’t answer right away, she knew the news was bad. “We’re not going, are we?”

      “No, they’ve closed the main roads until further notice. There’s no certainty when they’ll reopen.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment hit her between the eyes. She’d known the trip was a long shot, but she’d worked it up in her mind anyway.

      Riley interrupted her thoughts. “When we stopped at the café, I talked to a couple of buddies that help me out sometimes. They’re willing to see if we can get your coach towed to the shop. Maybe we can get it running by the time the roads open up.”

      “You’d do that for me?”

      “Sure, I got nothing else going on ‘til the snow clears.”

      Lilah hopped up and hugged his neck. “If you weren’t already married, I’d have to take you off the market.”

      Without looking up, Jack said, “Don’t let a technicality like marriage get in your way.”

      She flinched from the sting of Jack’s words. So he’d read the fodder put out by the gossip rags. It’d been foolish of her to think he hadn’t read them, or to pretend it didn’t matter. Because, for some reason, it did matter. It mattered very much.

      Suddenly, the day’s fatigue overwhelmed her. “Tara, this has been two days rolled into one. Do you mind if I turn in now?”

      “Of course you can. I’ve put you in with Callie, if that’s all right?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Awesome,” Callie said, popping out of her chair like a jack-in-the-box. “Daddy, did you hear? I get to have a sleep over with Lilah Canfield!”

      “I heard, Doodle. Try not to talk her arm off, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m turning in, too.” Tara stopped before showing Lilah to the bedrooms. “Please put away the left overs and Jack, you’re staying here on the couch. No arguments.”

      Inside the guest room, Lilah surveyed her surroundings. Though far from a designer look, Tara had decorated the room in the shabby chic look that was reflected in the rest of the house. The soft pinks and greens of the cotton linens and curtains was both welcoming and relaxing.

      Lilah slipped beneath the soft flannel sheets forcing herself to think about tomorrow and not dwell on today. She still hadn’t heard from anyone in her band and Connor hadn’t returned her calls. Hopefully the guys were safe somewhere, maybe in the next little town. As far as her manager was concerned, though, he always found her when he wanted to. Would tomorrow prove to be any better?
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      Jack entered the shop at Rylie’s auto repair through the back shop. Two heaters on either end were chasing the chill relatively well. Riley had made the trek out to retrieve Lilah’s motor coach and had it parked along one side of the garage. The rear end was up on jacks and the engine was exposed.

      He leaned in close to take a look. “I see you made it back. Did you have any major problems getting it here?”

      “Yeah, we did.” Rylie came out from underneath wiping his hands on a shop towel. “Once Harvey and I towed her out onto the highway, we didn’t see any reason not to drive her in. There was only a small amount of oil sitting on the snow, but shouldn’t have been enough to keep us from driving her.”

      “That sounds like better news than you originally thought.”

      “Guess again.” He reached for his coffee cup and drained the contents. “I got in following behind Harvey in the truck. We made it down the service road about a mile before the godawfullest racket you ever heard started up.”

      Harvey joined them. “Sounded like a damn threshing machine. By the time he got her to a full stop, the engine‘d seized.”

      “I’d say that pretty much takes the coach out of the picture.”

      “Yeah, the engine’s toast.” Riley confirmed.

      “Does Lilah know yet?”

      “I haven’t told her.”

      Lighting a cigarette, Harvey propped his foot on a toolbox and asked, “Either of you yahoos interested in hearing what I found?”

      Jack and Riley both gave him their undivided attention.

      “Well, I got to checkin’ on why there was so much oil all over everything underneath.” He took a long drag off the cigarette, exhaled the smoke, and walked over to the coach. “What year model do you think this is?”

      Jack wondered where Harvey was going with this, but decided to play along. “I’d say it’s fairly new. No more than two or three years old.”

      “I agree.” Pulling a small part from his pocket, he held it out and said, “This here’s a used plug from the oil pan off that old clunker out back.” He held another similar plug in his other hand. “And this is the one I just took off the coach. Notice anything?”

      “Sure do.” Riley took the two plugs and examined them closer. “This one from the coach looks like the threads have been filed off.” He handed them to Jack. “See, the older one shows some wear, as I’d expect, but the other one—“

      “Is completely smooth in spots. What would cause that?”

      “Nothin’ short of tamperin’,” Harvey said. “So what’s next, Boss?”

      Jack tossed the altered plug up and caught it. “Keep looking, see if you find anything else suspicious. I’ll head over to the motel. I want to talk to Lilah’s driver, what’s his name?”

      “Tag Swift,” Riley answered. “But I think I can save you some travel time.”

      “How’s that?”

      “He’s in my kitchen having coffee.”

      

      

      “I don’t know what to do, Tag,” Lilah groaned. “Ugh, I hate not being in control.”

      Tag nodded in agreement. “You’ve always run a little short on patience, but let’s wait for the verdict on the coach before we throw in the towel.”

      “Logically, I know you’re right. Impulsively, I want to snap my fingers and be in Fort Worth.” She sighed, stood, patted Tag on the shoulder and grabbed the pot to pour more coffee. “In a perfect world, right?”

      “Lilah?” Callie looked up from the paper she was drawing on. “I bet I can help you.”

      She sat back down at the table, added cream to her cup, and smiled at the little girl. “Thanks for the offer, sweetie, but short of my motor coach being fixed or a helicopter, there’s no way I’m going to get out of here.”

      Undaunted, Callie continued, “You can use my Grandma Meg’s horse, Sadie. Grandma sometimes calls her Old Faithful. She’ll get you to Fort Worth.”

      Lilah’s heart warmed at the child’s simple way of looking at a situation. It’d be nice to view the world that way again. “Callie, you’re something else, do you know that?”

      “She sure is.” Jack came in to the room and kissed his daughter on the top of the head. Sitting next to her, he pulled her into his lap and hugged her. “Thing is, turns out Callie’s suggestion may be your best hope.”

      “Why? Is the coach damaged that badly?” She looked from Jack to Riley for an answer.

      Riley hesitated, then said, “I’m afraid she’s going to need a new engine.”

      “Okay.” Finally, she thought, progress. “How soon can you put one in and have it ready to go?”

      “An engine isn’t something I keep in my toolbox and, even if I could get one, I couldn’t have it ready to drive for at least a week.”

      “Oh.” Once again, logic and practicality had deserted her. “I’m sorry, Riley. Of course you can’t.”

      “Tag, what can you tell me about the coach?” Jack joined them at the table. “How long have you been driving her?”

      “A little over a year. It belongs to Lilah’s manager, Connor Hill.”

      Lilah watched Jack scribble notes in a pocket tablet.

      He underlined Connor’s name then continued. “Who does your maintenance and when was it last done?”

      “A couple of the boys, Chase and Tucker, fancy themselves as auto techs, shade-tree mechanics we used to call ‘em. I’ve been lettin’ ‘em work their magic to keep ‘em busy. As to the second part of your question, Chase Clary, he plays lead guitar, checked her over day before yesterday.”

      “I see.”

      “Wait a second, here, what are you getting at?” Lilah waited for Jack to acknowledge her, but he kept scribbling on that damnable tablet. She briefly considered shoving his pen up an orifice of his choosing. “Are you accusing my band members, my friends, of doing a poor job?”

      “Not yet. Just asking questions.”

      “Well, cut it out. They’re my family.”

      “Have you talked to any of them today?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “I knew you’d like to know if they’re all right, so I went ahead and contacted the Police Departments in the next several towns south of here. They’ll call if they find your guys or their van.”

      “Thank you, Jack.” She gave him a half smile and placed her hand on Tag’s forearm. “We appreciate it.”

      “Sure, no problem.” Jack picked up a yellow crayon and drew a big sun, with long rays all the way around it, in the upper corner of Callie’s simple drawing. When she beamed at him, he hugged her again. “I’m about to head out to our place to check on the cattle.”

      “Do you have to go Daddy?”

      “I do. I need to make sure they have enough to eat and drink. I went out early this morning while you were sleeping, but I have to be sure the tanks and ponds aren’t frozen over by now.” He tapped her on the tip of her nose making her grin. “Can I count on you to stay here and keep Aunt Tara and Miss Lilah company?”

      “Yes, sir. Will you go to the house and get my CD so Lilah can put her name on it for me?”

      “I will. Is it in your room?”

      “On my dresser.”

      “Deal?” He held out his hand and she shook it.

      “Deal.”

      He put Callie back in her chair and stood. “Okay, I’m headed out and won’t have cell coverage for a while, so if you need me, shoot me a text and I’ll get it on my way back into town.”

      Tara came out of the kitchen with a thermos. “Here’s some hot coffee. Stay warm.”

      He gave her a quick hug. “You know, if you ever get tired of that slug you’re married to, I’m available.”

      “Unfortunately, you couldn’t handle me.”

      Lilah listened to the repartee and found a tinge of the green monster tugging at her. She had friends, a lot of friends in fact, but none she hung out with, none she was really close to. Maybe they even fell into the category of friendly acquaintances. Lately, she’d isolated herself from just about everyone in order to concentrate on rebuilding her career. Thanks to one snowstorm, she could end up alone and a has-been at thirty.

      “Jack?”

      He stopped, his hand on the door knob, and looked in her direction. “Yeah?”

      “Can I ride with you?”

      “Sure, I can use the company. It’ll be cold, so put on some layers. I’ll be out front warming up the truck.”

      “I’ll hurry.”

      She couldn’t have said where that had come from. Maybe it came from her thoughts of being alone, maybe she wanted a glance into the life she’d missed when they’d both decided to pursue separate lives. Whatever the reason, she found herself humming while dressing for the weather. And that felt good.
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      Lilah bounced up and down on the seat of Jack's ancient Dodge pickup truck as they drove over the pot-hole filled pasture road to check on his cattle. The pristine blanket of snow surrounding them reminded her of the rolls of white cotton she and her mother put down for their snow village displayed under the Christmas tree when she was a kid.

      She should have been more nervous about the drive to the ranch, but Jack was so relaxed and self-assured behind the wheel that he put her at ease.

      “I swear your pickup must be part mountain goat.”

      Jack chuckled. “She's pretty sure footed, all right.”

      “Wait.” She looked around the interior. “This is the same one you had when we were in high school.”

      “The very same.”

      “Looks pretty good.” Lilah looked around the interior. “It's hard to believe you're still driving it.”

      “Her.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Jack gave her a side glance. “She isn't an it, she's a her.” Turning back to the road and his driving, he said, “To date, she's the longest relationship I've ever had.”

      “Wow.” Lilah reached forward and patted the dashboard. “Sorry, Talulah.”

      “Hey, you remembered her name.”

      “Of course, Tara and I named her the first time you took us for a ride.”

      She looked straight ahead, remembering the great summers the four of them had spent together. A lot of life had happened to them since those fun, crazy days.

      Jack had married, had a child and had ridden bulls in the rodeo.

      Riley and Tara were married and were building a good life together.

      She'd pursued her dream of becoming a country western singer, making it all the way to Nashville. In her wake she’d left behind a string of boyfriends, a fiancé and a husband. Apparently relationships weren’t her strong suit. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught him stealing another look in her direction.

      He broke the loud silence looming between them. “I appreciate you riding out here with me, Lilah.”

      “Sure, Tara and Callie talked so much about how beautiful your ranch is, I wanted to see it for myself. And, I figured Tag needed a break from my ranting over our predicament.” She shifted in the seat to face him better. “How long have you lived out here, Jack?”

      “I bought the place about six years ago.” He shifted to a lower gear to maneuver some deeper ruts. “Nessa loved it and didn't mind being out here alone with a small child while I competed on the rodeo circuit.”

      “I was sorry to hear of her passing.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Tara caught me up on town happenings yesterday.”

      “Oh. Of course she did.”

      “I can’t place her. She was, what, three years behind us?”

      “Yes.” His voice cracked and his blue eyes, normally clear, darkened as he fiddled with vents and knobs.

      “I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to bring up an unpleasant subject.”

      “The only thing unpleasant about Nessa was the cancer that took her from us.”

      She squelched the urge to recoil from his sharp tone. “Again, I apologize.”

      “Stop, Lilah, you’re not at fault here.” His demeanor softened as he drew a deep breath. “We’ve come a long way, Callie and me. She’s been my salvation.”

      “I see why. She's beautiful and vivacious and a complete joy. I'm privileged to have met her.”

      She braced her hand on the dashboard as he navigated a hairy curve then turned onto a road that led to a fence pipe arch. A stylized JM topped its peak. The house and barns sat off in the distance.

      “Callie and Tara were right,” she commented. “This is a beautiful piece of property.”

      “Thanks, we had our eye on it for a long time before we finally bought it.” Driving past the house and out buildings to a gate, he said, “We’re going to drive on out to check the cattle first. After they’re taken care of, we’ll stop to pick up Callie’s CD for you to autograph.”

      “I’m with you.”

      

      

      Jack wondered if he should tell Lilah he'd been following her and her career the last couple of years since his wife's death. But what would it accomplish? He wasn't a stalker, and he didn't need to bring her kind of drama into his daughter’s life.

      The thought had occurred to him that the stories of her diva tantrums, outrageous spending, and wild one-night stands put out by the tabloids were just that. Stories enhanced or made up to sell magazines. Tara had told him they weren’t true, but, unfortunately, he was human and had fallen for the gossip.

      That altered oil pan plug weighed on his mind, too. No way that was normal wear, so who would do that and why? When he’d brought it up earlier, neither she nor Tag had let on if they’d had any suspicions.

      That was okay, he was suspicious enough for all of them. Before they got back to town, he’d find out all there was to know about Lilah Canfield.

      Finally, he saw the cattle standing close to a natural wind break partially protected from the north wind. He slowed the truck to a stop, slipped the gear shift into neutral and set the brake. He grabbed hold of her arm when she opened the passenger door.

      “Where’re you going?”

      “Out to help you.”

      “No, I need you to stay here out of the way,” he told her. “I can’t worry about you and do my job at the same time. I’ll leave the motor running so you’ll have the heater while you wait.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I’ll be warm enough.”

      “What I have to do won't take that long, and besides, I don't want to give Talulah any excuse not to start when we’re ready to go.”

      Half an hour later, he was back in the truck, cold and shivering from exposure to the elements. His face stung from the blowing sleet that had joined the snow for a nasty wintry mix. His gloves had kept his fingers warm enough but he thought his nose might snap off.

      “Man, it's freezing out there.” Reaching over to the dashboard area, he nudged the temp up slightly. “I’m glad you stayed in the truck.”

      “I feel bad for you but, all said and done? Me, too.” She looked at him accusingly. “Glad I wasn’t in the way.”

      “Lilah,” he said with a heavy sigh. Lord, Callie was more mature. “That isn’t the way I meant it.”

      “I know, Jack, I couldn’t resist poking the bear.” She grinned, punching him in the shoulder. Then she added, “Seriously, though, will the cattle be all right now?”

      “They should be. There’s enough to eat for tonight and the tank’s not frozen over. I'll come back out in the morning and do the same thing.”

      She conveyed such apparent care and concern, he almost forgot himself. He had the strongest urge to lean in close and kiss her worry away. Her lips were plump and tempting, and he remembered exactly how she tasted. Tangy and sweet. Immediately, his thoughts went to an image of her sitting astraddle his lap. They’d done some heavy petting back in the day in this very cab. The memories came flooding back like it was yesterday instead of twelve years ago. Holy hell. He had to get a grip and get his hands busy before he got himself into trouble.

      “You ready to head to the house?”

      “Sure, I'm along for the ride.”

      Clearing his throat, he shifted uncomfortably in the seat, then backed around and drove out of the pasture toward the road.

      A few minutes later, Jack led Lilah into his house through the mud room. He hung his coat on one of the hooks and removed his boots that were covered with mud and muck from the pasture. She parked her feminine high-heeled boots next to his, but left her coat on and followed him into the kitchen.

      Luckily they still had power so he turned on the heater to remove the chill. Grabbing the pot off the stove, he filled it with water then retrieved the canister from the cabinet. “You’ll drink coffee if I make it, won't you?”

      “Yes and, right now, that sounds heavenly.”

      “Good, I'll get it started and then, after the house warms up, I’ll take you on a tour.”

      “I’d like that.”

      When the coffee was ready, Jack poured them both a cup and sliced some cake, too. “Here you go. I hope you enjoy this pound cake Meg brought out for Christmas dinner. She’s a good cook.”

      “As evidenced by last night’s dinner you and Riley brought home.” She shook her head. “You and Tara are doing a good job of ruining my diet, though. Another day or two and I won’t fit into my stage jeans.”

      He thought she looked too skinny anyway, but chose not to voice his opinion. In spite of her grumbling, she did manage to eat a couple bites before pushing the plate away.

      “That’s absolutely evil and the most delicious cake I’ve eaten in I don’t know when.” She sipped her coffee and then stared at him, apparently deep in thought.

      Finally, she said, “Jack, do you really think someone tried to sabotage my trip to Fort Worth?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know that part didn’t file away its own threads. That just doesn’t happen.” He wrestled briefly about asking her certain questions, but personal details were necessary if he was going to help her. “I don’t want to upset you, but how well do you know the members of your band?”

      “With the exception of Charley, we’ve been together five years. I trust them with my life.”

      “You sure about that? What about this guy, Charley?”

      “Oh, Charley’s a young woman I gave a job to six months ago when no one else would even listen to her.”

      “But what do you know about her?”

      “Everything I need to know. She’s a good singer and she’s hungry. She reminds me of myself twelve years ago.”

      Knowing it was possible she had a blind eye where Charley was concerned, he dropped it for now and moved on. “It’s obvious Tag thinks the world of you. How’s your relationship with your manager?”

      “Connor? He and I had a falling out some time back, but all is well now. He’s recently signed a new client who’s taking up a lot of his time.”

      Jack reached for the tablet he’d taken from his coat pocket and wrote the manager’s name on the right side of the page. “What’s his last name?”

      “Hill. Why are you writing his name down?”

      “What you told me raised a red flag. Until further notice, he’s a suspect in my book.”
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      A few minutes later they finished their coffee and left the kitchen. Lilah immediately fell in love with the nineteen fifties, single story ranch house. Typical of the style, the rooms rambled from the kitchen on one end to the bedrooms on the other. As soon as she saw ladders, drop cloths and paint cans in the den, she was reminded of how much Jack had liked to work as a contractor. The current changes would update the room and be pleasing to the eye.

      When they came to Callie's room, she entered ahead of Jack and giggled.

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “What's wrong?” He stuck his head in and quickly perused the contents. “Oh, good it’s just a mess. I never know what she’s brought in from outside.”

      “No, it's perfect for an eight year old girl.” Lilah grinned as she took in the decorating scheme from the linens, to the dresser, to the open closet. It looked like a bottle of pink Pepto Bismol had exploded over a zebra. There were Barbies and baby dolls along one wall, DVD's and CD's stacked next to a player, and a guitar lying on the bed.

      She thought of her own room as a child filled with her records, cassette tapes, pictures on the walls of Shelly West, Dolly Parton, Garth Brooks and Reba McEntire. Her guitar. It all seemed so long ago.

      “Uh-oh.” Jack sifted through the stack of CD's on the dresser. “I don't see yours.”

      “I wonder where she had it last?” Lilah picked up t-shirts, jeans, and socks strewn throughout the room, but came up empty as well.

      Cupping her elbow, he said, “Come on, I’ll check in the den but, if it’s not there she’s out of luck. We have to get on the road soon if we're going to make it back to town before dark.”

      Lilah pulled out of his grasp quickly. The frisson of heat generated by his touch sent a shock down to her fingertips, up past her shoulder and across to her heart so intense she expected to see sparks. When he stopped abruptly and turned to face her, she knew she hadn't imagined it. He'd felt it, too.

      Leaning in close to kiss her, he stopped just before their lips touched. “Lilah?”

      She ducked around him and escaped into the hallway. There were so many reasons not to kiss Jack McCommas. First off, they stood in the middle of his daughter’s bedroom. Second, he was still obviously in love with his dead wife. And third, the odds she’d completely screw this up were huge. She had zero relationship skills. Her past history was proof of that.

      He turned off the light in Callie’s room and joined her.

      Fighting hard to gain control over her ragged breathing, she said, “Show me the rest of the house?”

      “It’s probably best.”

      He hesitated a fraction of a second and Lilah knew, if he’d tried to kiss her again, she’d be powerless to stop him.

      He didn’t, though. Instead, he moved past her into the third bedroom and a bathroom that connected with Callie’s room. His clothes scattered about plus the unmade bed told her this was where he’d been sleeping.

      The last stop on the tour was the master bedroom and bath. He opened the door only wide enough for her to get a glimpse of the interior. Clean and untouched, she surmised this room probably hadn’t been used since Nessa’s death. After he pulled the door closed, he remained in place effectively blocking her escape a second time. He learned fast.

      Backing up until her shoulders met the wall, she looked into his bottomless blue eyes and said, “You have a lovely home, Jack. Thanks for showing it to me.”

      “You’re welcome, I . . .” Arms bracketing her on either side, hands braced against the wall, he closed his eyes. Finally, looking at her, he sighed. “Lilah, I . . . aww, hell.”

      Her arms encircled his neck as she went willingly into his embrace and his kiss. His mouth covered hers, stealing her breath and her control. His tongue plunged deeply, ravenously.

      Lilah welcomed him, joining him in that dance they’d done so long ago, but yet seemed so familiar, it was as if it just happened yesterday. She wanted to lose herself in him completely and knew he wanted the same. His arousal, evident through their clothing, pressed hard against her belly.

      He helped her shed her coat and then slid his hands down her back, over her hips, cupped her bottom and lifted her swiftly. She wrapped her legs around his hips, where she sat pinned between the wall and his erection. His mouth eagerly sought her breasts, suckling first one then the other through the thin fabric of her cotton shirt.

      Everything he did, everywhere he touched her fed the flames of her desire. The thought occurred to her, if they didn't end this soon, they'd end up in a pile of cinders right where they stood. Suddenly, a vibration buzzed against the inside of her thigh. After a few seconds reason penetrated her fog.

      “Jack, your phone.”

      “What?”

      “Your phone’s buzzing.”

      “Crap.” He took a deep breath, looked at the caller ID and said, “Sorry, I should answer this.”

      “I know.” Slowly she unwrapped from his body. Feet back on the floor, she stood there supported by the wall and his rock-hard frame.

      He gave her a quick kiss and then answered the call. “Yeah, it’s McCommas.”

      She told herself, while he talked, to mind her own business but, when he clicked off the phone, she forgot her resolve. “Is everything okay?”

      “Riley said it is, but he’s on his way. Should be here in a few minutes.”

      “Do you have reason to doubt him?”

      “He’s been known to overreact, so it’s probably nothing.”

      “Good.” Since he hadn’t moved, she rested her hands on his chest. “Jack, what're we doing?”

      “Acting like a couple of teenagers.” He had the grace to appear chagrined. “Sorry, babe, but I've wanted you ever since I saw you yesterday morning on all fours in the bedroom of the coach.”

      “Wow, you are a sweet talker. If that isn't just what a girl wants to hear.” She punched at his midsection and grinned at him in spite of herself. “You always did have a way with words.”

      

      

      Jack stood there staring at her like a hungry man whose throat had been cut. He was starving yet couldn’t get enough of her. He’d never had any rationale where Lilah Canfield was concerned and it seemed that was still true today. He leaned forward, fisted his hands gently in her lush light brown hair, and slow kissed her one more time. He wanted one last taste in his memory bank in case she ran away again.

      She looked up at him with her black-brown eyes. “Whoa, cowboy, we’re going to have to finish this later.”

      “Yeah, it's getting late.”

      She pointed over his shoulder. “Later than you think. Riley’s here.”

      Straightening, he caressed her cheek. “While I talk Riley off the ledge, why don’t you go ahead and check for the CD on that corner shelf in the den.”

      “Sure, I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      He squeezed her hand and took off down the hallway to meet Riley.

      When Lilah reached the swinging doors and pushed them open, Jack and Riley were staring each other down.

      “Riley, just tell me what the hell happened,” Jack shouted.

      “The power went off at the station so I put Tara and Callie in the car and drove over to Meg's café. Callie told Meg how she'd met Lilah and that Lilah was going to autograph her CD. Suddenly, she remembered the CD wasn't where she told you.”

      “And?”

      “And she tried to call several times, but she couldn’t reach you.”

      “Because there's no signal out there. She knows that.” He pushed his hands through his hair. “You didn't tell her she could come out here did you?”

      “Hell, no, I didn't tell her that.” Riley shifted from one foot to the other, but stood up to Jack and his questions. “She took off when I went out for firewood.”

      “She—”

      “Now, don't go all crazy on me, give me a little credit. I checked out back and Sadie's gone.”

      “My little girl is out in this weather alone on horseback?”

      “Sheriff Farley has three deputies out looking for her and we know she's headed your way.”

      “Why didn’t Farley notify me?” Jack pulled out his phone and checked for a missed call or message.

      “She took off on my watch, I’m letting you know. I’m sorry, Jack.”

      “I can’t disagree with you on that point, right now.” He ducked into the laundry room and returned carrying a dry pair of insulated overalls and his boots, wondering how in hell he was going to find his baby with only an hour of daylight left. “I don't even know how she's dressed. She could freeze to death.”

      Lilah spoke up, “Jack, short of locking them in a closet, there's very little you can do to keep kids from doing something once they've made up their mind to do it, no matter what it is.” She smiled from Riley to Jack. “You two should know that better than anyone.”

      Jack fought to hold back tears of worry and panic. He knew she was right. He'd run off more times than he could count while growing up. But Callie was his baby. His and Nessa’s. He’d never forgive himself if something happened.

      He shook himself mentally, stopping his run away thoughts long enough to acknowledge his best friend. He took several deep breaths and said, “Look, Riley, I know you wouldn't do anything to intentionally harm Callie. I had no business putting you in this position anyway. You have more than enough on your plate worrying about Tara and the baby.”

      Riley stood, with his hands in his pockets, looking like he’d lost his best friend. “Some parent I’ll be. I let your little girl go out in the worst snow storm in a century all by herself on her grandmother's horse. I’m not ready for one of my own.”

      Jack tied the laces on his boots. “It’s a steep learning curve that most of the time feels like a slippery slope. You’ll learn quick.”

      “I still should've watched her closer. I'm sorry.”

      “Let’s just find her.” He looked to the woman he’d practically made love to mere minutes ago in the hallway. “Lilah?”

      “Go. Find Callie. I'll wait here in case she shows up.”

      “Thanks, I—”

      “Daddy?”

      Jack swiveled toward the sweetest sound he thought he'd ever heard. “Callie, baby, you're here!” He rushed to her, grabbed her into his arms and squeezed hard. She appeared fine, her nose and cheeks were chapped and red from the cold wind, and her blond curls slightly damp around her face, but otherwise, she didn’t look any worse for wear. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure, Sadie brought me.”

      “But how’d you keep from getting lost?”

      “I just told her I had to get home and here we are.” She wiggled out of his arms, kicked off her boots, and shucked out of her coat. “I did promise her some oats when we got here since it's pretty cold. Can we give her some now?”

      Riley headed to the back door. “I'll put her in the barn and take care of that, right now, Muffin.”

      “Thanks, Uncle Riley.” After he left and closed the back door, she went into the den. It wasn’t long before she called out, “Here it is on top of the player.”

      Lilah smiled at her when she came into the kitchen carrying the plastic case. “Oh, good, you found your CD.”

      “Yes, after I thought about it, I remembered where I left it.”

      “You gave all of us quite a scare, you know.”

      “But I heard you say you were leaving and I had to come get it.” Carefully, she placed the CD case on the table. “Will you sign it for me now, Lilah?”

      “Of course I will.”

      Callie retrieved a marker from a cup in the center of the table and handed it to her. “You can write, to Callie McCommas, from Lilah Canfield.”

      Lilah smiled and wrote the desired sentiment.

      Jack found himself frozen in place. Callie acted as if everything that had happened was just a matter of course while his insides still shook from the ordeal. He needed her to understand the seriousness of what she’d done.

      “Come here, Callie.” He pulled out a chair at the round farm table and sat.

      Reluctantly, she came to stand beside him and asked, “Daddy, are you mad?”

      “Yes, I am just a little bit. Mostly, though, you had me worried sick. I don't ever want anything to happen to you.” Taking her hand, he said, “You should've stayed at Grandma Meg's.”

      “But you didn’t answer your phone.”

      “Callie?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you're grounded.”

      “But I want to play in the snow.” She cast a glance over toward Lilah, her eyes issuing a silent appeal.

      Jack hid a smile. “Well, tomorrow's a new day, we'll see how it goes.”

      Before they packed up and headed for town, they lost power as well. He alerted Sheriff Farley that Callie had turned up at the house safe and sound.

      “That’s good news, Jack,” Sheriff Farley said. “Me and the others will head back as well. I hear the power outage now covers the entire town and most of the surrounding area so, after you get ‘em all settled in at the gym with the new generator, meet me at the office. I have updates on your inquiries.”

      “Will do”
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      Back in town, Jack dropped Callie and Lilah off at the high school gym, making sure they met up with Tara and Meg before he went to see the Sheriff. When he walked into the office, Jack left his coat on. There was little difference between the outside and inside temps since they only had a small generator for emergencies.

      Hal Farley waved him to his office when he walked through the door.

      “Is everybody settled in?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Have a seat, Jack. I have some information on the people you’re looking for.”

      “Lilah’ll be pleased. What’ve you got?”

      “Highway Patrol spotted the van this afternoon just north of Childress at a gas station alongside Highway 287. There’s a motel nearby.”

      “Yeah, I know it. Must be where they landed when the roads closed.”

      “The Officer said he approached a man filling the tank to talk him up. Guy said he and a friend were holed up for the duration. Except for the fact he was further down the road, his story jived with your information.”

      “Wonder why they haven’t let Lilah know? She’s been blowing up their phones since yesterday.”

      “Could be a number of reasons, I suppose. Maybe she’s gotten a call by now. The officer said he’d be there a while eating supper and to let him know how we want to proceed.”

      Jack looked at his watch. “It’s too dark to travel safely on the roads tonight. Since all I have are suspicions, we’ll wait until the morning. Want me to call him back?”

      “Naw, I’ll fill him in. Go on, get some rest and be with Callie. I’m manning the phones tonight.”

      “I don’t think I can sit there staring at the walls all night. I’ll be back to spell you for a while.”

      Jack left the station and drove the short distance to the high school. When he entered through the gym doors, the sight before him was nothing short of miraculous considering the weather.

      The deputies and volunteers had gathered a large number of the town’s population. At least a hundred people had taken up residence in the single room. The contingency plan had been on the books for several years, but this was the first time they’d needed to implement it. He finally spotted his daughter and the rest of his crew along a back wall near the bleachers.

      Callie ran to him and jumped into his arms. “Daddy isn’t this awesome?”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Sweetie, I can’t remember the last time I had so much fun.”

      “Grandma Meg said Tawny and me could have a sleep over tonight.” She stretched to plant a kiss on his cheek and wiggled away from him. “Bye, Daddy, I gotta go.”

      Jack watched her run to where her friend sat playing games on her electronic tablet. When their heads met over the device, he knew they were good to go for a while. Joining Lilah, he asked, “Everything okay? Do y’all need anything?”

      “No, whatever Tara might’ve forgotten, Meg remembered. That woman is nothing if not amazing.”

      “She is that,” he agreed.

      She glanced toward the front half of the basketball court that had been set up as a buffet. “For the last half hour, she and a couple of others have set out meat, fixings, and drinks on the tables brought in from the cafeteria. Before too much longer, we can probably fix a plate and sit down to eat. I don’t know about you, but breakfast was a long time ago. I’m hungry.”

      “Me, too.”

      But food was the farthest thing from his mind. Ever since their encounter in his hallway earlier this afternoon, Lilah Canfield had taken up residence in his head, sending his senses into overdrive. He could still taste her kiss and his fingers itched to touch her again. Short of taking her on the buffet table, he had no idea what he was supposed to do about that.

      

      

      “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” Lilah said. “After you left, I finally heard from Chase, my lead guitarist.”

      “Where are they and why’d it take so long to get in touch with you?”

      “They made it to the next town before the roads closed and apparently, when their phones died, they didn’t have one working charger among them.”

      “Your guy lied to you.”

      A look crossed his face that Lilah decided she didn’t like. It meant he was going into cop mode. “Look, Jack, I told you these people are my family.”

      “You’re too trusting.” He shifted his stance, resting his hand on the butt of his gun on his hip. “We heard back from the Highway Patrol this afternoon. The van was seen at a gas station on the service road.”

      “That’s essentially what he told me. He said the next town.”

      “The next town, Lilah, is thirty miles. The officer saw him just this side of Childress almost two hundred miles away.”

      She stood there flabbergasted. She’d told him how she felt about Tag and her band members, yet he was still determined to drive a wedge between them. An awkward silence stretched out. If she had some other place to go, she’d storm off and leave him standing there.

      Thankfully, Tara walked up before she made a fool of herself. “Come on, you two, they’re starting to serve. Let’s go grab a plate, I’m starving.”

      Jack gave Tara a hug and said, “I’ll take a plate with me. Hal and I are manning the phones tonight.”

      “We’ll see you later then?”

      He looked directly at Lilah, gave her a mock salute and answered, “Count on it.”

      “What’s going on with you and Jack?” Tara asked after he walked away.

      “Nothing that an attitude adjustment wouldn’t cure. He can be so obnoxious, he’s worse than a doctor with no bedside manner. If he wants me to agree with the procedure then ease me through it. Don’t hammer me over the head with it.”

      “Didn’t we just have this conversation yesterday? Jack knows what he’s doing.” Tara snagged a plastic fork along with a napkin. “Trust him.”

      Trust him. What area would that be in? Professionally, he could use lessons on tolerance and listening for starters. He hadn’t heard a thing she’d said about her family.

      As far as his personal interaction? If this morning was any indication, he had that down pretty good. A shudder washed over her at the memory of his hands and mouth and the heat he’d sent to her center in mere seconds. Even now, she was hot just thinking about him.

      Trust Jack McCommas. That might be a tall order.

      

      

      By the time Jack got back to the gym, the rear half, set up with cots, sleeping bags and quilts, was darkened and many were already asleep. He looked for Callie and found her next to her friend, Tawny, in their respective sleeping bags. When he heard whispers and giggling, he realized they’d zippered the two bags together and were playing games on their tablets. Since they were relatively quiet, he decided to leave them alone and find himself some coffee.

      He located an insulated carafe, poured himself a cup, and took a healthy swig of the semi-warm liquid. Surprised it still tasted pretty decent, he saw Lilah sitting at a table with Riley and walked over to them.

      Pulling out a chair, he sat down.

      “Sure, join us, please.” Lilah clipped her words.

      Even he knew patronizing when he heard it. Not that he expected anything different after their last conversation. He was just too tired to deal with her resistance. Pushing the chair back, he got ready to stand. “Lilah, it’s been a long day. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She halted him with her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry for being rude, Jack.”

      He scrubbed his hand down his face. “I admit I probably wouldn’t believe you either, if you were talking against Riley. But something’s not adding up where your friends are concerned. I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t mean to be a pain in the ass.”

      “You can’t help it.” He flinched when she punched him in the arm.

      “You’re insufferable, I’m trying to apologize."

      Riley cleared his throat. “Y’all are wearing me out with all your back and forth. I’m going to go cuddle my wife.”

      “Nite, and thank you.” She returned Riley’s hug and, when he left them alone, she faced Jack. “After we split up to go our separate ways, I had to fight for everything I achieved in my career. People tend to perceive men as assertive and women as bitches. It’s a lot tougher than I ever could’ve imagined.

      “I know it sounds cliché, but there’s someone around every corner waiting for me to make a mistake. And I’ve made some doozies.” She grimaced. “What I’m trying to say is, it’s rare when anyone has my back. Tag’s been there for me the last few years. And, now I have you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she confirmed. “Thank you.”

      “Thing is, babe, I’ve always been in your corner. I wanted you to succeed, and would’ve gone with you, but our paths took us in different directions. After I left the Army, I started ridin’ bulls, and when my body was too banged up to go on, I came home and married Nessa. Later on, I joined the Sheriff’s department.” He captured her hand and held tight when the jolt between them made her want to pull away. Looking into her eyes, he told her, “I’ve followed you every minute of your career, and I think you’ve gotten the short end of the stick a lot of the time.”

      Her shoulders visibly sagged. “And here I thought I was paranoid.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but you’re here now and we’re going to figure this out. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I care about you, Lilah Canfield.” He gazed deeply into her amber colored eyes.

      She took so long to answer he wondered if he’d scared her off.

      Moving her chair nearer to his, she leaned in close. “So this morning was about more than sex?”

      “I’d say so.”

      Slipping her hand to the back of his neck, she pulled him to her lips. “Good, ‘cause I’d hate to feel this way all by myself.”
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      Lilah woke the next morning in a swirl of mixed emotions. She was no closer to making her gig at Billy Bob’s, yet her overall mood was better than it’d been in a long time. She and Jack hadn’t done anything more than heavy petting, as the sex ed teacher had called it back in the day. And deep soul burning kisses, there’d been a lot of those, too.

      She searched the room for Tag, but evidently he hadn’t come back yet. He’d texted her and said he’d be gone for a while. He still hadn’t shown up by the time she sat down for breakfast with Tara, Meg, and Callie.

      Jack came in and joined them. He sat beside his daughter, hugged her and stole a slice of bacon from her plate. “There’s a whole lot of gorgeous sitting here this morning, ladies.”

      “Thank you, Daddy. How are the cows this morning?”

      “You’re welcome and I didn’t have to go. Terry’s taking care of them for us.” His neighbor, Terry Atkinson, had called early and volunteered to check on his cattle to save him a trip out to his place. He angled his head and pointed to his left snagging Lilah’s attention. “Can we talk for a minute?”

      She followed him into the hall outside the gym doors. She couldn’t imagine what he was up to, but since they’d decided to keep whatever was happening between them quiet, maybe . . . Grinning, she said, “Tara’s going to love this, she’s already quizzed me about last night.”

      He peered through the window and moved them out of sight and shook his head. “We’ll give her something to think about all right.”

      “Okay, you’re making me nervous. What’s up?”

      “How long have you known Tag? How long’s he been driving for you?”

      “I don’t know, maybe five years. Why?”

      “He came into the office early this morning to answer a few questions for me.”

      “You told me you wanted to talk to him. So what’d he say?”

      “He was real helpful. Filled in the gaps and then some.”

      “Well that’s good, right?”

      “To a point, but he seemed pretty eager to throw a couple of band members under the bus, so to speak, so I just wondered.”

      She had a feeling he was waiting for her to jump in the middle of him for questioning her band’s loyalty, but since he’d told her about Chase yesterday, she’d started wondering herself.

      “It’s okay Jack, I know where you’re coming from now. I’m not upset. I just can’t think of a reason not to trust him. So what did he say?”

      “He said he wasn’t surprised your friend Chase had taken off, that he and your new backup singer, Charley, had gotten pretty close. He seemed to think she might’ve put him up to it.”

      Suddenly, it hit her. She leaned against the wall when the sinking feeling made it to her knees. “Damn.”

      “What?”

      “I should’ve seen it. I must be seven kinds of stupid.” She reached up to massage her temple.

      “Lilah, talk to me.”

      “Six months ago, Charley showed up back stage after a set. Chase introduced us and asked me to listen to her sing.”

      “And did you?”

      “I did. She was phenomenal and I signed her right then.”

      “Do you usually make business decisions that quickly?”

      “It’s the first time I’d done it, but I didn’t want her to get away.” She thought of the irony. “Better to have the competition with me than against me.”

      “Makes sense, I guess. So why are you stupid?”

      “For the last few weeks, I’ve worried about the new singer Connor signed, Jessie Duke.”

      “I know that name. Callie talked about her non-stop after she won that TV competition. Why is she a threat to you?”

      She loved the fact he listened to her. He didn’t talk over her or try to tell her what she needed to do. But he was naïve about the music business.

      “She’s a hot property, and Connor told me if I missed a show, especially, Billy Bob’s, he’d put her in my place. It’d be so easy for that to happen. She’s in Fort Worth visiting her family for the holidays.”

      “He actually said that?”

      “Of course not, that would leave him and the record label open to a law suit. But he made sure I got the message.” She looked at him now with the full realization of what was actually going on. “Don’t you see? With all that’s happened since we left on this trip, the running out of oil and ruining the engine was planned. Sliding off the road into a snow bank outside Podunk with no way to replace the engine in the foreseeable future was a bonus. Chase and Charley are headed to Fort Worth.”

      “I take serious offense to Podunk, but that’s what I needed you to figure out for yourself. I didn’t want you thinking I was attacking your family again.”

      “You’re right, I’m sure I would have over reacted. Thanks for helping me see what was happening for myself.”

      He pulled her into his arms and held her tight. “For some good news, a trucker found your drummer and two other guitar players locked in a storage shed behind the service station in the next town. Highway Patrol’s bringing them here as we speak.”

      “Pete, Jason and Tucker. Are they all right?”

      “They’re fighting hangovers, cold and are pretty hungry, but they should be okay.”

      “Good. I haven’t seen Tag since late last night, and he was gone when I got up this morning. Did he come back with you?”

      “No, he wanted to stay at the station until your guys get here.”

      “Should we be there, too?”

      “We’ll stay here for now. Hal will call us when they arrive.”

      “Okay, are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      

      

      Jack sat on the floor with his back propped against the bleachers. The wind howled outside, swirling more snow and sleet against the windows that ran around the top of the gym.

      Lilah slept soundly beside him, her head on his thigh. She’d given him a hard time about taking a nap, reminding him of his eight year old, but had tapped right out after closing her eyes. So far, the only part of his anatomy that had gone to sleep was his ass. He stopped running his fingers through her hair, when his phone buzzed.

      “Yeah, it’s McCommas.” When Hal had relayed his information, he said, “Thanks for the call. Let Swift know and send him on over, would you?”

      Lilah sat up and stretched. “What’s up? Will they be here soon?”

      “They’re on their way, still. But it’s slow going.” He clicked off his phone and shoved it into his pocket. “Sorry I woke you.”

      “You didn’t. I’ve been awake for a little bit.”

      “Were you faking?” he challenged.

      Grinning, she answered without hesitation, “Duh, if you’d known I was awake you’d have stopped playing with my hair. It felt too good to let you quit.”

      “You’re right. If I’d known, I’d have moved sooner and restarted the circulation in my butt.”

      Giggling, she stood and extended her hand. “Sorry, come on, Grandpa, I’ll help you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I see the girls are helping Tara crochet squares for the baby blanket. I think I’ll go help Meg set up for supper.”

      “I’m sure you don’t have to, but she’ll appreciate it.”

      A while later, Jack shoved in the last bite of his sandwich and set his paper plate in the middle of the table. Callie followed suit and started gathering others adding them to the growing trash pile.

      She sat beside him with her hand on his shoulder. “Daddy, when can we go home?”

      “It’ll be a while yet, Doodle. Power lines are still down.”

      “Can’t you help them fix it?”

      “Wish I could.” He gave her a squeeze. “You’ve been a big help to Grandma Meg and Aunt Tara. What are you and Tawny doing tonight?”

      “Lilah charged our tablets today, so we’re going to play Minecraft.”

      “Cool. I’ll tuck you in later, okay?” By the time the words were out, she’d already headed off to play her game. He knew how lucky he was to have Callie. She was a good kid and he hoped he’d always do right by her.

      Lilah came over, stacked her plate and plastic utensils on top of the others and then put them into a large trash bag she’d retrieved from the maintenance closet. After Jack helped stuff the last of the plates and cups into the bag, she tied it closed.

      “I appreciate your help, sir.”

      “Sure.”

      “I can’t believe it’s still snowing, can you?” She set the bag at the end of the table.

      “The news reporters have dubbed it the storm of the century.”

      “Shouldn’t Tag be here by now? It’s been a while since he was supposed to be on his way.”

      “Yeah, even if he walked, he should’ve—” A commotion and voices at the gym doors interrupted him drawing his attention. Three men, who looked like they’d spent a better twenty-four hours, entered along with a Highway Patrol officer.

      Lilah left her chair and hurried to the group. "I'm so glad to see y'all. Are you okay? I know the roads are bad, but I was beginning to think you might not make it tonight.” She hugged each one in turn. “How in the world did you get locked in a shed?”

      Jack edged into the conversation to introduce himself, shaking hands with each band member as Lilah told him their names.

      “Jack, this is Tucker January, our drummer, Pete Peden, and Jason Steele, on rhythm and bass guitar. Boys, this is my friend, Deputy Jack McCommas.”

      They shook hands and then he read the name tag pinned to the shirt of the fourth man. “Officer Hagen, good to see you made it here by dark.”

      “Same here. If it’s all the same to you, I’m going to hang out here tonight and head back tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, that’s a no brainer.”

      Tucker spoke for the trio. “When we all piled into the SUV for the ride over here, I didn’t know if we’d make it either. The trip took a lot longer than it should have for thirty miles.”

      “This is awesome, man.” Jason, pumped Jack’s hand. “You are legendary on the Pro Bull Riding circuit.”

      Lilah stared at Jack. “You are?”

      He felt the heat edge above his collar. Talking about himself made him uncomfortable. “I’ve ridden a few bulls. No big deal.”

      “It sure as hell is. You were PBR Champion, twice. That’s major!”

      Tucker scanned the room. “Lilah, where’s Tag?"

      “We were just saying he should be here by now. Jack?”

      Happy for the change in subject, he said, “He's around here somewhere. There aren't a lot of places he can go. I’m calling Hal, now.”
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      Lilah watched and listened as her band members discussed Jack’s bull riding career. While it bothered her she hadn’t known about his obvious accomplishments, it bothered her more that she no longer knew who she could trust. Was she right about Chase and Charley? Were Pete, Jason or Tucker involved? Or none of them?

      It would help if she could get them back to the explanation of how they became locked in the shed. She realized this might take a minute, as they were easily distracted.

      Her phone rang to life, interrupting her thoughts. Connor Hill’s name popped up on the caller ID.

      “Connor, thank God, I’ve been trying to reach you for days.”

      “Sorry about that. I wondered why my phone wasn’t blowing up and finally realized last night it had shit the bed. Got up this morning and bought a new one. I’m just now contacting a few people. You should be here by now. Where the hell are you?”

      “I’m stuck in Mistletoe about five hours north of Fort Worth.”

      “You’ll be here in plenty of time to make the gig, then.”

      “Wait, haven’t you read any of my messages?”

      “No, I called you instead.”

      “Oh, for crying in the mud, you have no clue what’s happening.”

      “I know you’re not here.”

      “What? Where are you? I thought you were in Nashville.”

      “I’m spending the holidays with Jessie Duke and her family. We’re going to be there for the kickoff of your big comeback tour.”

      “That’s great news, Connor.” Her heart sunk to her toes. She couldn’t have been any less enthused than if she were about to walk barefoot on a bed of fiery hot coals. “I can’t wait to meet Jessie, even though her name makes me think of a TV show from the seventies.”

      “What can I say, her dad’s a fan of the show. Speaking of, Big Jim, he’s about to take me deer hunting, so I have to go. But we’ll all see you tomorrow night.”

      “Sure thing.” She stared at her phone. He’d clicked off so fast, she doubted he’d heard her last two words. She’d started to tell him about her predicament, but he wouldn’t have heard that either. People in the industry didn’t call Connor Hill “Mr. One-Track” for nothing.

      Jack walked up as she put her phone in her pocket. She was about to tell him about speaking to Connor when Tag came through the door. Grabbing Jack by the shirtsleeve, she brought him with her to greet the older man.

      She hugged Tag close and then asked, “You had us worried, where’ve you been? Sheriff Farley said you’d left the station a while ago.”

      “I was going to leave, but I decided to make some phone calls, catch up with folks. Sorry I added to your stress.”

      “You’re here now, that’s all that matters.”

      “Tag, I heard about the coach. Man, I swear, when I changed the oil the other day, there was nothing wrong. I don’t know what could’ve happened.” Tucker shook his head. “I mean, Chase always follows up behind me.”

      “We’re trying to figure that out,” Jack interjected. “Care to tell me how you boys got yourselves locked in a shed?”

      Lilah had been wanting to hear this explanation, too. The three of them had been known to follow each other off the beaten path more than two or three times. Tucker’s eyes darted sheepishly between Jason and Pete and then around the gym. But, then, this was nothing new. They always acted this way when they’d gotten in trouble or tried to get away with something. They all hovered around the age of twenty, but it was like she had twelve year old triplet brothers. A little squirrely, but loveable none-the-less.

      “You see, we were playing pool there in that place called, The Way Station, and Chase came over all excited. He said he’d cornered an armadillo in a shed and closed it up in there so we could go out and get our picture taken with it.” He looked at his cohorts and nodded. “We’d had just enough beers to corrupt our thinking and that sounded like fun.”

      Jack appeared to listen intently without ridiculing their hare-brained story. “So you followed him and he locked all of you inside?”

      “No, not right away,” Pete explained. “We talked it over first and had a few more beers then we went out there.”

      “Holy crap.” Tag reached up and thumped Pete on the forehead. “You three have got to be the most talented dumbasses I’ve ever seen. You can pick up and play any instrument with music you’ve never heard, but you ain’t got one working brain between you.”

      Lilah couldn’t stand their hang-dog looks a second longer. They took everything Tag said to heart and he’d crushed them. “Come on boys, let’s find you something to eat and a spot to crash for the night. We’ll tackle our dilemma in the morning.”

      They followed her like little puppies over to the remnants on the buffet table. She didn’t pat them on the head or tuck them in, but she was tempted.

      

      

      Jack was afraid he had to agree with Tag on this one. Freakin’ crazy bastards were lucky to have Tag and Lilah looking out for them. He wondered if they knew that?

      The hour was late and he decided he wanted some alone time with Lilah, so he grabbed their sleeping bags and moved them to a classroom down the hall. When she came out of the restroom behind the bleachers, he waved her over.

      “Come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Down the hall for some privacy.” He opened the door and led her inside to where he’d spread out the bags. “Is this okay with you?”

      “Yes, why wouldn’t it be?”

      “I just wanted to be sure.” He waited for her to sit then he stretched out beside her. Capturing her hand, he said, "Lilah, I'm sorry for not getting you to Fort Worth. I know performing is important to you."

      "Yes, it’s important or at least I've convinced myself it is."

      “What do you mean?”

      "I wish I knew.”

      “Well, that explains it.”

      She swiped invisible sweat from her brow. “Oh good, I thought I was still confused.”

      “Who have you talked to about this?”

      “Nobody. The only ones I can talk to are directly affected by any decisions I might make.”

      “Talk to me, then.” When she started to protest, he stopped her with a squeeze of her hand. He was directly affected but wouldn’t tell her. He didn’t want to scare her off. “I’ve been where you are, Lilah. Sometimes you just need a sympathetic ear.”

      “Okay, why the hell not? If I can't be honest here, where can I?” Withdrawing her hand from his, she took a deep breath, and began, “When I left here, after my parents kicked me out for wanting to chase a dream they thought ridiculous, I was devastated that you didn’t come with me to Nashville. I’d convinced myself we’d go together, you riding the rodeo and me singing. Obviously nothing would happen overnight, but, at least, we’d have each other. Then 9/11 happened and you went into the Army, not that I wasn’t proud of you, I was. But I thought if I waited, I might lose my chance to be on stage. I was pretty selfish back then.

      “Turns out, I was luckier than most and met the right people fairly soon. Performing was fun, fans started following me first, then later on our band. Each place we played was new and exciting.

      "Then, five years ago, playing wasn't fun anymore. Too many depended on me. I lost my folks and ties to Mistletoe. I was tired. The divorce was the final straw.”

      “I read a couple of the stories. They weren’t kind. What made you want to turn it all around?”

      “Taggert Swift.” She turned around and stretched out beside him. “I was a real mess. I’d stopped sleeping, staying up for days at a time—I started drinking— the top gigs didn't happen as often and it didn't seem to matter as much. He helped me get back on track. This trip meant either we’d breathe a little life into my career or I was going to hang it up."

      “Honey, I'm sorry."

      “It’s okay.” She yawned and said, “Thanks for listening.”

      “Yeah, I hope it helped.”

      When she didn’t answer, he realized she’d gone to sleep. If nothing else, maybe using him as a sounding board had cleared her mind to help her make the right decision.

      He pulled her close and wondered if he and Callie could ever play a part in Lilah Canfield’s future. He knew it was a longshot they could have a half decent marriage with her lifestyle, but he’d discovered some hope was preferable to none at all.
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      The next morning arrived long before Lilah was ready. She pushed against an immovable force that wiggled beneath the covers, exposing her backside to a rush of cold air. She cracked one eye open and spied a brown eyed, mop-haired beauty staring back at her.

      “Callie, when did you get in bed with me?”

      “A little while ago,” she whispered. “Daddy said I could sleep with you as long as I didn’t wake you up.”

      “I see.”

      “I didn’t, did I?”

      “No,” she assured the child. “My inner alarm clock just went off.”

      “I didn’t hear any alarm. Where is it?” Callie systematically checked under the covers, Lilah’s hair, and beneath the sleeping bag. “Are you teasing me?”

      Lilah held up three fingers. “I promise I’m not teasing you. You just can’t see it because it’s inside my head.”

      “Callenda McCommas.” Jack stood in the doorway.

      “Daddy, I promise I didn’t wake her up. It was her head alarm that did it.”

      He grinned. “Head alarm, huh?”

      “I’m afraid it’s the best I could do on short notice.”

      “Mrs. Dickens is getting ready to start an art class. Go on out there and grab a good seat, okay?”

      Callie, popped up. “Don’t forget to come see me and my picture.”

      “I won’t.” She promised, as the blur disappeared into the hallway and her sneakered footfalls grew fainter with the distance.

      “I told her not to wake you.”

      “Stop, Jack, she’s delightful.” She sat up, straightened her shirt and stuck out her hand for him to help her up. “Excuse me while I make a trip down the hall?”

      “Yeah, when you’re done, meet me in the gym. I have updates on our situation.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Lilah joined Jack, Tara, Riley and the boys in the gym. They were quite the rag-tag looking crew. Even though she’d splashed her face with cold water, she was in no better shape. She’d give her eye teeth for a hot bath.

      Jack greeted her with a cup of coffee. “Here, you look like you can use this.”

      She accepted the steaming elixir and sat beside him. “You said you had updates. Is any of it good news?”

      “Nothing to jump up and down about but, early this morning, the van was involved in a traffic pile up further down the highway. The weather’s tracking south faster than they can drive. No way were they going to escape it.”

      Lilah drew in a quick breath. She’d seen pictures of highway accidents on the news and knew there could be injuries. “Is anyone hurt? What about Chase and Charley?”

      “So we’ll get our instruments back?” Pete asked.

      “I don’t know specifics, but a number of people have been taken to a local hospital.” Jack directed his next statement to the band members and their singular interest. “Report said a white van fitting our description is currently accordioned between two eighteen wheelers. I don’t know if anything can be salvaged but it sounds doubtful.”

      “I don’t wish bad things on folks, but Karma’s a bitch.” Tag shook his head, stood, and glanced toward the upper windows on three sides of the gym. “Sun’s out, ladies and gents. This may turn out to be a good day after all.”

      Lilah followed his gaze. While it did appear some brighter outside and through the window she could see a break in the clouds, she doubted the weather could change enough to turn this into a good day. Maybe she should take the events of the last few days and turn her lemons into blah, blah, blah. She’d seen Tag do it all the time.

      It was time to pull the plug on Lilah Canfield and her band for this gig. She should get Tucker, Pete, and Jason back to Nashville as soon as possible so they could hire into another band. She’d heard of some openings and they’d be snapped up pretty quickly.

      Tag was another story. She loved him like a father, and would find it difficult to not have him around, but he deserved better than she had to offer for the future.

      

      

      Jack followed Tag outside. But, by the time he stepped onto the front steps of the high school, the older man had disappeared from sight. The old guy was a likeable sort, but he was up to something. This was the second time he’d gone off somewhere in less than twenty-four hours. Whatever was going on, Jack was fairly convinced the man had only Lilah’s best interests at heart and would do nothing to harm her. But where the hell was he?

      Riley came up behind him. “I wish I had an ace up my sleeve to help Lilah. I mean, how many more hits can she take?”

      “I don’t know, but, at some point, things need to turn around.” He didn’t know what was developing between them, but something was there. He liked the thought of having her around, but also didn’t want her to fail. He snapped his coat closed against the chill. “She understands you’ve done all you could.”

      Riley stood there staring with a grin on his face. “I’ll be damned.”

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “She got under your skin, didn’t she?” Thumbs hooked into his back jeans pockets, Riley laughed and gave him a sideways look. “Poor SOB, you don’t even know what’s hit you.”

      Jack wasn’t ready to admit anything to his friend, but Riley was too perceptive for his own good, right now. “I think I hear Tara calling your name. Why don’t you go check on her?”

      Riley laughed again, slapped Jack on the back and turned to go inside. When he did, Lilah stood behind them. He elbowed Jack. “Hey, Lilah. I’m headed in to see about Tara.”

      “That’s a really good idea.”

      Odds were she’d heard their conversation or, most likely, the last part with Riley being a goof ass. Should he worry or apologize? Probably neither since she knew Riley and his humor or lack thereof. He didn’t need to make things anymore awkward than they were.

      “What’re you doing out here?” Her soft voice broke into his thoughts.

      “I thought I’d walk over to the office and see if there are any updated reports.”

      “It’d be great if the electricity would come on. Everyone’s ready to go home and Tara’s back is killing her this morning.”

      “Do we need to get the Doc to check her out?”

      “She says all she needs is a night in her own bed.”

      “We could all use that.” He almost added his bed would be better off with her in it. That was a topic to be saved for another time. “Okay, I’ll go on over. You should go in out of the cold.”

      She shivered as if on cue. “It is chilly. Jack, when we have longer than five minutes together, can we talk?”

      “Yes, soon.”

      He watched her go in the building and then walked the two blocks to the Sheriff’s office. He found Tag in Hal’s cubicle.

      Hal waved him in. “Looks like we’ve caught a break in the weather pattern. They’re saying we should have clear skies by about noon.”

      “That’s good, how about electricity?”

      “Crews are headed this way from Amarillo as we speak.”

      Finally, when the old guy continued to sit there in silence, Jack’s curiosity got the better of him and his patience deserted him. “Tag, just what in the hell are you up to?”

      

      

      While Lilah waited for Jack to come back to the high school, she rolled up sleeping bags and helped Callie pack all her things into her small suitcase. Tara waited none too patiently for Riley to take her home. Since the power had been restored about thirty minutes ago, they’d all been excited to get out of Camp Mistletoe. The majority of the residents had already left.

      She really wished they’d hurry up. After Jack had left her this morning, she’d had a hard talk with herself and come to a decision. As much as she loved to perform, the time had come to hang up her guitar. Most of the time things went well, but some days were treacherous and, like this week, completely out of her control.

      Her age was another factor. She was only thirty, but the hot tickets these days were teenagers with more energy, no wrinkles and higher boobs. If she continued, she’d have to ingest more caffeine and put a Hollywood surgeon on retainer. She truly didn’t know if she was up to the challenge anymore.

      She’d considered asking Tara for advice, but dismissed the idea. She needed someone to talk her into leaving Mistletoe, not staying.

      Suddenly, Jack pushed open the double doors and strode purposely over to her. Cupping her elbow, he said, “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Go where? To Tara and Riley’s?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t understand, what’s the rush?” She glanced over to Tara and Callie, who were grinning and waving. “Jack?”

      He ushered her around the outside of the building to the football field where a helicopter sat, its blades whoop-whooping overhead. Tag stood beside the door, Pete, Jason and Tucker waited by the goal posts and Riley ran toward them, from the opposite end, carrying the bag she kept in the coach with her stage clothes inside. Stopping mid-run, she pulled against Jack’s grip.

      "What’s going on?" she shouted, loud enough to be heard over the ruckus of the helicopter’s blades.

      Jack leaned in close to her ear. “Tag has a surprise for you. Let’s not keep him waiting.”

      Riley hugged her after passing off the zippered bag and said, “Give ‘em hell, Kid.”

      The boys gave her three thumbs up as Jack propelled her forward.

      At the helicopter, Tag shouted, “Get on, we’ve got to go!”

      Once seated inside and buckled, with Jack beside her and Tag up front with the pilot, she said, “Okay, I’m smart enough to figure out we’re on our way to Fort Worth, but how’d you manage this?”

      “Called in a favor owed me from back in the day.” Tag shook his head. “And before you ask, we couldn’t get a copter big enough for the boys, but they’re happy for you and they’ll be ready next time.”

      “But what about—”

      “A band. Lilah, trust me, I got this.” He glanced over his shoulder at Jack. “Son, are you sure?”

      “Sure about what?” she asked as she fumbled with the seat belt.

      Jack chuckled. “Babe, just look out the window and enjoy the ride.”

      “But what about Callie? You’re going to miss spending New Year’s Eve with her.”

      “I’ve talked to her and she’s okay as long as I send pictures and maybe a video.”

      Enjoy the ride, surely he was kidding. Her senses were in overdrive, and once again her life was out of her control. But the sun was shining and the snow sparkled beneath them like it had been sprinkled with glitter. It was the whole lemon thing again. This was going to be fine.

      She’d be fine.

      Fine.

      Three hours later, Lilah stood in front of the mirror in the motel room putting the finishing touches on her hair and makeup. Luckily, she had naturally wavy hair and enough tricks of the trade in her arsenal that she could make do with blush, eyeliner, and mascara. Not too bad.

      This had turned out to be the most eventful day in her life. While still in the air they’d found out Chase and Charley were among the injured taken to the hospital. Sheriff Farley assured her they’d be taken into custody as soon as they were released.

      On a happy note, Riley had texted Jack that Tara was in labor and they were at the hospital in Mistletoe. He’d keep them posted.

      One of the best things of the afternoon had been the hot shower. After they’d landed at a small airport just north of the city, a limo had brought them to a motel close to Billy Bob’s Texas in the Stockyards. The first thing she’d done was jump in the tub. You never knew what you missed until you didn’t have it.

      That thought brought her back to her earlier musings about leaving Nashville and country music. Could she really do it? She and Jack had something going, but could they make a commitment? Would he want to? Did she want to?

      She was nervous about tonight. She hadn’t performed without the Little River Band in five years and Tag hadn’t told her which band was stepping in to help. He said he wanted to surprise her. How was that going to work?  One thing was for sure, it only made her insecurities worse.
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      Lilah wondered if Jack and Tag were ready to go just as a knock sounded on her door. When she looked through the peephole, Jack stood on the other side. He’d showered, as evidenced by his damp hair, but he must’ve done some fast shopping, too, for he had on a different shirt and crisp denims.

      When she opened her door, he joined her inside and tapped the face of his watch. “Your chariot awaits. Are you about ready?”

      “Just about. What do you think?” She twirled, seeking his approval.

      “Wow,” he said, standing back giving her a once over. “You look like a million bucks. They won’t know what hit ‘em.”

      She sat on the bed and patted the mattress next to her. “We have a few minutes, yet. Let’s talk.”

      “You’re not backing out are you?”

      “No, not for tonight, but I want to ask your opinion about something important.”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Talking to you last night stirred up a bunch of old feelings that hadn’t seen the light of day in years.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, don’t get me wrong, I’m not upset about that. They couldn’t stay buried forever. While I thrive on the energy and the hustle bustle of performing, I’m tired of keeping everything together.

      “Thing is, I’m now doubting myself and the decisions I’ve made in the past. I want to know if there’s a better life out there. What am I missing?”

      “Sooner or later, we all go through this. If we’re lucky we find the answers we’re searching for.”

      “Did you?

      “That’s why I stopped ridin’ bulls. In addition to my body giving out on me, I got tired of never being home. I re-evaluated what Nessa and Callie meant to me and then after Nessa got sick, I knew I’d made the right decision.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees slanting his gaze at her. “Think about it this way, Lilah, if you weren’t singing, what would you do?”

      “That’s the scary part, I’m not sure.” She hesitated, wondering if she should continue, but she’d always heard, in for a penny, in for a pound. She may as well throw her thought out there and see how fast it came back at her. “The last few days, being with Tara and Riley and you and Callie, I’ve wondered, if I left anything in Mistletoe, Texas.”

      “I can’t answer that for you, except to say, you’ve brought a bright spot to our little town, or at least to my corner of it. You should know I’ve followed you and your career for the last couple of years. What I didn’t read in the headlines, Tara kept me up on.

      “I’ll admit you’ve awakened feelings I thought I’d laid to rest when my wife died.” He slipped his arm around her shoulders, kissed her cheek, and whispered, "I can’t tell you what you need to do. I do, however, think there’s something between us that deserves further exploration."

      His warm breath tickled her ear and shot a delicious shiver down her spine. She scrunched her shoulders and started to answer him, when his mouth covered hers in a kiss reminiscent of the one they’d shared at his house. In the hall. Against the wall.

      She was still struggling to breathe when her phone announced a text message.  Pushing away slightly, her heart hammering in her ears, she groaned against his lips. When she read the message, she grinned and showed Jack the picture sent from Tara. “It’s a girl”

      Jack chuckled. “Well deserved, I’d say.”

      She texted back their congratulations, then told him, “Time to go.”

      

      

      Billy Bob’s Texas took Jack back to the days he’d frequented dance halls and bars while on the rodeo circuit. The air was super charged with the energy and excitement of New Year’s Eve. People had topped their various forms of western attire with party hats and streamers. Horns and noise makers competed with jukeboxes, and balloons were tied to chairs, tables and railings.

      As he followed Tag to the place where Lilah would perform, he passed crowded dance floors and people standing three deep around the mechanical bull arena.

      Tag had coaxed a local favorite, Phil Carr and The Pair-A-Dice Gambler Band, to play with Lilah tonight. They were well known around the state by anyone familiar with country music.

      Tag asked Jack, “Think she’ll be pleased?”

      “I do believe she’ll be smiling for at least a week.”

      Tag went on the main stage where they were setting up their guitars, drums, keyboard, and amps, and shook hands with each one. “Phil, boys, thank you for helping us out.”

      “Sure,” Phil said. “Lilah’s a special lady. I’m glad we were available.”

      “On the way down here, she made a play list for tonight. Did you get a chance to look it over?”

      “Yeah. We’ve played most of them once or twice before, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Good. Phil, this here’s Jack McCommas, a friend from Lilah’s hometown.”

      Jack shook hands with the musician and saw Lilah walking onto the stage.

      She joined them, speaking excitedly to the band leader, “Oh my gosh, Phil, I just heard you and your band are going to be on stage with me. If I can’t have my guys, there’s no one else I’d rather have backing me up.”

      “I’m glad we were open.” He pointed to the right side of the stage. “I thought we’d play your trademark opening number. About a third of the way through, I’ll introduce you then you’ll come out and sing it to the end.”

      “Yes, perfect. By the way, I have a minor addition to the play list. Are you okay with that?”

      Phil took the sheet music she offered and, with a grin, said, “That’s a great song.”

      After a while, Jack took his seat at a table in the audience along with Tag and a couple other people introduced to him as Lilah’s manager, Connor Hill and Jessie Duke. He noticed, as he drank his beer, that people steadily filed into the room until there wasn’t one empty seat. He didn’t know how large a turn out Lilah was expecting, but the sight made him happy for her.

      The lights dimmed and the band started playing. As promised, the volume lowered and Phil began his introduction.

      “Our guest tonight comes to us by way of a snowbank outside Mistletoe, Texas by way of Nashville, Tennessee. Through the years, she’s twice received the award for Entertainer of the Year, and her albums top the charts. Put your hands together for Miss Lilah Canfield!”

      In full performance mode, she came onto the stage, microphone in hand, and finished the introductory song in a duet with Phil. They worked through the set of favorite songs she’d selected this afternoon while they were being helicoptered into Fort Worth. The audience offered up resounding rounds of applause after she finished each one.

      As the band played the chorus of the last song in the background, Lilah handed Phil her guitar. She gazed over the crowd, smiled and said, “Wow, this has been a day hasn't it? Actually, it’s been a week for me. Don’t look now, but I think the snow followed us down here.

      “I can't thank Phil Carr and his Pair-A-Dice Gambler Band enough for standing in for the Little River Band and doing a fantastic job tonight. And a huge thank you to y’all for letting us play a few tunes. What a way to usher out the old year!

      “Now, if you’ll allow me, before we ring in the New Year, I’d like to sing a song for a very special friend in the audience. It’s a favorite of mine, and especially meaningful tonight. I hope you enjoy “The Heart Won’t Lie.”

      Jack listened closely as she sang directly to him, pouring her heart out with the words of the song. His own heart was doing cartwheels and he forced himself to settle down and listen closely as the song reached the end.

      

      “You try to live your life from day to day

      But seeing you across the room tonight

      Just gives me away

      

      ‘Cause the heart won’t lie

      Sometimes life gets in the way

      But there’s one thing that won’t change

      I know I’ve tried

      The heart won’t lie

      You can live your alibi

      Who can see you’re lost inside

      A foolish disguise

      

      The heart won’t lie

      

      The heart won’t lie”

      

      When the song was over, Lilah took her bow, and let Phil and his band do the same. When the applause subsided, she said, “I can’t thank y’all enough for letting me be here tonight, I had so much fun singing a few tunes for you. I’m going to get off here, now, and let someone else finish the evening with you and help ring in the New Year. Please welcome the next chart climber, Jessie Duke!”

      She left the stage and made her way over to where Jack sat. She hugged Tag, and smiled at Connor who gave her a thumbs up.

      Jack turned to her when she sat in Jessie’s chair. “You looked great up there on the stage. You came alive connecting with your fans.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Watching you perform, I made a decision.”

      “You did, did you?”

      “You are going to keep singing and, if you’ll have us, Callie and I will move to Nashville to keep you company.”

      “I’m not sure I know what you’re saying, Jack.” She folded her arms and leaned on the table, facing him straight on.

      “Lilah Canfield,” he said, taking her hand in his. “I’m asking you to marry me.”

      “Jack, are you sure?”

      “Babe, I've never been so sure of anything in my life.”

      “Wow, I’d say we were two great minds, but I’m not sure I have one anymore.” She grinned at him. “I’d planned on telling you I’d decided to give up singing and move back to Mistletoe to be with you and Callie.”

      “Well, that’s just crazy because the stage is where you need to be.”

      “But I—”

      He didn’t want any more resistance from her, so he said, “How about this, then, we’ll live in Nashville for a while and see how it goes. If you decide you still want to give up this life, we’ll come home.”

      As the countdown to the New Year started, Lilah beamed a smile at Jack. “Yes, Jack McCommas, I’ll marry you, and as far as performing goes, we’ll play it by ear.”
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        Mistletoe, Texas, New Year’s Eve, one year later

      

    
    
      Carrying a stack of plates into the dining room, Lilah McCommas set them on the table with the glasses, silverware and napkins. As she walked back into the kitchen, she recognized familiar sounds.

      Tara’s voice carried from the mud room. “Here Riley, you carry the diaper bag and give me the baby. She needs to show off for Aunt Lilah.”

      Lilah pulled out a chair and sat waiting for them to come in.

      “Ready or not here we come. Aunt Lilah are you home?” Tara entered the kitchen with her one year old daughter, Amye, holding onto her finger.

      “Hi! There’s the birthday girl.” Holding out her hands, she coaxed the little girl over to her. “Come on, come see me.”

      Riley followed close behind, dropping the bag just inside the door. He headed straight for the chips and bowl of dip. “Are Jack and Callie back from Amarillo yet?”

      “No. I expect them soon, though. Jason, Tucker, and Pete were due to land over an hour ago.”

      “Cool. Where’re they staying while they’re here?”

      “With Tag.” She bounced Amye on her knee. “He’s gotten the coach all set up behind the barn.”

      “I still can’t believe y’all are finally back here from Nashville for good,” Tara said. “I keep pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.”

      “Except for the summer months, we’re living here full time. Jack’s going to build a studio so I can record during the rest of the year without having to go to Nashville.”

      “Of course you’ll let me know when anybody famous shows up.” Tara waggled her eyebrows then reached over, took the dip loaded chip from Riley’s hand and popped it into her mouth. “Did you get the master bedroom finished like you wanted?”

      “Hey,” he complained with mock protest.

      Lilah shook her head in amusement at the banter between her best friends. “Yes, you’ll be the first to know and, yes, the new bedspread looks much better with the Southwest design. I haven’t yet convinced Callie to let go of the Zebra.”

      “She will.” When Amye started to fuss, Tara took her from Lilah. “Come on baby girl. Why don’t you take a nap so you’ll be ready for birthday cake later?”

      “I have the Pack’n Play set up in the bedroom next to Callie’s.  Let me know what you think about the changes I’ve made in there.”

      There’d been so many changes since last New Year’s Eve and the snow storm catastrophe. True to his word, Jack and Callie had moved into her home in Nashville. Together with Connor Hill, she’d gotten her music career back on top in spite of Chase and Charley’s attempt to sideline her. They’d received word last week that Chase had received probation for his part and Charley was back at her old job at Nail Express. Topping off the year, she’d won Entertainer of the Year a third time.

      Lilah got up and stirred the peas then opened the oven door. After sliding in the ham, she added the sweet potatoes and closed the door. She’d just set the timer when the rest of her crew flooded through the back door.

      Callie, a big girl of nine now, grabbed the box from the shelf and started to work on the mac and cheese. She’d completely mastered the microwave over the summer and prepared the macaroni to cook.

      “Don’t forget to wash your hands, Doodle.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Jack pushed past the Little River Band members, Tag and Riley to put a brown paper sack in the freezer.  “Lucky there’s no snow this year to slow our trip. We made good time.”

      “That’s good, and you remembered the ice cream.” Lilah hugged him and smiled. It was thirty degrees outside and she’d been craving ice cream of all things.

      He placed the flat of his palm over her belly and the barely noticeable bump. Grinning, he said, “Got you two all stocked up for a few days.”

      About that time, Tara ran into the room squealing. “You’re pregnant?  When are you due and why haven’t you told me before now?”

      “I just found out for sure yesterday. The baby’s due in June.”

      Tag walked over, kissed Lilah on the cheek and put a couple of six packs of beer in the fridge. “Yep, I’m going to be a gramps.”

      Meg closed the cafe early and joined them in time for dinner.

      When they’d eaten their fill, everyone chipped in to put away leftovers and clean the kitchen in record time.

      Lilah made herding motions with her arms. “Come on everyone, it’s almost midnight. Let’s move into the den.”

      Lilah had left up the Christmas tree when she heard everyone would be here.

      Callie knelt by the tree and pointed out the decorations spread beneath. “See, I put cotton under the tree and made it snow. And Lilah and I put a house, barn, animals, and a Santa in a sleigh. That’s supposed to be our place. Daddy added the little RV along the edge to look like it was buried in the snow.”

      Looking around the room Lilah realized she had to be the luckiest woman on the planet. She had the life she’d always wanted with her career, her husband, Jack, daughter, Callie, and a baby on the way. Tag, Tara, Riley, and baby Amye were all close by and the boys would be here between tours. Her family.

      As they counted down the seconds, she gathered Callie closer and pulled Jack’s arms around them. When the clock on the mantle struck midnight, Lilah’s world was complete.

      She finally had her “Happy New Year.”
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      The last thing Carmen Fuentes wants, is another encounter with a rapist.

      

      She couldn’t get away from Key West fast enough after the trial of Stan Laszlo. Attending the Miami Police College gave her time away from her hometown—away from the stares and whispers, from the pity and the people who thought she’d probably done something to bring it on herself. It also gave her a chance to get on her feet again, to find purpose to her life and some meaning in what happened to her.

      

      But when she envisioned a future in which she helped catch other predators before they could hurt other women, she’d seen herself doing it from a safe distance, behind a desk at the Key West Precinct. Not dressing up in the kind of skimpy outfit she hasn’t worn since before the trial, and hitting the Miami nightspots trying to catch the attention of a serial rapist.

      

      Yet that’s exactly what Detective Will Murphy offers. A chance to help catch a sexual predator, and to prove—to Will and herself—that when she took the oath to serve and protect, she wasn’t just mouthing words.

      

      But can Carmen handle another encounter with a rapist? Can she trust Will to have her back? And can she put the past behind her and move toward the future, a future that might include Will?
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      The tip of Bianca’s shoe connected with my ankle under the table, not for the first time tonight. “Hottie at two o’clock,” she hissed out of the corner of her mouth. “Don’t look now!”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t planning to look at all. Bianca had been pointing out men she thought were hot for the past hour, and so far, I’d avoided looking at all of them.

      “He’s gorgeous,” Bianca sighed. “You know, I think I’ve seen him before. He probably works at Central.”

      Central, as in the Central Precinct of the Miami PD.

      “I’m sure he does.” Everyone else here did.

      We were sitting in a bar a couple of blocks from police headquarters, from the City of Miami Police College, and from the building where we’d both been housed while attending the latter. Now that we were full-fledged, certified police officers, we’d be going back to our respective jurisdictions, me in Key West and Bianca in Port St. Lucie. But that was for tomorrow. For tonight, we were celebrating graduation, and being the only two female recruits—out of five in our class—left standing at the end of the six months we’d spent here.

      The bar was called Murphy’s Law. The owner was a retired cop named Murphy, who’d put in his twenty years on the streets, and left to open a bar. Every cop in the Central Precinct spent time here at least once every week, even the ones who didn’t drink.

      I wasn’t drinking. Alcohol, I mean. Bianca had a banana daiquiri in front of her, but my rum and Coke was all Coke and no rum. Since that was how I had ordered it—rum and Coke, minus the rum—it came with a swizzle stick and a slice of lime hanging on the glass. I didn’t think anyone could tell the difference. I just had to pace myself, and drink like it was actually alcohol, instead of slurping it down like the soft drink it was.

      “He’s talking to Murphy,” Bianca said, back on the hot guy again.

      Everyone talked to Murphy. “He’s probably ordering a drink.”

      Bianca shook her head. “It looks like they know each other.”

      So? “Every cop in the city knows Murphy.” And beyond the city, too. My brother Enrique, a detective with the Key West PD, had told me I had to visit Murphy’s at least once while I was in Miami. This was the first time I’d dared set foot in the place, since it was only now that I felt I had the right to mingle with real cops.

      “This looks like more,” Bianca said. “Murphy’s hugging the guy and slapping him on the back.”

      “Maybe he got a promotion. Or solved a case. Or put someone important in jail. Or got married.”

      “Don’t say that!” Bianca flapped her hands as if warding off evil. “You know I don’t mess with married men.”

      Actually, I knew no such thing. We’d only been friends for the time we’d been attending the Police College together, and it wasn’t like we’d had a lot of time to talk about personal things while learning hand-to-hand combat and hostage negotiation. I had no idea whether she drew the line at married men or not.

      “He’s not wearing a ring,” she informed me.

      “How can you tell that from over here?”

      “I just can,” Bianca said and drained her drink. “I think I’ll go get another. You want a refill?”

      “No, thank you.” I still had half a glass, and besides, I needed to order my own. Even Bianca didn’t know that my rum and Coke was all Coke. When you tell someone you’re not drinking, they always ask why, and I didn’t want to have to explain. We were friends, but there are some things you don’t even talk to your friends about.

      “I’ll be back in a minute. Or not.”

      I nodded. “Good luck.”

      “Just stay over here,” Bianca told me. “If he gets a look at you, I won’t stand a chance.”

      She moved away before I had the chance to respond. I shook my head as I watched her make her way across the floor toward the bar.

      That might have been true in the old days. Two years ago, in Key West, I’d been the life of the party. Carmen Fuentes, good-time girl, whose only concerns were the cute college boys coming to town for spring break, and—that particular year—the even cuter FBI agent who was in Key West to help Enrique nab a rapist who was preying on drunk co-eds.

      There’d been a lot of water over the breakers since then.

      And the last thing I wanted these days was to attract anyone’s attention. So I kept my hair scraped back and my makeup light, my personality quiet and my body decently covered. I’d left all my Save a Virgin – Do Me Instead tank tops and high heeled shoes in Key West, and although it didn’t come naturally, I was doing my best to blend in with the background.

      If Bianca’s guy saw me, I doubted it would make any difference at all.

      While I’d been thinking, Bianca had reached the bar, and since I was watching anyway, I slid my eyes sideways for a glimpse of the guy she thought was hot.

      It was probably the one standing next to her, with his elbows on the bar and his back to the room. Murphy was talking to him.

      And if you put me on the spot, I might even admit that I agreed with Bianca. At least a little.

      From the back, he looked a bit like Ty Conner, that FBI agent I mentioned. His hair was a shade or two closer to light than dark, and rumpled. Ty had a habit of running his hand through his; maybe this guy did, too. Or maybe he’d been driving with the top down, and had come by the ruffles honestly.

      He had good shoulders under a plain, white shirt, tucked into a pair of dress slacks that fit his butt nicely. Long legs and narrow hips. An inch or two taller than Ty, at a guess, and a little less compact.

      As Bianca turned to him with a smile, I focused my own attention back on my glass. The last thing she needed, was me critiquing her performance when she came back to the table.

      If she came back to the table. If she got lucky, maybe the hot guy would whisk her off to his convertible and his apartment, and I wouldn’t see her again tonight.

      I’d have to walk home alone.

      The thought brought an immediate clutch of panic in my stomach, and an automatic glance at the windows at the front of the bar. It was dark outside.

      There was a time when walking anywhere in the dark hadn’t been a cause for concern. Key West was home; I’d always felt safe there. I wouldn’t have thought twice about walking around Miami after dark, either. Nothing bad had ever happened to me, so I didn’t have sense enough to be afraid.

      But that, too, was long ago. These days, I didn’t go anywhere by myself, even in broad daylight. Footsteps behind me, or just the sensation that someone was watching, was enough to trigger my fight-or-flight response, with flight usually gaining the upper hand. I ran away from a lot of things these days.

      Including Key West.

      It seemed hypocritical to hope that my friend struck out, but part of me did. Desperately.

      I lifted my glass for another sip, just as a voice said, “Hi, gorgeous.”

      I looked up, to see a guy put a hand on the back of Bianca’s chair. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Actually,” I told him, “my friend just went to the bar for a refill. She’ll be right back.”

      He glanced at the bar. “The black girl talking to Will?”

      “She’s Latina,” I said, “not black.”

      Although Latinas do come in a lot of shades and colors, from Sofia Vergara to Penelope Cruz to Zoe Saldana.

      Bianca is a more of a Zoe, while I’m more of a Penelope. Bianca’s Puerto-Rican, I’m Cuban. Not that any of that matters. We’re both Latina.

      “And anyway,” I added, “I don’t know who Will is.”

      He stared at me for a moment before he grinned. “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      It’s the oldest cliché in the book, but I managed to refrain from rolling my eyes. “We just came in for a drink.” It wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t come up with a better pick-up line, was it?

      Or maybe it was, but it was hard to blame him. He probably hadn’t had much opportunity to find a line that worked.

      Not that he was ugly, or anything. I don’t mean that. He was just... average. Light brown hair, average features, eyes of... it was a little hard to see in the low light, but maybe hazel?

      Good physique, though. He obviously worked out a lot, because he had the gym-rat’s overdeveloped shoulders and thick upper arms.

      And he must have noticed me notice, because he grinned. “I’m Duane.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said politely, even though I wished he’d go away and leave me alone.

      “Maybe I’ll just keep you company until your friend comes back.” He pulled out Bianca’s chair, turned it around, and straddled it, folding his arms along the back.

      I wish you wouldn’t, I thought, but I didn’t say it. I’m a different person than I used to be, and I’ve learned that some men don’t take that kind of thing well.

      And really, he wasn’t doing anything wrong. He couldn’t know that I was off men for the time being, and that he was wasting his time trying to chat me up.

      And anyway, no sooner had he planted himself on the chair, than Bianca came back. “You’re in my seat,” she informed him.

      He grinned, but got up. “Sorry. I’m Duane.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Bianca dismissed him with a glance, turning her chair around again and plopping back down, refill in hand. “His name is Will.”

      “I know,” I said. “Duane told me.” The relief that she was back, that I wouldn’t have to walk home alone in the dark—or have to fend off Duane—was so strong that my whole body slumped, and I had to concentrate on pulling myself straight.

      Bianca looked up at Duane. “You know Will?”

      He grinned. “Sure. We work together.”

      “Will just got a promotion,” Bianca told me. “That’s what was going on.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t really cared what was going on, but she’d obviously been curious enough to ask.

      “I told him if he’d like to join us later, I’d buy him a drink.” She smiled.

      “Murphy’s his uncle,” Duane said, sounding envious. “Will gets free drinks for life.”

      “So are you a cop, too?” Bianca asked Duane, who nodded. “For how long?”

      Duane looked like he might be thirty, maybe a year or two below. “Six years,” he said.

      “That’s cool.” Bianca beamed. “Have you ever shot anyone?”

      Duane grabbed a chair from another table. He pulled it over to ours, straddled it, and began telling Bianca stories about his adventures in law enforcement. I had no idea how much of what he was saying was true, but it sounded good, and Duane sounded like a hero.

      Bianca looked like she was having a good time, and my glass was empty, so I excused myself to get a refill. They both glanced up, and then went right back to talking.

      Bianca’s hot guy was gone from his place at the bar, so I bellied up and waited for Murphy to notice me. It took a minute, and then he sauntered over. “What can I get you, sugar?”

      “Rum and Coke,” I said, “minus the rum.”

      He grinned. “Right. I remember now.”

      He told me the price and turned away to fill my glass while I dug in my bag for money. By the time he turned back, I was ready. We exchanged drink for money, and I turned away from the bar. Only to walk straight into someone’s chest. My Coke splashed onto his white shirt and my T-shirt before I could steady the glass.

      “Shit,” a voice said.

      “Sorry.” It was a very nice white shirt, too. Very good quality.

      “Don’t worry about it.” He plucked the wet fabric away from his chest and flapped it. “Good thing it isn’t cold out there.”

      “This is Miami,” I said. “It’s always hot.”

      I didn’t mean it flirtatiously. Or at least I wasn’t conscious of flirting. It was more like the words just slipped out without thought. And I guess it might have been something the old me would have said. The new me might not have said it, had I taken the time to think.

      At any rate, he grinned. Nice, white, straight teeth. His parents must have spent a mint on orthodontics. And the rest of him wasn’t bad, either.

      Up close, he didn’t look much like Ty at all. The hair color was similar, but that’s where it ended. Ty looked several years younger than his twenty-five—or maybe twenty-six by now—years. This guy—Will Murphy—was probably a year or two older than that, and male model gorgeous, with chiseled features, high cheekbones, and midnight blue eyes.

      Something about him was vaguely familiar, but I put it down to that faint resemblance to Ty, and stepped to the side. “I’m really sorry about your shirt. I’ll pay for it to be dry cleaned, if you want.”

      He shook his head, a faint wrinkle between his brows. “Do I know you?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said politely. “I’m not from around here.”

      The wrinkle didn’t go away. “Tourist?”

      “Student.” It was easier to leave it at that than to explain about the Police College.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Key West,” I said.

      “Your name is Carmen.”

      It was my turn to blink. “How do you know that?” It’s a common Hispanic name, but not so common that every Latina you meet has that name.

      He tilted his head. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I didn’t. As I mentioned, there was that faint familiarity, that I had chalked up to his reminding me of Ty. But I didn’t recognize the face, nor the name.

      “I’m Will.”

      I nodded.

      “I was in Key West for spring break... must be four years ago now.”

      Two years before Ty. I’d been twenty-one that year.

      “We met at a place called Captain Crow’s on Duval.”

      Very possible. I’d met Ty at Captain Crow’s, too. And a lot of other guys up through the years.

      “We had sex,” Will said. “Are you telling me you can’t even remember my face?”
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      I thought about telling him that if we’d had sex, it probably wasn’t his face I’d been focused on.

      Then I decided not to.

      “I’m sorry,” I said instead, politely, and took a step to the side, “but I think you must have me confused with someone else. Carmen isn’t an uncommon name, especially in South Florida, and I’m sure there were a lot of girls in Key West the week you were there.”

      He stepped to the side, too, and ended up in front of me again. “I remember you.”

      “I don’t remember you,” I told him, my heart beating a little faster. “If we’d had sex, don’t you think I’d remember?”

      He hesitated. I took advantage of it to drive the point home. “I’m sorry. But my friend’s over there, and I should get back to her.”

      I ducked past him. He didn’t follow, or try to stop me, but I could feel his eyes at my back as I threaded my way through the tables over to Bianca and Duane.

      Bianca looked up with a frown. “What was that about?”

      “What?... Oh.” I glanced over my shoulder at Will. He was still standing at the bar, watching. “He thought he recognized me. Said he’d been in Key West for spring break four years ago. But I don’t remember him.”

      “Probably trying to pick you up,” Duane said with a grin. “Good for you, shutting him down like that. Most women wouldn’t.”

      I thought about telling him I’m not most women. But that would be a cliché, too. And anyway, I hadn’t gotten the impression that Will had been trying to pick me up. It seemed like he genuinely thought we’d met before. And not only that, but that we’d had sex. And that was the scary part, since I had no recollection of getting naked with him.

      If I couldn’t remember Will, how many others had I forgotten?

      

      Bianca turned down Duane’s offer of an escort home, but took his phone number and told him she’d call.

      “Are you going to?” I asked when we were outside on the sidewalk, making our way back to our apartment building.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably not. He’s not really my type. And I’m going home tomorrow.”

      So was I. Or if not tomorrow, the next day. Bianca was eager to get home to Port St. Lucie and her family and friends, and to start her new job with the PSLPD on Monday.

      I was putting off my departure as long as I could.

      I missed my family, but there was really no part of me that wanted to go home. I had hoped that six months away would make a difference, but now that the time was up,  I wasn’t ready. It was home... but it’s a small place. Only twenty-five thousand people live in Key West year round, so while we don’t all know each other, a lot of us know enough of the others to make for very close quarters. And the trial and crimes of Stan Laszlo had been front page news in the Key West Citizen more than once over the past two years. Everyone in Key West knew who I was and what had happened to me. And while some people were sympathetic, some thought that maybe I’d gotten what I deserved instead.

      It had been nice to be anonymous in Miami.

      But there would be no anonymity in Key West, and I wasn’t ready to face it.

      Bianca and I entered the building together, and took the elevator up. She was on the fourth floor, I was on the seventh.

      “Breakfast before I leave in the morning?” she asked when the elevator stopped on her floor. The doors opened, and she held them open while she waited for my answer.

      “Sure. That’d be nice.” There was a little breakfast place about two blocks away, that we’d gone to on the weekends sometimes. It would be good to have one last breakfast before Bianca left. Once she was gone, and once I was gone, I might never see her again.

      “Nine o’clock downstairs?”

      I told her I’d be there, and she let the doors go. They closed while her footsteps disappeared down the hallway toward her door. I continued to the seventh floor and the apartment that had been my home for the past six months.

      After Stan’s trial concluded in March, I’d been at loose ends. I couldn’t go back to work. It’s possible people weren’t coming into the bar to gawk at me and whisper, but it felt like they were. It seemed like every time I went outside, people were staring at me. Judging me. Whispering.

      So I took to sitting at home, to not going out. That lasted a few weeks. And then Enrique—no doubt spurred by our parents—sat me down for a talk.

      He’s my eldest brother. I have one other: Juan, who’s a year older than me. And two sisters, Lupe and Alma, between Enrique and Juan. I’m the baby, and the screw-up of the family. Enrique hasn’t given my parents grandchildren yet, and would be in trouble for that were it not for the fact that Enrique has an important job. Mama has forgiven him for not marrying. I figure he has two or three years before that changes. And Alma and Lupe have made up for it. Alma has three children, and Lupe two. Juan doesn’t have any, and isn’t likely to. If it hadn’t been for my many failings, Juan would be the screw-up of the Fuentes family. But Juan’s only fault is being gay, and that isn’t something he can help. At least he keeps his sex life private. I flaunted mine, and now I’m paying for it.

      Anyway, Enrique sat me down and told me to snap out of it. That other people had gone through traumatic experiences, too. That they were pushing through and carrying on. While I was sitting in my room feeling sorry for myself.

      “What do you want me to do?” I’d asked. Not because I thought he’d have any useful advice; because I was angry that he was pushing me.

      And he told me, “I want you to stop behaving like a victim.”

      I blinked at him. How was I supposed to do that, for God’s sake? When everyone in town knew what had happened to me? And when nobody would let me forget?

      “I want you to take what happened to you and use it,” Enrique said. “Paula is going to nursing school so she can help other people. Cassie is studying journalism so she can get the word out about people like Stan. And you’re sitting here feeling sorry for yourself.”

      I opened my mouth. And closed it again. And opened it again. “What happened to me was worse than what happened to Cassie.”

      Besides, Cassie had Ty. I had nobody.

      “It wasn’t worse than what happened to Paula,” Enrique said, and left me.

      He didn’t mention it again, just let me stew in peace. A week later I went to him and asked if the Key West PD would sponsor me through the Police College in Miami.

      He thought I’d lost my mind, of course. “You want to be a cop? You?!”

      “You said for me to use what happened,” I said. “I want to help put people like Stan away. I want to make sure what happened to me doesn’t happen to anyone else.”

      And I wanted to stop feeling like a victim. I wanted to feel strong, in charge. In control. Instead of shattered and scared.

      “You can’t,” Enrique told me. “There’s always going to be someone stronger who preys on someone weaker. But if you want to go to the Police College, I’ll submit your name.”

      “I want to go.” Even if at least half my motivation was getting out of Key West, and going somewhere where nobody knew me, where no one would look at me and whisper.

      And now here I was. Almost ready to go back.

      The apartment wasn’t much. Just a boring studio with white walls, mismatched furniture, and two windows in the main room that looked out onto the street. A small kitchenette and an even smaller bathroom were on the back wall.

      But it was safe. There was no doorman, but the security was good, because the Miami PD used the building to house some of their staff and the out-of-town students at the Police College. In the time I had lived here, I had never once worried about my safety.

      That was why, when there was a knock on the door ten minutes after I’d walked inside, I didn’t think twice about opening it. I figured it was Bianca, coming up to tell me something she’d forgotten. Or to cancel breakfast, because something better had come along. Or something worse.

      Maybe Duane had called, and convinced her to have breakfast with him instead.

      Maybe he’d offered breakfast in bed.

      Anyway, it didn’t occur to me to worry. I was safe inside my own apartment, in my own building, with locks on the doors and cameras in the lobby. Nobody could get to me here.

      When I opened the door and, instead of Bianca, saw Will Murphy standing outside, the surprise made me slow. By the time I had recovered enough to slam the door in his face, he had stuck his foot in the opening.

      “Mind if I come in?”

      “Yes!” I said, even as he sauntered past me. “I don’t want you here. Get out!”

      “Now, now.” He stopped in the middle of the single room and looked around. “Is that any way to talk to someone you’ve been naked with?”

      “I told you,” I said, putting my hands on my hips, “I don’t remember you.”

      “I know. You said.” He glanced at me over his shoulder. “But I remember you.”

      “I don’t care,” I told him. “I want you to leave.”

      He continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “And that makes me wonder why you won’t admit it. Hell, it’s not like I’m anything to be ashamed of.”

      He grinned. It managed to be cocky and charming and sexy and boyish, all at the same time. Not to mention infuriating.

      “Listen,” I said, enunciating as clearly as I could, “I don’t know you. I don’t remember meeting you before, let alone taking my clothes off with you. And you’re in my apartment without an invitation. I’d like you to leave.”

      “When you tell me why you won’t admit that you remember me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Because I don’t. I don’t remember your face. I don’t remember your name. And if you pull down your zipper to see if I remember what’s in your pants, I’m reporting you for sexual harassment.”

      His lips curved. “That’s not what you said four years ago.”

      “I was a different person four years ago,” I said, and then bit my tongue. Too late, of course. His eyes sharpened, from midnight blue to cobalt, but he didn’t say anything. I added, “And I’m telling the truth. I don’t remember you.”

      He nodded, but not like he believed me. “Going somewhere?”

      “What?... Oh.” My suitcase was sitting next to the bed. I had pulled it out of the closet this afternoon, to get used to the idea that I had to fill it soon. “Yes, as a matter of fact. Home. To Key West.”

      He glanced at me. “When?”

      “Tomorrow,” I said.

      “You been studying at the Police College?”

      I nodded. Surely it couldn’t hurt to admit that.

      “I wouldn’t have guessed the girl I met four years ago would have wanted to be a cop.”

      “You met someone else.” I headed for the door. “And now I’d really appreciate it if you’d leave. I have a lot of packing to do before tomorrow morning.”

      He sauntered toward the door, but not like he was in a hurry. “Here’s what I can’t figure out,” he said, pausing in front of me.

      I knew I would regret asking, but I couldn’t help it. “What’s that?”

      “Well, here we are.”

      He leaned a hand against the wall next to my head, boxing me in between that and the door I was holding open. I felt a kick of fear in the pit of my stomach, and I sucked in a breath. My heart speeded up, knocking against my ribs. I’ve learned to really hate feeling trapped.

      He continued, “Two consenting adults that I’m pretty sure have done the horizontal mambo before. And if I remember correctly, it was good, too.”

      I could believe it, even if I couldn’t remember. Even if the thought of doing it again had me breaking out in a cold sweat.

      “And here I am, making it obvious I wouldn’t be opposed to picking up where we left off.”

      He waited a second, probably for me to speak. When I didn’t, he added, “And I don’t usually have to beg.”

      I could believe that, as well.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice uneven. It was fear, in case you wondered. He was half a foot taller than me, leaning into my personal space, crowding me... and while I didn’t get the feeling that he was the type to force himself on anyone, he might just believe I was playing hard to get and it would be OK to ‘persuade’ me. After all, according to him, we’d already done it. And if he was right—and I had a feeling he was—the girl I was four years ago wouldn’t have been above playing games. “But I don’t know you. I don’t want to sleep with you. And I’d appreciate it if you’d just take my word for it and leave.”

      He didn’t respond immediately. Just stood there looking down at me. I held my breath, trying to control that fight-or-flight instinct. Part of me wanted to scramble away, to put as much distance between us as I could. But that might make him think it was another game and I wanted him to come after me.

      The other part contemplated kneeing him in the groin, to show him I meant business. He wouldn’t be expecting that.

      But it would make him angry, and angry men can be dangerous. Besides, it might be premature. He might leave on his own.

      So I just stood and waited to see what he’d do. My body was tense, in case I had to make a break for it.

      Finally, he stepped back. “This isn’t over,” he told me as he headed through the door and out.

      The old me would have wanted the last word. I would have told him that yes, it was, because I was leaving Miami tomorrow, and he would never see me again.

      But that might make him turn back. So I kept my mouth shut and let him have the least word so he’d leave. And when I heard a door slam at the end of the hallway—he must be taking the stairs down instead of waiting for the elevator—I closed and locked my own door. And leaned my forehead against it until I stopped shaking.
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      I didn’t mention Will’s visit to Bianca the next morning. There was no point. Will was gone and she was going, and besides, I didn’t want to explain why he was so certain we’d slept together... and why I couldn’t remember.

      So we had breakfast, and talked about unimportant things, and then we walked back to the apartment building, where I waved Bianca and her Honda off down the street before going upstairs to finish my own packing.

      The one thing Will’s visit had done, was impress upon me that I was no safer in Miami than I’d been in Key West, and that I might as well go home. It was only a matter of a day, anyway. If I didn’t leave today, I’d have to leave tomorrow. And I didn’t want to see him again. If I stuck around, there was a chance he might come back.

      And then he came back anyway, not even an hour later.

      This time, when there was a knock on the door, I didn’t think it was Bianca. I figured it was a toss-up between Will Murphy and the cleaning crew, checking to see whether I’d left so they could get the place ready for the next resident.

      I kept the chain on the door when I opened it. “Yes?”

      “It’s me,” Will said, through the crack. “Can I come in?”

      “No.” I made to close the door, and he put his foot in the gap.

      “Don’t be childish, Carmen.”

      “I’m not being childish,” I said, resisting the temptation to lean on the door and crush the bones in his foot. He was dressed more casually today, in khakis and canvas shoes. I could easily do some damage if I wanted to. “I just don’t have anything to say to you.”

      “I have something to say to you. Professionally.”

      Professionally?

      “If you touch me,” I warned him, “if you even stand too close and breathe on me, I’ll have you arrested.”

      “Just open the damn door.”

      He waited while I unhooked the chain, and then stalked past me into the apartment with a growl and a scowl. “Thank you.”

      I certainly wasn’t about to tell him he was welcome, so I just folded my arms across my chest. “What do you want?”

      “To talk,” Will said, facing me.

      “About what?”

      He sighed. “Can you just knock it off with the attitude for a minute? I’m sorry I said I thought we’d had sex. I don’t understand why that’s such a big deal, but I’m sorry I upset you.”

      “You didn’t upset me,” I said. “I just don’t remember doing it.”

      “We did it,” Will said. “And it was good. And I don’t know why you won’t admit it, or why you keep saying you don’t remember me—”

      “Because I don’t!”

      “—but we had sex.”

      I unfolded my arms and fisted my hands on my hips. “Fine. If I agree that we had sex four years ago, will you leave me alone?”

      “No,” Will said. “I have to talk to you about something.”

      “What?” And if he said ‘more sex,’ I’d kick him in the shin.

      “I called your brother,” Will said. My mouth dropped open. “Detective Enrique Fuentes with the Key West PD.”

      I closed my mouth. And immediately opened it again. “You didn’t ask him whether we’d had sex, did you?”

      Because he wouldn’t know. Although he’d probably say yes anyway, because he knew the kinds of things I’d done four years ago.

      “You must think I’m stupid,” Will said in disgust. “Of course I didn’t. Besides, how would he know? He wasn’t there.”

      Good to know. One less thing I had to worry about.

      “Then why would you call my brother? He doesn’t have anything to do with anything!”

      “Can we get outta here?” Will asked, looking around. “The bed is distracting me.”

      Of course it was. It wasn’t distracting me, but it sat like a large, white elephant in the middle of the room, and the last thing I wanted, was for Will to get ideas.

      “It depends on where you want to go.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You didn’t used to be this difficult. Last time, I asked, ‘You wanna get outta here?’ and you said, ‘Sure,’ and we went and had sex.”

      I stared at him, stonily, and he sighed. “How about I buy you a cup of coffee? There’s a place around the corner. Or we can go back to Murphy’s, if you want. My uncle will make sure I don’t sell you into white slavery.”

      “I’m Cuban,” I said. “I don’t think I count as white. And how do I know your uncle isn’t involved in the slave trading, too?”

      He stared at me, and I added, “Coffee’s fine.”

      “Then let’s go. I want to get out among people before I strangle you.”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer, just headed for the door. I snagged my purse from the hook by the door and followed.

      

      We didn’t speak on our way downstairs in the elevator or on the walk around the corner to the coffee shop. Will kept himself at a safe distance, and didn’t touch me when he opened the door and waited for me to pass through. When we got inside, he showed me to a table and pulled out my chair, and then asked what I wanted to drink. While I made myself as comfortable as I could, he went to the counter and came back with two paper cups. He put one in front of me, and sat down on the other side of the table with the other.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He nodded and sipped his coffee. I guess he was waiting for me to pick up the conversation. “So what’s this about?”

      “A case,” Will said.

      “What kind of case?”

      “Serial rape case,” Will said, and my heart made a sick sort of lurch in my chest. “Your brother agreed to let me borrow you for a few days.”

      He did? “Why?”

      “To help me,” Will said. “He had his own serial rape case a couple years ago, one he said you were involved in, and he said you’d be happy to help.”

      I was definitely killing Enrique as soon as I got back to Key West. And leaving the body somewhere where it wouldn’t be found.

      “My brother said that?”

      Will nodded, blue eyes clear. He was either the world’s best liar, or Enrique hadn’t mentioned anything to him about exactly how I’d been involved in Stan’s rape case. “He said you’d told him you wanted to be a cop so you could help put people like Stan Laszlo away.”

      There’s nothing quite like having your own words thrown back in your face. Especially in a situation like this.

      But I had said that. And now Enrique—and Will—were giving me a chance to make good on what I’d said.

      “What would I have to do?”

      “Just be yourself,” Will said.

      Would that be the new me, or the old me?

      I didn’t ask. Mostly because I had a feeling I knew. “I’m afraid I’m going to need a little more than that.”

      “Actually,” Will told me, “you’re on loan from the Key West PD to the Miami PD for the next few days, so all you really need, is to do what I tell you.”

      “Like hell!”

      He grinned. “But since you asked so nicely, I’ll tell you. You’ll be bait.”

      “Bait.”

      “Bait,” Will nodded. “Did you bring any of your old clothes to Miami with you? You know, the kind of stuff you wore in Key West four years ago?”

      I shook my head.

      “We’ll have to go shopping.” He made to get up, and I lifted a hand.

      “Wait a second. I need more information.”

      He sank back down.  “What do you want to know?”

      “What I’ll be doing. Who we’re looking for. Why I need to look like a skank to do it.”

      “First,” Will said, “you never looked like a skank. You were beautiful four years ago, and you’re beautiful now.”

      He really was the world’s best liar, if he could say that with a straight face.

      “I looked like a cheap whore,” I told him. “I dressed to get attention, and I got plenty of it. But I was never beautiful.” And after what Stan had done to me, I was damaged goods. Broken. Ugly.

      “You were beautiful,” Will insisted. “And yeah, you got plenty of attention. You certainly got mine. And now you’re gonna get his.”

      A shiver crept down my spine. “His, who?”

      Will leaned back on his chair. “Like I told your brother, we have a serial rapist. Someone’s going around Miami sexually assaulting women.”

      The air conditioning was blasting, and I told myself that’s why I was feeling cold. “How many?”

      “Three so far,” Will said. “He doesn’t do it every day. He doesn’t even do it on a regular basis. There was one Monday two weeks ago, then one last Friday, and one on Tuesday. So no rhyme or reason to the days.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t just three different guys? Were they the only three rapes in the city during that time?”

      He nodded. “Same MO, same victim type.”

      “Let me guess. My type.”

      “He likes Hispanic women,” Will said. “And he picks them up in nightclubs. Or going home from nightclubs, rather.”

      So I’d be expected to dress in a skimpy dress and high heels and dance the night away, while I waited for some sick bastard to grab and sexually assault me.

      “I still don’t understand why you want me for this. We’re in South Florida. There must be Latina cops in the Miami PD that you can use.”

      “Plenty of them,” Will nodded. “That’s not the problem.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      He sighed. “The women all said he wore a dark uniform and had a gun. He used it to threaten them. They were traumatized, and don’t really remember many of the details.”

      I wished I were that lucky. I remember all the details. Sometimes they play on a loop in my head at night, when I can’t sleep.

      “You’re thinking he’s a cop,” I said.

      “I’m not thinking anything,” Will answered, not sounding remotely sincere this time. Of course he was thinking something. Or worrying about it. “We don’t know what he is. Could be a cop. Could be private security of some sort. Could even be military. Or he could just be a civilian who owns some sort of dark uniform and a gun.”

      I nodded.

      “None of the women got a good enough look at him to give a solid description. He had a hat pulled down over his face, and shined a flashlight in their faces.”

      “Even when he raped them?” Amazingly, my voice was steady.

      “He did that from behind,” Will said, as calmly as if we weren’t talking about one human being assaulting another. “He made sure they didn’t get a good look at his face. They say he spoke and acted like a cop. But that doesn’t mean he is one.”

      Didn’t mean he wasn’t, either. But I was sure Will knew that, so I didn’t mention it.

      “But just in case there’s a law enforcement connection,” Will said, “I can’t use someone who’s already attached to the department. Someone he might recognize. I need someone like you.”

      “I’ve just gone through six months of law enforcement training,” I pointed out. “Plenty of people have seen me. All the instructors at the Police College. The guest lecturers. The other recruits. And I was in Murphy’s Law last night.”

      Will nodded. “But even if the perp is one of those people, he won’t suspect that you’re undercover. He’ll just think you’re living it up for a couple of days before you go back to Key West. He’ll know you’re not working for Miami PD.”

      “But will he try for me if he knows I’m a cop?”

      It was the first time I’d said the words out loud—I’m a cop—and they tasted weird. I don’t think Will could tell, though, because his expression didn’t change.

      “There’s no way to know. But this is our best shot at catching him. Before he attacks any more civilians.”

      Sure. We’d just wait for him to attack me instead.

      “Exactly how are you planning to make sure nothing happens to me?” I wanted to know. “Because if this guy has a gun, and he gets me alone, there isn’t a whole lot I can do to stop him from doing whatever he wants to me.” Except kill him with my bare hands, and doing that would probably be a temptation at that point. I wasn’t sure even a gun pointed my way would deter me.

      “I’ll be watching you,” Will said.

      “What if you look away? Or have to use the bathroom? Or some woman comes up to you and tries to pick you up?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’ll be wired for sound.”

      “Who’ll be listening to me?”

      “Me,” Will said. “And a dude in a van on the street outside.”

      “What if he has to use the bathroom? Or some woman tries to pick him up?”

      “He’ll be inside the van,” Will said. “Nobody will see him, so nobody will try to pick him up. And we’ll make sure we don’t go to the bathroom at the same time.”

      “So if this guy tries anything, you’ll stop him?”

      He nodded. “I promise. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He looked sincere. Those were some very pretty blue eyes. I probably had slept with him. Not just because he’d told me so, but because I could totally see myself falling for all that boyish charm. He’d probably been really cute four years ago.

      He was really cute now, too. The old me would have been all over him. The new me might even have been interested, if she hadn’t been terrified of intimacy. And terrified of having to explain why.

      But since we were just going to be working together anyway, it was all moot.

      “Time to go shopping,” Will said and pushed his chair away from the table. “You need a skimpy dress and some fuck-me shoes. And a lot more makeup. C’mon.”

      He headed for the door. I got off my chair and followed.
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      At nine o’clock that night, I made my way into Courant, one of Miami’s current hot spots. I was wearing a skimpy dress and a pair of shoes that had made Will speechless for a full twenty seconds. It was mostly the price, I think. But they were tall and black and strappy, and looked a lot like a pair I used to have... oh, four years ago or so.

      The dress was red: short and tight and low-cut, with hardly any back. For having used very little fabric, it cost a pretty penny. Will certainly didn’t skimp on my outfit for this operation. He insisted on sexy underwear, too—not that anyone would be seeing it, something I made clear to him. He bought it anyway, and when he dropped me off outside my apartment at the end of the trip, he handed me the shopping bags and told me, “I’ll be here at eight to wire you up.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We talked about this,” Will said. “You’ll be wearing a wire. Someone has to put it on you.”

      “I can put on my own damn wire!” I was a cop, wasn’t I? We’d been taught about wires in school.

      “I’m sure you can,” Will said calmly, “but I’m not taking any chances. I’m putting it on you, and I’m making sure it works. That’s the only way I’ll let you go out there.”

      Part of me wanted to announce that I didn’t want to go out there anyway. But I bit it back. This was what I’d become a cop for, even if it was scary, and besides, I was afraid that kind of back-talk might be considered insubordination. I didn’t really work for or with Will, but if he was right and I was officially on loan to the Miami PD, I should probably endeavor to stay on his good side.

      “This is why you bought the underwear,” I said suspiciously, “isn’t it?”

      He smiled. “I’ll see you at eight. Don’t bother to put on the dress until I get there.”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer, just pulled away from the curb and into traffic. I directed a fulminating stare after the car, and went upstairs.

      The first thing I did, after dropping the shopping bags on the bed, was dial my brother’s number. “You loaned me to the Miami PD?” I asked when he answered.

      There was a beat. “They spent six months training you. I figured if they wanted to keep you a few extra days, I should let them.”

      “What if I didn’t want to stay any longer?”

      There was another beat. “You telling me you’re ready to come home, ‘mana?”

      Well, no. “I’m just saying, if.”

      Enrique snorted. “We both know you don’t wanna be here. This’ll give you a chance to stay away a couple extra days. And help the Miami PD catch someone like Stan. It’s what you said you wanted to do.”

      I was starting to regret ever saying that. What I should have said, was that I wanted a nice desk-job out of harm’s way, where nothing bad would ever happen to me.

      Again. Nothing bad would ever happen to me again.

      “I’m scared,” I told him. “Did Will tell you what he wants me to do?”

      I could practically hear Enrique’s eyebrows rise. “Will, is it? Just how well do you know Detective Murphy?”

      “We only met last night,” I said. “But he thinks I slept with him four years ago.”

      Silence.

      “Did you?” Enrique asked finally.

      “I have no idea. I can’t remember him, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. I slept with a lot of people back then.”

      I waited for Enrique to comment. When he didn’t, I added, “Anyway, he thinks he knows me. I’m not sure he believes me when I say I don’t remember him. And I don’t want to tell him... you know.”

      “No,” Enrique said. “That’s none of his business.”

      Something inside me relaxed. I’d been afraid he’d recommend I come clean with Will. About everything.

      “Unless you’re getting involved with him,” Enrique added. “Then he’ll need to know.”

      “I’m not.” Just the thought of getting involved with someone, of getting intimate again, made it hard to breathe. I felt like I was drowning.

      Note to self: not ready for a boyfriend.

      “So what’s he having you do?”

      “Put on a skimpy dress and high heels and go clubbing. Can you believe it?”

      “I figured it was something like that,” Enrique said calmly. “Is he making sure you’re covered?”

      I assumed he didn’t mean by clothing. Because if so, the answer was, ‘Not really.’ “He’ll be here at eight to put a wire on me. There’ll be a guy in a van listening in. And Will will be inside the club.”

      “Sounds like they’ve got you well protected, then.”

      It did. As long as the noise level in the club wasn’t so high that they couldn’t hear anything but music through the mic.

      Then again, I hadn’t gotten the impression that the rapist had attacked women inside the clubs. It sounded more like he’d caught them on their way home. So I wouldn’t be in any danger until I was outside the club and alone. When, presumably, it would be quiet.

      “This will be good for you, Carmen,” Enrique told me. “I know it’s scary. I’m scared every time I strap on a gun and go after somebody. But once you catch him and put him away, it’ll help.”

      I hoped he was right. Because at the moment, all I really wanted to do was curl up in a ball on the bed and whimper.

      

      Will knocked on the door at eight o’clock sharp.

      “Cal’s downstairs in the van,” he told me. “Once we get you mic’ed up, we’ll make sure he can hear you, and then you can finish getting ready on your own.”

      I nodded. I had opened the door in a bathrobe and bare feet. Part of me—the old Carmen—had thought about strapping on the shoes, just to see what kind of reaction I’d get once I dropped the robe and stood there in four inch heels and red lace. But new Carmen had thought better of it. It wasn’t a reaction I was prepared to deal with.

      Even so, taking off the robe and standing there in just my underwear was hard. Other than the nurses and doctors at the hospital, it was the first time I’d been naked—or anywhere close to naked—in front of anyone since the second time Stan raped me.

      The bruises had faded, and he hadn’t hurt me in any other way. I didn’t have scars. None that showed. In most ways, I probably looked very much as I had four years ago. My hair was shorter. I’d hacked it off as soon as I got out of the hospital. Stan had had his hands in it, had used it to hurt me, and I couldn’t wait to get rid of it. It hadn’t grown back nearly as long as it had been. It was just down to my shoulders, where it used to be most of the way down my back. But I still looked good. The way Will’s eyes darkened told me so, even though he didn’t say a word.

      “This is the microphone.” He held it up. It was barely bigger than the pad of his thumb, and wireless. “It has to go against skin. Inside your bra would be best, since there’ll be a minimum of friction interfering with the sound.”

      Meaning I filled the bra out well enough that the contents weren’t likely to shift during transport. Gotcha.

      “Go ahead.” I dropped my hands to my sides, my fists clenching automatically as he came closer. It took everything I had of self-control to stand still while he pulled down the edge of the bra and stuck the microphone to my skin.

      “This goes over it.” It was a small piece of sticky fabric, roughly the color of my skin, that kept the mic in place and, hopefully, made it less noticeable if anyone happened to look down my dress. Which I assumed would happen. Men used to look down my dresses all the time, and this particular dress was designed for just that.

      Will patted the fabric in place over the mic and stepped back, his cheekbones pink. “This is the earpiece.” He handed it to me without looking at me. It was no bigger than the mic, and also wireless. “Stick it in your ear. You’ll be able to hear me talk to you, although you won’t hear Cal.”

      “That can wait until I’m there, though, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Anything else?”

      “We just have to make sure Cal can hear you. Can you hear her, Cal?”

      I couldn’t hear Cal, but Will nodded. “He says he can hear both of us loud and clear. Say hi, Carmen.”

      “Hi, Carmen,” I said.

      “Cal says hi. OK, buddy. Shut it down until she gets to the club. I’ll be downstairs in a minute.”

      Cal must have acknowledged the comment, because Will turned back to me. “You’re off the air until we get to Courant. You’ll make your own way there. Call a cab. The Miami PD will reimburse you for the expense.”

      Nice.

      “Cal and the van will be parked outside somewhere, where he can see the entrance to the club. When he sees you go inside, he’ll activate the mic.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll already be inside. But don’t look for me.”

      I shook my head.

      “I’ll be watching you. I’ll only interfere if you sound like you need help.”

      I nodded.

      “Are you nervous?”

      I nodded.

      He smiled. “You’ll do great. I’ve seen you work a dance floor before. You’ll have every guy in the place tripping over his tongue.”

      Great.

      “Just don’t accept drinks from anyone. And don’t put yours down anywhere.”

      I shook my head. No, I’d learned that lesson the hard way. I wasn’t about to make the same mistake again.

      “Hopefully we’ll get lucky and catch the guy tonight. That way we won’t have to do this again tomorrow. And he hasn’t hit Courant yet. We figure it’s time.”

      I nodded.

      “You OK?”

      “No. But I’ll get there.” Just as soon as I decided whether I’d rather do this again tomorrow, or face a rapist tonight.

      Talk about a rock and a hard place.

      “Anything I can do?” Will asked.

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you. Just keep watching. Make sure you don’t leave him alone with me.”

      He nodded. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      It looked like he hesitated, like maybe he was thinking of leaning in and kissing me. But I moved back, my breath catching in my throat, and he did, too.

      “Make sure you’re there by nine.” He headed for the door to the hallway.

      “You, too,” I said, and locked and bolted the door behind him.

      And then I finished dressing and putting on my shoes, and called a cab. And at nine o’clock, I walked through the door of Courant.

      My stomach was churning with a mixture of fear and memories and excitement and dread. I had spent a lot of time in places like this, and while things had happened that I couldn’t remember—like sleeping with Will—there’d been a lot of good times, as well. Or at least they’d been good until I realized how much had happened that I didn’t even know about.

      But I’d enjoyed the music, and the dancing, and the flirting, and the admiring glances.

      But now there was fear mixed with it, and dread of what I might be facing. I’d been raped before. I knew the experience intimately. And willingly walking into the possibility of having it happen again took courage. More of it than I felt like I had.

      I trusted that Will would keep an eye on me. And I trusted that Cal had turned on the mic when he was supposed to, and could hear me. I trusted them because I had to. But I also knew that sometimes things happen even when everyone is diligent and careful.

      I hadn’t seen the van outside, and I didn’t see Will inside. He saw me, though. A couple of minutes after walking through the door, I heard his voice in my ear. “I’ve got you.”

      I didn’t answer, since I didn’t want to look like I was talking to myself. Or worse, like I was wearing a microphone and an earbud, and someone was monitoring me. I did a little headbob, though, and tried to make it look like I was just flipping my hair.

      “Looking good,” Will said in my ear. “Go dance. The other women all liked to dance.”

      I danced, and kept an eye out for anyone suspicious.

      There were plenty of guys in black shirts and pants around. None with a gun belt, though.

      But of course not. The guy wouldn’t be wearing his uniform and gun in the nightclub. Not unless he was security. And that should be easy to check. I assumed Will already had. Whatever his other failings were, he wasn’t stupid enough to overlook something obvious like that.

      But just in case, maybe I’d mention it to him later.

      That was if the guy we were looking for was inside the clubs at all, of course. He could be waiting outside, in his bona fide or pseudo squad car, keeping an eye on the women who came out, and when he saw one he liked, he followed. He might not be inside at all.

      The idea of that made me feel better, since it meant I didn’t have to worry until I walked out at the end of the night.

      For the next three hours, I danced and drank—rum and Coke, minus the rum—and flirted and tried to enjoy feeling like the old me. I told anyone who asked the truth, or most of it: that my name was Carmen and I was from Key West, and although I appreciated the offers of drinks and sex and more drinks and sex, I had a boyfriend back home I was staying faithful to. I was just here to have fun.

      Most of the men accepted it. A few didn’t, but it never got to the point where Will had to intervene. I heard him talking to Cal in my ear, though. “We should keep an eye on that guy. I don’t like his attitude.”

      I didn’t hear Cal’s reply, but I assume he agreed. I certainly did. Men who cop attitudes because you refuse to go out with them, are the kind of entitled bastards who think they have the right to assault you later.

      Finally, past midnight but not quite one o’clock in the morning, Will told me, “Time to go home.”

      Thank God. My feet were killing me. I was out of practice of dancing on four inch heels, and my toes were screaming.

      “Head outside. Let’s see if anyone follows you.”

      My heart started knocking against my ribs. This was it.

      But of course I didn’t get out the door without one last drunk lecher making a pass at me. “Where you goin’, sugar? I’ve got what you need right here.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” I told him, and stepped on his foot on my way out the door. “Idiot.”

      Will chuckled in my ear, but didn’t say anything. “Cal’s got eyes on you,” he told me. “Just keep moving. Walk to the corner. Look around for a cab. Stop to rub your feet. Do whatever you need to do to give this bastard enough time to catch up.”

      I kept moving. To the corner, where I stopped to look for a cab, and when I didn’t see one, to rub my feet. I’m sure when I bent over, my skirt rose so high that whoever was behind me could see my underwear. And that was probably the point.

      My heart was beating so hard it hurt, and there was a rushing sound in my ears, so loud I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to hear someone approach, if they came up behind me.

      But nothing happened. Just Will’s voice in my ear.

      “Looks like we struck out. Cal says there’s a cab coming. Flag it down and get in. He’s gonna follow you home. I’ll be right behind him.”

      I flagged down the cab and got in. And hoped the man behind the wheel wasn’t the man we were looking for.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

      

    
    
      He wasn’t. He took me back to my apartment, and told me how much I owed him. And when I paid him, he drove away. I unlocked the front door and went upstairs.

      Will knocked on my door a few minutes later.

      “I’m just going to take the mic off and dismiss Cal,” he told me. “Then you can go to bed.”

      I nodded. I was ready. Partying was harder work than I remembered. Or maybe that was because I’d been on high alert all night, when in the past, I’d just been focused on having a good time.

      He dipped in fingers into my cleavage and peeled the microphone and fabric patch off my breast. “OK,” he told Cal. “I’ve got it. You can shut down for the night and go home. Tomorrow night we do it again.”

      He listened while Cal said something, and then he nodded. “Yeah. Me too. But we’ll get him. If not tomorrow, then eventually.”

      Another pause, and then, “Yeah. You too. Good night.”

      He dropped the microphone in his shirt pocket. I plucked the earbud from my ear and handed it to him. “Sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Will said, putting it in his pocket. “He just wasn’t there tonight.”

      “Or maybe he didn’t like me. Maybe I did something that turned him off.” Maybe he’d seen another Latina woman he’d liked better, and tomorrow morning, Will would get the call that the rapist had struck again. Just not against me.

      “I don’t think so,” Will said. “I don’t think there was a man in Courant tonight who wasn’t turned on.”

      I wondered whether that included him, and then I remembered why I didn’t care.

      “I had to be rude to a couple of them.”

      “That’s life,” Will said. “If they can’t handle rejection, they have no business making passes at beautiful women.”

      “Sometimes men who can’t handle rejection turn into rapists.”

      He tilted his head to look at me. “Was that what happened to you?”

      The question was so natural, so unemotional, that for a second it didn’t register. Then I felt it, like a punch to the gut.

      My voice came out half-choked. “Yes.”

      “I thought it had to be something like that,” Will said calmly. “Was it Laszlo?”

      I nodded. “It happened the same year you were down there. I didn’t even know about it until two years later.”

      “I’m sorry,” Will said. “He used drugs on the women he assaulted, didn’t he?”

      “Roofies. Ketamine. And you have to understand, I was drinking a lot back then. And sleeping with a lot of guys. It wasn’t uncommon to wake up in a strange bed and wonder who I’d slept with the night before. It didn’t even cross my mind that I’d been raped.”

      There was a pause.

      “I guess that explains me,” Will said. His tone was light, but with an undertone of something else. Hurt feelings, maybe. Or disgust.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I’m not like that anymore.” Not that it mattered, when everyone remembered what I’d been like.

      Will nodded. “Sorry to make you talk about it.”

      I laughed, but I’m afraid it sounded more like a sob. The laugh got caught in my throat. “Don’t worry about it. I had to testify at the trial.” Twice. “I’ve answered a lot more difficult questions than yours.”

      He nodded. “You sure you’re up for this job? Not that you didn’t do well tonight, but it must have been hard.”

      “I’m fine,” I told him. In blatant disregard of the truth, but what was I supposed to say? “Besides, you told me you don’t have anyone else.”

      “I could call Port St. Lucie and ask Bianca to come back.”

      I shook my head. “I can do it. This is why I wanted to become a cop.”

      “If you’re sure,” Will said, and turned to the door. “Get some sleep. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      This time he made no attempt to kiss me. It didn’t look like he even thought about it. I closed and locked the door behind him feeling like crap. I hadn’t wanted him to kiss me, but I didn’t want to disgust him, either.

      Although what did I expect, when I’d just told him the reason I couldn’t remember sleeping with him, was because I’d slept with so many men they were just one big blur?

      For all I knew, Will thought I deserved what had happened to me, too.

      I crawled into bed hating myself.

      

      I’d been looking forward to sleeping in the next morning. Instead, I was woken from dead sleep by a series of hard knocks on the door just after eight.

      “It’s me,” Will’s voice said from the other side. “Open up.”

      “Just a minute.” I rolled out of bed with a groan and pulled the robe around myself as I staggered to the door. “It’s barely dawn. What do you want?”

      I didn’t bother with the chain this time, just pulled the door open and glared at him.

      “Sheesh.” He took a step back, eyeing me warily. “Not a morning person, are you?”

      I growled wordlessly.

      “Get dressed,” Will said. “I’ll be downstairs in the lobby.”

      “I don’t want breakfast.” Especially not at the crack of dawn. If he came back in, say, three hours, I might feel differently.

      “We’re going to the hospital. He raped another girl last night.”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer, just turned on his heel. “Don’t take forever,” he told me over his shoulder.

      I didn’t take forever. I splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth, but I didn’t bother with makeup or with doing my hair. It was still crazy from blowing it out last night, anyway. I just scooped it back with a rubber band and called it a day. Less than five minutes after I’d rolled out of bed, I was in Will’s car, on my way to the University of Miami Hospital.

      He didn’t speak, just focused on maneuvering the car through the city streets as fast as possible. When I glanced at him, his jaw was tight and his expression grim. I thought it better not to ask any questions.

      It wasn’t until we walked through the doors of the hospital and Will showed his badge to the nurse at the desk, that I realized that this experience would be far more difficult than putting on a tight dress and high heels and going out trolling for a sexual predator last night.

      The smells and sounds of the hospital brought me back to my own hospital stay. The beeping noises and squeaky soles, the bright lights and subdued voices. The nurses asking, solicitously, how I was feeling, with a mixture of pity and horror in their eyes. The pain, and the nightmares. Waking up screaming, and then the feeling of a needle going into my arm and numbness descending.

      I turned to Will. “I’m not sure I can do this.”

      He didn’t even look at me, just watched the glowing numbers of the elevator descending. “It’ll help to have a woman there.”

      Sure, but—

      “Probably easier for her to talk to you than to me.”

      And again, sure. Especially if she thought her attacker had been a cop. She might even be afraid of Will. But I wasn’t worried about her. I was worried about me.

      “You don’t understand,” I said.

      Will turned his head to look at me. “I need your help. This woman went through a horrible experience. If I could, I’d leave her alone. But I need to know if she noticed anything. Something we don’t know already.”

      “Yes, but—”

      The elevator doors opened, and he stepped through and waited for me to do the same. When the doors had closed again, he addressed me. “This was what you wanted to do. To stop people like this guy from preying on people like you. This woman deserves justice. To give it to her, we need to know what she knows.”

      “Yes,” I said, “but—”

      “You can do it. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. But I need your help. She needs your help. You need to do this.”

      He turned away to watch the glowing lights on the elevator panel, ascending this time. As far as he was concerned, the discussion was over. I had signed on for the job; there was no question that I’d do it.

      His confidence was nice, that unquestionable belief that I’d do the right thing.

      I had none of that confidence or belief, but I did my best to ignore the tight knot of panic in my stomach, and when the elevator stopped on the third floor and Will walked out, I followed.

      When this was over and I was back in Key West, I would definitely petition Enrique for that desk job.

      

      Her name was Maria, and she was actually calmer than I was. “He didn’t hurt me,” she told us, in a voice that only shook a little. “Other than, you know, raping me.”

      Right. Because that didn’t count at all.

      She was twisting a gold ring around and around on her finger, watching it rather than us as she spoke. “I have a little girl at home. Flora. She’s four. My mother was watching her last night so I could go out with a couple of girlfriends.” She shrugged jerkily. “Sometimes it’s hard, being a single parent.”

      Will and I both nodded, although neither of us had any idea. Or at least I didn’t, and I assumed Will didn’t, either. He wasn’t wearing a ring.

      “When I realized what he was going to do,” and there was no need to specify who ‘he’ was, “I decided to do whatever he said, so he wouldn’t hurt me, or worse. I wanted to go home to Flora.”

      She glanced up, and then down again. Will and I both nodded.

      “I just went along with what he wanted. I didn’t scream. I didn’t fight. I didn’t do anything. I just let him do what he wanted to me.” Two big, fat tears rolled out of her eyes and down her cheeks.

      “And you’re here,” Will told her, glancing at me. Like most men, he probably didn’t like to deal with weeping women. “I’m going to ask you some questions, OK? Do you think you’re up for that?”

      Maria nodded, and sniffed.

      “So you were out with a couple of girlfriends. How did you come to be alone at the end of the night?”

      “I left early,” Maria said, dashing at her cheeks. “I wanted to take Flora to early mass at Holy Family this morning.”

      “So you left and they stayed. Then what happened?”

      “I was walking down the street looking for a cab. But there weren’t any, so I kept walking. And this car pulled up to the curb behind me and a man got out.”

      Her voice tensed as she described it. I tried not to think about myself seven or eight months ago, walking up to my apartment in the dark, and hearing the sound of footsteps behind me. And turning and seeing Stan, and seeing the gun, and that sick realization in the pit of my stomach that there was nothing I could do to get away...

      “What kind of car?” Will’s voice asked, yanking me out of the memory.

      “Dark,” Maria told him. “Black or dark blue. Sedan.”

      “Did it have flashing lights or anything like that?”

      It hadn’t. Or if it did, they weren’t in use. It was just a dark sedan.

      “And the man?”

      “Shorter than you,” Maria said, looking up at him. “Dark uniform. Utility belt. Cap pulled down over his face. I didn’t get a good look at him.”

      “Police uniform?”

      But Maria didn’t know. “They were just dark clothes. Pants and a short sleeved shirt. And it was dark out. And the first thing he did was tell me to turn around and put my hands on the hood of the car and spread my legs. Then he talked to me while he patted me down. I thought he was a cop.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He asked what I was doing there. Where I was going. I told him I was going home, but he said he didn’t believe me. He said he thought I was a hooker.” Her voice shook. “He touched me. My breasts. My thighs. Between my legs. And I could feel him, behind me...” She glanced at me, to see if I understood.

      I nodded, through the nausea. She’d felt his erection at her back. Sick bastard. “So if he was behind you, you probably never really saw his face.”

      My voice was scratchy, unfamiliar in my own ears.

      Maria shook her head, obviously grateful for the reprieve. “Just for a second when he first got out of the car. And he was wearing the hat. I didn’t get a good look at him.”

      “What about skin color?” Will wanted to know. “Was he black? White? Hispanic?”

      Maria said he’d been white, or maybe a light skinned Hispanic. Definitely not black.

      “Did you get an impression of his age? Young? Old?”

      “Not old,” Maria said. “But not a kid, either.”

      “Thirty? Forty?”

      She twisted her hands together. “He told me not to look at him. That if I just did what he said, he wouldn’t hurt me. So I did what he said.”

      “What did he tell you to do?” Will asked.

      “He put handcuffs on me, and put me in the back of the car. And then we drove for a while. I thought he was arresting me.” Her voice broke. “I was thinking how I’d have to call my mother and ask her to come bail me out because I’d gotten arrested for prostitution. And she’d have to bring Flora, and my little girl would see me in jail...”

      Tears were rolling down her cheeks again. I grabbed a box of Kleenex from the bedside table and put it on the bed. “But that didn’t happen.”

      My voice was a little better this time, a little more like mine.

      She shook her head, pulling out a tissue and starting to shred it, until it was a pile of tiny scraps on the blanket. “He drove into this dark alley, and stopped the car. And then he took me out of the back. And he raped me. And then he took the handcuffs off and told me to count to a hundred before I left. And then he drove away.”

      “And you left the alley and called 911,” Will said.

      Maria nodded. “I was afraid. I thought, if he really was a cop, maybe I shouldn’t call anyone. Maybe I should just go home and forget it happened. But then I thought about Flora. What if it was her? And I called anyway.”

      “You did the right thing,” I told her. It was hard to get the words out past the lump in my throat. “And when your daughter gets older, you can tell her what happened to you, and why she has to be careful, and you can tell her that because you called 911, you helped us catch this guy so he couldn’t hurt anyone else.”

      Maria nodded, her eyes filling with tears. I reached out and took her hand.

      “We’ll get him. And when we do, you’ll know that he’s in jail and he can’t hurt anyone else again.”

      “Thank you,” Maria whispered, clutching my hand as tears dripped into her lap.

      

      I didn’t break down until we were in the car. Will drove and let me cry, without comment, until I was all cried out, slumped in the seat, with my eyes swollen and my face puffy.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Not your fault.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you to see her.”

      I sniffed. “I wasn’t much help. Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. I didn’t realize...”

      Not his fault, either. When you haven’t been through it, you just don’t know.

      “I’m all right,” I said. “It’s just harder when someone else’s experience brings back your own. You relive what happened to you when you listen to them talk about what happened to them. You remember your own fear, and your own pain. And then you feel guilty, because you’re thinking about that—about yourself—and not them.”

      “I shouldn’t have brought you.”

      “It’s my case, too. Even though I’m just on loan. And I think I needed it. I think I’ve been too focused on myself.”

      Will glanced at me, but didn’t speak.

      “What happened to me was horrible. But I wasn’t the first woman who’s ever been raped, and I won’t be the last. She—” I nodded toward the hospital, several miles away by now, and Maria, “won’t be the last, either, unless we stop him.”

      Will nodded.

      “We have to stop him for her. And for the others.” The victims had a face now. They had Maria’s face. “We have to stop him before he does it again, to someone else.”

      “So you’re onboard for tonight.”

      “Yes,” I said, and this time my voice was my own, strong and clear. “I’m onboard for tonight. Let’s get this bastard.”
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      Nine o’clock found me walking through the door at Courant again. Just like yesterday, Will had shown up at eight to stick the microphone into my bra. Just like yesterday, Cal was in a van somewhere in sight of the entrance, and would turn the mic on when he saw me entering the nightclub. And just like last night, Will was inside. I didn’t see him, but his voice was in my ear. “Let me know if you need help. Otherwise, I’ll leave you alone.”

      I did a headbob and went to work.

      In every respect, the evening was a repeat of last night. I wore the same clothes, I danced to the same music, I said the same things to the same men. Or if they weren’t the same men, they said the same things to me, and looked at me the same way. Occasionally, I’d hear Will’s voice in my ear. “What a jackass!” or “Keep an eye on that guy. He’s an ass-grabber.”

      It was just after eleven when someone said my name. Not Will. Someone next to me at the bar. “Carmen.”

      I spun around. And it took a second, because I was so focused on where I was and what I was doing that what had happened two nights ago seemed like ancient history.

      “Duane,” I said, after a pause to hunt for the name.

      He grinned. “What are you doing here? Is Bianca here, too?” He looked around.

      I shook my head. “She went back to Port St. Lucie.”

      He frowned. “I thought you were here together.”

      “We were at Murphy’s Law together. She just went home a little earlier than me. She missed her family.”

      Duane’s grin was back. “And you wanted to party.”

      I shrugged. It probably looked like that, yeah.

      “Buy you a drink?”

      “I’m good,” I said, lifting my glass to show him I still had some left, “but thanks.”

      “You wanna dance?”

      It wasn’t like I could really say no to that, since dancing was what people did here. That and hook up, and I wasn’t about to do that.

      So I put my glass down and went to dance. And after a few sweaty songs, Duane offered to buy me another drink.

      “I’m all right,” I told him. “I think I’m just going to go get some air.”

      “I’ll go with you. Make sure nothing happens. There’s someone going around the nightclubs targeting women like you.”

      Since I wasn’t supposed to know anything about that, I made sure my eyes were wide when I turned to him. “What do you mean?”

      There was a click in my ear. I waited for Will to say something, but he didn’t.

      “It’s very hush-hush,” Duane said. “Only CI is supposed to know about it.”

      “CI?”

      “Criminal Investigations,” Duane said. “Remember Will, the guy you turned down the other night? He works for Criminal Investigations.”

      “Good for him.” I shook my head. “I don’t care about that. What do you mean, someone’s targeting women like me?”

      “Latinas,” Duane said, as we made our way down the hallway to the less populated back door, where it was actually possible to breathe. “Sexy Hispanic women in dance clubs.”

      I stopped short of the door to the outside and turned to him. “What happens to them? Do they get killed?”

      “Assaulted,” Duane said.

      “You mean raped?”

      He nodded.

      “Madre de Dios.” I glanced at the door. “I’m not going outside.”

      Duane grinned. “I’ll protect you.”

      Sure. “That’s OK. It’s cooler here. And less people. I just want a chance to catch my breath.”

      Duane glanced appreciatively at my chest, just as my earbud clicked again. “Get rid of him,” Will’s voice said.

      “How?” I answered, frustrated. It wasn’t like I could hit him over the head and stuff him in the dumpster in the alley, was it?

      Duane looked up from contemplating my breasts. “How what?”

      Shit. “How...” I thought fast, “how do you know about it, if only Criminal Investigations are supposed to know?”

      “I have my ways,” Duane said.

      Sure. Whatever. “How many women are we talking about? And how long has it been going on?”

      “A couple weeks,” Duane said, leaning a shoulder against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. He really did have an impressive physique. He was wearing a tight, silky T-shirt—the better to show off his muscles, I’m sure—and his shoulders and biceps stretched the fabric almost to ripping-point. “I think there’s been four women so far.”

      Word must have gotten out about Maria. Not surprising, since it had been almost a day.

      I didn’t have to fake the shudder. “That’s awful.”

      Duane nodded. “That’s why you gotta be careful. When you’re ready to go, I’ll make sure you get home safe.”

      “That’s nice of you,” I said, “but I’m not ready yet.” And the last thing I wanted, was to have him hit on me outside my apartment, or expect to come up for ‘coffee,’ since he’d seen me home.

      No, scratch that. The last thing I wanted was for him to stop the real rapist from coming after me, so we’d have to go back to the hospital tomorrow morning to interview another victim.

      “I’ll wait,” Duane said.

      Will muttered something. I’m not sure what it was, but I think it may have been a curse.

      “I think I’m ready to go back to the dance floor,” I told Duane. Maybe I could lose him in the crush of bodies, since he seemed to have attached himself to me until I could dislodge him.

      “I’ll go with you.” He pushed off from the wall and fell into step next to me. “You can’t be too careful.”

      No, you couldn’t. In my ear, I could hear Will sigh. “Hang on,” he told me. “I’ll come get him off you.”

      “Thank you,” I told both of them, as Duane and I headed back to the dance floor.

      Will made his move a couple minutes later. Or maybe it had just taken him that long to make his way over to us. Courant was hopping. I had thought maybe it’d be a little less crowded tonight than last night—it was Sunday; yesterday had been Saturday—but I’d been wrong. There were just as many people out partying, and just as many of them were men trying to get my attention. It made Duane angry. His face flushed. “Can’t they see we’re together?” he demanded, after the second guy had been routed.

      We weren’t really together, which was part of the problem. And my job here was to attract as many men’s attention as I could, to be sure the rapist, if he was here, would notice me.

      I wondered whether I should just tell Duane the truth: that he had stumbled into an undercover operation and he was seriously cramping my style. He was a cop; he’d understand.

      But it wasn’t really my place to do so. I was just on loan here; it was Will’s case. If Will wanted Duane to know, Will would tell him. Or tell me to tell him.

      But I probably shouldn’t tell him myself, without Will’s specific say-so.

      So I kept my mouth shut, and smiled politely, and tried to seem like it didn’t bother me that he was acting all possessive. Will would detach him. Any minute now.

      And then he arrived.

      The first I became aware of him, was when Duane’s face sort of congealed. “Oh,” he said.

      I turned my head and saw Will standing next to me.

      I’d seen him when he’d tested my microphone before setting out tonight. I hadn’t seen him after that, and in the time since, he’d changed into club clothes. There must be something in the air, because he and Duane looked like they could be part of the same SWAT-team, both in black pants and black shirts. But where Duane looked like a bodybuilder on break, Will managed to make his black slacks and black shirt look like high fashion. His hair was perfectly combed, to fall fetchingly over his forehead, and he smelled like sex and money.

      Not literally, of course. He smelled of something spicy and clean. But he exuded both sex-appeal and wealth. A toxic combination.

      Bianca had been right: Will was definitely hot.

      “Hey, Duane.” He grinned. “What’re you doing here?”

      I could hear his voice in stereo, through both my earbud and the air.

      “Just hanging out,” Duane said. His personality seemed a little dimmed. I wasn’t sure whether it was because of the comparison to Will, or whether Will intimidated him. Given the glee with which he’d told me I’d put Will in his place two nights ago, it might be the latter.

      “Got the night off?”

      Duane nodded.

      “Let me buy you a drink,” Will said and slapped his shoulder. Duane opened his mouth, glanced at me, and shut it again. I could sense the war taking place in his head. Stay with the pretty girl, hope to get laid... or go have a drink with the guy who’s related to everyone who’s anyone in the Miami PD, and who might be able to help his career.

      I guess I should be flattered he hesitated at all.

      They took off for the bar, and I went back to the dance floor. Will must have turned his microphone off, because I couldn’t hear him talking to Duane. I hoped he could still hear me. Although if he couldn’t, surely Cal could. They wouldn’t leave me hanging out here with no backup. Would they?

      It must have been a good thirty minutes before Will came back online. “I had to clue him in,” his voice said in my ear. Updating both me and Cal, I guess. “He’ll leave you alone from now on.”

      “Mmm,” I said, since I thought it was safe to say that much without anyone thinking I was talking to myself.

      A guy standing next to me turned to give me a look, and when he saw who I was—or what I looked like—he grinned appreciatively. I smiled back, but not too warmly, since I didn’t want to give him any ideas.

      “Let’s give it another thirty minutes before we call it a night,” Will added. “Go turn heads, Carmen.”

      I went to turn heads.

      

      It was close to twelve-thirty when Will told me to pack it in for the night. “Same procedure as last night. Walk outside. Look for a cab. Walk down to the corner. Give this guy a chance to come after you.”

      I headed out, with my heart knocking against my ribs. No matter how many times we did this, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it. That’s the thing about police work. Every time you go outside the door, you have to be on alert, just in case something were to happen. Most of the time it doesn’t. But you have to stay that way, because you never know if the one time you don’t pay attention is going to be the one time when you should have.

      It’s no wonder a lot of cops, especially street cops, burn out early.

      The street was dark and mostly deserted. A few other partiers left the club and headed the other way, but in the direction I was going, it was quiet. The farther I got from the club, the quieter it was.

      I stopped on the same corner as yesterday and bent to adjust the ankle strap of my shoe. Like last night, I felt my skirt slide up the backs of my thighs. Irritated, I straightened and yanked it down, and heard Will chuckle in my ear. “Cal says to tell you you’re looking good.”

      “Tell Cal to go to hell,” I muttered. The street was deserted. Nobody would care that I was talking to myself.

      “He heard you,” Will told me, with laughter in his voice. “He says to tell you you’re cute when you’re mad.”

      I scowled. At nothing in particular, since I had no idea where Cal was, or for that matter where Will was.

      “There are no cabs,” he told me. “Walk another block. Let’s see if we can flush this guy out.”

      I kept walking. Nothing happened. Will cursed. “Looks like we’ll be doing this again tomorrow. Sorry, Carmen.”

      I had my mouth open to tell him it was no problem when he spoke again, his voice suddenly very much more tense. “There’s a dark sedan parked up the street in front of you.”

      Yes, there was.

      “Don’t hesitate,” Will warned me. “You wouldn’t know anything about dark sedans.”

      No, I wouldn’t. I kept walking, mincing along on my four-inch heels with my booty swinging from side to side, peering up and down the street for a cab. Trying to look clueless. It isn’t hard to do, in high heels and a short dress. It isn’t hard to do when you have breasts, period.

      Every step that brought me closer to the sedan sent my blood pressure soaring. By the time I was alongside it, I was about to jump out of my skin. Any second, I expected the door to open, and for someone to grab me.

      But no one did.

      I shot a sideways glance into the dark interior of the car. “Looks empty.” At least I couldn’t see anyone. If someone was there, he was either in the trunk, or huddled on the floor behind the seats.

      “We’ll run the plate,” Will said in my ear.

      “You want me to get it?” I slowed down to retrace a couple of steps to the rear of the car.

      But he didn’t. “Cal’ll get it. You just keep walking.”

      I kept walking. Down to the corner, and down the next street. Nothing happened. Will sighed. “Looks like we struck out again. See any cabs?”

      I looked around. “No.”

      “Stay where you are. I’m coming to pick you up.”

      “What if he’s watching?”

      “He’s not,” Will said. “If he was, he’d be talking to you right now. But if you see him before I get there, let me know.”

      “Just keep the mic on,” I told him. “If I run into him, you’ll be the first to know.”

      But I didn’t. A couple of cars drove by—none of them a dark sedan, nor for that matter a cab. Then Will pulled up to the curb next to me. I got in.

      “I’ll take you home and get the mic,” he told me. “And hopefully you can sleep late tomorrow.”

      I hoped so too. Another early morning phone call and trip to the hospital, to talk to another victim, wasn’t how I wanted to start another day.

      “Any chance he wasn’t out there at all tonight? Maybe he was working.” Or not. He could be raping women while on duty, or while he had the night off. We just didn’t know.

      “Anything’s possible,” Will said. He sounded depressed. “That’s part of the problem. He has no set schedule. It’s not like every Friday and Wednesday he finds another victim. So far it’s been all different days.”

      “So he either works a different schedule each week, or he just attacks someone when the mood strikes him, whether he’s working or not.”

      Will nodded.

      “Have you thought about talking to the media?” So far, I hadn’t heard or seen anything about the assaults on TV or in the newspapers. The same thing had happened in Key West two years ago. Nobody wanted to scare away the tourists and students on spring break, so Stan’s spree had been kept very hush-hush. “It would put women on alert. And maybe get us—you—some leads.”

      “Sure. On every cop and security guard in Miami.”

      “It might be one of them,” I pointed out.

      Will didn’t answer.

      “Stan was a cop. Cops commit crimes, too.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” He glanced at me. “Sorry. I’m just not looking forward to interviewing another woman tomorrow.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t either.

      “And knowing that this might be a cop makes me angry. My whole family’s cops. It’s all I ever wanted to do. Serve and protect. Finding out that somebody’s using the badge to commit crimes pisses me off. And especially this kind of crime. A woman walking alone at night should be able to trust that the cop pulling up next to her is a good guy. She shouldn’t have to worry that he’ll take her into a dark alley and rape her.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t agree more. “He might not be a cop. He could just be pretending to be one.”

      “Six of one, half a dozen of the other,” Will told me. “Either way, he’s giving cops a bad name. And I want him gone.”

      I wanted him gone, too, if not for that reason. “We’ll do it again tomorrow. And every night until we get him.”

      Will nodded, and pulled up in front of my apartment building.
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      He walked me upstairs and peeled the microphone off my breast. And just like yesterday, he told Cal, “Go home and get some sleep. We’ll do it again tomorrow.”

      Cal went on his way, or so I assumed. “How well do you know him?” I asked.

      “Cal? We’ve worked together for three years.”

      “So no chance he’s the guy we’re looking for?”

      Will shook his head. “None. First of all, he’s black. Maria said the guy was white, or light-skinned. And she said he was shorter than me. Cal’s six-and-a-half feet tall. He played basketball in college. Besides, he’s been with us every night. In a white van.”

      I nodded. “Just checking. Nobody thought to wonder about Stan. I don’t want to overlook the obvious suspect.”

      “I’m the obvious suspect,” Will said.

      “No, you’re not. You were with me every night.”

      “You don’t know that. I could see you, but you couldn’t see me. You wouldn’t have known if I left the club and assaulted Maria and came back.”

      Maybe not. He hadn’t, though. He’d been in my ear, talking about the guys who were hitting on me. If he’d been assaulting Maria, he wouldn’t have been able to do that. Besides— “You don’t have to rape anyone.”

      “No one has to rape anyone.”

      “Some men feel like they do. Like it’s the only way they’ll ever get a woman to have sex with them.”

      Will nodded. “Then no, I don’t have to rape anyone. I’ve never felt like that.”

      “Some men do. Stan said he raped me the first time because I kept turning him down. That I was giving it to everyone else, and why was I refusing to give it to him?”

      Will went still. “The first time?”

      Oh. Right. I hadn’t mentioned that.

      “It happened twice,” I told him. Somehow, it was easier to get the words out than I’d feared, even if my voice shook a little. “The first time was the year you were in Key West. I didn’t know about it until two years later. I don’t remember it. If he hadn’t confessed, I’d never have known.” And that might have been better.

      “But it happened a second time?”

      I nodded. “During the trial. He escaped.”

      “We heard,” Will said. “Law enforcement all over South Florida was looking for him, just in case he came our way. He was caught the next day, though, wasn’t he? Still in Key West?”

      “He was.” He’d been on the loose for less than twenty-four hours. He had me for less than nine of those. It doesn’t sound like a long time. Not unless you’re living through it. And hoping you’ll survive.

      “What happened?” Will asked, his voice gentle.

      I swallowed. “Everyone thought he’d go after Cassie, since Cassie was the one who put him in prison. So Ty stuck with Cassie to protect her. And Enrique was working around the clock to find Stan. Juan, my other brother, was in the hospital. So were two of Enrique’s cops, because Stan had shot them when he made his escape. There was nobody to spare for protection. And nobody was worried about me. I wasn’t really worried, either. I was mostly upset that Ty chose to go home with Cassie.”

      “Who’s Ty?”

      “FBI agent,” I said. “Everyone was back in Key West to testify. Ty and Cassie and another of the girls Stan raped. Paula. Everyone was worried about them. Nobody was worried about me. So I was alone when Stan came for me.”

      Will didn’t say anything, just looked at me.

      “He knocked me out. Not with drugs this time. With a length of pipe, or something. Took me to a house, tied me up, and raped me.” For a long time, and with great enthusiasm. I could hear my voice shake when I continued, and felt the tears press at the back of my eyes. “I thought he was going to kill me. I think he might have, if Ty and Enrique hadn’t come to the house the next morning. They chased him off. Enrique and I ended up in the hospital.”

      “And Laszlo went back to prison.”

      I nodded. “We have to find this guy, Will. He could be out there right now, raping another woman. We have to find him and put him away.”

      “Tomorrow,” Will said. “We’ll try again tomorrow. We’ll keep trying until we catch him.”

      “If we don’t catch him tomorrow, will you consider going to the media?”

      He hesitated. “He might have taken the night off. If we get lucky, maybe he did. But yeah, if there’s a new victim tomorrow morning, I’ll talk to my dad about it.”

      It was probably the best I could hope for. “I guess it’s time to call it a night.” The sooner I went to bed, the sooner I’d wake up.

      And find out whether the rapist had struck again while I’d been sleeping.

      Will tilted his head to look at me. “You want me to stay? On the couch?”

      “There is no couch.”

      “You know what I mean,” Will said. “I won’t touch you. Not unless you want me to.”

      “I don’t. No offense. It isn’t you. I’m just not ready for that.”

      He nodded.

      “And no, I don’t need you to stay. I feel safe here.”

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” He turned to the door. “Get some sleep.”

      “You, too,” I told him, and closed and locked the door behind him.

      

      It wasn’t even three minutes later when the knock came. I didn’t think anything of opening the door again, since I figured he’d made it down to the first floor before he realized he’d forgotten to get the earbud out of my ear—as I had realized when I started to take my earrings out—and that he was coming back for it. So I just swung the door open with the earbud in my hand. “Here you... oh.”

      “Thank you,” Duane said and plucked it out of my hand.

      I blinked and fell back a step. “What are you doing here?”

      It wasn’t intended as an invitation, but he stepped across the threshold and into my apartment. “Just making sure you got home safe.”

      “As you can see,” I said. And added, my voice tense, when he turned to lock the door, “What are you doing?”

      He smiled, and I wondered why I’d never noticed before how long his incisors were. Almost like vampire-teeth. “Just making sure we won’t get interrupted again.”

      “We didn’t get interrupted earlier,” I said.

      He nodded. “Sure we did. Will interrupted us.”

      “He was doing his job.” And hadn’t he explained that to Duane? He’d said he had.

      “We were together,” Duane said. “It was rude to interrupt.”

      “We weren’t together. We were two people who happened to meet at a night club. That doesn’t mean we were together.”

      Duane’s face darkened. I took a step back and tried to make sure my voice was steady. “Thank you for coming to check on me. But as you can see I’m fine. You can leave now.”

      “When I’m ready,” Duane said.

      “I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”

      “Good,” Duane said. “So do I.”

      “I want to go to bed alone.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Duane said, and put a hand on his gun.

      I stared at him, incredulous. “Are you kidding me? I’m not sleeping with you. Especially not at gunpoint. Have you lost your mind?”

      “No,” Duane said, scowling. “You’re laughing at me.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not.” Although of course I had been. Until I realized that it wasn’t a good idea.

      Not a good idea at all, in fact. Duane pulled his gun from the holster. “Get on the bed.”

      I took a step in that direction. It’s hard not to, when you’re staring down the barrel of a gun. I didn’t want to get on the bed, but I didn’t want to get shot, either.

      “You do realize you won’t get away with this? I’m looking straight at you. Unless you plan to kill me after you’re done,” like some weirdly inverted black widow spider, “I can identify you.”

      “Nobody will believe you,” Duane said. “Everyone knows you’re a slut.”

      My body went cold. “Excuse me?”

      “You slept with so many men you can’t remember all of them,” Duane said.

      It was hard to get my lips to move. They were cold and stiff. “How do you know that?”

      He smirked. “I was at the trial.”

      “Stan’s trial? You were in Key West for Stan’s trial?”

      “I was interested,” Duane said simply. “I recognized you as soon as I saw you in Murphy’s Law the other night. You look different, but I knew who you were. And I figured you’d sleep with anybody, so all I had to do was talk to you, and I’d get laid.”

      The cold feeling gave way to a wave of hot anger. “I guess you didn’t pay attention during the trial. Stan raped me because I turned him down. I don’t sleep with anybody.”

      Anybody at all these days. But I’d always had standards, even back in the old days. They’d been the wrong standards, perhaps, but I’d drawn the line at Stan. I would have drawn it at Duane, too. And not for the right reasons, but I wouldn’t have slept with him four years ago, either. No matter how drunk I was.

      “It’s you,” I added, figuring I had nothing to lose, “isn’t it? You’re who we’ve been looking for.” Black pants, black shirt, utility belt. The hat was probably downstairs in his car. “The rapist.”

      Duane looked insulted. “I never raped anyone. They wanted it.”

      “Where did you get that idea?”

      “They dressed like whores,” Duane said, “and they were walking the streets. When I touched them, they never told me to stop.”

      “You mean, when you had them assume the position against the car or a handy wall, and you patted them down?” My voice was shaking again, but with rage this time. “No, they wouldn’t have told you to stop. They didn’t want to be arrested. They were hoping you’d let them go home. And you’re going to use that to tell me they didn’t say no?”

      Duane looked taken aback. I don’t think it was my righteous indignation or anything I said. I think it was the fact that I was so angry I was shaking. I pushed the hand with the gun away with no thought whatsoever for the fact that he could have shot me, and stuck my finger in his face. “It’s not their fault that you can’t get laid, you ignorant moron. They don’t owe you anything. You’re not entitled to a woman just because you want one. We don’t exist just for your pleasure!”

      He hit me. Swung the hand with the gun in an arc and hit me on the side of the head. And because I was too angry to see it coming, he knocked me sideways. The four inch heels I was still wearing didn’t help, either: I went down hard on the floor, and in the few seconds it took me to catch my breath, he was on me.

      The only good thing about it was that he dropped the gun. The bad thing was that that left both his hands free, to wrap around my throat and squeeze.

      And I lost it. I hadn’t been able to fight back against Stan. The first time I hadn’t known what was going on, and the second I’d already been tied up when I came to. And I’m not sure I would have known what to do anyway. Stan had been a cop. He’d been trained in hand-to-hand combat. I hadn’t. Not then.

      And he’d been a big guy, tall and lanky, with a much longer reach than I had.

      Duane was smaller. Not a lot taller than me, if considerably more muscular. But this time I had the training. And I was so beside myself with rage that I didn’t even feel the pain he was inflicting. I scratched and clawed and kicked and punched. I shrieked and cursed, in ways that would have made my mother turn pale. And I wrenched the baton from the belt at his waist and started hitting him with it.

      I literally saw red. Or if not red, I didn’t see what was going on around me. The whole world narrowed to just my need to kill Stan, to keep hitting him until he stopped breathing, stopped hurting me. My blood was rushing in my ears, and it took time before I realized that the sound I was hearing wasn’t just my heart beating. It was someone knocking on the door.

      I blinked.

      Stan... no, Stan wasn’t here. Stan was in the Stock Island Detention Center. Duane was on the floor curled up in a fetal position. Maybe I’d inadvertently—or not so inadvertently—kneed him in the groin.

      Somebody was knocking on the door.

      I got to my feet. I was in pain, but it felt distant, numb. Everything hurt, but in a low-grade, buzzing sort of way.

      It would probably hurt like hell later.

      I opened the door with the baton still in my hand.

      “Whoa,” Will said, staring at me. From the shock on his face, I gathered I didn’t look so good. There was a mirror next to the front door, and I turned to peer into it.

      No. Not good at all. My hair was straggling, the neckline of my dress was torn, my lip was bleeding, and I had the beginnings of a black eye, probably where Duane had hit me with the gun.

      “Shit,” Will added. He moved in a blur, past me and in front of me. “Drop it.”

      I turned around and peered past him. Duane wasn’t curled up in a ball anymore. He had found his gun, and was sitting on the floor, pointing it at us.

      “Shoot him,” I said. My voice was hoarse, probably from all the screaming. “He raped them all. He attacked me. He doesn’t deserve to live. Shoot him.”

      Duane blinked. He looked bad. No worse than I did, but I’d managed to do some damage to him, too. He had bleeding furrows down his cheek and throat—I probably had skin under my fingernails—and a fat lip, as well.

      “It’s up to you,” Will said calmly. To Duane, not me. It wasn’t up to me. I knew that. I just wanted him dead, really badly. “You can drop it and face the music. Or I can shoot you.”

      There was a beat. And another.

      Duane dropped the gun and put his hands behind his head. Will handed me his gun and went to cuff Duane. In a nice piece of irony, he used Duane’s own handcuffs. Probably the same handcuffs Duane had used on Maria last night.

      Will yanked him to his feet, none too gently, and marched him toward the door. “Hospital?” he asked me.

      I shook my head. “I can take care of it.” And I’d had enough of hospitals. For the rest of my life, if it was up to me. Or at least until I was hurt worse than I was right now.

      Will nodded. “I’ll take him in and book him. I’ll get your statement tomorrow.”

      “Thanks.” I followed them to the door. “How did you know to come back?”

      “The dark sedan?” Will said. “The one on the street a couple blocks from Courant? It was registered to Duane.”

      Of course.

      He looked me up and down. “Take a shower and an aspirin. And put some ice or something on that eye. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He pushed Duane in front of him out the door. I locked it behind them and went to wash the blood and the sweat and the feel of Duane’s hands off my body.
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      “And so we thought you might like to stay here,” Assistant Chief Murphy said, with a glance at his son, “and continue working with Will.”

      It was the next day. I had given Will my statement in the morning, and he had told me that Maria and the other victims had already been in to view a lineup. Maria had picked Duane out right away, after hearing his voice. The other two had been a little less sure, but had eventually fingered Duane, too. Unlike Stan, Duane wasn’t talking, but Will assured me that between Maria’s testimony and identification, the other women’s testimony and identification, and the attack on me, it was more than enough to get Duane off the streets for years.

      And then he’d taken me to see his dad, the Assistant Chief, who had made me an offer it was hard to refuse.

      Although I tried. Or at least I didn’t jump on the chance the moment it was presented to me.

      “I assumed, after finishing the Police College, I’d become a patrol officer,” I said.

      He nodded. “You can become a patrol officer, if that’s what you want. That’s usually what happens. But we thought you might be better suited for the special investigations team. There are uniformed officers attached there, and in three years, you could take the detective exam and get promoted.”

      “And in the meantime...?”

      “You’d do grunt-work for me,” Will said with a grin. “Canvassing around crime scenes, knocking on doors, checking alibis. Writing reports.”

      “Being bait?”

      He shrugged. “If that’s what was needed.” Then the grin disappeared, and he added, “You wouldn’t have to go back to Key West.”

      No, I wouldn’t. And believe me, it was a factor.

      “I’ve spoken with your brother,” Will’s dad told me. “He said it was up to you. That he wasn’t sure you’d make it through training in the first place, and that they weren’t counting on you coming back.”

      That wasn’t very nice of Enrique. Then again, he’d never made me feel like he doubted my ability to finish training, so maybe I just wouldn’t say anything to him about it.

      “Do I have to decide right now? Or can I think about it?”

      “Of course,” Assistant Chief Murphy said, with a glance at Will. Maybe Will had thought I’d jump at the chance. “Think about it. Talk to your brother and your parents. Decide whether Miami is somewhere you want to be. We’re not Key West.”

      No. And while that was a benefit, it was also something I’d have to take into consideration before I made any kind of decision.

      “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer,” I told him. “I do. Very much. It’s just... not what I thought I’d be doing.” Or where I thought I’d be doing it.

      Chief Murphy nodded. “We’d like to have you stick around, but if you feel your calling is elsewhere, we’ll understand. Just give it some thought. And thanks for all your work on the Henderson matter.”

      “I was happy to help,” I said, and got to my feet, since it sounded like a dismissal. “Thank you very much, Chief Murphy.”

      “Thank you, Officer Fuentes.” He stood to shake my hand. “How about you come back tomorrow morning and tell me what you’ve decided? Say, eleven o’clock?”

      I told him that would be fine—surely I’d be able to make a decision by then—and then Will said, “See you later, Dad,” and escorted me out of the office.

      “That’s ‘Chief Dad’ to you,” his father threw after him just before the door closed.

      Will grinned.

      “So that’s your father,” I said when we were outside the building and on the street, under the bright Miami sun, with the heat radiating up from the pavement under our feet.

      He nodded. “He liked you.”

      I’d liked him, too. Enough that I thought I could work under him. It was working with Will that was going to be the problem.

      “Why?” he wanted to know when I said so. A flash of something—hurt?—crossed his face.

      “Because we have a past. And I don’t want to assume that you’d be interested in picking up where we left off four years ago. But...”

      He glanced at me. “But?”

      But I’d learned to appreciate him over the past couple of days. And while I probably wouldn’t cry myself to sleep if he told me he wasn’t interested in me as anything but a coworker, I also wasn’t ready to pick things up anywhere near where we’d been four years ago.

      “I like you,” I said. “But I’m not ready for a relationship. I don’t know how long it’ll be before I am. If I ever am. So if you’re carrying a torch, or anything...”

      He grinned. “I wouldn’t call it that. Although I like you, too.”

      Good to know. “I just don’t want things to be awkward.”

      “They won’t be,” Will said. “I won’t put any pressure on you. I like you. And I understand that you’re not in a position where you’re comfortable around men right now.”

      “I’d like to have a normal life again. A boyfriend. Sex. Maybe marriage and kids eventually.” Although not yet. “But I have no idea when I’ll be ready for any of that. And it isn’t fair to ask you to wait. Assuming you’d even be willing to wait. Assuming you’re interested enough to want to wait.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Will said calmly. “I have a career to work on, too. I just got promoted, you know.”

      “I know. Bianca told me. Congratulations.”

      He smiled. “It’d be sort of fun to work together, wouldn’t it? Learn the ropes at the same time?”

      It would. Although the ropes I’d be learning would be ones he’d already mastered. Then again, I’d be learning them in a place where I was the kickass undercover cop who took down Duane Henderson, and not the place where I was that poor girl who got raped by Stan Laszlo.

      Or the slut who got what she deserved.

      “It’s OK if you want to leave,” Will told me. “Key West is only a couple hours away. I’d drive down to see you.”

      “And I could come up and see you.” If he wanted. “Or I could just stay here.”

      “Why don’t you give it some thought,” Will said, “while we have lunch. You don’t have to decide until tomorrow. That’ll give me the rest of the afternoon to convince you that you’d like it here.”

      “I’ve been here six months,” I told him. “I already like it.”

      “Then half my job is done.” He opened the door to Murphy’s Law and bowed me through. “After you.”

      I stepped across the threshold into what looked like a party. Approximately a dozen people were gathered in the middle of the room. I recognized Murphy, Will’s uncle, from the other night. A six-and-a-half foot tall black guy with wire-rimmed glasses had to be Cal, since I figured there couldn’t be too many of them around. The others were new to me, but when we walked in, they all turned to us. After a moment, someone started applauding, and then the others began clapping, too.

      “You’re early,” Cal called out over the noise, grinning at Will. “We didn’t have time to hang the banner.” He was holding one end of it. The other was in the hands of a much shorter Hispanic guy who reminded me of my brother Juan. He was standing on a chair so the banner would be straight. They shook it out. CONGRATULATIONS, CARMEN! it said, in big, shiny letters.

      Will leaned closer to talk into my ear. “They’re throwing a party to celebrate catching Duane. You’re the guest of honor.”

      “They didn’t have to do that.”

      “They wanted to,” Will said. And changed it to, “We wanted to.”

      “Do they know...?”

      “No,” Will said. “They knew my dad offered you the job, but they don’t know you haven’t accepted. I’ll tell them you haven’t made up your mind yet.”

      That wasn’t what I’d wanted to know. Do they know about Stan? About me? About Key West?

      But if my past wasn’t a concern to Will, or to them, why would it be a concern to me? Kickass undercover cop who had put Duane Henderson behind bars.

      “You want me to tell them?” Will asked.

      “No,” I said, and went to meet my new colleagues in the Miami PD.
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      Swigging back the last of his neat scotch, Roark Miller prayed for death. Well, not really death. He’d settle for something slightly less final as long as it resulted in his getting out of this Detroit nightclub. The Oyster’s Crystal, a name that made absolutely no sense, was a dark, loud cave of a club. The neon green rope lights over his head gave everyone the appearance of being ill. As the music thumped incessantly he was starting to feel a little sick himself. He was thirty-five years old, but tonight, sitting here, he felt like he was a grumpy eighty-year-old.

      This was the job, though. When his client’s daughter intended to go out clubbing this weekend it was up to him to be completely prepared. He now knew the exits, the staff, the regulars, and in a place like this, the irregulars. Why any nineteen-year-old girl would insist on coming to a place like this completely escaped him. The second a woman walked through this entrance she transformed into nothing more than an object. Every eye judged her. Nearly as many hands tried to grope her. But as hard as he worked to talk Kimberly out of it, she demanded she be allowed to live her life, arguing that it wasn’t her fault her father was a diplomat. At the thought of the argument, Roark rolled his eyes. He hated the life of private security. The obstinate and reluctant people he had to protect were enough to drive a guy to drink. Literally. He was waving down the waitress for another scotch. His client’s daughter was safe at home. This was only a night of research so drinking was a must. Hell, he needed to blend in.

      “I know there’s a sign on the door that says you have to be eighteen to come in here,” he heard a woman’s raised voice behind him. “But there should be another sign that says if you’re over thirty you should stay out, too, for your own good.” He glanced over his shoulder, only part way, to show her he’d heard, but not enough to say he wanted to engage in a conversation.

      He didn’t chat. Not because he was doing recon, but because he never saw the point in it. How’s the weather? – look out the freaking window. Did you have a good day? – What the hell defines a good day? Especially in his line of work. He’d been accused many times by many women of being distant. He wasn’t. He didn’t consider himself emotionally shut off, just verbally. But they didn’t seem to be able to tell the difference.

      “Do you mind if I sit down with you for a minute?” the woman asked as she took a step to his side. He didn’t answer. He pushed his dark, slightly too long hair off his forehead and nodded, still not giving her his full attention. “Someone called me a cougar and I’m trying to process that. Does that mean I’m old? Old and hot? I mean, I’m thirty-one. If that’s cougar status, what the hell do I have to look forward to when I’m sixty-one?” She was talking mostly to herself as the waitress placed his scotch down in front of him.

      Roark interrupted her, “You need a drink?” He might not be chatty but he was still raised a gentleman.

      “Yes,” she sighed, refocusing. “I’ll take a Seven and ginger.”

      “Is that like a blue and red martini? We have those on special. They come with an energy drink shot too,” the far too skinny blond waitress asked, full of perky excitement.

      “No,” the woman answered, frowning. “You know what, I’ll just have what he’s having.”

      “It’s scotch,” Roark retorted flatly, expecting the woman to change her mind once she knew.

      “That’s perfect,” she said to the waitress, much to Roark’s surprise.

      “A blue and red martini?” she asked, slapping her hand to her forehead as the waitress bounced away. “What the hell is this world coming to?”

      “Don’t feel bad. I asked for my scotch neat, and she brought me an extra napkin. I told her it meant no ice and she asked me why I didn’t just say that.” Roark gave the woman a casual shrug before sipping his drink.

      “Really?” she sighed with a breathy laugh. “I honestly worry about this generation. How do they plan to get through life if they never look up from their damn phones? The guy who called me a cougar, he designs cars. But only for fun. In a notebook. At his parents’ house where he lives. He wanted to take me there so I could see them. I had to ask if he meant his designs or his parents. Sometimes I still feel like I’m twenty, then I spend an hour around people who are and I think, nope, not twenty any more.” She took a large mouthful of the scotch that had been set in front of her and he watched as she winced. She quickly took another.

      “It’s not a tequila shot, you’re supposed to sip it. That’s a twenty year and thirty dollar glass.”

      “What?” she asked, looking down at the small tumbler. “Does it make you shit twenty dollar bills or something?”

      He couldn’t contain his laugh or keep his eyes from finally meeting hers. Shit, he knew her. But from where? And did she know him? That was the trouble with being an ex cop. You saw hundreds of people a week, all of them burned into your mind for one reason or another. He went through the catalog in his head, taking in her features. The dimple to the left of her smile, her wide green eyes with exotic lashes. He discounted the color of her hair; it was long and blond, but women changed their hair color so often it wasn’t a reliable marker. Then it hit him.

      Alexandria Conway. She survived a brutal attack during a home invasion that left her longtime boyfriend dead. Roark recalled his name had been Toby. The case was eight, no nine years ago, just after Roark had made detective. He hadn’t interacted with her much, or maybe not even at all. He wasn’t the primary on the case.  If he was remembering her from the case files, there was a chance she wouldn’t remember him. And something about that made him feel relieved. Not every old case was great to have to relive.

      “So what brings a guy like you out here tonight?” she asked, shifting uncomfortably under his stare that had lasted too long while he was lost in thought.

      “Did you just ask what a guy like me is doing in a place like this?” he smiled, trying to ease her mind with humor.

      “Oh crap, I guess I did. But I’m sticking with it. I’m committed to it now.” She straightened her back as though she wouldn’t waiver.

      “I’m in private security. I have a client whose daughter insists on coming out here this weekend.” He fiddled with his glass and rolled his eyes at the idea of this place.

      “You’re casing the joint?” she asked, lowering her voice slightly, but making sure it could still be heard over the repulsive music.

      “Um no, that’s for people who plan to rob a place,” Roark corrected. “I guess you’d call this recon.”

      “Oh,” she said, shaking her head and then looking unsure of what to say next.

      The silence hung between them for a long moment until she lit with a realization. He thought for a moment she might be on the verge of remembering how she knew him. “I haven’t told you my name, or asked yours,” she said with an extended hand. “How rude of me to just barge in on you like this and not even introduce myself.”

      “I already know your name,” he said, waiting for her reaction. Her hand recoiled and her stunned silence let him know she was taken back. That was his test. If she did remember him, this is where she’d say something. When she didn’t, he stepped in. “It’s cougar isn’t it? Or do you just like to go by ma’am?”

      “Oh my gosh, I’d have dropped a blue and red martini on someone’s head if they called me ma’am.” She gritted her teeth with a seriousness that made him wonder if she really would have.

      “I’m Demi Kay, it’s short for Demitria. Don’t ask me why my parents named me that. I have no clue,”  she declared, lighting up and splitting her peach lips to show a gorgeous, perfectly white smile.

      No you’re not, Roark thought. Your name is Alexandria Conway. He’d looked down at a photo of her face every day for six months while he tried to help solve that murder. She’d changed her name, he thought. It wouldn’t be unheard of for a victim to want to start over. Especially when the killer hadn’t been apprehended. At least, not to his knowledge anyway. He’d been off the force for two years now, he was way out of the loop.

      “I’m Roark,” he said, now reaching his hand out to hers.

      “That’s a really hot name,” she blurted out, then blushed ever so slightly as she squeezed his hand firmly. “Girls must go nuts over you. I bet this weekend when you bring your client’s daughter in here her friends will be all over you.”

      “Anybody willing to set foot in this place isn’t my type,” he shot back, and then instantly realized the insult he’d accidently flung her way. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he apologized.

      “Don’t correct yourself on my account. I’d pay a bucket of money to be anywhere but here right now. I’m a nurse and I’ve been working on a clinical trial for two years. It’s been my whole world for all that time. We just finished it tonight and the younger nurses picked this place to celebrate. I’m giving it another fifteen minutes and then I’m sneaking out while they do shots out of each other’s belly buttons.”

      “That’s a good plan. I’m at capacity myself. I just saw a girl go by in what I’m pretty sure was a shirt that she was pretending was a dress. God help her if she drops anything.”

      “Gosh, we sound old,” Demi groaned.

      “Of all the things I could be in this place tonight, old doesn’t seem so bad,” Roark joked. “But maybe stop saying gosh. That’s not helping your cause.”

      “You want to use some of your secret security skills to sneak me out of here?” Demi asked as she leaned in for him to hear her over the thumping music. Her perfume was light, not intrusive but definitely intoxicating. He couldn’t decipher if she was asking him to take her home or if she was still just being funny. He found himself wanting to play along either way.

      “I don’t think it would be too hard. These people are walking around in a heavy fog of body spray and energy drinks. Doesn’t seem like it will be much of a challenge,” Roark said as he glanced around the room.

      “I’d like to see you in action though,” she said, biting at her lip and standing. She tucked her small clutch under her arm and started heading for the door. And she was right. A gaggle of young women surrounded her, chanting the word “shot.” She kicked her head back toward him and pleaded with her eyes.

      He tossed some cash on the table for their drinks. “Excuse me, ladies?” he interrupted as he broke through the crowd. “I’m sorry, but there is just way too much pretty in too small of an area. I’m going to need you to all disperse to the dance floor.”

      They all giggled and hooted as they pawed at him. “Come on,” he smiled as he moved their hands off his chest. “You’re in clear violation of the hot girl safety code. Go shake your asses over there. I think I saw that rapper, you know, the one with the hair.” They all started moving in the direction of the dance floor, nearly in a run. Before Demi could get swept up in their tide, he had his arm on her waist.

      “The one with the hair?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      “I figured the odds were good that at least one rapper had hair.” He turned her effortlessly toward the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

      “You going already, cougar?” a voice from behind them called, heavy with the slur of alcohol. The basement dwelling car designer, Roark assumed. “Aren’t you supposed to leave with a kid like me, not some old dude like this? That’s not what cougars like.”

      Roark felt the flush of anger come over him. He had the urge to ball his hands into fists and teach this kid a lesson, but before he could Demi was already backtracking. She swiped a drink from the couple at the bar and smiled coyly at the kid. “You know what? You’re right.” She pressed a finger to his lips and ran it down his neck to his chest, stopping just above his belt buckle. “I bet a kid like you could give me the best three minute ride of my life.” She pawed at his belt and then yanked his pants away from his waist. She dumped the drink and ice down the gap and watched him squirm. “That’s what cougars do,” she exclaimed triumphantly, turning on her heels and marching toward the door, a stunned Roark just behind her.

      “You’re a little bit crazy, aren’t you?” he asked as Demi made her way down the dark street, her high heels clicking hard.

      “Not usually. It must have been that pricey scotch that gave me some courage. Here, by the way,” she insisted, fishing in her purse. “I don’t want you buying me a drink, especially not one that expensive.”

      “It’s no problem. It was my pleasure. You made an excruciatingly frustrating night slightly more enjoyable.”

      “That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me tonight.” She reluctantly put the money away. “This is me here,” she said, pointing over at her white eco friendly car. She turned and leaned her back against it, her hand on the door handle. “You also made this night slightly more enjoyable. Marginally, really.”

      “Hey, I got you out of there,” Roark argued, the urge to kiss her growing by the second. He felt like her smile was reeling him in like a fish on the line.

      “You did do that,” she agreed, pointing with her free hand at him. He stepped in toward her and leaned one hand on the car, the other brushing her bangs out of her face. “I’m really very…” she stuttered as he moved in closer to her and then stopped suddenly.

      “Flat,” he announced, furrowing his brows together as he looked down.

      “Excuse me? I mean, I don’t think it’s really your place to judge and nor do I care about your opinion, but I am a very satisfied B cup, thank you very much. And you just lost any hope of ever seeing them.” She folded her hands over her chest and huffed out her indignation.

      “What?” It took him an extra second to make the connection. “No, not those, those are fine. Your tire. The car is lower here in the front.” He backed up a step from her and pulled out the keychain flashlight he kept with him. “Your tire is flat.” He leaned down to take a better look.

      “I wasn’t going to show you them tonight anyway. I’m not like that. If it sounded like I was implying that, I wasn’t. You weren’t rounding any bases with me,” she rambled on as she shook her head.

      “Can you stop talking about your boobs for a second? Someone slashed your tire. Any idea who would do something like that?”

      “No,” she replied, in a worried tone. “I mean, the guy who I just poured a drink on might be considering it right now, but he wouldn’t have had a chance to do it.”

      “Have you pissed anyone else off lately? Dumped any other drinks?”

      “I told you, I don’t do things like that normally. I’m just regular old Demi. I don’t have enemies if that’s what you’re asking. My life is completely boring. I’ve been held up in a hospital working on a clinical trial around the clock for two years.”

      Roark thought back to the case files he pored over about the home invasion Demi survived. There was nothing boring about that. She was beaten almost beyond recognition. If the crime scene photo had been the only picture he’d ever seen of her he certainly wouldn’t know this was the same girl. But there was her high school graduation picture and her DMV shot also in the file. That’s how he’d remembered the beautiful features he was standing across from now. He wasn’t going to call her out, though, and challenge the fact that her life had not always been boring. He had no reason to believe a slit tire had anything to do with what she’d been through almost a decade ago. If she’d built a new life, who was he to knock it down?

      “I’ll call a tow truck. I don’t have a spare,” she said, searching for her cell phone.

      “You don’t?” Roark asked incredulously, throwing some judgment her way.

      “Don’t lecture me. I took it out a couple weeks ago. I needed the trunk space when I was moving. I forgot to put it back in. You don’t have to wait. I’ve taken up enough of your time and thoroughly embarrassed myself with the whole B-cup thing.”

      “I’m not going to leave you in an alley while you wait for a tow truck at midnight. Not after you just made so many friends in there,” he insisted as he gestured back toward the club.

      “Why the hell is it called the Oyster’s Crystal?” she asked, pulling her phone out of her bag. “That name makes no sense at all.”

      “I know.” He threw his hands up as though he couldn’t agree more. “I can’t wait to have to come back here Saturday,” he groaned.

      “At least I’ll know where to find you,” she answered coyly before taking a few steps away and starting her phone conversation with the tow company.

      Did she want to find him? He’d been so focused on her face before, but now he took in her whole body. Demi’s sleek black pants hugged a pair of long, lean legs. Her thin sweater was a soft shade of pale green that matched her eyes. The neckline revealed creamy white skin and the hint of toned shoulders. She was hot, and not cougar hot, just plain hot.  Maybe if she tracked him down this weekend it wouldn’t be so bad.
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      He was trying not to stare at the door. Well, not for too long anyway. Part of his job was watching the nightclub door, but he also had a hell of a lot more responsibilities than that. He should be watching for anyone out of the ordinary in the club, not watching for the one person who he thought was extraordinary.

      It had been two days since he saw Demi at the club and she was all he could think about. It wasn’t all sexual. Most of it was, but not all. He wondered what had happened to her after the home invasion. How long was she in the hospital? How long until she picked her stuff up from her place and where did she go from there? Did she change her name right away or had she waited a while? It was the detective in him.

      She seemed relatively well-adjusted for someone who’d gone through such a trauma. Funny and charismatic, pretty well put together as far as he could see. She was a nurse, so clearly she’d gone to school, gotten on a good path. That was impressive. She was resilient. He liked that characteristic in people. He never understood those who fell down and just lay there.

      “This place sucks balls,” the nasally voice of Kimberly Transtan, his client’s nineteen-year-old daughter, shouted over the music. “I want to go somewhere else.” Her friends were all standing behind her, nodding their heads in agreement.

      “Me too,” he said in a gruff, annoyed tone. “How about home?”

      “It’s only eleven-thirty. Most people aren’t even out of the house yet for the night. This is so lame. I want to go scope out the Leopard’s Lair,” Kimberly commanded, her face reading like someone who’d just given an order.

      “No.” Roark had no interest in entertaining her dumb ideas.

      “Why?” she whined again.

      “Because I haven’t had a chance to clear it yet, and I won’t be able to tonight. Also, because it’s a strip-club. Not a night club.”

      “I know what it is,” Kimberly huffed with a bite in her voice. “It’s amateur night there and I’ve been taking a pole dancing class.”

      “Oh, in that case let’s go,” Roark agreed, grabbing Kimberly’s arm and leading her toward the door.

      “Really?” she asked, brimming with excitement.

      “No, are you an idiot? Actually don’t answer that. You’re a nineteen-year-old girl with every luxury known to man at her fingertips and you want to go take your clothes off for a room full of nasty guys throwing dollar bills at you. The question answers itself. We’re going home.”

      Kimberly shook out of his grip and pointed her finger up at him angrily. “You are not the boss of me. I’m your boss.”

      This day was a long time coming. Kimberly had been getting more tenacious in her refusal to be guarded and Roark knew eventually he’d have to part ways with the family. He had a rule; he didn’t protect people who didn’t want protection.

      “I’m taking you home and then you can find another security detail. I don’t need this shit.” Roark flagged down his backup, John, and indicated that they were exiting.

      “I’m not going with you. I’m going to the Leopard’s Lair,” she said, snapping her gum defiantly.

      “I love that top,” a familiar voice called from behind Roark. “Where did you get that?” Demi asked, pointing at Kimberly’s blue sequined shirt that left nothing to the imagination.

      “It’s one-of-a-kind, from a designer in Paris,” Kimberly gushed, her vanity enough to distract her from the moment.

      “That’s incredible. I’m Demi.” She smiled widely at the group of girls who hadn’t made their minds up about her yet. “I’m a writer for Elusive Blue Magazine.” Roark recognized the title from some grocery check out line fashion crap he’d never read. “I was in here tonight waiting on some celebs to profile, but I have to tell you, you girls have some incredible fashion sense.”

      The girls all looked down at their, in Roark’s eyes, hideous ensembles and started to explain where they’d gotten the inspiration.

      “I know this is a lot to ask, girls, but do you think there is any chance I could interview you all instead? I’m so exhausted with the high profile celebs, I really want to talk to some people who can pull off outfits like this.”

      “Sure,” Kimberly agreed enthusiastically. “Would you put our names in the article?”

      “If you don’t mind. I’d hate to get you guys followed by the paparazzi or anything. We can do this anonymously if you’d prefer.”

      “No!” they all shouted at once as they headed for a corner booth Demi had gestured toward.

      “I just need to go out to my car and get my notebook. I’ll be right back,” Demi called over her shoulder.

      Roark motioned to John and told him he’d be right back. The girls weren’t going anywhere now, and he had to get a minute alone with Demi.

      “You are something else,” he laughed as they stepped outside of the club and the door slammed shut, trapping the loud music inside.

      “Don’t judge me, help me dig through my car for a notebook and something decent to write with,” she countered, brushing off his compliment.

      “You’re really going to go in there and pretend to interview them about fashion. Do you even know anything about it?”

      Demi stopped and looked down at her silky, lose fitting top and designer jeans. “I’m not the one in a tucked in button down shirt and pleated khakis.”

      “Hey, this is part of my work attire. It’s not what I wear normally,” he defended, shifting the collar of his shirt slightly. “Thanks for doing that.” He pulled open her other car door and started looking for something decent to write on.

      “I heard the conversation. You were losing her and about to quit your job. I didn’t want to see that happen.”

      “I’m still going to quit my job tonight, but losing her before that would have been disastrous. So thanks.”

      “Now we’re even. You saved me from a couple things too.”

      “A couple things?” he asked, his mind flashing back to that photo of her badly beaten. Was she thinking about that day, about needing to really be saved?

      “You saved me from my crazy coworkers by sending them to the dance floor. You also saved me from fooling around with a stranger in the back of my car by accidently insulting my cup size.”

      “I didn’t insult your cup size. You misunderstood,” Roark insisted.

      “Whatever,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I can’t find anything in here. Should I just tell them I’m recording on my cell phone and never turn the thing on?”

      “That’ll work on these girls for sure. You’re full of good ideas.” Roark again considered leaning in and kissing her, but he was on the job. There weren’t supposed to be any distractions. But he’d be without a job soon enough and he could kiss her then. There was something about her that had his brain considering things he usually never did. Like a future.
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      Roark’s phone chirped with a text message. It was a picture from Demi. Her familiar car, this time with four flat tires. The text read. Maybe I was wrong.

      He immediately dialed her number.

      “You didn’t need to call right back. That was my way of letting you know I couldn’t make it to dinner tonight,” she groaned breathlessly.

      “Where are you? I’m coming to you,” he asserted. “I know we joked around but this is serious. Your tires getting sliced twice in a few days, at two different locations, that’s absolutely no coincidence.”

      “I know,” she agreed, her voice tugging at his heart. She was afraid. A guy like Roark, he couldn’t take it when someone like Demi was scared. His urge to get to her was something primal. “I’ll text you my address.”

      “We can still go to dinner. Just stay put. I’ll be right there.”

      He usually never broke the speed limit. Well, unless he was tailing someone. Or trying to get a client to safety. Or really hungry. Ok, so he broke the speed limit a lot, and tonight was no exception. As he headed toward Demi’s house, the street became more and more familiar. This was his old precinct’s territory. He’d walked the beat here as a boot. He’d been promoted to detective with two of his fellow officers and this was where he’d patrolled. It meant Demi didn’t live too far from where she had when Toby was killed and she was attacked.

      He pulled up to her car and saw her sitting on her front porch steps in sweats and a t-shirt with holes in it. She was biting nervously at her nails and clutching her cell phone tightly. Hopping to her feet at the sight of him, she raced over.

      “I’m sorry you came over here like this. I should have just called the police. I should file a report, right?” she asked, the pace of her speech showing her nerves.

      If she did call the cops now he’d see some familiar faces, people who knew his past and might give him shit about being here right now. “You can, but I wouldn’t just yet.”

      “Why?” she queried, trying to tame her hair as it blew wildly in the wind.

      “You don’t have much to tell them yet. I always think it’s better to get a handle on what you have before you bring in the cavalry. Otherwise they’ll be dismissive. Talk it through with me. Forget we were going to dinner and talk to me like a professional; this is what I do for a living. Protect people. Tell me who you think might be targeting you.”

      “I really don’t know,” she said again, keeping close to him as he circled the car and looked for evidence. “I work at a hospital, but not with any patients who would have a vendetta against me. I do case studies and boring test samples.”

      “How about exes. Any problems with former lovers?”

      “I, um, no. Sorry, it’s weird talking about this with you. My ex-boyfriend moved to Montana with his new girlfriend, a cowgirl bitch named Tanya. Before him, that would be going back a few years, there certainly wasn’t anyone I would worry about. They are all married and happy. Which should maybe be telling me something,” she supposed aloud, staring off into the distance for a second as she contemplated it.

      “Ok, how about anyone new in your life. Anything unusual?” Roark squatted down for a minute and looked at the cut in the tire.

      Demi shifted uncomfortably, “You. I mean, this did start the night I met you.”

      “I swear it isn’t me slashing your tires. I’m too lazy and inconsistent to be a killer or a stalker. Way too much work.” He nudged her with his elbow. “I’ve had extensive background checks by all of my employers. They’re incredibly wealthy people who trust me to protect their lives.”

      “Good points, but I’m still watching you.” She narrowed her eyes and teased him with a grin.

      “Get serious, you need to think about who this could be. Is there anything further in your past, anything you’ve been involved in? Sometimes these things, they can creep up again. You think they’re behind you, but they come back to haunt you.”

      He tuned in to her face, looking for that moment when her lip might twitch or for a flutter in her eyelid, but there was nothing. “I grew up in Maine. My parents owned a little store. I came out here for a job because a group of people from my nursing school was coming. They’d just built St. Lutheran Hospital and it had one of the best up and coming programs for people with our schooling.”

      He marveled at the backstory she’d created. He remembered the details of the case and Alexandria had lived her life in Detroit. Her parents weren’t store owners if he remembered correctly. Her father was a janitor and her mother was a dental hygienist.

      “Where are they now?” he asked, still walking the fine line between uprooting the life she created and the truth. Roark was never great with victims.  He was always more focused on solving the crime than holding their hands, but he knew the basics. Whatever she’d invented to keep her peace of mind about the attack was something he couldn’t just blow up on her.

      “Most of them went back to Maine. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s a little rough out here in Detroit. We were built for the cold weather but most of them weren’t built for the crime. We don’t have much of it back home. A couple of their cars and houses got broken into. One guy got mugged on the way home from the hospital. That’s ancient history though. All back when I first moved. It’s pretty much just me left out here.”

      “Anything like that ever happen to you? Any problems with crime?” he probed now, hoping she would tell him the truth since the danger seemed more tangible.

      “Petty stuff years ago, but I’ve adapted. I know how to walk, where to walk, and I have mace in my bag,” Demi said, trying to look confident.

      Either this girl had a stone cold poker face or she’d repressed the memories of the attack so much that she could overlook them as a possible motive. He wasn’t going to press any further. He’d seen enough psychological work ups on victims to know that if you forced them to remember what they were trying to forget under the wrong circumstances you could do some serious damage.

      “At first when I moved here, I didn’t feel safe.” She paused, a gulping back of something, the first indication that Roark had seen of an acknowledgment of the crime. “But you have to get past those things. You can’t live in fear all the time.”

      “You don’t have anything to worry about right now. Like I said, this is what I do for a living,” he comforted, reaching out and touching her shoulder gently.

      “I’ve got to call for a tow and line up the mechanic. I don’t think I’ll be able to do dinner tonight. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re halfway to your dream date right now. I mean, you have the sweatpants on. Any terrible television shows you were planning on catching up on?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “You’d spend your night like that? Chinese takeout and bad television?” she asked incredulously.

      He sighed as though it was a big sacrifice, but the smile on his face said otherwise. “I’ll cancel the reservations and order some food. You get this taken care of.” He gestured over at her car. “Then after we numb our minds with some awful television we can talk more about what you can do about this trouble you’re having.”

      “Are you sure I shouldn’t call the police?” she questioned again, looking from him to her phone as if she were thinking it over.

      “It’ll certainly ruin our night.” He laughed, though there was a significant amount of truth in what he was saying. “I’ll take photos of the car and the area. I’ll check out your apartment to make sure it’s secure. Then we can focus on something to help us both relax.” He clamped down on her shoulder and rubbed his thumb in a circular motion, kneading at her tense muscles.

      She moaned and closed her eyes, letting him know she was looking forward to having his hands on her body. Now all he had to do was figure out how to protect her from something she wouldn’t admit was dangerous.
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      For the sixth morning in a row, Roark woke up twisted up in Demi’s legs and sheets. This was the longest stretch of time he’d ever spent with one woman. Back when he was a beat cop he took double shifts to try to make a name for himself and move up in rank. Then as a homicide detective he was chained to his ever-ringing phone. Women didn’t tend to tolerate that type of distraction and interruption. Since he’d quit his last job and Demi worked second shift now that the clinical trial she was on was over they had a lot of uninterrupted time to just hang out. That was something Roark had sworn he’d never enjoy, but with Demi he did.

      Even with her clothes on she was interesting. That was saying something for a guy like Roark. Her sense of humor was wry and frequently crossed the line, which he appreciated. He didn’t have all those pesky feelings most people had, so no joke was off limits.

      The other good news was that nothing else had happened to Demi’s car since he’d started hanging around. She was still holding steadfast to the new identity she’d created and gave no hint that she was really Alexandria. He gave her credit for her willpower in that department.

      “It’s your turn to make breakfast,” Demi yawned as she rolled out of bed and shuffled toward the bathroom in her silky boy short pajama bottoms and no top.

      “Last time I tried the only thing I managed was to set off the smoke detectors. You sure you want me trying that again?”

      “Damn,” Demi replied as she stared down at her phone and scrolled through a message. “I’ve got to cover a shift for someone this morning. They’re short handed in the emergency room again.”

      “Do you have to pull a double?” Roark asked as he stood and slipped back into his jeans. He was spending a lot of time at Demi’s house but when she left he always did too. He wouldn’t be that guy who just bummed around a girl’s house while she toiled away at work.

      “I’m not sure yet. I hope they’ve moved the schedule around enough where someone will cover for me, but who the hell knows. We’re way understaffed. No one wants to work in an underfunded hospital in the middle of Detroit. I can’t really blame them. Unless you like becoming an expert in triaging gun shot wounds there are better opportunities out there.” She dropped her phone onto the bed and spun her hair up into a messy bun.

      “So why not go back to Maine?” Roark asked, knowing full well she’d probably never set foot in Maine before. He continued testing her cover story here and there but not enough for her to get suspicious.

      “Working in a hospital, in the mountains of Maine, isn’t much better for experience. You spend more days putting Band-Aids on people than seeing any real action. I guess the grass is always greener.” She shrugged her way into her clothes and flipped on the coffee pot. Her place was small, a glorified studio on the third floor of a brick mill that had been converted. It was better than his place but almost equally as stark. She wasn’t much for knick-knacks or sentimental trophies of days gone by. There were no photographs on her walls and he wondered if that was part of her putting the past behind her.

      “If I don’t end up working a double, you want to do dinner?” Demi asked as she slipped her shoes on and poured coffee into a couple of travel mugs.

      “This isn’t too much for you?” Roark knew full well he was sounding like a chick. “I’ve been around a lot. I’m having a good time; don’t get me wrong, I just don’t usually run the risk of wearing out my welcome. We don’t have to hang out tonight.”

      “I’m using you solely for sex and protection,” Demi shot back with a coquettish smile that screamed she was lying. His life had been bumpy over the last…well, his entire life, and this was coming easily. Demi didn’t require much in the way of putting on a show and, unlike most women he’d known, she didn’t seem to seek out drama.

      “Then I will be back tonight when you call. I don’t have many skills but you’ve tapped into two of my best. And now I’d hate to deprive you of either,” Roark groaned as he pulled her against him and nibbled at her neck until she cried out, half tickled, half enticed.

      “Don’t even start. I have to go. I’ll send you a text when I know about the double shift. You don’t have to rush out of here you know. You’re welcome to stay.” She wiggled out of his grip and pulled the door open.

      “I’ve got a job interview this morning anyway,” he lied, not wanting to sound like an unemployed dead beat without any prospects. It wouldn’t be hard for him to get another employer in the private security field, especially with his experience. He’d just been distracted enough by Demi to not go looking.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs and opened the large metal door to step outside, Demi turned and faced him. “Thanks for hanging out here so much. I promise I wasn’t slitting my own tires just to get you to hang around. But your presence seems to have scared off whoever was doing it, so I am grateful for that. I just wanted you to know.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I almost wish you were my next client. At least I’d know you weren’t a pain in the ass like the rest of them, and we could certainly find ways to pass the time.” He leaned in again and kissed his way up her neck.

      “You won’t be that good of a bodyguard considering you’re only ever paying attention to kissing me. That leaves us pretty vulnerable,” she said, punctuating her words with a breathy moan.

      “Trust me, I’m never vulnerable. I’m always in control.”
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      Lots of sex, not enough sleep, and a morning shift she wasn’t expecting were enough to have Demi running on fumes. She had loaded herself with enough caffeine and vending machine food to fuel her to the end of her shift, but she was happy she’d been let off the hook for the double.

      All her normal crew was coming in as she was leaving, so she’d be sure to catch them in the locker room for any gossip before changing and heading home.

      “What’s this?” Tori, her ‘work mother’, asked. She was holding up a piece of notebook paper as if it were a bomb. Tori had been a nurse for twenty-three years and had three grown children. Her empty nest made her anxious to nurture anyone and everyone who needed it. That’s what made Demi’s connection with her so strong. She frequently needed the maternal love Tori offered.

      Demi looked on, completely confused as Tori clutched the paper tighter and raised a threatening brow in her direction. She was a short, stout woman but the kind you knew could take your ass down if she had to. She’d spanked enough butts and chased away enough dirt bag boyfriends dating her daughters to be considered a force to be reckoned with. Her short, ‘mom’ hair and crucifix necklace were always very comforting to Demi, but this look she was getting was not.

      “I’ll need a little more to go on than that,” Demi shot back, reaching for the piece of paper and reading it.

      

      You were warned to leave and not come back. You came back.

      

      “Who put that in your locker?” Tori asked, propping her hands on her hips. “And what does that mean? It sounds very threatening.”

      “What were you doing in my locker?” Demi asked, already knowing the answer but buying some time by stalling.

      “You know I use your lotion. I can’t afford any of that good stuff. Bill won’t let me shop there,” Tori admitted as her cheeks flushed.

      “I asked you the other day and you said you weren’t using it,” Demi smiled, knowing she was putting the screws to her friend.

      “I lied. You knew I was using it. Who cares? Now tell me who put that in your locker. I’m serious.” Tori’s look got stern as she waited for an answer.

      “At this point, with your checkered history of petty crime and lying, I’m going to assume you put this in my locker,” Demi teased, but the smile slid off her face as she realized how serious Tori still looked.

      “Last chance, Demi, tell me what’s going on. I can see it in your eyes. You’re hiding something and I’m not letting you go until you tell me what. Who is that letter from?” Tori shifted to block Demi’s exit route and she knew her only option was the truth.

      “I really don’t know who would put that in my locker. Someone’s been messing with me and I think it’s just a prank or something. Don’t worry.” Demi, barely convinced of that herself, couldn’t look Tori in the eye.

      “What does that mean, someone’s messing with you. What else have they done?”

      “My tires got slashed outside a club one night. Then, it happened again a few days later at my house. There’s been nothing for over a week now and then this note. But I’m sure it’s just someone screwing around.” Demi shrugged it off and turned to toss the note in the trash.

      Tori lunged forward and snatched the note away. “No one pulls a prank by slashing someone’s tires. That’s vandalism and this note is a threat. What did the police say about your car?”

      And there it was. The question any mom would ask, and Demi reacted like any guilty child who didn’t have a good answer by staring down at her shoes. “I didn’t call the cops. It’s complicated. I’m dating this guy and he said I didn’t need to.”

      “Wait a minute,” Tori said, flapping her arms around wildly. “When did you start dating someone?  I haven’t heard a thing about him yet. I don’t like this.”

      “It’s only been a little over a week and,”

      Tori cut her off again. “Isn’t that when all of this started? So, what, you’re dating this guy, someone starts screwing with you, and he tells you not to call the cops? You don’t see any red flags there?”

      “Well I-um, he is the cops. He used to be anyway. I mean, he was a cop and then a detective. He works private security now and, trust me, his clients wouldn’t hire some lunatic stalker. Plus he didn’t tell me not to go to the police, he just said it would be all dramatic and it probably wouldn’t get us anywhere. He’s been at my place every night so I haven’t been worried at all.”

      “I. Can’t. Even.” Tori threw up her arms and then let them fall hard to her side as though she were giving up. But Demi knew damn well she wasn’t. “Let’s go,” Tori insisted as she latched on to Demi’s arm and pulled her out of the locker room.

      “Go where?” Demi asked, afraid to hear the answer.

      “We’re going to the police station and you’re reporting all of this. I’m not accusing this new mysterious boyfriend of yours but he doesn’t get a vote in what you do.”

      “I’m still in my scrubs and you’re about to start a shift,” Demi argued, but Tori didn’t slow her pace or even look as though she could hear her.

      Tori coughed loudly twice and faked a sneeze. “I’m sick. I’m taking a sick day. I don’t want to hear another argument. If this is nothing it’ll still be nothing after you talk to the police. If it’s something then they’ll handle it.”

      Demi braced herself for hours of waiting at a bustling police precinct in what would likely end up being a waste of time. But she forgot who she was with. Tori elbowed her way past every verbal roadblock and within a half hour they were sitting down with a detective in a private room.

      “I feel like I’m wasting your time,” Demi apologized to the middle-aged detective who spent more time observing her ass than considering any crime that might be going on. His gut hung so low it seemed to consume his belt, only his holstered gun sticking out at his hip. Combed over wispy hair and a beard in need of some grooming made him hard to look at.

      “Let me be the judge of that,” he said, sinking down into his chair with a grunt. “I’m Detective Olivera. I’m actually homicide but the crime unit is short handed and your friend here was pretty insistent so they told me to take your statement and start a file.”

      “Thank you for taking the time to do that,” Demi said with a grateful smile but, she honestly felt she’d rather be anywhere but here. Was the note unsettling? Sure. But she believed Roark when he said this process would be a hassle. She’d wanted to call him and tell him about the note and get his opinion, but Tori had insisted she not. “On the sixteenth I was at the Oyster’s Crystal and when I came outside my front driver’s side tire was slashed. I didn’t think too much of it so I just had it repaired. Then a couple days later outside my house all four of my tires were slashed. Today I found this note in my locker at work.” Demi handed over the paper, shrugging like it was no big deal.

      Olivera unfolded the note and, after reading it, looked up at her skeptically. “What does this mean?” he asked flatly.

      “I don’t know what it means and I don’t know who put it there. I know you’re going to ask me all sorts of questions about ex-boyfriends or enemies, but I can assure you there is no one in my life that has any kind of vendetta against me. No one has ever told me to leave. That note makes no more sense to me than it does to you,” Demi blurted out.

      “You seem to have a good handle on how this works. Tell me, why didn’t you call the police when your car was vandalized the second time? That obviously ruled out coincidence and let you know whoever was doing it knew where you lived.” Olivera bit the back of his pen as he eyed her carefully.

      Demi opened her mouth to explain but Tori cut in. “Her boyfriend told her not to.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend. I just met him,” Demi defended, but that didn’t make it sound any better. “He used to be a detective and he told me he’d look into it and not to worry. He’s not the one doing this.”

      “A detective?” Olivera asked, sitting up straighter in his chair.

      Tori chimed in again before Demi could give more details that would certainly clear this up. “He showed up at the exact time all of this started happening. This is the guy you should be looking at if you ask me.”

      “Thank you,” Olivera grunted, flaring his nostrils in aggravation. “We should probably start with his name then.”

      “Roark Miller,” Demi acquiesced, feeling like her gut was about to explode from anxiety. This was all spiraling away from her.

      Olivera lost his poker face for a moment as shock overtook him. “You’ll need to excuse me for a minute.” He grabbed his still blank notebook and stepped outside of the small conference room.

      “That can’t be good,” Tori whispered, leaning in close to Demi who didn’t need her commentary to realize it was true.

      A couple minutes later Olivera and a second man stepped back into the room. This detective was in much better shape than the first. His thick hair was slicked back and his button down shirt looked like it had been tailor made to hug his muscular shoulders. His jawline was boxy and his stern looking face was betrayed by the softness around his eyes.

      “This is Detective Charger. He was Roark’s partner for five years. I thought it would be wise to bring him in on this. I’ve filled him in on what you’ve told me.” Olivera flopped back down into the seat he’d left but Charger didn’t look like he could relax long enough to sit down.

      “I don’t understand what’s going on here. This is the precinct that Roark worked out of? That’s good, right? So you guys know him and we can rule him out,” Demi suggested, feeling like there might be a glimmer of hope in this murky fog she’d stepped into.

      “Our knowing him doesn’t help his case at all. There’s a reason he doesn’t work here anymore. As a matter of fact, there are hundreds of reasons,” Olivera snickered in a cocky voice as he stretched back and put his hands behind his head.

      “Cut the shit,” Charger shot across the room, and Tori jumped at the edge in his voice. “I’m sorry, ma’am, please excuse my language. It’s just that Detective Olivera and I disagree on Detective Roark and his history here.”

      “Will someone please tell me what’s going on here?” Demi asked, running her hand through her hair and fighting the urge to either scream or cry.

      “Roark lost his damn marbles and got fired. And everything you’re describing sounds a lot like his way of doing things. I bet he’s trying to scare you right into his arms,” Olivera reported as he now feverishly took notes on the situation.

      “How is this anything like what he used to do?” Charger countered, folding his arms across his chest, deflecting the idea.

      “Let’s see, he used to plant evidence, orchestrate and set up crimes, and when he didn’t get the verdict he wanted he’d go beat the pulp out of a guy to scare him out of town. He thought he was some kind of super hero when he was just a dirty cop. He’s clearly trying to pull the strings here and create this damsel in distress situation so he can manipulate you right into his bed.”

      Demi’s mouth hung open as she tried to process this information. Her brain cycled through every argument against it. “He works private security now. These people would never hire him if he had all that on his record. This can’t be.”

      “That’s the biggest crime of all, it never hit his record,” Olivera grunted. “The brass here didn’t want a big media circus so they buried it all. They discharged him for some bogus medical issue and covered everything up.”

      “He was a damn good cop. He closed more cases than anyone in this department and saved a hell of a lot of lives. Yours included,” Charger corrected. “That’s why they didn’t want to burn him completely. He was unconventional but his motivation was good.”

      Detective Olivera’s face twisted with indignation. “He didn’t save my life. And even if he did, he came closer to getting me and a lot of other officers killed when all the criminals he pissed off came back looking for vengeance. Let’s try to stay on task here. We’ve got a woman making a complaint against him and I intend to take that seriously.” Olivera leaned forward and tried to draw all of Demi’s attention but she was latching on to the only lifeline in the room.

      “Meeting Roark was just a coincidence. We bumped into each other at a club neither of us would usually even be in. My tire was slashed before he and I ever started talking to each other. As a matter of fact, I’m the one who approached him.”

      “And maybe that first slash of the tire truly was a coincidence,” Olivera reasoned. “Roark might have seen that as a good opportunity to exploit your trust. You might just be an opportunity that presented itself to him.” Olivera’s smug expression was grating on her.

      “You think this is something he would do?” she asked Charger, scrutinizing his face as he thought to answer.

      “I don’t know him anymore. He burned me too many times and I stopped taking his calls. He reached out to me a couple days ago and wanted some information,” Charger admitted, averting his eyes as he spoke. “He wanted me to do a background check and run the DMV on someone.”

      “Who?” Olivera asked, his anxious pen hovering over the paper.

      “Her,” Charger conceded, gesturing with his chin over at Demi. “I didn’t give it to him. I haven’t given him anything in a long time.”

      “What happens now?” Demi asked, looking back and forth between the two men. Olivera looked like an excited kid about to go on a shopping spree while Charger looked like someone just ran over his dog. But they both looked like they thought Roark was involved.

      “We’ll file this report and then we’ll bring him in. As a courtesy for his history with this department we’ll hold off on arresting him as long as this doesn’t escalate any further.” Charger finally sat down across from her and folded his hands, looking like he was praying.

      “No, hang on a second. He doesn’t even know I’m here. He deserves a heads up. If this isn’t him then he’s going to be completely blindsided. That isn’t fair.” Demi was still holding out hope that Roark wasn’t involved directly in this.

      All three of the other people in the room spoke at once but Olivera’s voice was the loudest and took over the others. “The upper hand is exactly the type of thing we need with a guy like Roark. A heads up will give him time to cover his tracks and we can’t have that. He’s too good at what he does.”

      “This is crazy,” Demi groaned, feeling like she was now in some bizarre dream world she couldn’t break out of. She couldn’t decide what would be worse, if Roark wasn’t the one harassing her and she had to face him after this or if he was and she had to deal with that truth. She didn’t want to go up against him in any way.

      “He’s crazy,” Tori added, rubbing Demi’s back, trying to comfort her.

      “I just don’t know what to think right now,” Demi admitted, the first tear finally falling. “I really liked him. I know that sounds silly but I thought I was a good judge of character.”

      “You probably are,” Charger offered, patting her hand gently.

      Olivera cleared his throat and stopped taking notes for a moment as he spoke. “He’s a master manipulator and you couldn’t possibly be prepared for something like that.  I have an idea. When we bring him in you can listen to the interview through the observation booth. Sometimes that helps make it all feel more real and you can process the different emotions.”

      Demi nodded in agreement. She didn’t think she’d believe that Roark was involved unless she heard it for herself.

      “Is there anything else you aren’t telling us?” Charger asked, releasing her hand and looking deep into her eyes, searching for something. It unsettled her to be scrutinized in such a way.

      “No,” she answered flatly and averted her eyes. “ I’ve told you everything pertinent.”

      “Great,” Olivera sang out. “Now tell us everything that you don’t think is pertinent so we can get a full report going. I’ve got enough here to have Roark picked up now. Any idea where he might be other than his place?”

      “He had a job interview today. I’m not sure where. I don’t know where his apartment is. We always stayed at my place.”

      “Always?” Charger asked, looking skeptical. “You said it’s been over a week that you’ve been seeing him. How many nights has he been at your place?”

      “All of them since our first actual date. We were going to go to dinner but a couple hours before he was going to pick me up my four tires got slashed in front of the house. I called him to cancel and he offered to come over. We ended up just getting takeout and he stayed over. He’s been at my place every night since.” Demi’s cheeks were bright red as she stared down at her fidgeting fingers.

      “We’re not judging you,” Charger assured her, softening his face and giving her a charming half smile. “You’d be amazed what we come across, this is not something you should be embarrassed about.”

      “I’d imagine you’ve seen it all,” Demi nodded. “Will you guys be on this the whole time? I mean, you’re homicide detectives and no one’s been killed here. Isn’t this somebody else’s problem?”

      “We’ll see it through. With the history Roark has here I’m sure our superiors will support that.” Charger looked over at Olivera who shot back a look that said he certainly wasn’t going to quit on this.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing this guy finally pay for something rather than getting away with crime after crime. No way I’m giving this case up,” Olivera cheered, too happy for the scenario.

      “Why don’t we actually investigate this first,” Charger emphasized angrily. “We don’t rely on coincidence and circumstantial evidence. He deserves a shot at explaining himself and we owe him our time in investigating this properly. Innocent until proven guilty.”

      “Proving him guilty hasn’t seemed to be enough in the past,” Olivera muttered as he stood and made his way for the door. “I’m going to get him picked up. You go ahead and dig into the details and try to find someone else who might have done this. Only one of us will be wasting our time.”

      When Olivera stepped out and the room was quiet again the rest of them sat for a moment exchanging awkward glances. “You don’t want him to be guilty do you?” Demi asked, meeting Charger’s sad looking stare.

      “It doesn’t matter what I want. He either is or he isn’t. My job is to find out. If I got into this line of work because I liked happy results than I’d be an idiot. I didn’t agree with what Roark did on the job, manipulating things to go our way, but I certainly see why he did it. The bad guys get a hell of a lot more chances than they should and we get more roadblocks than seems fair. We’ve all been there, standing at the edge of what’s right and wrong and wondering where the real line is. Roark just jumped the line and never looked back. I hope he’s not behind this harassment, but if he is, I won’t hesitate to do my job. We’ll make sure you’re safe, Miss Kay.”

      There was very little to hold onto at this moment when everything felt like it was crumbling around her, but his words were an anchor. They meant something and she wanted to believe him. She wanted to feel safe. So much of her life had been a lie – she hoped this was the truth.
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      “You’ve got to be shitting me right now,” Roark barked as Olivera pushed him down into a chair in the interrogation room. Demi had seen this on television a thousand times, but sitting on the other side of one-way glass was far more unsettling than she could have imagined. She didn’t feel like it was possible that Roark really couldn’t see her. She felt vulnerable even though Charger had insisted she was completely safe.

      “You’re the only joke here, Roark,” Olivera cut back, slamming the door to the interrogation room. “And I doubt you’ll be laughing long.”

      “You’ve been waiting for this for a while, Olivera. Let’s hear what you think you’ve got on me so I can get the hell out of here and back to my day.”

      “Back to that job interview you didn’t really have today? We’ll call that lie number one and work our way backwards from there,” Olivera laughed as he sat down and folded his arms confidently across his chest. Demi watched as the flash of confusion on Roark’s face morphed into one of understanding. The fact that he didn’t counter Olivera’s point and insist he did have a job interview let her know he had lied about it.

      “You talked to Demi?” Roark deduced, still with a casual posture. He was pissed, that was clear enough, but he didn’t seem rattled by the idea of being detained.

      Charger stepped into the room, moving quickly and looking angry. “I told you to wait for me,” he barked at Olivera.

      “Thank God,” Roark hollered. “Talk some sense into this moron, Charger. He had his boys pick me up and bring me down here for no reason. I’ve got shit to do today.”

      “It’s not that easy, Roark. There’s a complaint against you. A report’s been filed and we need to address it. But you know I’ll make sure you get a fair shot.” Charger sat down and placed the folder in front of him.

      “Well that makes one of you considering Olivera here has had it out for me since I made detective before him. How’s that axe you’re grinding?” Roark narrowed his eyes at the chubby detective.

      “Getting sharper by the minute,” Olivera retorted, raising an eyebrow at him in challenge.

      “Can we get on with this? Demi came in and filed a report, you heard my name and decided I was the prime suspect in her tires getting slashed?”

      “No, she came in and said that you showed up and then this stuff started happening. She told us you talked her out of calling the police and at some point she started to believe it was you. That’s what brought her in today. That and the threatening note you left in her locker at work.” Olivera unfolded the paper and slid it across the table.

      “What are you doing?” Roark asked, looking down at the paper and reading it quickly. “This hasn’t been dusted for prints? Why would you even tell me about it rather than trying to slip me up and get me to mention it accidently? You’re showing your hand. Rather than proving I didn’t do it you’re trying to just tell me I did. I don’t like you, Olivera, but you’re better than this. At least do your job. Because while you’re here focusing on me you’re missing a huge piece of this puzzle.”

      Olivera fell silent as he snatched the note back and tossed it into his folder. “What piece of the puzzle is that?”

      “She’s not telling you something about her past. Read that note. That is a pretty targeted message written as if she should understand it. There’s another player here. Someone other than me, because I clearly have no motive in all this,” Roark shot back confidently.

      Demi felt her stomach fall hard toward the floor with a nervous thud. What in the world could Roark know about her past that would be causing this?

      “Oh, you have a motive. You’re a sick bastard who likes to control everything. You’re pretending to stalk her so she’ll be so scared she runs into your arms. You’re her knight in shining armor. The more afraid she is the more you have her right where you want her. That’s why you slashed her tire that night you picked her up in the bar.”

      “First off, I didn’t pick her up. She sat down with me. I didn’t even notice her in that shithole and wasn’t looking for a piece of ass. I was working. Secondly, unlike your fat ass I don’t have a problem getting women. I don’t need to trick them into wanting me in their bed.”

      The brash, cocky tone in his voice was enough to rattle Demi.

      “If you don’t have any evidence then I’ve got nothing else to say to you besides the fact that you’re barking up the wrong tree and wasting time. Judging by that note she is in danger, and focusing on me because you have some kind of vendetta isn’t going to keep her safe.”

      “But you are?” Charger asked, tossing his hands up in exasperation. “You’re going to solve this mystery all on your own? You don’t need anyone. Just like the old days.”

      “Come on, Charger, you know damn well the things I didn’t involve you in were for your own good. And no, to answer your question, I’m not going to solve this on my own. I’m done. I like Demi, I hope this works out for her, but I’m not interjecting myself into this any further. You know my rule. I don’t protect people who don’t want my protection. Obviously her coming in here tells me she’d prefer not to have me around. Put a tail on me so that the next time she gets her tires slashed or a note is left for her you can rule me out. Then maybe you’ll do some actual detective work and figure out what she’s hiding and why.”

      “You know something and won’t tell us? That’s being reckless with her safety, don’t you think?” Charger jabbed at him but Demi could see he wasn’t taking the bait.

      “It’s not my secret to tell and it’s not like she’s in a position not to tell it. She’s probably still here somewhere. If she’s really worried about her safety tell her to drop the act. As for me, I’m done. You won’t see me around her again and you won’t hear anything about me pursuing this case. If you come up with some kind of evidence that I’m stalking her then drag my ass back in here. Otherwise, this is goodbye,” Roark announced as he stood and pushed in the large metal chair. As he made his way to the door, Demi held her breath and analyzed the look on his face. There was nothing but poise and cool indifference as he reached for the door handle.

      Weren’t the detectives going to stop him? Weren’t they going to ask more questions? Demi’s mind was reeling as the door slammed shut and the two detectives sat there staring at each other.

      Her long day got even longer when the seat Roark had just left was suddenly the one she was asked to sit in. Much different than the casual conference room, this real life interrogation room was intimidating. It was devoid of any color or attempts at comfort.

      “Miss Kay,” Charger asked, looking down at his notes and then back up at her. “I’m guessing you heard what Roark had to say about the situation.”

      “I did,” she gulped. “It didn’t seem like you asked him very many questions. I didn’t expect you to just let him walk out like that.”

      “His points were all valid,” Olivera interjected, all the wind knocked out of his sails now.

      “You told him about the letter right out. He was right. You were being sloppy. Why not see if he mentioned it himself? Then you’d know he was involved. It sounds like you were being smug and that’s why he got to walk out of here,” Demi pointed out as her cheeks flushed.

      Olivera nearly spat out his swig of coffee as he started to speak. “Excuse me, missy, I don’t need you telling me how to do my job. Especially when you don’t give me all the information up front. You want to hold on to some dirty little secrets from your past then you can deal with the consequences. Those curve balls are what compromise cases.”

      “I don’t have a secret. Whatever bullshit he was feeding you I’m clueless. We never talked about our pasts. The only thing he knows is where I’m from. You said you didn’t give him anything on me when he called so he’s obviously bluffing. And it worked.” Demi stood to leave but Charger gestured for her to sit back down. That was the difference between her and Roark. She didn’t have the courage to keep walking when they asked her to take a seat.

      “We all have skeletons in our closets,” Charger said gently, trying to create a safe place for Demi to open up to them. “Roark seems to believe there is something in your past that might be linked to these events. He’s flawed but he has the best gut of any cop I’ve ever met.”

      “He’s not a cop,” Olivera cut in. “And if she says she’s got nothing interesting in her past then we can all agree that this is just some game Roark is playing to get us to back off of him. But I’m not taking any chances. I’ve already put a tail on him and if he slips up even a little bit I’ll be all over his ass.”

      “Because you care if anything happens to me or because you want to nail him for something?” Demi asked, twisting her face up in frustration.

      Olivera didn’t answer. He just jotted something else down in his notebook and then stood to leave. “I’m going to get someone assigned to patrolling your house and the surrounding area.”

      “I’m sorry about him,” Charger apologized as he unbuttoned his shirt sleeves at the wrist and rolled them up to his elbows.

      “Is this good cop bad cop, because I’m not holding out on you? There is no reason to play games. I’m a boring kid from Maine. I work at the hospital.”

      “Detroit has one of the highest unemployment rates in the country. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone talk about coming here for a job.” Charger was trying not to sound like this was an interrogation but Demi was interpreting it as such. Her skin was prickly with annoyance.

      “There are even fewer jobs on a remote island off of Maine. Before the downturn got really bad St. Augustine Hospital was going to be a state of the art teaching school determined to breathe life into the community. Now it’s a half built struggling place to triage gun shot wounds and assault victims. But it’s my hospital now, that’s why I stay. I have friends there. It’s a community.” Demi’s anger grew as she found herself over explaining in defensive tones. She was the victim here, but suddenly she didn’t feel like it.

      “Nothing back in Maine we should know about? Some old flame who followed you out here? This note says you were told to leave. That tells me whoever wrote it doesn’t want you in Detroit anymore. Is there anyone back home who would want you scared and considering going back to Maine?”

      “I’ll give you a list of my ex-boyfriends going all the way back to sixth grade. None of them is hung up on me. Trust me, they’ve moved on. Most are married and have kids by now. No one would care that I’m in Detroit enough to want me to leave. If it’s not Roark doing this I can tell you it’s not someone who has ever been in my personal life.”

      Charger cleared his throat as he slid the paper and pen over to her. “I’ll take that list of boyfriends or anyone you’ve been involved with. Even if it’s just casual hook ups like Roark. I need them all.”

      “All of them? I mean, I didn’t get everyone’s name along the way,” Demi huffed as she picked up the pen and snatched the paper. “Can I just write down which public bathrooms I found their phone numbers written in and you can track them down? Clearly you’re under the impression that I just hook up with random people. I’ve lived in Detroit for three years. Two of which I’ve spent completely immersed in a clinical trial that’s taken up all of my time and attention. The night I met Roark I was celebrating the success of that trial and I didn’t sleep with him. I’m not some,”

      “I’m sorry,” Charger apologized, waving his hands in a truce. “You’re right. I’m taking all of this out of context. Let’s just put our heads together and make sure we aren’t overlooking anything.”

      Before Demi could accept his apology her phone began to vibrate. “It’s my landlord,” she announced, looking curiously down at the screen. “Hello?”

      “Miss Demi,” Ralph, her landlord with the thick Middle Eastern accent said. “You need to come home. There has been a break-in. Someone kicked your door in. I call the police now. That not a cheap thing, a new door. That will cost money.”

      “What do you mean someone broke in? They were in my apartment? I’ll be right there,” she answered, hopping to her feet and disconnecting the call.

      “I’ll come with you,” Charger assured her as he led her through the precinct and out to the parking lot.

      “My car is still at the hospital. I told Tori I’d catch a cab back there later.” Demi spun around and lifted her hands to her temples as she tried to make a plan.

      “No problem. My car’s right here,” Charger said as he gestured for her to get in. “We’ll get a timeline of when this happened and if it was when Roark was with us or when he was being tailed at least we can rule him out.”

      “I’m starting to not care who it is as long as you can catch them,” Demi admitted as she bit down on her nails nervously.

      “This is escalating quickly. It’s a good thing you weren’t home.” Charger slipped his phone out of his shirt pocket and began to cue up a number.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be making me feel better?” Demi asked, reading the profile of his face as he focused on the road.

      “Most of the victims I deal with every day are dead. It’s sad but that’s partly why I picked homicide. If it weren’t for Roark I’m not sure I would have made it a week on the job.” Charger tossed his phone down, clearly deciding to hold off on the call.

      “You talk about him like he’s your friend or like a brother, but you stopped taking his calls. What was so bad that drove you this far apart?”

      Charger let out a grunt like laugh. “So you do have a secret. You’re a closet shrink who tries to diagnose everyone.”

      “I’m much closer to being a patient at this point. The idea that someone has been in my place, that they want to hurt me, is freaking me out,” Demi admitted as she wrung her hands nervously.

      “You’re safe,” Charger assured her. “For what it’s worth I really don’t believe its Roark. Just because I stopped taking his calls doesn’t mean I want to see him screwing up his life or yours. Even if he said he doesn’t want anything to do with you, I know him well enough. He won’t walk away from this case. So if he’s in your corner, you’re safe.”
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      Demi peered into the doorway of her apartment and took stock of the splintered wood that remained where her deadbolt lock used to be. Her living room was in shambles. Two lamps were smashed to the ground, and the laundry basket of clean folded clothes she intended to put away tonight had been tossed everywhere. Her glass end table was flipped on its side but thankfully hadn’t smashed.

      “Is this different than your place usually looks?” Charger asked as he glanced around the room and nodded at the officers bustling around doing their jobs.

      “Whose apartment looks like this?” Demi asked as a tremble moved up her body.

      “Mine does,” Charger shrugged. “I mean, my table is not always knocked over but the rest of this looks about right to me. Why don’t you walk around and look to see what’s missing. Don’t move or touch anything though. I’m going to talk with the officers here and get up to speed on what they’re finding.”

      Demi moved slowly around her living room, wrapping herself tightly with her arms around her waist. The idea that anyone was in her apartment touching all of her things was enough to make her want to throw up. Just as Charger had asked, she did her best to take inventory of anything that might be missing. So far she was either doing a terrible job or nothing had been taken.

      “Demi,” Charger called, gesturing for her to join him and the tall lanky uniformed officer he was standing with.

      Before the gangly cop could begin his recap of what they’d found so far a familiar and unwelcomed voice chimed in. Olivera was snapping on a pair of blue rubber gloves and snarling out his annoyance. “I guess I don’t even get a courtesy call on a case I’m working.”

      “Since when do we need two Homicide detectives working a B&E?” the uniformed cop asked, eyeing them skeptically.

      “The precinct was overloaded today and this was a walk in. Olivera and I caught the case and we’re just seeing it through.” Charger shot a sideways glance at Olivera. There was no love lost between these two men.

      The uniformed officer rolled his eyes and gave up. “We’ve got one witness who lives upstairs. He came home from work to grab his gym bag and when he walked by this apartment he heard some banging and a couple of male voices. He says he didn’t notice the door being broken, that he wasn’t paying attention to it. He didn’t think much of it but ten minutes later when he came downstairs the door was ajar and splintered wood was hanging off. He knocked and called out but when no one answered he peeked his head in, saw the mess and called us.” Reading the details off his small notebook, he flipped it shut and waited for instructions.

      “What time was that?” Charger asked, and Demi could see he was holding his breath, waiting for an answer that would clear Roark.

      “Six thirty-five the call came in.”

      “Well, that rules Roark out then. He was still at the precinct at that time. There’s no way he could have done this,” Charger announced, looking victorious.

      “Right, it’s not like he could have hired someone to do this in the event that he got picked up in order to take the heat off of him. Don’t be so quick to rule him out,” Olivera interjected as he pushed passed them and started looking around the room.

      “There is no way Roark would hire someone. You know damn well he doesn’t play well with others. More than that, he doesn’t trust anyone. Plus, nothing looks like it’s missing so far. There is no motive here.” Charger’s patience seemed to be growing thin and Demi took note of how passionately he was willing to defend Roark. It was hard to decide which detective she should support when one had an axe to grind and the other was blinded by admiration.

      “I’ve given you the motive already, you just don’t want to believe it. She was banging him for protection and he was the one making sure she needed it,” Olivera argued.

      “That’s your theory?” Demi managed, feeling sheer rage and indignation flow through her. “See, there is just one problem with that. I didn’t sleep with Roark for protection or to feel safe. I wouldn’t do that. Do you know how I know?”

      “How?” Olivera asked, rolling his eyes dismissively.

      “Because if we take Roark out of the equation and plug you in, for example, I can prove my point. If you came up and asked me out I’d obviously say no. You repulse me on nearly every level. Not just limited to your morbid obesity but run that feeling right through your rude and brash personality. So if you asked me out, and later that day my house burned to the ground, my car blew up, and everyone I’ve ever met was hacked to bits by a mob of machete wielding zombies, I still wouldn’t dial the first digit of your phone number. I don’t sleep with men for the sake of protection. Roark is compelling, funny, and attractive. I’m a trauma nurse in one of the most crime-laden cities in America. I have tackled drug dealers to the ground to keep them from breaking into our med closet. I’ve put myself between gang members who come in to finish the job they started on a drive by shooting. I’ve held the hands of little kids with burns all over their bodies because their junkie parents blew up their kitchen cooking meth. You have drastically misjudged me. Fine detective work,” Demi finished as she flicked at the badge that hung on a chain around his neck.

      Olivera stood there for a moment with his eyes and mouth stretched wide. He began to speak and then stopped again, clearly not finding the words. Finally he cleared his throat. “I’m not letting this go. Roark belongs in prison, either for this or the other hundred things he’s done over the years. I’m staying on this case.” He turned and headed toward the kitchen, flagging down one of the officers dusting for prints.

      “Holy shit,” Charger said, looking down at her.

      “He’s a jerk. I don’t believe Roark had anything to do with it anymore but that just means we’re even further from knowing who it is. Maybe bitching out one of the cops who’s going to protect me wasn’t a smart move.” She folded her arms and looked around her destroyed room again.

      “I’m impressed either way. I’ve been working with that jackass for almost six years and I’ve never seen anyone beside Roark shut him down like that. Now what I really want to know is if there is any truth to what Roark said. He believes there is something in your past that is the source of the stalking. If there is, now is you’re chance.”

      “Charger, I already told you,” she stuttered.

      A voice from across the room cut her off. Another uniformed cop, this one short and stocky, called them over. “Detective, you’ll want to see this.”

      They crossed the room and stepped over the threshold of her bedroom where the shock of the sight immediately had her blood running ice cold. Smeared on the wall above her bed was what looked like blood. In the center of the blood was a photo of her. Straight through it was a butcher knife “There’s a note here, too,” the officer continued. With his bright blue rubber gloves he unfolded the paper and Demi read it.

      No cops. You know better.

      “Thanks.” Charger nodded at the officer who took that as a directive to leave the room. He tipped his head and left without another word.

      “Demi, this is your shot to tell me what you think is going on. Look at that wall. That’s not a random message. That’s directed to you from someone and it obviously has meaning. If you want me to help you then you’ll need to trust me.” His wide, rigid shoulders relaxed as he turned to face her head on. Charger was sweet looking, a pretty boy who was trying to be anything but. It didn’t work though. That boy next-door look crept passed the stubble on his cheek and the way he tried to glare at everyone. She could tell he’d picked that up from Roark, the difference was when Roark did it he was far more convincing.

      “I don’t know anything,” Demi insisted, dropping her face into her hand as the tears started to come. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’ll go talk to Roark. If he knows something you don’t then I’ll get it out of him. No one is going to get to you. I promise.” Charger patted her back awkwardly and looked as though he wanted to be anywhere but here. That made two of them.
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      The demanding thump on his door made lightning bolts of annoyance charge through his body. Roark was always quick to frustration, it was in his blood, but after today he was even closer to throttling someone than usual. He stomped his feet to the door and checked through the peephole. Charger. That kid had been like a puppy to him for years, completely at his beck and call. Then all at once he was done. Until today Roark wasn’t sure if the kid gave a shit about him, but the look on his face earlier had been very telling.

      He swung the door open and glared at Charger. “Come back to arrest me for a robbery in California today?”

      “Demi’s apartment got tossed. It was bad.” Charger had that look he always got when he was depending on Roark. He liked to pretend it didn’t get to him, that it didn’t impact his decision-making. But it did. Charger was more than a partner; he was like a little brother to him.

      “You think I did it?” Roark asked, knowing full well Charger wasn’t there to arrest him.

      “It happened while you were still at the precinct.” Charger didn’t wait for an invitation. He just shoved his way past Roark and made his way toward the fridge. He was the only person Roark ever allowed in his place. Obviously the time they’d spent apart from each other hadn’t made Charger feel any less welcome. He came back from the kitchen a moment later and spun the top off a beer.

      “I thought I made it pretty clear today. Until you guys pull your heads out of your asses and realize I have nothing to do with this I’m done. So why are you here?”

      “They smeared blood all over her bedroom wall. There was a picture of her tacked to the wall with a knife, and they left a note. She’s shook up,” Charger explained, and Roark knew what he was trying to pull.

      “So?” Roark shrugged. It took years of practice to portray complete indifference when inside you were being ripped to shreds. He could look like he didn’t give a shit no matter how much he really cared.

      “So, I think you can help. You obviously care about this girl regardless of what you said at the precinct today. I can see why, too, she’s pretty great.”

      “Oh boy, you’re making a move on her?” Roark laughed, but inside he was ready to lunge at Charger for even considering it.

      “I’m just saying she’s one hell of a girl and she’s in trouble. If you know something about her past then I want you to tell me. I can arrest you for obstruction of justice otherwise.” Charger stiffened his back but it did nothing to scare Roark.

      “You won’t,” Roark scoffed, flopping down onto his leather couch.

      “You don’t think I have the balls to take you in right now? I’m sure Olivera would be tickled pink to see you back there twice in one day.” Charger took a long swig of his beer but never took his eyes off Roark.

      “You’re not stupid enough to do that,” Roark said. “You know that if you do that you won’t get a damn thing out of me. I’d sit in a damn jail cell and never say a word if you arrest me. You’re too smart to do that.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you’re going to tell me anything anyway so at least I can get the satisfaction of seeing you in an orange jumpsuit.”

      “Would that be satisfying to you?” Roark asked, kicking the attitude right back at Charger even though the kid didn’t deserve it.

      “I’m not going round and round with you tonight, Roark. I’m not Olivera. I’m not going to arrest you. If you want to leave this girl out in the lurch, that’s on your shoulders. Add that to the Everest size pile of shit you’ve done to screw people over.” Charger drank back the rest of his beer quickly and slammed the bottle down on the table next to him.

      “I’ve burned a lot of bridges, kid, I get it. None of those bother me more than the way I screwed things up between you and me. Nobody was better to me than you and I blew it. I’m sorry.” Roark hadn’t intended to sound profound or sensitive but the sentiment was long overdue.

      Charger coughed as though he were choking on the shock that was overtaking him. “Did you really just apologize? I didn’t think your brain knew how to form those words.”

      “Don’t get all mushy on me, kid. I’m just saying, you always had my back and I took advantage of that. I’ll help you out with what I know. I owe you at least that.”

      “Bullshit,” Charger cut back at him. “You’ve owed me for years and that hasn’t ever made a difference. If you’re going to help me out there’s another reason. You want something in return.”

      “Fine,” Roark said, dropping his head in defeat. “I want full visibility to everything. I want in. Every lead, every break in the case, I want to be there. You involve me in every move.”

      “I knew there had to be something, but why? Tell me that before I even consider the idea.” Charger folded his arms across his chest as though he wouldn’t move until he heard the truth.

      “You’re a good detective, you already have the answer. I care about her. She’s running from something, she’s scared, and I want to make sure it doesn’t get botched. You know I’m the best man for the job, so let me be a part of it.” Roark leaned back casually as though he hadn’t just dropped what, for him, was the equivalent of an emotional atom bomb. To admit he had feelings for this girl was something he’d never do in the past. Not even to Charger. He could tell by the kid’s wide eyes the enormity of the moment wasn’t lost on him. In the span of two minutes Roark had apologized and admitted he cared for someone. Surely there were icicles forming in hell.

      “She likes you, too,” Charger said, as though this conversation was going to spiral into some gossip session you’d overhear at recess in middle school. But Roark cut it short.

      “Of course she does, look at me.” Roark stood and grabbed two more beers from the fridge. “The question is, why isn’t she telling you about her past? Why is she acting like it never happened, even now as the situation escalates?”

      “She told you?” Charger asked, reaching into his bag and pulling out the file he’d brought with him. He handed it over as Roark gave him a second beer.

      “No, I gave her a hundred opportunities but I didn’t want to push. Before I knew she was in danger I didn’t think it was necessary to put her on the spot and ruin what she’d built. But that was why I walked away today. I know all of Olivera’s tricks. Of course he’d have her sitting in and listening while he questioned me. I wanted her to feel like I was walking away and she had no options but to tell you the truth. I was trying to make it a safer environment for her to open up. But she still didn’t.” Roark scratched at his head, trying to figure out why she was holding so steadfast to this life she’d created.

      “Here is the picture that was found on her bedroom wall. She said she wasn’t sure when it was taken exactly. The blood came back as pig’s blood. And here is the note. Tell me what you know and help me piece this together. I’ll keep you in the loop on all of it.” Charger locked eyes with Roark in that way that told him he was giving his word.

      “It’s tied to one of the first cases I was assigned to when I made detective. Her boyfriend was killed and she was beaten nearly to death. Pull the case file and bring it all back here. Judging by the wording on the two notes I’d bet my life this is tied to that crime. If we figure out who was involved then we’ll find out who’s after her now.”

      “Didn’t she know we’d find the file when we looked into it? My next move was to run a background check on her. Obviously that would come up.” Charger settled into the chair he had sat in for years and kicked his legs up onto the coffee table the way he always did.

      “She changed her name. Her real name is Alexandria Conway. That’s where we need to start.”

      “You’re sure it’s the same girl?” Charger asked, swigging more of his beer. “We’re talking about ten years ago.”

      “You remember your first case? I thought I was going to be some kind of hero. I stared at that file day and night for months until I got pulled onto another case. I’m not saying I can recall every detail, but I can see that face, her face, very clearly on the inside of that file. It’s her. Demi is Alexandria.” Roark began looking over the papers that Charger had given him and already his mind was cataloging what he saw.

      “I’ll pull everything I can on the old case and you go over what we have from the last couple weeks. We need to keep this quiet. I’m about the only guy at the precinct that still likes you.” Charger hopped to his feet, fished his keys out, and finished off his beer.

      “You still like me?” Roark asked, with a mischievous smile.

      “I’ll never admit it to anyone else,” Charger laughed. “I’ve known you for eight years, Roark and I’ve learned more about you in the last ten minutes than all the time leading up to it. You should try being human more often, then more people would give you a chance.”

      “I don’t want a chance from more people, I just want a couple second chances from the people that matter.”
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      Roark burst through the double doors of the hospital and blew past the front desk. Fear was oozing out of his pores as he barreled down the hallway toward the emergency wing. Olivera stood looking ghost white and harried as Roark nearly slammed into him.

      “Is he alive?” was all Roark could muster as the agony of the situation threatened to close his throat completely.

      “They just took him into surgery. He lost a lot of blood on the scene.” Olivera swallowed hard as though he were about to vomit.

      “What the hell happened? He was just at my place.” Roark balled his hands into fists and considered going ballistic on the nearest wall.

      “It was an ambush. Charger was stopped at a light and they pulled up next to him and lit the car up. Automatic weapons. It’s miraculous he only got hit four times. He threw the car in gear and did his best to dodge the attack.” Olivera shook his head, his face washing over with disbelief.

      “Where is Demi?” Roark asked, knowing that he could do nothing to help Charger pull through. He had to turn his attention to something he could control. Finding the people who did this. And Demi was the key to accomplishing that.

      “She’s in protective custody. She’s been moved to a safe house. You know I can’t tell you where.” Olivera looked down at his phone that was chirping like crazy.

      “You still think I did this?” Roark challenged as he grabbed the collar of Olivera’s shirt and jerked him forward. “You can hate me all you want but you look me in the eye and tell me if you think I had anything to do with this. I want to hear you say it.”

      “Get your hands off me,” Olivera shouted, shoving Roark backwards.

      “Break it up,” Captain McCoy ordered as he pulled the two men away from each other. He was a toweringly tall black man with coal colored eyes that could rattle even the most hardened criminal. Roark had worked for several captains during his time on the force, but none was as formidable as McCoy. He demanded, and frankly deserved, respect. He never asked any of his people to do anything he wasn’t willing to do himself. When push had come to shove and Roark went off the rails, McCoy had saved his ass. There were few men who would keep him from pummeling Olivera right now, and McCoy was one.

      “Get this lunatic out of here,” Olivera demanded, glaring angrily at Roark. “He’s trying to muscle his way onto this case but he keeps forgetting he’s not a cop. He’s a glorified bodyguard who can’t even seem to keep a job.”

      “Make any progress on this case, Olivera?” Roark asked condescendingly. “Or are you waiting for more cops to get shot while you chase dead leads.”

      “You two done?” McCoy demanded, boring down on both of them with the penetrating stare. “I get it, your friend’s been ambushed and you want answers, but you’re not going to get them by attacking each other. Roark, I heard Charger had just left your place. Does this mean you two are on speaking terms again?”

      Roark hesitated, letting his last conversation with Charger run through his mind. “He came to tell me I had been cleared because I was at the precinct at the time Demi’s apartment was tossed. We were going to work the case together. We worked some stuff out between us.”

      “Good,” McCoy said, patting Roark on the shoulder. “That kid idolizes you. It ripped his guts out to have to cut you off. I’m glad you guys made some kind of amends. Now what do you know about the case?”

      “With all due respect,” Olivera cut in, stepping forward and flailing his arms. “Roark is not a cop. If he knows anything about this case, and I believe he does, then he can make a statement down at the precinct and then be on his way. I’ve got this under control.”

      “This isn’t a pissing match,” McCoy scolded. “I’ve got a cop fighting for his life and a reliable resource with a proven history of effectiveness willing to help. You don’t have to like him, but I’d expect anything that could bring these attempted cop killers to justice would be worth trying. Or should I find a different detective to work the case?”

      “I swear, sometimes I’m the only one who remembers the absolute shit storm this guy stirs up,” Olivera grumbled.

      “We all remember, trust me,” McCoy asserted, giving a sideways glance at Roark that let him know not everything had been forgiven. “But it’s impossible to ignore his ability to cut through bullshit and bring people to justice.”

      “Justice,” Olivera scoffed. “His own version of it maybe. Are you telling me I’m supposed to treat him like he’s a cop again or something?”

      “This isn’t the wild west, Olivera,” McCoy corrected. “I’m not going to deputize him and hand him a service weapon and a squad car. But I expect you to treat him like a high level consultant. He will have access to all information on related files and the ability to sit in on any interrogations. Keep him up-to-date on any leads. You still have your license to carry, I’d imagine?” McCoy asked Roark with a raised brow.

      “One more thing that he should have been stripped of,” Olivera interjected, getting one last jab in.

      Roark nodded and patted his side where his revolver hung strapped to his belt. “I appreciate this, Captain. We’re going to catch these guys. Will you keep me posted on Charger? Let me know how surgery went.”

      McCoy nodded and they exchanged a firm handshake as the Captain moved toward the nurse’s station for an update.

      “I can help here,” Roark explained, trying to level his temper, not an easy task when dealing with Olivera.

      “Nobody needs your help. They have you on this pedestal around here like you’re some superhero detective. If we all blatantly disregarded the law the way you did we could get a hell of a lot more done. But that’s not our job.”

      “Fine,” Roark said, raising his hands in effort to keep the peace. “You’re right. I should probably be in jail for half the things I did. I’ll never have a badge again. I’ll never officially work another case. To me that’s worse than sitting in prison. You might not see me as being punished, but I’ve lost plenty. I’m just trying to make sure I don’t lose any more. You take the lead, just let me do my part.”

      “Bullshit,” Olivera sneered. “I’m not some beat cop hearing the stories about the incredible Roark Miller. I know you. You are incapable of taking second seat on this. You’ll be pumping me for information and using me for resources and then doing whatever the hell you want.”

      Roark let out a grumbling laugh. “You’re right,” he conceded. “Maybe you’re a better detective than I gave you credit for. But I have information you need. Information, for some reason, Demi doesn’t want to give you. You need me. Charger was gunned down just for digging into this. There’s a good chance you’re next.”

      “I can take care of myself. Go back to guarding tweens with bad attitudes.” Olivera looked down at the screen of his phone again as it kept chirping with messages.

      “I have no doubt you can keep that fat ass of yours safe but what about your sister and her kids? Charger, he’s like me, he doesn’t have anyone. But you’ve got your mom, Edith, on the East side too. The longer this case goes the more vulnerable they’ll be. I’m sure you already thought of that. I bet the kids have been pulled out of school. I’m sure they’ve all been moved to safe houses. But how long they have to stay there, the length of time their lives are disrupted, is up to you. Let me do what I’m good at.” Roark saw the way Olivera’s face flinched at the sound of his mother’s name. He knew that he’d pierced the man’s armor and now he just had to see how bad the wound was. Was it enough to get Olivera to stop being a dick long enough to get something done?

      “I’m not taking orders from you,” Olivera crowed. “You want to go all rogue, that’s not blowing back on me. I know this means nothing, but I’d appreciate transparency on your part. You know something, you share it with me.”

      Roark extended his hand and stared Olivera in his gray blood shot eyes. “You have my word. Believe it or not, that’s worth something.”

      “She’s in a house on Dexter Avenue.” Olivera put his phone to his ear and started barking out orders to whoever was on the other end.

      When Olivera hung his phone up and tucked it in his pocket they stepped through the hospital doors. “You need to pull a case file. I’ll send the information to your phone but it’s linked to what happened today. Demi is the key to unlocking all this and catching whoever is responsible for ambushing Charger. Get someone to pull absolutely everything you have and meet me at the safe house.”

      “I’ll send the address to your phone,” Olivera grumbled reluctantly. “Don’t screw me over, Roark. This is my case.”

      “You’ll be the hero. I’m not looking for anything but the truth. It’s high time Demi started telling it.” Roark nodded to Olivera as they parted ways.

      He’d been gentle with Demi, thoughtful about her past and protecting her state of mind. He’d let her live her lie. It hadn’t been his place to disrupt her life. Who was he to judge how she’d repaired what someone else had broken. But all that ended now. She was the lynch pin and now it was time to get the truth, by any means necessary. The only problem was, if she looked at him with those kind eyes he’d be rattled, off his game. He had to put aside how he felt about her and remember his friend lying in surgery right now. He owed it to Charger to find the people responsible, even if it meant breaking the woman who’d finally started to break down his own walls.
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      Roark flashed his driver’s license at the uniformed police officer standing outside the door of the basement apartment of the safe house.

      “Olivera phoned in that you’d be coming. He said to watch you like a hawk though. You’re Roark Miller, the ex-detective, right?” The young cop’s face lit with a sparkle of excitement. “I’ve heard some crazy ass stories about you. Are they true?”

      “Probably,” Roark said with a little amusement in his voice. “But unless you want to be part of one yourself how about you open that door and get the hell out of my way.”

      This seemed to excite the officer even more as he unlocked the door and swung it open like he was letting royalty in.

      At the sight of Demi, Roark’s heart caught fire. She looked absolutely pitiful in her tattered sweatshirt, her thumbs pushed through holes in the sleeves. Her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail and her eyes were wild with worry.

      “Roark,” she breathed out, the single word punctuated with a little cry that cut at him. “What the hell is going on? These cops just rush me and take me to this creepy basement and no one will tell me why.”

      He considered being cold to her. Wasn’t it what she deserved for withholding a truth that might have cost Charger his life? But with her brows furrowed and her arms hugged tightly around herself he couldn’t muster the energy to attack.

      “Charger’s been shot,” was all he could get out before having to avert his eyes from hers. “He got ambushed. He’s in surgery now and I haven’t gotten an update.”

      “No,” she cried, covering her mouth to stop the sobs from spilling out.  “I don’t understand why this is happening.”

      “Yes you do,” Roark answered, stepping a few feet closer to her. He nodded for the officer who was sitting in the corner to leave and he was glad to see his authority still did the trick as the man nodded back his understanding and then left. “It’s time to talk about it. I understand why you felt the need to keep your past a secret but it’s most certainly linked to what happened today. It’s going to come out either way, so please don’t waste time. I know who you are.”

      She recoiled, her face painted with complete puzzled disbelief. “I am Demi Kay. I grew up in Maine. My mother was Margaret Kay my father Doyle Kay. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You understand these people tried to kill a cop, right? Charger and I may have had our disagreements but he is my friend and I don’t intend to let the people who did this walk the earth for much longer. Trying to protect yourself, I understand it, but you have to own up to the truth. It’s coming anyway. Charger was doing his job, he was there for you, and you owe him at least this. You aren’t from Maine, admit that.”

      “I don’t know what you want from me,” Demi cried out. “I’m sorry about Charger, really I am. He’s sweet and didn’t deserve to be attacked but I have no idea what you’re talking about. You can look into my past. Call my teachers from grade school. I worked at a deli in the general store for six years. Call them.” She stepped forward and clutched his arm. “Please, just look into my past. Dig as deep as you want but you have to believe me.”

      “Are you so delusional that you can’t see that it’s going to unravel? What is your answer going to be when everything you’re saying can’t be backed up?”

      “It can!” Demi called back. “What are you going to say when you look into my past and everything I’m saying is completely true? My name is Demitria Kay.”

      Their voices had grown to shouts and her tears were coming fast as the door to the dark apartment swung open. Olivera stormed in looking like his head might pop.

      “What the hell are you doing, Roark? You’re screaming at her?” Olivera slammed the door behind him and tossed the files he had under his arm on to the coffee table.

      The thundering way he’d opened the door had Roark’s hand on his gun and Demi’s body quaking in fear. Her hand was still clutched down on Roark’s muscle and he fought the urge to pull her into his arms.

      “You scared the shit out of her,” Roark accused as he turned toward Olivera. “Don’t you know better than to nearly take a door off the hinges when coming into a safe house?”

      “Excuse me,” Olivera said indignantly. “I hear you shouting at her from down the damn hall and I’m the one scaring the shit out of her?”

      “I just want this to be over,” Demi pleaded.

      “Your name is Alexandria Conway,” Roark replied, watching her face closely for the slightest sign of recognition, but the only thing she showed was more confusion. “Ten years ago you were nearly beaten to death in a home invasion. Your boyfriend was killed.”

      “I am Demitria Kay. I was raised in Maine. Please, just go check it out. You’ll see I’m telling the truth.” Demi tightened her grip on his arm.

      “Olivera,” he said flatly, reaching his hand up and touching Demi’s cheek gently. “Call someone from psych. She needs an evaluation. This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

      “I’m not crazy!” Demi insisted, stumbling back away from him. “I was never beaten up and nearly killed.”

      Roark snatched up the files on the table and flipped to the very familiar page that held the pictures of Alexandria. He didn’t get any satisfaction by crumbling the protective lie she’d built, but it needed to be done. She may know something that could save her life. He turned the folder so she could see it. “You are Alexandria Conway.” Pointing to the picture he watched her eyes cloud over as she blinked away the tears.

      “Alexandria,” Demi mouthed quietly. “That’s her name?” She stepped forward and scrutinized the photo as she shook her head in disbelief. “I’m not crazy. I’m not lying, and I’m not Alexandria Conway.”
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      “If you stop looking at me like that I’ll tell you what I think is going on,” Demi asserted as she flared her nostrils and pursed her lips. She’d made mistakes in her life but no one deserved the accusations Roark was firing at her.

      Roark raised his hands in surrender and his face softened slightly, but Demi could tell he was still far from convinced.

      “Years ago, back in Maine,” she stressed, “ my parents were killed in a car accident. They slid off an icy road and down an embankment. In the blink of an eye I lost the two most important people in my life and I was devastated. When it came time to sell their house I started organizing all of their things and came across some paperwork. It was an adoption decree. They weren’t my biological parents.” Demi’s mind drifted back to that moment in time as she kneeled in front of her father’s old gray safe sobbing at the realization that they’d lied to her for so long. “It broke my heart to know that they’d kept it from me. Then I was enraged. It was a really dark time for me. It got worse when I dug deeper.”

      Roark and Olivera were humoring her but neither seemed very interested. She couldn’t blame them for being anxious considering what happened to Charger. She wasn’t trying to make things more difficult but she was still sorting it out in her own head. “I found a letter to their lawyer stating that had they known I was a twin they’d have adopted both children. They were requesting further information on the sibling and asking if adoption was still possible. There was a response pinned to the back but almost everything had been blackened out. The only piece of information was that my sibling had been adopted by a couple in Detroit. The father’s place of employment was listed but nothing else. Not the gender of the child. Not the name. Nothing. I lost it. I hired a private detective to try to find out more but there wasn’t anything else anywhere. I struggled with it for nearly six months, then one day I packed a bag, hopped a flight and came to Detroit. I’d read that they were building a new hospital and they were hiring. I walked in for an interview and walked out with a job. I went back to Maine, settled the rest of my affairs. Some friends from nursing school took advantage of the opportunity to find quick work, too, so they ended up moving as well..” Demi looked over at Roark. What she had told him before was technically true. She didn’t think sharing anything about being adopted mattered before this.

      “It was irrational but I was hoping if I just walked around somehow we’d be reunited. Some magic movie moment of serendipity. A few months in, one night while I was just wandering the streets desperately hoping for something to happen, I realized how slim the odds were and how much of my life I was wasting away. My parents wouldn’t have wanted that. The next week I got offered a spot on a clinical trial team and when they warned me it would take all my time and focus I welcomed that. I threw myself into my job.” Demi swallowed hard as she remembered the struggle every day. There wasn’t a moment she stepped outside of her apartment that she didn’t pray she’d find something to help her feel connected to someone.

      “You’re not Alexandria Conway,” Roark said slowly as he locked eyes with her, finally showing he believed what she was saying.

      “We’re still going to check all this out,” Olivera insisted. “It shouldn’t be difficult if you truly lived in Maine your entire life. We’ll ask you for a few contacts back there we can qualify all this with.”

      “Fine,” Demi shrugged. “I’ll do whatever you want. But you have to do something for me.” She tilted her chin up as though she were readying for a fight.

      “I can assure you that your safety is a priority to us,” Olivera said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Now we know you’ll need longer term protection while we see this case through. I’ll have you moved to a more comfortable safe house.”

      “No,” Demi blurted frantically. “Don’t cut me out of this. I can help. They’re looking for me, right? So use that. All I want in return is to know about my sister. I’ve learned more about her in the last three minutes than I have in all the years leading up to that. Don’t shut me out of this now.”

      Roark shook his head and put his hands firmly on her shaking shoulders. “This isn’t a television show, Demi, we aren’t going to use you for bait. But maybe you do know something that can help.”

      “Oh come on,” Olivera laughed. “I get it, you want to keep your girlfriend close by. But you’re going to be gallivanting all over town chasing down leads, and, if I know you, looking for heads to smash in. You really think having her with you is a good idea?”

      “I’m not suggesting that,” Roark snapped. “There are no leads to chase. It’s pretty clear this is tied to the case ten years ago. Someone must have spotted Demi around somewhere and it stirred all this up. All we need to do is dig into that. But I don’t want some rookie cop on guard duty. These people obviously mean business. I’m not taking any chances with her.”

      “And I’m not his girlfriend,” Demi offered, trying to come to his defense. She saw a flash of something in Roark’s eyes the she couldn’t pinpoint.

      “Yes you are,” Roark countered, finally pulling her in for a hug. “And no one is going to hurt you. Not while I’m around.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twelve

        

      

    
    
      “Well that got us nowhere,” Olivera reported as he tossed his cell phone down on the coffee table next to the cemetery of empty Chinese food containers. “There are no hits on Alexandria. No credit cards, no phone bill, no arrest record. Nothing. About six months after the attack she was gone.”

      “Do you think she’s dead?” Demi asked as she busied herself stacking up the remnants from their takeout dinner and tossing them in the trash.

      “Might be.” Olivera shrugged and grunted when Roark shot him a look. “What? If she insists on being here then she can deal with the truth. If someone goes off the radar like that there is a good chance they’re dead. She may have assumed a new identity and be living happily on some farm somewhere. That’s just not usually the ending we find. There was some good news though,” Olivera gestured for Demi to bring him another soda and she reluctantly obliged. She’d been anything but kind to him earlier, and although he deserved every word she’d spat in his face, she unfortunately needed him now. If it meant she brought him a drink or cleaned up a bit it was the least she could do. It was worth it to be able to hear the good news. “Your story checked out,” Olivera said, taking the soda without a word of thanks. “You are who you say you are, from Maine and all. At least we can put that to rest.”

      “I’d hoped we already had,” Demi hummed as she took a seat on the small couch next to Roark. “I’ve got nothing to hide. I just want to help. So what do you do next?”

      Roark jumped in before Olivera could get snarky. “I’ve been reading over all the notes from the original case. Something is definitely missing. Resources are always limited in a city like Detroit and I’m guessing they didn’t dig as deep as they needed to. I see that they pulled some financials on Alexandria and her boyfriend. They didn’t have much money, paycheck to paycheck type thing. Alexandria volunteered at the community cultural center. Toby was an artist from Australia and neither had a criminal record of any kind. No real debt either. With all that in mind the lead detective ruled the crime as random, a home invasion gone wrong.  With Alexandria stating that she didn’t remember anything and no other witnesses, the case went cold. I was assigned somewhere else and it fell through the cracks.”

      Demi shook her head as she tried to process this. “What about their families? Wouldn’t they be looking for justice?”

      “There are records of calls in to the department from Toby’s family back in Australia for the first couple of years but none of them could make the journey over. Alexandria’s father died years earlier from pancreatic cancer. After that her mother moved back to Canada where she was originally from. Maybe that’s where Alexandria ended up heading.” Roark flipped through more pages in the thick file as he spoke.

      This wasn’t adding up for Demi. “So why don’t you agree that it was a random home invasion gone wrong? You sound unconvinced.”

      “I am,” Roark admitted. “There should have been detailed phone records pulled on both of them. Statements from some of their friends and co-workers should have been taken. Just because their bank accounts were low doesn’t mean they weren’t dealing in cash with someone. The odds this was random, in my opinion, is slim to none.”

      “Why?” Demi asked, knowing she sounded defensive. It was strange to feel the need to protect someone you didn’t even know but she’d shared a womb with this girl. She had to believe that she was the victim of a crime, not the perpetrator of one.

      “Well, knowing what we know now about these people, they don’t likely commit random crimes. They have the skill and balls to gun down a detective. They’ve got the knowledge to do so in an area where they know there will be no security cameras. In the notes they left for you they use the term ‘we’. I’m betting they are some form of gang or organized crime. That makes them business men and takes away the motive of random home invasion.” Roark looked over to Olivera to see if he agreed.

      “Sounds right,” Olivera decided. “We can check the database to see if the crime matches any particular group in the area and if they left any type of calling card that was missed. But the odds are this was retaliation for a deal gone badly. If we can find out what Toby and Alexandria were involved in we’ll have a better shot at tracking it back to a particular gang.

      “Finding Alexandria would be helpful,” Roark said, pressing Olivera to see if he could have his team try harder.

      “What makes you think she would know anything at all?” Demi asked again with too much edge to her voice. “You said yourself she was beaten nearly to death. That doesn’t sound like someone who was involved in the crime does it?”

      “There’s a better chance they meant to kill her and she survived,” Olivera announced as he flipped through the notes on his lap. “Then maybe they gave her some kind of ultimatum about leaving town. That would coincide with the threatening letters you received. There was clearly some communication between her and the criminals after the attack since they gave her instructions. Leave town. No cops. Someone involved probably spotted you at some point and started following you. It might be that they escalated their attempts at warning you when they saw you with Roark. He looks like a cop from a mile away.”

      “Thanks,” Roark smirked.

      “That wasn’t a compliment,” Olivera shot back. “Wait, I just got an email from the detectives back at the precinct. They dug up records on the community culture center where Alexandria was volunteering. Apparently they’ve got a lead. The center has been the target of multiple investigations. They are thought to be a mill of sorts for women from other countries who want to give their children up for adoption on the black market. There are sex trafficking concerns and kidnapping allegations. No one has been able to pin them down even after two raids of the place. Oh and here,” he said, handing his phone over to Roark. “They just sent over a statement from a coworker of hers from years ago.”

      Roark scrolled down the screen and read out loud. “Alexandria was helping transition young pregnant women from Russia who were trying to start a new life. She loved what she was doing but then one day she suddenly said she wasn’t going to go back. Something upset her.”

      “That must be it,” Demi said, clinging to every word. “Maybe she found out she wasn’t actually helping these women but instead they were there against their will or something.”

      “And if these guys thought she might spill the beans on their operation they wouldn’t think twice about murdering her to keep her quiet,” Roark deduced.

      Olivera picked up his phone and dialed it quickly. “Get me everything you can on the Russian Mob in this area. Check the community cultural center specifically to see what ties they have there. I think these might be the guys who shot up Charger. Make this a top priority. Bring as many of them in as possible. Let’s shake that tree until every last apple hits the ground.”

      “I want to go interrogate some of these assholes,” Roark said, hopping to his feet.

      “Not a chance,” Olivera barked back. “You don’t have a badge, remember? You’ll jeopardize any case we have against them if I let you in that room. Stay here. I’ll leave a guy on the door and I’ll keep you posted with what we find out. That’s the best offer I have for you.”

      Roark growled at the thought of missing an opportunity to shake down these bastards. He wanted to be kicking in their doors and dragging their stunned faces across the pavement. What he really wanted, even though he’d never let himself admit this, was to be a cop again.

      When the room was quiet again, just Roark and Demi standing in the silence, he turned toward her and she fell back into his arms. “I don’t want her to be dead,” Demi admitted.

      “Let’s just worry about keeping you alive first,” Roark replied but his words were cut short when he heard an unfamiliar voice coming from outside the door. “Russian,” he whispered to her but before he could tell her what to do next there was the pop of gun fire and the thump of a body falling to the floor.

      Demi let out a shriek as Roark tackled her to the floor behind the couch. “The bathroom,” he instructed. “Stay low.”

      She nodded her head and began shimmying her way to the bathroom just as the first kick hit the door. It took two more tries to send the wood splintering and the door flying open. She screamed again and rolled into the tiny windowless bathroom.

      This is where I’m going to die, she thought to herself. This tiny unfamiliar bathroom would be the last place she took a breath.

      She kicked the door shut and leaned against it, realizing full well she didn’t stand a chance against the bullets that might pierce that door. She pulled her knees to her chest, tucked her head in, and waited for the inevitable.
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      Roark had eleven rounds in his gun. That was nothing compared to the weapon he just heard fire on the other side of that door. But he remembered what his commanding officer always told him. It only takes one good shot. The problem with that statement was that it could go either way. But hopefully the guy who just kicked in the door wasn’t as good of a shot as he was.

      After he’d seen Demi roll into the bathroom he made his move. There was one thing he always thought to be true in a gunfight. The element of surprise swung the odds of survival heavily in your favor. High ground was always better. The nice thing about a safe house, a good one anyway, was that there was usually some place to take cover. He climbed the built in bookshelf and hoisted himself to the small area between the top and the ceiling.

      A large bald headed man with a tribal tattoo on his face shoved his way through the door and fired a volley of bullets into the couch. “Come out,” he demanded as he fired a few rounds into the ceiling. When Roark saw his eyes connect with the bathroom he knew this was the moment. It had never been an easy thing to take someone’s life. He’d had to do it multiple times in his life and every single one was still etched into his soul. The one thing that made it bearable, though, was the knowledge that if he didn’t act someone else would be hurt or killed. And now, that someone else was Demi, and he’d do anything to protect her. As he raised his weapon and lined up the kill shot there was no hesitation.

      Squeezing the trigger, he watched the man’s head ricochet forward, the rest of his body falling in the same direction. He sat on his perch for a few more seconds waiting to see if any other men might come through the door. He’d kill them all if he had to. No one was getting anywhere near Demi as long as he had breath in his lungs and a gun in his hand.
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      Roark stood at the foot of Charger’s hospital bed and cleared his throat. “Looks like you were just trying to give us a scare. You seem fine to me.”

      “Two surgeries later and a hell of a lot of pain meds,” Charger said with a grimace as he tried to adjust his body. “I heard Olivera caught a couple bullets too.”

      “He’s fine,” Roark laughed. “No one can shut that guy up, not even an automatic weapon. You’ll be happy to know they’ve caught the triggerman who ambushed you. They’re unraveling all the shit that was going on at the community center. It’s going to be big.” Roark pushed his hands into his pockets, feeling that uneasiness that came over him when he was in a hospital.

      “So what’s your plan now?” Charger asked. “You going to try to get back on the force or something? If you were ever going to do it, now would be the time. I heard from a few guys what happened at the safe house.”

      “My days with a badge are over and I’m fine with that,” Roark shrugged, biting at his lip to remind his brain to keep telling that lie. “Demi and I, we’re going to go look for her sister. I told her I’d travel with her and lend her my expertise.”

      Charger laughed and then regretted it as the pain came. “I’m sure you’ll be nothing but professional,” he scoffed. “I can tell just by the way you say her name that you’re more than crazy about her.”

      “Well, kid, you always were a good detective,” Roark joked as he headed for the door. “Glad to see you’re going to pull through. I’ll be in touch.”

      “You’ll just call me when you need something,” Charger countered.

      Roark leaned back inside the doorway for a moment as he spoke. “See, there you go again being a great detective.”

      There were three uniformed officers standing in the hallway circled around Demi. “Ready?” Roark asked her with a wide smile.

      She leaned in and kissed his unshaven cheek as she looped her arm into his. “Thanks for everything, Roark,” Demi said in a tiny voice. “I have no idea how I’m going to move on from this but I’m glad I’m not doing it alone.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. We have a big job ahead of us.”

      Demi let her face fall serious; the task of finding her sister was overwhelming. It was still sinking in that she quit her job and intended to dedicate every second and every penny she had to just one goal. She gritted her teeth, clenched her hand down on Roark’s arm as she spoke. “Then let’s get to work.”
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