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      Howdy everyone!  Thank you for so much support for his new series of mine.  Sometimes, as an author, you have to write something a little different.  This series is that for me.

      I’ve loved the emails and FB notes about this series, and I’m happy to keep writing about Anna and her family. Sometimes we need a little bit of humor, right? This is a side note for the family with a full romance, which was fun to write.

      Also, I am a lawyer, and I might live in a small town, but this is in no way autobiographical.  It turns out that the name Albertini is a distant family name of my relatives, which is pretty cool.  However, the story is all made up.  The characters are all fictional and so are the towns and counties (like usual). Also, the law is correct.  :)

      I hope you like Anna’s world as much as I do!

      Also, to stay up to date with releases, free content, and tons of contests, follow me on Bookbub, Facebook, the FB Rebel Street Team, and definitely subscribe to my newsletter for FREE BOOKS!

      Also, I like to pair up with other bestselling authors to cross promote and give away books in our newsletters, so I will be giving away copies of my friends’ books coming up.  Just go to my website (RebeccaZanetti.com) to sign up for my newsletter.

      XO

      Rebecca
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      A dog blocked the entrance to her apartment.

      Not just a dog, but a massive mutt that stretched across the entirety of the doorway, lying on his belly, his nose on his paws. Slowly, he lifted his head to study her, his eyes a deep brown against the multitude of colors in the fur around his snout—black, brown, white…a commingling of hues that gave him an uneven look.

      Dogs were cute. They were fluffy. This one looked dangerous.

      Marlie faltered a few feet away, snow clinging to the tops of her boots, and then looked at the closed apartment doors on either side of her. The converted turn-of-the-century house held three apartments, and hers was at the far end. Guarded by a dog so ugly, he was adorable.

      He yawned and flashed sharp and deadly teeth.

      She swallowed and took a step back. This was so weird. How had he gotten into the house? She’d had to unlock the front door to even make it inside to the hallway. “Um, hello?”

      The dog blinked.

      She once again looked at the closed doors on either side of her and reached out to knock gently on the one to the right, not wanting to startle the beast. No sound came from within, so she moved to the other side of the hallway and knocked, keeping her gaze squarely on the animal. He seemed mellow enough, but he had to weigh around a hundred pounds and had seriously sharp teeth. No answer came from the second apartment, either.

      Breathing in, she slowly exhaled. “Um. All right. Okay.” She moved forward a couple of steps to see if he reacted. He didn’t. “So, um, you’re in front of my door.” She kept her voice gentle and non-threatening.

      His left ear twitched.

      “I’ve never had a dog, but we’ve had cats and fish through the years.” She took several steps closer. “I need to get inside, and you’re in the way. So, if it’s okay, how about I gently reach over you and unlock my door?” Fishing her key out of her bag, she held her breath and unlocked it, pushing it open. “Good boy,” she murmured. “Or girl. My guess is boy.” She caught her breath. “I’m going to step over you—”

      The dog stretched to his impressive height, turned, and sauntered right into her apartment.

      “Oh.” She bit her lip. What if he had to go to the bathroom? “Do you need to go outside?”

      He scouted the boxes set neatly against the far wall of the living room, his tail wagging.

      “I don’t have furniture yet.” She moved in behind him, keeping the door open. Should she call the dogcatcher? The animal looked healthy and well-kept. Certainly, he had a family. “I just can’t figure out why you’re here. How you got here.”

      He ignored her and continued sniffing through her boxes.

      The outside door opened, and Marlie turned, her breath catching as a man loped inside the building. The winter sun poured in behind him, shrouding his face, but he filled out the space nicely with hard-packed muscle.

      He paused. “Fabio?” His voice was a low rumble that slid right over her skin.

      The dog barked once and bounded out, heading toward the man at full speed. The guy crouched and took the full impact of the hit, wrapping his sinewed arms around the animal and chuckling. “I missed you, too.” He vigorously scrubbed both hands through the dog’s fur and then stood, moving toward her.

      She instinctively stepped back and then stopped herself.

      “Hi.” This close, his features took shape, and…man, what features he had. His hair was a shaggy light brown, his eyes a golden brown, and several cuts and scrapes looked at home on his angular features. It looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days. He wore an olive-colored shirt and camouflage pants with matching boots, all of which stretched nicely across a body honed for muscle and strength. A battered hat with an Air Force emblem on it covered the mass of hair.

      “Hi.” She swallowed and looked down at the happily panting dog butting against his leg. “Fabio?”

      “Yeah.” The guy held out a hand. “Sorry about that. My brother was going out of town for the week and dropped him off an hour earlier than he was supposed to so we could hang. Usually, Fabio just waits at my door. But he likes people, and he loves mysteries.” He angled his head to see past her to her rows of boxes.

      She faltered and then accepted his callused hand. “Oh.” Warmth instantly slid up her arm.

      “Bosco Albertini. Happy Monday, and it’s nice to meet you.” That intense gaze shot right into her eyes, and all sorts of feelings headed south.

      Bosco? Very cool name. “Marlie Kreuk. Your new neighbor.” Should she invite him in? Why? It wasn’t like she had a place for him to sit. “I didn’t know we could have pets in the building.”

      He released her and flashed a charming grin with an intriguing edge. “We can’t. Fab isn’t my dog, but he stays with me sometimes when my brother is out on a job. We keep it a secret around here.”

      “No problem.” She smiled at the happily panting mutt. “He’s adorable.”

      Bosco chuckled. “Well, he’s something. Mrs. Balerto, who used to live in your apartment, snuck him doggy treats. She moved with her niece to Florida, and Fabio hasn’t gotten the message yet. He was probably looking for yummies.”

      Marlie pressed a hand to the doorframe. “I’ll have to keep that in mind.” Then her gaze ran over the cuts and bruises on his face. “Rough mission?”

      “Normal mission with an extra side of training thrown in.” He wiped a scab near his chin, emotionally withdrawing without moving a muscle. “I’d invite you in for food or something as a welcome to the building, but I haven’t been home in two months, and there’s nothing in the fridge.” His hand dropped to pet the dog’s head. “My place is probably full of dust and discarded mail, anyway.”

      She smiled. “That’s okay. Fabio was a lovely welcome to the building, and it was very nice to meet you.” She wanted to start unpacking and stop looking at the too-hot guy who’d just become her neighbor.

      Bosco nodded. “Yeah. Welcome to Timber City, Marlie.” He turned and headed toward his apartment with the dog dancing around his feet.

      She swallowed and shut her door. Wow. She had just moved to town and definitely wasn’t looking for romance. But even so. That was one fine male body. Sighing, she turned to unpack. It was time to get organized, and she’d do it without thinking about her sexy neighbor. Yeah, right.
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      As darkness started to fall, Bosco carried bins of Christmas decorations to his door, narrowly escaping tripping over the dog. “Would you please get out of the way?” He chuckled. “I should’ve left you at Nonna’s house.” He opened his door, stepped inside, and set the containers safely against the wall. The entire apartment smelled musty and deserted. He kicked his boots out of the way, and even though he’d wiped off the snow at the entrance to the house, more still scattered on the wood.

      A small cry had his head shooting up.

      Fabio barked and ran into the hall, dashing so hard toward Marlie’s door that he hit it head-on.

      Bosco followed, automatically scanning for any threats. He knocked, edging sideways in case he needed to break down the door. “Marlie?”

      The door opened, and she stood there, blowing hair out of her face. A dollop of dust smudged her smooth cheek, and her wild hair gave her a just-kissed look. “Hi. Sorry. I slipped on the counter.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Why were you on the counter?”

      “The top cupboards are high up there,” she said, her smile simply adorable.

      His body warmed. The woman was about five-two with sandy-blond hair, stunning hazel eyes, and feline features. “I’m often used by family and friends to fetch things from a top shelf. I can help, if you want.” Then the scent of something freakin’ delicious caught his attention, and he lifted his head to sniff. “What is that?”

      She opened the door and gestured him inside a mess of boxes, crumpled packing paper, and garbage bags. “Comfort food. Cheesy noodle casserole along with sugar cookies with chocolate in the middle. Are you hungry?”

      “Yes.” He shouldn’t be, considering Nonna had just fed him. But with the delicious aroma, he could probably eat again. “Tell you what? Why don’t I put everything on the top shelves that you want there, and you can pay me in food?” It was a fair trade.

      “Okay.” She leaned down and petted Fabio.

      Bosco shut the door and headed into her kitchen. He was familiar with the apartment because Mrs. Balerto had pretty much adopted him as a grandson, which meant a lot of homemade food. The living room was quaint with a white-painted mantel over the fireplace, the kitchen updated with stainless steel appliances, and a cute powder room by the door. He’d never been in Mrs. B’s bedroom or master bath.

      “I just need those other two dishes up on the top shelves. I don’t use them.” Marlie pointed to some fragile-looking white bowls. She’d gotten a lot done during the day after their first meeting, and empty boxes littered the wall near the door.

      He gently lifted the China to the top shelf and pushed them back a little. “There you go.” Without waiting, he reached for a cookie and chewed happily. He looked around. “Do you have furniture coming?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. My bedroom set arrived today, and everything else is supposed to come tomorrow.” Then she dug into a grocery bag and drew out paper plates and utensils, looking around for something. “You know what? I forgot to buy drinks. Why did I forget that? All I have is water.”

      “I have beer,” he said, scratching his head and trying to ignore how adorable she looked with her eyes all befuddled. Stunning green-and-brown eyes—the perfect shade of hazel. Nope. Not going there. He wasn’t looking for a woman, and even if he were, it wouldn’t be the one living next door to him. Not with his life and considering he might get transferred to do what he needed to do. “I’ll go get the beer.” At the moment, he could really use one. He hustled toward the door and out to the hallway.

      Fabio didn’t follow him.

      He strode sedately into his apartment, grabbed the six-pack of beer, and fetched a bottle of red wine from the bin of decorations. Then he blew off the dust and moved back to her apartment. “Hey. I have a bottle of red from my nonna. She sent me home with Christmas decorations and wine this afternoon.” He placed the Cabernet on the counter and dug his multi-purpose knife out of his back pocket. “I have an opener.”

      “I have glasses.” She reached into the cupboard and drew down two wine goblets. “Where does your nonna live?”

      “She lives over in Silverville by the river. It’s a small mining town just through the pass.” He opened the bottle. “My whole family either lives in Silverville or here in Timber City.” He poured the wine.

      She accepted a glass. “I wasn’t aware there was an Air Force base in northern Idaho.”

      He grinned. “No. I’m stationed out of Fairchild on the other side of Spokane. I’m a pilot and work in air refueling support and hot-pit refueling.” He opened a beer. “As well as a couple other specialties we don’t need to talk about.”

      “Hot-pit refueling?” she asked.

      “The jet lands, keeps one engine running, and you refuel it right then and there so it can head off again.” He grinned, and his phone buzzed. He glanced down at the screen and then answered. “Hey, Rory. What’s up?” It was good that Rory had called. Things were getting a little cozy, and he needed to get a grip.

      “Hi. We’re down at the Clumsy Penguin throwing darts. Get down here. I need a partner,” Rory said, boisterous laughter behind him.

      They’d just spent an entire weekend snowmobiling and camping in the freakin’ snow since Bosco had returned—he hadn’t even unpacked yet. “Yeah, okay. I’ll be there in an hour.” He clicked off and studied the pretty woman. “My brother and a bunch of buddies are partying down at a bar near the water. Want to see a little of the area?”

      She blinked. “Ah, well.”

      He laughed. “I’m not asking you out, Marlie. Just seeing if you want to meet some folks and see a nice local bar.”

      “Why aren’t you asking me out?” She tilted her head to the side, studying him.

      The directness threw him. “I don’t date. Not with my job and not right now—and I learned that the hard way.” His schedule was hectic and last-minute oftentimes, and a woman deserved more than that from him. Another lesson he’d learned the hard way. He scrubbed a hand through his shaggy hair, which was still a little damp from his shower earlier. “I’m all-in with friends with benefits, though.” Nonna would so kick his ass for saying that, but he had to be honest.

      A fine pink blush wandered across Marlie’s pretty face. “I appreciate the honesty. So, yes, I’d like to meet some people and check out a local bar. No, I don’t want to be friends with benefits. Finally, yes, I’d like to be friends.” She looked at the cooling casserole. “Do we have time to eat first?”

      “Definitely.” His chest ached just enough to tick him off. His instincts, so sharply honed in the field, whispered that he was a moron. “I’ll grab napkins.”
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      The Clumsy Penguin was a dive bar on a twisty lake road with worn wood, uneven floors, and wide windows overlooking the freezing-cold water. Christmas lights sparkled around every window while hard rock played through the speakers. It was, in a word, perfect—and surprisingly busy for a Monday night.

      Marlie aimed a dart and threw, hitting the second ring of a seven.

      “You’re getting better,” Bosco said, topping off her beer mug. The huge, thick, real glass kind still frozen from the freezer.

      “Maybe.” She sat on a black bar stool and leaned against the wall. “I haven’t hit anything I’ve aimed at once, but I’m having fun.” She’d never really spent much time playing darts.

      A cute blond guy, probably in his early thirties, winked at her from near the bar. She smiled.

      Bosco cut him a look, and the blond glanced away.

      “We’re just friends,” Marlie muttered. “Remember?”

      Bosco handed her another dart.

      Rory lifted a round table from across the bar and carried it easily through a throng of partygoers to place it near them. He was as tall as Bosco with lighter brown hair, pure blue eyes, and as much scruff on his face as Bosco. There was no doubt they were brothers. The Albertini family had some seriously hot and rugged genes. “I ordered wings and potato skins,” he said, depositing the table.

      Marlie grinned and looked across the room. “Was anybody else using that table?” There were still two half-full beer glasses on it.

      “Yeah, but I saved one of their asses when they got caught on a mountain last week. I work with search and rescue when I’m home.” Rory shrugged. “Plus, food trumps beer. They can hold their beers if they come find them.”

      Bosco rolled his eyes and threw a dart, getting another bull’s-eye. “I just got back to town and am not getting in a bar fight.” He looked over his shoulder, scouting the room as if looking for threats.

      Why did Marlie get the feeling she hadn’t heard his entire pedigree when it came to his job? Not that it was any of her business.

      Rory lifted his phone to his ear. “Quint? Get over the pass for the night. Bos is home, and we’re playing.” He shook his head. “Fine. Old man.” He ended the call.

      Bosco barked out a laugh. “You did not just call Quint old. Remember when he dug us both out of an avalanche with his bare hands? He was what? Fifteen?”

      Rory grinned, showing what most definitely should be termed the Albertini dimple in his left cheek. Bosco had one, as well. “Yeah, but he’s all domesticated now. The family bet is that he’ll propose on Valentine’s Day and get married in June.”

      Bosco sobered. “Quint hasn’t had the best luck with women.”

      Rory waved him off. “He does now. Seriously. Her name is Heather, and you’re going to freakin’ love her. She’s a sweetheart, and she adores him.”

      “Is he going to retire from the forest service and do something else, then?” Bosco asked, his brow still furrowed.

      Marlie leaned forward. Being an only child, this interaction between brothers was fascinating.

      “No.” Rory waved toward the waitress, who immediately brought over another pitcher of beer before scooting down to pick up empties from another table. “She’s totally fine with his job and doesn’t want him to change for her. I’m tellin’ you, he hit the mother lode. And while she’s going to be our sister soon, I think it’s okay to say right now that she’s hot as fuck. Totally curvy.”

      “It is not okay to say that your future sister-in-law is hot as fuck.” Bosco snorted. “You’re such an ass.”

      “Doesn’t make me wrong,” Rory drawled.

      Marlie took another sip of beer. “How many brothers do you have?”

      “There are six of us,” Rory said easily. “Bosco is the baby.”

      Bosco hip-checked his brother. “By one year. Seriously.”

      “I’m much more mature,” Rory said, dragging over another black-topped stool. “So, you haven’t said. What brought you to Timber City, Marlie?”

      “A job at the college,” she replied, taking another drink and enjoying the slide from hard rock to Christmas music. “I teach Chinese, and there was an opening with a tenure track.”

      Bosco handed her a dart. “Very cool. Why Chinese?”

      This close, he smelled like the outdoors. “My mom was from Indonesia, and I grew up speaking several languages. Have a knack for them.” The food arrived, and her stomach growled.

      “What about Italian?” Rory drawled.

      She nodded. “My grandmother on my dad’s side was Italian, so it was one of the languages I wanted to learn. I may teach the Intro to Italian class at the college, as well.”

      Bosco hissed in a breath. “Not a word, Rory,” he muttered.

      Rory barely kept the amusement out of his eyes as he handed out small and cracked plates. “Where did you move from?”

      “Seattle. I taught at a school there but was ready to get out of the city.” She dug into the chicken wings, feeling comfortable and accepted by these guys. Country boys and tough guys, who were happy that their older brother was in love. “Why would Quint have to change his job working as a forester?”

      Bosco grinned and finished a chicken wing. “He’s a smoke jumper for the forest service.”

      Apparently, the Albertini boys were all adrenaline junkies. “Okay. Let me get this straight, Bosco. You work for the military, Rory works for search and rescue, and Quint jumps into fires. What about the other three brothers?” An unusual longing for a big family hit her. Her parents had both passed away in a car accident, and she hadn’t had any other family.

      Bosco nudged the potato skins toward her. “Vince was honorably discharged from the Marines after being shot too many times and now owns and runs an outfitting company on the river. Finn and Knox are co-owners, also ex-military, and have a couple of other businesses. And, for the record, search and rescue is Rory’s hobby. His job is a big ol’ secret.”

      Rory tossed a napkin at his brother.

      Marlie chuckled. “Excuse me, boys.” She set her beer down and wound her way through the crowd to the restroom, where she stood in line and then took care of business. She walked back out into the heat and noise, surprised when somebody grasped her arm. She turned and then relaxed and smiled. “Mark Jones.”

      “Hi.” The young professor stood near the bar, looking handsome in dark jeans and a thick sweater. He taught philosophy at the college, and they’d met during orientation since they were both new at the school. “I see you found the local hangout for winter fun.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. This place is wonderful.”

      “Me, too.” He nodded toward three guys playing pool. “Bob and Joe teach in the mathematics department, and Frank is in HR at the college. Would you like to join us for a game or two?” His eyes were an intriguing light blue, his shoulders wide, and there was no doubt he was smart.

      “I would, but I’m here with friends.” She noticed the interest in his gaze, and while he was cute, she didn’t need to get involved with anybody from the school. At least not before she even started work. Her gaze caught on his ring finger, which held a white line she hadn’t noticed before.

      He sighed. “I moved here because of my divorce. Was married for three years. She left me for a guy she worked with.” He scrubbed a hand through his thick black hair. “I wish this stupid line would fade.”

      Marlie smiled, feeling for the guy. “Maybe go to a tanning booth and tan your whole hand.” She patted his arm. “A fresh start is a good thing.” The skin at the base of her neck prickled, and she turned to see Bosco leaning against the far wall next to his brother, watching them. Well, watching her. His gaze was unreadable, but her heartbeat kicked right into gear anyway.

      Mark followed her gaze. “Oh, crap. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were on a date.”

      “I’m not,” she said, turning her attention back to him. “These guys are just my friends, but they seem the alert type. I’ll see you at the school.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” Mark proved he hadn’t lost the ability to flirt after his divorce.

      She chuckled and turned to wind through bodies to reach the Albertini men.

      “Meet a friend?” Bosco asked mildly.

      “Yeah,” she said, reaching for her beer and hopping up onto a stool. “Mark is a fellow professor at the college.” Not that it was any of Bosco’s business. The guy was kind of sending her mixed messages, and she wasn’t into playing games. “Why do you ask, Bosco?”

      He sighed. “Just making sure you’re safe. You’re new in town, and I hadn’t realized you’d already met people.”

      Rory snorted and then reached for the darts. “Are we ready for another game? I can throw left-handed this time.”

      Bosco hip-butted him. “I won last time, jackass. How about we play for something interesting? Say that new snowmobile you just bought. It’s a beauty.”

      “Not in a million,” Rory said easily, grinning and looking around. Then he sobered. “Jennie is here.”

      Bosco’s smile remained in place, but his eyes hardened and then veiled. “I guess I should go say hello. Is anybody with her?”

      Rory’s gaze didn’t seem to move from Bosco’s face. “A couple of girlfriends. You don’t need to go say hi. Let her come to you.”

      Marlie’s heart rate picked up. She shifted uneasily on her chair. Was this why Bosco had been all friends with benefits with her? She partially turned to see three women walking inside, all wearing heavy coats covered in snow.

      Bosco leaned toward her. “Would you excuse me for a minute?”

      She turned and looked him right in the eye. “Why wouldn’t I?” They weren’t on a date.

      His pupils narrowed in a way that made her lungs feel funny. Or maybe that sensation slid a little south of her lungs. “Agreed, but I did bring you here, and that makes you my responsibility.”

      Sweet and old-fashioned…and just a friend—no matter how quickly her nipples had just hardened. She leaned in, appreciating the further narrowing of his eyes. “I’m a big girl and more than capable of taking care of myself, Bosco Albertini. However…” She let her voice soften. “If I ever need somebody to guard my chastity, I know just where to find you.”

      Rory burst out laughing but quickly recovered by coughing and taking a big swig of beer.

      “You’re a moron,” Bosco muttered to him. “I’ll be right back.” He turned and walked away.
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      Bosco wound through the bar, keeping a bead on the blond chugging tequila like sugar water. The guy had winked at Marlie more than once, and he was rapidly becoming stupid drunk if his rising decibels were any indication.

      Then, he reached Jennie. “Hi.”

      She blinked, her eyes widening. They were a clear green that contrasted nicely with her dark blond hair. “Hi. I didn’t know you were home on leave.” She sounded apologetic.

      Her two friends shifted uneasily.

      He looked at them. “Hi, Mandy. Hi, Louise. It’s good to see you two.”

      It was the right tone because they both visibly relaxed. “Hi,” they said in unison.

      He forced a smile, taking note that he no longer felt as if he’d been kicked in the balls when he stood this close to Jennie. “Anyway, I saw you here and wanted to just say hi and that I hope everything is going well.”

      She blushed and unzipped her coat. “It is. Work is great, and we’ve been really busy with so many clients.” She worked as a physical therapist in a small clinic on the Idaho and Washington border and was good at her job. “Um, how about you?”

      He helped her with the coat and hung it on one of the myriad free hooks near the door. “I’m good.”

      Her gaze ate up his face, narrowing at the cuts near his eye. “Looks like air refueling of planes is as dangerous as ever.”

      That was one of their problems. He could never give her the whole truth about his job, although he was an expert in air refueling. “Yeah, well, we all know how dangerous a paper cut can be.”

      She laughed, as he’d meant her to.

      Then he patted her arm. “Anyway, it’s good to see you. I have to get back to Rory. He thinks he’s the king of darts.” He turned and bit back the reminder that the roads were icy and to be careful. She wasn’t his to worry about any longer.

      Then he made his way through the throng to reach his brother, who was making Marlie laugh with a story about Knox when he’d come home with Fabio.

      “You good?” Rory asked, his stance still casual.

      “Yep.” Bosco reached for his beer, surprise filtering through him that it was the truth.

      Marlie swung a jean-clad leg from the barstool. “How long ago did you guys break up?”

      He turned to her, his eyebrows rising. “Six months ago.”

      Her leg kept swinging. “Because of your job?”

      Smart little thing, wasn’t she? He nodded. “Yeah.”

      She pursed her lips. “Nobody ever dumped me because of my job,” she mused, her eyes a little cloudy from the beer. “Although, one guy did because I kept beating him at chess.”

      Rory snorted. “True story?”

      She nodded sadly.

      Bosco smiled, feeling the amusement and grateful for it. “No kidding? Did you think of letting him win?”

      “Yeah,” she murmured. “But then I’d be dating a guy I’d have to let win at silly games. And, really, what fun is that?”

      “Totally agree,” Bosco murmured, taking a deep drink of his beer. The woman was becoming more and more likable, and the blond guy at the bar was getting more and more ballsy. The guy lifted his drink in her direction in cheers.

      To her credit, she pretended she didn’t see him. “Oh, and another man dumped me because I didn’t want to engage in puppy play.” She shivered. “I make no judgments about kink and what people want but wearing a tail just couldn’t be my thing.”

      Humor attacked Bosco so hard he coughed out beer, laughing along with Rory.

      Rory caught his breath first, wiping off his chin. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      She shook her head and wobbled a little on the stool. “Nope. True story. When he said he wanted to show me his special leash, I was out of there. It was only our second date, for goodness sakes.”

      Bosco was laughing so hard he thought he might lose a kidney.

      He looked around and caught sight of Jennie, who was staring at Marlie.

      Rory reached for another chicken wing. “You’re funny, Marlie. I’m glad Bosco found you.”

      She sipped more beer, her hair sliding over her narrow shoulders. “Actually, Fabio found me. Bosco has made it more than clear that we’re just friends.” She held out her glass, her hand wobbling a little. “Friends are awesome. To friends.” Bosco and Rory both clinked with her, and Rory gave him a look that clearly called him a moron.

      Bosco looked right back. It wasn’t as if Mr. CIA was looking for a woman right now, either. Yet, in the darkened tavern, with Christmas lights twinkling all around and showing the green in Marlie’s intelligent eyes, he stepped a bit closer to her. Just a little bit.

      Of course, the blond chose that moment to make his move. He pushed his way through the crowd toward her. “Hi.”

      She blinked and gingerly set her glass on the table. “No.”

      The guy paused. “Huh?”

      ‘“No.” She smiled, still kicking her feet. “I’m surrounded by as much testosterone as I need right now, as you can see. Thank you for saying hi and for winking at me from across the bar because that was fun. You’re cool, and that’s nice. So, hi and have a good night.”

      The guy cocked his head, seeming to think about her statement before looking at Rory and finally at Bosco. Then, miracles of all miracles, he grew a brain. “Cool. All right. Have a good night.” He sidled around Bosco and returned to the bar.

      Marlie smiled widely. “Isn’t it nice when no punches have to be thrown?”

      “It really is,” Bosco said, eyeing her from over the top of his glass. Putting her in the friend zone was the right thing to do.

      Probably.
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      Bosco rolled his neck, his left leg aching as he stomped through the snow and up the stairs of the house. He kicked snow off his boots, noting that the owner of the rental house and apartments had set up a couple of glowing Santas in the front yard. He moved inside and hitched to his door, just as Marlie’s opened.

      “Hey,” she said, her smile pretty.

      “Hey.” He leaned against his door, wishing she wasn’t so appealing. But she was, and that was a stupid thing to wish for, anyway. “What’s up?”

      She drew out a large roll of red and green wrapping paper. “I was going to decorate my door. I have tons of this stuff.” She looked down at the huge roll. “Want me to do yours, too?”

      He grinned. “No, but thanks.” Then he winced.

      Her eyebrow arched. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Hand-to-hand training today. It was all good.” He partially turned as the outside door opened.

      Rory stalked inside with a bouncing Fabio at his feet. “I have orders to leave first thing in the morning. Fabio is yours until Knox gets home.” He paused. “Oh. Hi, Marlie. Nice holiday roll.”

      She chuckled. “Thanks.”

      Bosco shook his head. “I’m shipping out first thing, too. I can’t take the dog.”

      Marlie’s eyebrows lifted. “You’re both leaving?” She shuffled her feet, looking a bit lonely. “Well, how about you come in for a goodbye dinner? I made a huge chicken casserole. You’re more than invited.”

      Rory was already moving beyond Bosco to reach Marlie’s door. “Sure. That’s great. Thanks. I’ll help you with the wrapping paper. Whole door?”

      “Yeah.” She looked at the happily panting dog. “I could watch him for a while if you want.”

      Bosco shook his head. “Thanks, but I’ve got it.” It wasn’t fair of them to take advantage of her sweet nature. Well, except to eat dinner. He was starving. So, he motioned for the dog to follow, and they all tromped into her apartment. He whistled. “Nice.”

      “Thanks.” Her furniture was a comfortable and thick white sofa with matching chairs, and a large Christmas tree already twinkled from the corner by the fireplace. The woman had moved in fully, now, hadn’t she?

      Fabio ran over and flattened himself in front of the gas fireplace, which crackled merrily—or at least blew merrily.

      Rory made quick work of the door, and soon, all three of them were eating the delicious chicken casserole. Bosco cast Marlie several looks, but the woman truly seemed to just enjoy their company. Oh, he’d told women before that he wasn’t looking for romance, and they’d still flirted or tried to get him to change his mind.

      Not Marlie. She seemed perfectly content with how things were.

      Should that bother him? Because it freaking did.

      Rory finished eating. “Man, that was good.” He grinned. “I like to cook, but it isn’t a skill. My girl can’t cook, either. She almost burned down an entire campground while making mac and cheese.”

      “Your girl?” Marlie asked, her eyes lighting up. “You’re married?”’

      “Nope,” Rory said. “Serenity and I were engaged for about two months, and then she threw the ring at my head. But we’ll get back together soon.”

      Bosco sighed. “It’s been three months, bro. You’re not getting back together.”

      Marlie’s expression softened, making her pretty eyes look more tawny than green in the evening light. “I’m so sorry.”

      Rory’s jaw tightened, and his eyes held that glow that probably scared terrorists or whoever he dealt with when he was away from home. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. We had a misunderstanding, and I’m giving her time and space to figure things out.” He glanced at his watch. “We’re a few weeks out from the new year, and that’s her deadline to do so.”

      Marlie cut Bosco a look and then focused on his brother. “Um, what then?”

      “Then she’s out of time and space,” Rory said evenly. “I’ll help her figure the rest out.”

      Shit. His brother really would kidnap Serenity if she didn’t get her act together. But she was stubborn and smart--and right now really pissed. Bosco shook his head. “Dude. You lied to her.” The poor woman had thought Rory worked for the forest service like Quint, except he traveled more to federal lands.

      “I did not lie,” Rory retorted. “I can’t talk about my work, and you know it.”

      Yeah, and he also knew that Serenity McDerny was a stubborn-ass Irishwoman. “Don’t come to me for stitches when she shoots off your balls.” Bosco stood and cleared his plate, not liking how familiar he felt. Marlie looked kissable, plain and simple, and he had to pull his head out of his ass and stop thinking about her sweet mouth.

      He had his rules for a reason. Yeah. Jennie. That had been a painful lesson and one he wasn’t going to repeat—especially with a kind hearted woman like Marlie. “Can I use your—?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. To the left of my office.”

      He headed to the bathroom as Marlie and Rory finished clearing the dishes, noting the cheerful reindeer candles in the small powder room. She sure liked to decorate for the holidays. He walked out, catching the tail end of a conversation that was none of his business.

      “You two make a nice couple,” Rory was saying. “Why don’t you ask Bos out?”

      Marlie laughed, the sound soft. “He made it very clear the first day we met that we were in full friend zone.”

      Rory clinked a dish, no doubt washing with too much soap like usual. His brother was like a hound dog on a scent, and for some reason, the tough guy had always been a matchmaker. “Yeah, but you could change his mind.”

      “Nope.” She turned off the water. “I deal in reality, and we’re in the friend zone. That’s all there is.”

      Bosco paused, wondering if he’d lost his way. The strong urge to change his mind, to change hers, smashed into his gut like an iron ball. For now, he had to find somebody to watch the dog so he could get to work a long way from home—or rather in the air a long way from home. Then he’d figure out what to do with his too-beautiful neighbor.
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      Marlie locked her apartment door and double-checked that she’d remembered her shopping list. Yep. All right. She really couldn’t forget the flour again. She strode past Bosco’s door and paused when the sound of barking came from inside. What the heck? After dinner the night before, Bosco had said that he’d be on the road at dawn, and it was much later than that. He hadn’t left the dog all alone, waiting for somebody to pick him up, had he?

      She bit her lip and gingerly knocked on the door.

      It opened, and a stunning woman stood there in boxer shorts, a ripped T-shirt, and bare feet. She had her brownish-red hair piled on her head in a messy bun, and her grayish-green eyes were bleary. She rubbed one. “Morning?”

      Marlie took a step back. What in the world? What kind of games did Bosco play? This was nuts. “Sorry, I—”

      Fabio shoved by the woman and nearly ran Marlie over, panting happily.

      She patted his head. “I heard him bark and thought he was alone, but that didn’t make sense.” She started backing away, but the dog made it nearly impossible by winding around her legs. “I’m sorry to have disturbed your sleep.” The woman really was beautiful without makeup.

      “Fabio. Inside, now,” the woman said, snapping her fingers.

      The dog obeyed instantly, heading back inside.

      “Wow. He doesn’t usually listen from what I’ve seen,” Marlie mused.

      The woman’s eyes cleared and then focused. “Oh. You’re Marlie.” She smiled, flashing a dimple.

      “I am. Yes.” Marlie shook her head, trying to get her bearings. This was just weird. “I—”

      “I’m Anna.” She held out a hand. “Albertini. Anna Albertini, Bosco’s cousin. Rory told me you’d moved in next door.” Her smile was friendly, and yep, there was the Albertini dimple again.

      So, Rory and not Bosco had told Anna about Marlie. Yep. Just buddies for sure. For a minute the night before, she’d wondered if they could have something else, but then he’d shut down. “Hi.” She shook Anna’s hand. “I’m sorry if I woke you up.”

      “Oh, I’ve been up a few times with the dog and was just snoozing. It’s been a rough week.” Anna pushed her hair away from her face.

      The front door to the house flew open, and a muscled man with seriously pissed blue eyes stomped down the hallway toward the three apartment doors. He was as big and muscled as Bosco and Rory. Was there something in the water in Idaho, or what?

      “It’s about to get worse,” Anna murmured, watching the guy impassively.

      Marlie took an instinctive step away.

      “What the holy hell are you thinking, Angel?” the man snapped, an Irish brogue emerging with what had to be temper.

      Anna didn’t seem fazed by the guy’s size or his anger. She yawned again. “Listen. I know things have been crazy, but I’m not giving up the case. My Glock is in my bag, I’ve remembered every move you’ve taught me, and I’m safe.”

      The Irish guy leaned in and down, his nose about an inch away from Anna’s. “Your Glock had better be in your bag, you had better remember the training, and for all that’s holy, you are not safe. In fact, I know you’re not safe because your ass isn’t at your sister’s house where it should be right now.”

      The Irish dude was both a little scary and a lot sexy. By the light pink filtering across Anna’s face, she might agree with that. She met the guy’s glare evenly, not backing down a bit. “Aiden, I am not giving up this case.”

      “I’m not asking you to give it up,” the guy snapped, his thick black hair looking as if he’d been yanking at it out of frustration. “What I am doing is asking you to be safe, and hightailing your very nice butt across town to babysit a dog is not doing that.”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Bos was called out, and I said I’d watch Fabio until Knox got home, which is tonight. Nobody knows I’m here. So, stop bossing me around.”

      Apparently, it was the wrong thing to say. Anna was on her feet one second, and the next, she was over Aiden’s shoulder, heading inside the apartment. “Damn it,” she muttered, not seeming too perturbed. “Fabio, come!”

      The dog happily bounced around them.

      Anna levered up, balancing herself with a hand on the middle of Aiden’s back. “Sorry about this, Marlie. It has to seem weird.” She flopped back down.

      Marlie remained frozen in place. Then she jerked herself out of it. “Hey. Are you okay? I could hit him from behind if you want.” Then, without waiting for an answer, she ran ahead and jumped in front of Aiden, nearly tripping over the dog.

      Anna laughed out loud.

      Aiden sighed heavily. “That’s sweet of you.” Then he ducked and lifted an overnight bag over his free shoulder, tossed a hand-knitted blanket over Anna’s form, and headed right back out into the hallway.

      Marlie wavered and then followed, running in front of him and blocking the outside door. She had no chance of beating him in a fight, but she could probably take out his knee. “Should I call in a kidnapping?”

      Anna laughed harder, and Aiden kept coming straight at her, amusement tilting his full lips.

      “I’m thinking the Albertini family might be a little odd,” Marlie muttered.

      That stopped Aiden cold. His eyes warmed, showing a conglomeration of blues. “They are. Get out now if you can. Trust me. Run fast and run far.”

      Anna laughed harder, squirming over his very broad shoulder, his hand on her thigh holding her in place.

      Marlie swallowed. “We’re just friends. I mean, Bosco and me. Just friends.”

      “Ha,” Aiden said, sidestepping her easily. “That’s how they get you, darlin’. I’ve already heard about you, which means the family has heard, and you’re as good as in. I hope you like big weddings.” He kept walking.

      Anna whistled. “Fabio, come!”

      The dog panted after them.

      A phone rang from the big bag over Aiden’s shoulder. He sighed, stopped again, and yanked it out to hand to Anna.

      She pressed a speaker button as if she talked to people all the time while hanging over Aiden’s very broad back. “Hey, Bosco,” she answered easily. “I have the dog.”

      “What the fuck are you doing going to my apartment by yourself when dead bodies keep showing up around you?” Bosco yelled, his voice somehow low and pissed, even while yelling.

      Marlie paused, catching her breath. Dead bodies? Seriously?

      “Exactly,” Aiden said.

      Anna sighed. “Bosco—”

      “No. I’m headed into a war zone, damn it. Devlin? Do you have this?” Bosco snapped.

      “I’m about to,” Aiden said agreeably.

      “Good. I don’t care what anybody says. You’re a fucking saint.” Bosco ended the call.

      Marlie’s insides went all jittery. War zone?

      Aiden stalked toward the outside door again. “I am a saint,” he muttered. “Should get a medal or something.”

      Anna levered up, placing her hand in the middle of Aiden’s back again and lifting her head so her gaze could meet Marlie’s. “Hey, Marlie. Lock up Bosco’s apartment for me, would you? Thanks so much. I tell you what? I’ll give you a call when this case is over, and we can grab a drink. What’s your number?”

      Marlie rattled it off as quickly as she could. The front door opened and then shut, taking them out into the snowy day.

      Quiet descended.

      Marlie reached for Bosco’s door and shut it, locking it. Maybe it was a good thing—a really good thing—that she and Bosco were just friends. The Albertini family seemed absolutely crazy. Then she caught sight of Anna’s wallet near the door, which had fallen out of the bag Aiden had thrown over his shoulder.

      She grabbed it and ran outside just as he was loading Anna into the front seat of a black truck. “Your wallet,” she breathed, handing it over.

      A couple of cars sped past, throwing icy slush toward the truck. Marlie ducked, but spray covered her boots anyway.

      “Thanks.” Anna grinned. “Welcome to chaos, my new friend.”
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      After grabbing a quick coffee where she’d been asked out on a date by a handsome accountant, Marlie headed to the college, parking outside her brick building and using her key to get inside. The college was quiet during the holiday season, and she hummed as she made her way up the stairs to the faculty offices. Hers was in the corner with windows overlooking the lake, and she smiled, feeling a sense of peace as the snow fell lightly over the water.

      It took a few hours to get organized, and movement caught her attention outside her door. She looked up to see Mark carrying what looked like a couple of plants. His office was two doors down from hers, and he paused in the doorway. “Hey there.”

      She smiled. “Nice plants.”

      He snorted. “They’re from my grandma. She sent them to my apartment, figuring I wouldn’t find time to buy my own. Something about oxygen in the air helping me to think clearly.” Today, he wore dark jeans, snow boots, and a thick black sweater that matched his hair. His intelligent eyes twinkled.

      “She’s probably right?” Marlie hadn’t considered plants.

      “Well, then.” He moved inside the office and deposited one of the flowering bundles on her credenza. “Here’s a welcome present. Since we’re shaping young minds, I guess we should both have more oxygen in our offices.” He peered at the foliage. “I’d love to tell you all about this plant and how much water it needs, but I have no idea. We’ll have to google it.”

      She laughed. “Thanks for the present.” She missed her friends from Seattle, and it was nice to be meeting people. She had a date with the guy from the coffee shop for lunch tomorrow and then for a night out this weekend, and that would help her stop spinning little fantasies about her too-sexy neighbor. Bosco had been gone for days, and she already worried about him.

      Mark angled toward the door. “Do you want to grab lunch in an hour or so? There’s a deli across the park that’s supposed to be really good.”

      She swallowed. He was charming and good-looking, but she knew better than to date a colleague. Even so, what could lunch hurt? “Sure. I’ll be finished with these files about then. We can walk across the park and check out the area.” She’d been meaning to do so anyway.

      His smile was wide. “Excellent.” Then he disappeared down the hallway.

      She winced. It wasn’t a date. Her phone buzzed, and she answered it. “Hello.”

      “Hey, Sunshine. We miss you around here,” Stacia, her friend who taught physics, said. “When are you coming home?”

      Marlie kicked back in her chair and watched the snow falling outside. “I am home now. Why don’t you come and visit me? You’d love the lake and the snow, and we could go skiing.” Or, rather, go to the ski hill and drink hot toddies by the fireplace. Maybe take a run or two. “What do you say?”

      “I say that sounds like fun,” Stacia agreed. “I’m booked until after Christmas but could head over if the pass is open. Maybe the day after New Year’s? We have that week off.”

      She sat up. “Really?” Excitement filtered through her. “It would be so great to see you. I’ll find ski tickets and have the week planned.” They’d been good friends for five years, and Marlie missed bouncing ideas off Stacia. “We’ll have so much fun.”

      Stacia laughed. “We always do. For now, tell me about the local talent. Have you met anybody interesting?”

      Marlie bit her lip and then told all, including her run-in with Bosco, the coffee-shop guy named Turner, and even Mark.

      Stacia breathed out. “Seriously? Is there a shortage of women in Timber City, or what? I need to come visit just to find a date. What are you going to do about the neighbor?”

      Marlie rolled her eyes. “I just told you that I have a date this weekend with a hottie and lunch today with another handsome man, and you’re asking about Bosco? What’s wrong with you?”

      “Your voice changed when you talked about him,” Stacia said wisely. “He’s the one who interests you, even though you’re in the friend zone. I mean, how could he not? Who is named Bosco Albertini? The name alone is beyond cool. Add in his job and the danger and those broad shoulders you described in way too much detail and, come on, I know you.”

      Marlie shook her head. “Nope. Not going there. You know when a guy warns you off that you should listen. Always.”

      “True.” Stacia sighed. “Even so, I hope I get to meet him when I visit. Plus, it sounds like the Albertini family is a lot of fun.”

      Marlie chuckled. “I’m not sure fun is the right word. But they’re definitely not boring.”
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      It had been a rough few days away from home, but it was Sunday, and Bosco was home and ready to relax. “Thanks for picking me up,” he said to Rory, easing his aching body toward his doorway. He’d always trained hard in hand-to-hand, just in case a mission went wrong, and he ended up on the ground fighting for his life this time.

      “Sure.” Rory looked toward Marlie’s closed door. “We should say hi.”

      Bosco snorted. During their days apart, he’d spent too much time thinking about his pretty neighbor. Way too much time. “You just want to see if she made dinner again.” Although, he wouldn’t mind seeing her. Just saying hi and being neighborly. Then he could forget all about the dream he’d had about her naked in his bed. Or the one with her nude over his couch. Also, the one on his kitchen table.

      Rory happily stomped to her door and knocked.

      “You’re early.” She opened it and then paused, still inserting a diamond earring into one lobe. “Oh, hi, Rory.”

      Her hazel gaze reached past him to Bosco. Was that relief in her pretty eyes? “Bosco. You’re safe. I’m glad.”

      He nodded, turning for her apartment and trying not to drool at the formfitting red dress that crisscrossed on her chest to wrap around her throat. The waist was tiny with a wide band, and the soft material fell to right above her knees, showcasing shapely legs and four-inch fuck-me black heels.

      His dick went hard as a rock, and he fought to keep his brain somewhat in charge. Where the hell was she going dressed like that on a Sunday night—like his best dream ever? “Hi. Rory wanted to beg for dinner.”

      She chuckled and turned away toward a small table.

      The sound he made had his brother snorting away a laugh. The dress was backless. Completely. It fell in a V-shape to just above her curvy ass. He’d never seen anything so sexy. He swallowed.

      She secured a silvery handbag and reached for her coat from the closet.

      “Got a date?” Rory asked helpfully.

      “Yeah.” She patted her hair, which was up in a wild and curly mass that screamed sex. “It’s a Christmas party at McDougal’s Accounting Firm.” She looked down at her dress. “I hope this is okay.”

      “You look gorgeous,” Rory assured her. “Right, Bosco?”

      Bosco nodded, shooting his brother a look that reminded him that he knew how to break a guy’s neck with minimal effort. Of course, so did Rory. “Beautiful, Marlie. But it’s cold outside.” He reached for her heavy wool coat to bundle her in before he did something crazy like proposed. Or kidnapped her.

      “The party will be inside,” she said wryly, letting him fix the buttons. “But thanks.”

      A knock on the opened door had them all shifting.

      “Turner,” Marlie said, warmth in her voice.

      “Hi.” Turner was around six feet tall with lightish blond hair, deep blue eyes, and a square jaw that could probably take a punch. He wore a black suit and handed over a bouquet of yellow roses. “I went for yellow. Red seemed too cliché.”

      Delight danced across her features. She blushed and accepted the flowers. “They’re beautiful. Thank you. I’ll go put them in a vase.” She gestured toward Bosco. “This is my neighbor, Bosco Albertini, and his brother, Rory.” She moved easily on those killer heels to the kitchen.

      Turner’s gaze dropped to the shoes, and he swallowed audibly.

      Bosco hated him. Full on, full force, right there. The woman had only been in town a damn week, and she was already going on dates? “Bosco. The neighbor.” He reached out and shook hands, almost keeping his squeeze casual.

      Turner had a decent grip, as well. “Turner Johnson. It’s nice to meet you.” He also shook hands with Rory.

      “What time do you think you’ll have her back tonight?” Bosco asked.

      Amusement lit Rory’s eyes, but he kept his expression merely curious.

      Marlie caught the comment as she returned. “Don’t wait up, Dad.”

      The woman was two seconds from being tossed into a closet. Yeah, Bosco knew he had no right to even be thinking like that. “Darlin’, you’re new to town. I don’t know Turner.” He lowered his chin and met Turner’s knowing gaze. “Now, I do.” In the Albertini family, if somebody didn’t have a family to watch out for them, they suddenly did. “Got me?”

      Turner almost smiled. “Oh, I’ve got you.”

      Yeah, Bosco didn’t like that connotation.

      Rory threw an arm over his shoulder. “You kids have fun tonight.” Then he pulled Bosco out the door toward his apartment, his grip tight. Once he had him inside, he shut the door and let go. “Dude.”

      “What?”

      Rory pushed him even farther into the lonely and silent apartment, away from the keyhole. “Make up your mind.”

      “Already have.” Bosco prowled across the living room to the tall handmade bar gifted to him by his Uncle Sean in order to pour two healthy shots of whiskey.

      Rory sighed. “Rough mission? You’re home earlier than I thought.”

      “The air refueling went well,” Bosco handed one glass to his brother. “But things are gearing up, as you know, and I’ll be heading out again soon.”

      “It’s your job, and you love it.” Rory tipped back the drink. “Doesn’t mean you can’t have a personal life.”

      “I used to think that, too,” Bosco admitted. He loved air refueling planes while traveling around the world. “Jennie taught me otherwise.”

      Rory nodded. “Jennie is a nice woman who’s looking for something else and that’s okay. What’s your plan with your sexy neighbor? I wasn’t loving the vibe from Turner, and we do have several cousins we could set her up with if you’re not interested. She’s alone in town, and I don’t like it.”

      Bosco tilted his head, not liking the heat filtering through his blood. “Why don’t you ask her out?”

      Rory studied him. “Well, now,” he drawled. “That was quite the reaction. You get off your ass and ask her out. Besides, you know I have my hands full. Serenity is going to come to her senses soon.”

      “Timing isn’t good,” Bosco admitted. The timing wouldn’t be good for years.

      “That woman isn’t going to wait for you if she is interested. She might’ve taken one look at your ugly mug and tossed you instantly into the friend zone. Sorry I got all the good looks.”

      Bosco rolled his eyes, his gut churning. Marlie had looked both delicate and beautiful in that red dress. He didn’t like the dual sense of possessiveness and protectiveness that slammed through him.

      He didn’t deserve to feel either for his lovely neighbor.
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      Her feet throbbed, her temples ached, and even her shoulders hurt with a tightness that might require a deep-tissue massage later that week. Marlie gingerly wiped snow off the bottom of her heels before walking down the hallway toward her door. So close. Her comfy socks, pajamas, and maybe a chocolate bar were so close. Just mere feet away. “Turner, thanks for walking me inside, but I can make it from here.”

      “Of course, not.” He still had his hand wrapped around her arm, and she felt the heat through her coat. “I have to make sure you’re safely inside.” Even after a cocktail party, a full dinner, dancing, and then after-dinner drinks at a small and way-too-smoky bar on the other side of town with a couple of other accountants who hadn’t attended the party, Turner seemed full of energy and ready to go. Wasn’t smoking in bars illegal? She hadn’t even been able to see the place very well. Had just shut her eyes and almost fell asleep in the booth after they’d started talking about numbers, of all things.

      She wanted to go…to bed. Like right now—and by herself.

      “I had a good time tonight,” he said, reaching for the key already in her hand.

      “Me, too.” She tried to smile but wasn’t feeling it. The party had been fun, but he’d spent too much time ripping the other accountants apart after being nice to their faces. Then he’d held her too tightly on the dance floor, and while she’d been ready for a kiss, definitely not the one he’d tried to take deeper while dancing in front of a bunch of people she’d just met.

      His hand on her butt had been the final straw, and that had ended things there.

      “I can make my own way in,” she said, keeping a death grip on the key.

      “Well.” He moved closer, his eyes dark. “This is our third date, you know.”

      She stumbled and then caught her balance without grabbing his arm. “Third date?”

      “Sure.” He leaned against the wall by the nicely shut door. “When we met at the coffee shop, and I bought your coffee could be considered our first date. Then lunch two days ago. Finally, tonight was a great time.”

      Meh. It was an okay time, and one of his friends at the after-dinner bar had been a creep who wouldn’t stop looking at her boobs. Plus, they’d talked business for nearly an hour, and none of it had made any sense to her. They were all too drunk to be talking business anyway, especially about clients and their money, things which should’ve been confidential. She might’ve drifted off a bit. “Well, thanks for the third date,” she said cheerfully. “I really need to get to bed now.” The words were out before she caught herself.

      “About that.” He leaned in again and pressed his lips against hers. She kissed him back, wondering.

      Nope. No connection. When Marlie backed away, she forced a smile. “Thanks again for the roses, Turner.” The guy was not getting the hint.

      He grasped her arm and pulled her closer, forcing her to plant a hand on his chest for balance and to hold him back. His torso wasn’t nearly as muscled as Bosco’s. “I want to come inside, Marlie. Thought I’d make that very clear.”

      She sighed. “No.” Apparently, she needed to make things very clear, too.

      “Yes.” He tucked a hand around her waist, tugging her closer.

      Annoyance filtered through her, and she stepped closer, her heel on the top of his shoe. Then she planted with all her weight.

      He hissed and yanked his foot free. “That wasn’t nice.”

      “I’m not nice,” she admitted freely. “Time to let go of me, Turner.”

      “No.” He yanked harder, pressing against her and reaching for her keys.

      She pulled her hand away, for the first time feeling a sense of panic. It was well after midnight, and she was alone with him in the hallway. “Listen—”

      He kissed her again, his mouth hard.

      This time, she struggled in earnest, kicking his shin and ripping her mouth free. “Stop—”

      Then he was across the hall, hitting the wall with the sound of a bat cracking a baseball. Bosco Albertini stood over him, fury vibrating along his very bare and muscled back. His door was wide open.

      Without making a sound, he grabbed Turner around the neck, yanked him to his feet, and slammed him down again. Turner landed flat on his back, his chest heaving.

      Bosco went down on one knee, his hand still around Turner’s neck as Turner started to turn an alarming shade of red. Bosco had ALBERTINI tattooed across the top of his back and some sort of military tattoo on his bulging right biceps. His hair was mussed and his torso was iron-hard.

      Turner clutched at Bosco’s wrist, kicking up but not moving much.

      “Stop,” Bosco said, command in every line of his body.

      Turner subsided, red striations cutting through the whites of his blue eyes.

      “Did she say no?” Bosco snarled.

      Turner paused but didn’t say anything.

      Bosco must’ve tightened his hold on Turner’s neck because the guy gasped, and panic had him struggling again. Then Bosco lightened up. “Not going to ask you again.”

      “She said no.” Turner gasped, tears leaking from his left eye.

      “Got it.” Bosco released the guy’s neck, grabbed his thick hair, and pulled him to stand. Then he turned and shoved Turner toward the door, following him while only wearing unbuttoned faded jeans, his feet bare. “I’ll be right back.”

      “No, wait—” Marlie finally found her voice. It was snowing outside, and the ground was already covered.

      He cut her a furious golden-brown glare. “Stay. Here.” He opened the door and tossed Turner outside into the lightly falling snow. “I’ll deal with you in a minute, Marlie.” Then he followed Turner and slammed the door behind him.

      She froze. Just completely froze. Bosco had turned so casually violent that she wasn’t sure how to react. He’d been saving her, and that was sweet. But right now, he was probably beating the crap out of Turner.

      Violence didn’t solve anything.

      A few minutes later, Bosco stormed back inside, his feet and chest slightly red from the cold, and his eyes blazing hot. He wasn’t covered in blood, so that was good. However, the knuckles on his right hand looked as if they were swelling.

      She backed against her door, her eyes wide and her heart thundering. It was the most alive she’d felt all night, and all of a sudden, she wasn’t tired a bit.

      He reached her, and even though snow clung to his thick hair and bare shoulders, heat poured off him. “Are you all right?”

      Numbly, she nodded, looking up about a foot at his furious face.

      “You going to give me crap about being able to handle that yourself and say that I shouldn’t have interfered?” He stood so close that her heart rate would not slow down.

      She blinked. “Thank you for helping me.”

      His head lifted. “You’re thanking me?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I wasn’t doing a very good job of getting through to him, and you took care of it easily. I appreciate it.” Her voice was all breathy, and her body felt tingly.

      He frowned. “I wasn’t expecting that.” Then he looked at her like he really saw her. “You’re welcome, but we’re not finished with this conversation.”

      Yeah, he was right. Full-on correct. She leaped for him, wrapping both arms around his neck, and planted her mouth right on his.
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      Fire exploded through Bosco so quickly his ears rang. With the adrenaline from the fight coursing through his veins and the fury beating in his heart, the kiss nearly dropped him to his knees. Instead, he caught her with an arm around her waist to keep her from falling after impacting him.

      Then he kissed her back.

      Taking over, taking control, he pivoted and put her butt to her door, accepting all she offered. She tasted like bourbon and honey and something so sweet he’d never get enough. His body pulsed with hunger.

      Bourbon. Honey. Well after midnight.

      He twisted his head away, keeping her safely in front of her door, his chest heaving. “Wait.”

      “No wait.” She tried to climb inside his skin, leaning up on those dangerous heels to kiss beneath his jaw.

      The woman was going to kill him. Forget terrorists. Forget the danger of flying planes so close they could refuel in the air. Forget even helping out with search and rescue fighting Mother Nature. Sweet Marlie Kreuk would do him in.

      “No.” He grasped her arms, careful to keep his hold gentle. “Wait a minute.”

      She blinked up at him, her sparkling eyes more green than brown. Needy and hungry eyes. For him. “Why?”

      There were a million reasons why, but only one mattered right now. “How much have you had to drink?”

      She blinked, and then the sweetest smile tipped her lips. “You are such a protective hero.”

      Hero? No. Protective? Yeah, probably. “Answer the question, sweets.”

      “I had one wine with dinner and then an after-dinner drink hours later that has not gone to my head. I’m fine. Sober. Fully in control of my faculties.” Her gaze dropped to his mouth. “You can kiss, Albertini.”

      This was a colossal mistake.

      She unbuttoned her coat, so close he felt the backs of her knuckles against the bare skin on his abs. It fell to the floor, along with her sparkly silver purse.

      That breath-stealing dress and those heels were right there. So close. As if she knew the struggle he faced, she took the final step separating them, brushing her nails across his abs. “If you really don’t want this, tell me, and I’ll go inside my apartment and lock the door, perfectly safe. I’m not going to push you anymore.”

      Her mere existence pushed him to do something he shouldn’t. Add in that dress, and he was lost.

      He indulged himself by reaching for the clip in her hair, twisting it, and letting those curls cascade down over her shoulders. “This won’t change anything, Marlie. My job still takes precedence, and I’m not a good bet.”

      “I’m not a gambler.” She ran her fingertips up over his pecs to his neck and then into the thickness of the hair at his nape. “I’m not asking for anything from you. Except maybe one more kiss.” She looked up and then stumbled a little in the high heels. Peach color wound through her face. “It’s been a long night on these.”

      He caught her, his hand flattening across her lower back—her bare, soft, narrow lower back.

      With that one touch, he was lost.

      He slid his arm all the way around her waist, clamped a hand on her hip, and lifted her against him. She met his mouth more than halfway, and he took her deep, finally kissing her as he wanted. Full on, in control, learning everything he could about her.

      She kissed him back, wrapping her arms around his neck and lifting her thighs to balance better against him. He turned, still kissing her, and stalked back into his apartment, kicking the door shut behind them.

      Knowing the layout of his place in the dark, he maneuvered them to his bedroom, where he set her on her feet and then spun her around to face the wall.

      Her laugh caught him in the balls, hard. Even so, he took his time, wandering his fingers down her exposed spine. “This dress should be illegal,” he ground out, noting the fine globes of her ass in the flimsy material.

      She turned then to face him, and he let her. “So should your abs.” She tucked her fingers in them, spreading her hands out.

      He reached behind her neck and unfastened the snap, unfolding the material and pushing it down to her waist. While she hadn’t worn a bra, she had twin sticky pads over her hardened nipples that he gently lifted away.

      Her soft gasp had him lowering his head to lick and kiss one before easing the pain in the other one. She shifted against him, her nails digging into his shoulders. “Bosco.”

      He lowered the dress to the floor, lifting first one leg and then the other to release them. Her panties were a sheer black that nearly killed him, and he removed them just as fast, wanting his mouth on her. Now.

      Then he gently tossed her back onto the bed with one push.

      She landed, her legs kicking out, her chuckle sweet. “My shoes.”

      “Oh, you’re leaving those on, darlin’.” He knelt, shoved his shoulders between her thighs, and then settled in for some fun.

      She squirmed and tried to fight him, but he licked her and then sucked her clit into his mouth, his tongue still working her. Her nails clutched his bedspread, and she moaned, opening more for him. Her gasps spurred him on.

      She tasted like sweetness with a hint of spice, and all of a sudden, he never wanted to be anywhere else. He slipped a finger inside her and moved faster, feeling her body stiffen and fight him. Battling the orgasm.

      He chuckled and sucked harder.

      Turned out she was a screamer.
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      Marlie couldn’t breathe. That had been the best orgasm of her entire life, and yet, she still needed more.

      Bosco moved up her, kissing her hipbones, her belly, and then took his time with both breasts. His mouth was hot, and his tongue wickedly accurate. Finally, she reached down for his jeans. “Get these off.”

      He kept kissing her, nipping at her breasts, and then shoved the offending denim off.

      Skin against skin nearly had her growling. Her fingers clutched in his thick hair, and she pulled. “Up here.”

      He scraped his teeth along her jaw before kissing her again. “You’re kinda bossy in bed,” he murmured, levering over her, so big and strong.

      She swallowed, looking up into those bronzed Italian eyes. His cock pulsed against her sex, and she moved against him, letting sparks fly between them. “Am not.”

      “Are, too.” He kissed her again, holding himself off her with his elbows. “I’m in charge here, sweetheart.”

      She didn’t much care who was in charge so long as he stopped playing around. The guy seemed fine teasing her body, and he was driving her crazy. His sense of control was impressive. “Tell me you have condoms.”

      His grin was a bit lopsided, and the hunger that flared in his eyes a little intriguing—a lot intriguing, actually. “Yeah.” His mouth dropped to play with her ear as his hand moved to the bedside table, drawing out a condom. Quick movements had it rolled on, and he hadn’t paused in exploring her face for one second. He reached her mouth again, kissing her, tasting like mint.

      Bosco Albertini knew how to kiss.

      Fire poured down her throat to land in her abdomen, flaring out to her sex. She shifted against him, lifting her knees.

      His grin was wicked. “You ready?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, sliding her hands down his flanks.

      Truly wicked. “I’m not.” With a smooth motion, he grasped her rib cage and flipped her over.

      She landed on her stomach and bounced, her head coming up. She grabbed the pillow. “What in the world?”

      His hands roamed down her back, gently ticking across her butt. “I’m not done playing.”

      Heat and need combusted inside her, and she felt empty. Needy. Hungry. “Are you this freaking detailed with your job?” she moaned, letting her face rest on his pillow, turned to the side.

      “I’d better be,” he murmured, his breath hot against her neck.

      She shivered.

      “I’ve wanted to do this since I saw you in that dress.” He kissed the top of her spine and then licked his way down to her waist, leaving a hot trail of kisses, as well. Then both hands went to her butt, cupping her.

      God, it was too much.

      She swallowed. “Bosco. Foreplay later?” Her voice was way too breathy, and her body was on fire. For him.

      “Definitely more later. A lot more.” He nipped her butt.

      That was it. She pushed up and rolled over, sliding under him and grabbing muscled arms. She wrapped both legs around his waist and pulled, digging in her nails.

      His chuckle was pure sin.

      “So impatient. You’re beautiful, Marlie.” He lowered his forehead to hers and slowly penetrated her, inch by inch, letting her body accept him. When he was finally all the way inside her, he paused, letting the moment stretch.

      “Bosco,” she murmured, clenching around him.

      Then he stopped playing. Finally.

      Grabbing her hip, lifting her against him, he started to pound. Hard and fast and with impressive stamina, he forced her up quickly. She tumbled, crying his name as an orgasm washed through her with the power of a runaway train.

      He didn’t so much as pause.

      She started climbing again, holding her breath. Heat washed through her limbs, tingling every nerve, seizing her lungs. She tried to meet his thrusts but instead ended up just holding on, knowing he’d get her there. His grip on her hip tightened, adding just one more sensation to the millions already bombarding her.

      She looked into his fierce eyes, which were lit topaz in the night, full of masculine intensity. Her heart stuttered.

      Then he changed his angle, just a bit, and she blew right off the edge and into the storm. Crying out, she shut her eyes, letting the orgasm take her.

      He hammered harder inside her, increasing the waves, until finally jerking hard with his own release.

      She panted and came down, her breath catching and her mind spinning and numb. “Wow,” she whispered.

      His chuckle against her temple warmed her entire face.

      Her heart turned right over.

      Uh oh.
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      What had he done? Besides having the best night of his adult life and the best sleep… He’d wrapped himself around Marlie all night, awakening her twice for more mind-blowing sex before going back to sleep. Now, he was giving her some privacy in the bathroom as he gathered his senses. He paced in his kitchen, opening the fridge to see leftovers from his nonna. At hearing a noise, he turned to see Marlie in one of his faded T-shirts and a pair of boxers, her feet bare and her red dress in her hands.

      “I didn’t want to put this back on.” Her blush matched her dress.

      He straightened. “All I have is leftover spaghetti with meatballs.” He should at least feed her.

      She smiled, looking young and fragile without makeup and her hair all over from his hands the night before. “That’s okay. I’m good.”

      He moved then, straight at her, gathering her against his bare chest. She felt so freaking right in his arms. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice was muffled, and she looked up, her head barely grazing his chin. “Are you?”

      “Better than okay.” The overwhelming sense of possessiveness striking through him would abate soon, right? He wanted her again and right now. Maybe he could think of a way—

      A knock on the door brought him up short.

      He released her and moved for it. Nobody was scheduled to pop by, and he didn’t have to be on the base until noon. Hopefully, one of his brothers had just brought coffee. Opening the door, his gut sank. “Jennie.”

      She stood there in her pink coat and snowy boots with two lattes in her hands. “Hi. I hope it’s okay that I dropped by.”

      Oh, shit.

      Marlie was suddenly beside him, her face more of a crimson color now. “Um, hi. I was just leaving.”

      Jennie paled and stepped back.

      Bosco swallowed, his ears ringing. “You don’t have to leave.” He wanted to stop her, but this was crazy.

      “It’s okay. I actually have a conference call with my division head in ten minutes.” Marlie brushed by him, her feet and legs bare, wearing his clothing…and not looking at his face.

      He blanched at seeing her purse and coat on the floor by her doorway. Had they just left those there the night before?

      She grabbed her belongings, dug out a key, and unlocked her door.

      He couldn’t let this happen. “Marlie, I—”

      She escaped inside her apartment and shut the door, not looking his way once.

      Jennie watched her and then winced. “Our timing always sucked.”

      “Yeah,” he said, staring at the closed door. Then he stepped back. “Come on in.” Why did he feel like he was cheating on Marlie by letting Jennie into his apartment? He and Jennie had decided to be friends, right?

      “Thanks.” Jennie walked inside and kicked off her boots, heading right for his sofa to set down the lattes. “So, this is totally awkward.”

      He finally let himself relax and prowled for the adjacent chair, reaching for a latte and swallowing down half of it before his butt even hit the cushion.

      Jennie settled on the sofa, her blond hair up in a ponytail and covered lightly by snow. She slid out of her coat, revealing a pink sweater over dark jeans. “I—” She cleared her throat. “Who was that woman, Bosco?”

      He took another drink. Not in a million years would he discuss Marlie with her. “I appreciate the coffee but need to get ready for work. What’s up?”

      She shifted uneasily on the sofa. “I’ve been thinking ever since we met up at the Clumsy Penguin the other night, and—”

      “Jennie. Come on,” he said as gently as he could.

      She set her latte down. “I was wrong to end things. We were good together. You know we were.”

      Yeah, they had been. But even then, something was missing. His gaze moved toward his door and then back to her. “We tried three times.” They’d get into a rhythm, his job would call, and he’d have to leave. She’d put on a brave face each time and then break up with him while he was away, saying that she couldn’t handle it. He understood. Still did. Wasn’t going there again. “We’re just friends, Jennie. It’s all we can be.” However, she was a good reminder right then about his choices and his job.

      She flushed. “You didn’t have to move on so quickly.”

      He wasn’t going there with her. “We broke up six months ago—for the final time. It was the right decision for us both.” He looked over his shoulder at the clock on the microwave. “I want the best for you.” It was the truth. He stood.

      His door opened, and Rory walked inside, looking from Jennie on the sofa to Bosco’s bare chest and unbuttoned jeans. “Come on.”

      Jennie stood and yanked on her jacket before stomping into her boots. “As always, it’s good to see you, Rory,” she snapped.

      Rory shook his head. Then he stalked to the kitchen and opened the fridge door, ignoring them both. He rustled around and dug out an orange that looked a little green.

      Bosco ushered Jennie to the still open door. “Thanks again for the coffee,” he said.

      She turned and slid her hands up his chest.

      He took an immediate step back.

      Her arms dropped. “Just think about it,” she murmured, glancing toward Marlie’s door and then back.

      “No,” he said. “Take care of yourself, Jennie.” Then he shut the door and turned to look at his brother.

      Rory tossed the orange into the garbage. “Have you lost your mind?” His eyes swirled an irritated hue.

      “Maybe,” Bosco allowed. “But not like you think.” This was the perfect reminder of why he didn’t have space in his life for a relationship, regardless of Marlie’s appeal.

      Even so, all he wanted to do was march to her apartment and make sure she was all right. “I have to get out of here. Want to go to breakfast?”

      “You’re buying, numbnuts,” Rory retorted, heading for the door. “Should we invite Marlie?”

      “No,” Bosco growled. He needed time to think, away from his sexy neighbor.
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      Marlie tiptoed beyond Bosco’s door, breathing a sigh as she reached the snowstorm outside. After returning to her apartment, she’d taken a quick shower and prepared to get organized for the day when her phone buzzed with a call from Anna Albertini to meet for brunch.

      She reached her car and pulled away from the curb, calling Anna. “I’m on my way. But I was thinking, weren’t dead bodies showing up around you or something like that?” Yeah, her mind had been so full of Bosco, their crazy night of sex, and then Jennie on the doorstep that she’d forgotten all about Anna’s problems and her being carried out by Aiden just the day before.

      Anna chuckled over the line. “Yeah, but it was actually a misunderstanding, and they have the guy in custody. Honest. I’m not in any more danger than usual.”

      Than usual? At this point, Marlie didn’t care. She knew one woman in this town who could potentially be considered a friend, and Anna was it. “I’m almost there.” They were meeting at Smiley’s Diner, which was just a few blocks from Marlie’s apartment.

      “Me, too.” Anna clicked off.

      Marlie found a parking spot by the curb and slushed through the billowing snow into the diner, instantly relaxing as the smell of homemade apple pie hit her. Her stomach growled, and she moved down the counter to a nice clean booth in the back, sliding in and shucking her coat.

      The bell over the door rang, and Anna walked in, shaking snow out of her thick hair. She spotted Marlie and made a beeline to sit across from her. Today she wore a navy-blue suit with a pretty pink blouse. Stunning sapphires sparkled from her ears. She pulled out of her wool coat and set it on the seat next to her. “Morning.”

      “Hi.” Marlie straightened her green sweater. “I like your suit. What do you do, anyway?”

      “I’m a lawyer,” Anna said, brushing more snow off her skirt. “What about you?”

      “I teach at the college. Or I will when the spring semester starts in a few weeks.” Marlie paused as a pretty woman with reddish-blond hair and deep green eyes brought over a coffee pot and turned over their cups.

      The woman started to pour. “Mom called and said Nick’s grandma was making noises about us dating. You need to talk to him.”

      Anna nodded. “And say what?”

      The waitress stiffened. “To knock it off. I don’t want anything to do with him.”

      Anna’s grin revealed that dimple. “Marlie, please meet my sister, Tessa. Who has a crush on Nick Basanelli and should stop hiding it.”

      Tessa smiled, and the resemblance between the two women became noticeable. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you. You live next to Bosco, right?”

      Man, it was a small town, and the Albertini family seemed to have zero secrets. “Yeah. It’s nice to meet you, too.” Marlie reached gratefully for the cup of coffee and took a sip. Delicious. “Who’s Nick?”

      “Nobody,” Tessa said firmly.

      Ah. It was like that, was it? “I get it,” Marlie said honestly.

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Nick is the prosecuting attorney, and we once worked together. Tessa blushes when we talk about Nick, he gets cranky when I talk about Tessa, and if you ask me, they should just get a room and work out their frustrations.”

      “You sound like Nonna,” Tessa groused, turning her attention on Marlie. “You just missed Bosco and Rory. They had breakfast.”

      Heat filtered into Marlie’s face. Her thighs were still whisker-burned from the man.

      Tessa patted her shoulder. “Yeah. I thought so. Bosco is a great guy, but if you can’t handle his job, then let him go.”

      “I don’t have him,” Marlie burst out and then calmed herself. “I can handle any job, but we’re not dating.” The monkey-sex night notwithstanding. “When a guy tells you you’re just friends, you believe him. It’s that simple.” Yeah, she’d forgotten that last night, but it was a one-time thing—no matter how great the jackass was in bed. “Right?”

      Both Albertini women nodded. “Yeah,” Anna said. “Definitely.”

      Tessa’s gaze narrowed. “Of course, men are morons.”

      Marlie ticked her head. “You’re not wrong.”

      The door burst open, and the man in question stomped toward them, scattering snow. “I saw your cars. What the hell are you two doing having brunch like there isn’t an insane stalker leaving Anna bodies?”

      Marlie’s breath seized. Wow. Bosco Albertini in a full temper was a sight to see. He looked broad and dangerous in his muted green jacket and faded jeans. His eyes blazed a wild amber, and he had his jaw clenched tightly enough to show off his tough-guy neck. “Um,” she whispered.

      “Um, nothing.” He reached around Tessa for Marlie’s arm. “Out of here. Now.”

      Anna snorted.

      He turned on her while starting to pull Marlie from the booth. “Get your ass up and move. Now.”

      Anna’s snort turned to chuckles, although her grayish-green eyes narrowed dangerously. “Listen, cousin. I have one man already bossing me around, and since he provides phenomenal orgasms, I let him. You, on the other hand, are about to get your butt kicked.”

      Bosco blanched. “Geez. Don’t talk about sex with me. I like Aiden Devlin and don’t want to have to kill him.”

      The little bell jangled, and Tessa looked toward the door. She winced, took a step away from the table, and sighed. “Oh, crap. You’ve done it now.”

      In unison, all three of them turned to see an older woman walk inside while pulling a snowy scarf off her head. She looked like a modern-day Sophia Loren as she turned and stared at them. Then she made a beeline their way, her rubber boots squeaking on the tiles. “Hello.”

      A perfectly choreographed sigh emerged from the Albertinis.

      Bosco kept pulling Marlie. “Nonna? We need to get out of here. Right now.”

      Anna shook her head. “My case if fine and you need to mind your own business. Everyone is safe, Bosco.” She tilted her head. “Including the woman you’re currently manhandling.”

      Nonna pulled a wooden spoon from her purse. “Bosco? Are you manhandling your neighbor?”

      Bosco immediately released Marlie.

      Why was it not a surprise that this Nonna already knew who exactly Marlie was? Marlie bit back a smile. “You must be the famous Nonna of the Christmas decorations and wine. I’m Marlie. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Nonna’s smile lit up the entire restaurant. “It’s so nice to meet you, too. I’ve heard that you speak Italian. Let’s talk.” She shoved Anna over with a hip and sat in the booth.

      Bosco’s groan wasn’t nearly as silent as he no doubt wished for it to be.
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      Marlie tossed and turned in her bed, her mind refusing to relax. After an entertaining brunch with Bosco’s Nonna and cousins, she’d driven through the storm to the college and organized  her office before heading home and eating leftovers. Bosco had taken off for work the second Nonna told him to get lost at the diner, and he apparently hadn’t come home yet.

      Or if he had, he hadn’t knocked on her door for a nightcap.

      Which was good because they were just friends, and one night of sex didn’t change that. Great sex. But even so, enough was enough.

      She punched her pillow and rolled over, trying to get comfortable. The lightly falling snow outside had turned to a billowing blizzard, and ice scattered against her windows, making her snuggle down even more in her warm bed. The wind keened and tried to get inside, but the ice-crusted windows kept the chill outside.

      A shuffling sound came from her living room.

      She paused and turned over. Had something fallen? Her heart rate kicked up, and her body froze. Then she listened. Nothing. No sound. Geez. She was losing it. Even so, she remained alert, just like any woman living alone would. Then she slowly started to relax.

      Her eyelids drifted shut.

      Another sound.

      She jerked fully awake, silently sitting up in bed while clutching the covers with her fingers. That was a real sound. She tilted her head, staying quiet. Was it just the storm against the windows? Yeah, she was probably paranoid.

      Even so, she lifted the covers and set her feet on the chilly wood floor, gaining her balance before moving forward silently. She held her breath and reached the open doorway, sliding to the side to peer down the hallway to the living room. Shadows danced from the windows, and darkness edged from every corner, but the sparkling lights from the Christmas tree provided enough illumination that she could see the area.

      Silently, she turned her head to hear better.

      No sound. No breathing. No noise.

      The atmosphere thickened around her. She had a very healthy imagination, and noises had awakened her before, only to turn out to be nothing. Even so, she held her breath and listened. Another shuffle.

      Crap. That was something. A real noise.

      Her heart thundering, she backed away from the door, watching the living room. A dark figure crossed in front of the Christmas tree, face covered by a ski mask.

      Panic ripped into her skin. Her knees wobbled. She grabbed for the cell phone behind her on the bedside table, and the figure turned, staring right at her. It was a man, and he looked big in shadow. Black leather gloves covered his hands. She pulled the phone in front of her and started to dial 9-1-1. The guy rushed her, leaping inside her room and taking her down to the bed. The phone flew across the room to hit the wall.

      She screamed, high and loud, kicking and punching. She scratched for his mask and tried to rip it over his head. He grabbed her neck with both hands and started to cut off her airway.

      Her knee shot up, nailing him in the groin.

      He groaned and loosened his hold.

      She screamed again, frantically fighting him.

      He grabbed something from his pocket, and then silver glinted. The blade was instantly against her neck, and she stilled, gasping for breath and trying to see his eyes. “Stop,” he hissed.

      She stopped fighting and sought an opening. With the blade against her neck, she couldn’t move without getting cut. Even so, if he wanted her dead, he would’ve already sliced her throat. Panic heated through her, and her head buzzed. She blinked several times, grounding herself in the moment—so she could fight.

      He yanked what looked like heavy tape from his back pocket.

      The outside door crashed open, and they both jumped. The knife pricked her skin, and warm blood ran down her neck. She gasped and tried not to move as the pain slid through her. How deep was the cut?

      He partially turned his head. “Shit. Plan B, then.” He lifted the knife and plunged the blade toward her chest.

      She twisted at the last minute and lifted her arm. Pain slashed through her, and blood arced. She screamed again, and darkness swam across her vision.

      Then he jumped off her and pivoted, the knife glinting in the dim light. Two bodies impacted with a deep thud. A grunt of pain echoed through the room. Something hard hit the floor, sounding like it smashed the wooden planks in two.

      Everything swam around her and then went dark, barely coming back into focus, her stomach lurching. What was happening? She needed to run. Her arm and neck hurt, and she felt dizzy. Even so, she tried to shove herself to a seated position, ready to kick out again if needed.

      Bosco was instantly by her side, leaning down, holding his stomach with one hand, his other to his ear with a phone. He barked a bunch of words that sounded garbled. He slid the phone somewhere out of her vision, bent over, and grabbed her pillow to press against her arm.

      Pain bloomed through her, and she cried out.

      “Hold on, baby. You’ll be okay.” He leaned to the side and twisted on her antique milk glass lamp. Soft light illuminated his fierce eyes and bare torso.

      She caught sight of blood across his abdomen. The entire room wavered and darkened.

      Then she passed out cold.
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      Bosco sat on the examination table as the doctor finished stitching up his abs. Fury continued to run through him, but he remained still, listening intently in case Marlie needed him again. She was in the adjoining room, also being stitched up.

      Detective Grant Pierce loped into the room, his casual jeans and sweater showing he’d been called out of bed. His blond hair was messy, and his green eyes were sharp. They’d run into each other several times last year or so because of Anna, and he seemed like a good cop. “How bad?”

      “Just ten stitches,” Bosco muttered. “How is Marlie?”

      “Minor cuts on biceps and neck. Right now, she’s getting stitches in her upper arm,” Pierce said, pulling a worn notebook out of his back pocket. “I’m talking to you first. Tell me what happened from your perspective.”

      Bosco ran him through the events of the night, from hearing Marlie scream to having the blade cut across his abs.

      “Was the guy stabbing or slicing?” Pierce asked casually.

      “He tried to stab me, I countered, and he ended up just cutting me,” Bosco said, holding back a wince as the doctor set a bandage in place over his wound. “He was more than ready to kill, and he wore a ski mask and gloves. I didn’t recognize anything about him.” Bosco pushed off the table. “I saw him try to kill Marlie, but she twisted and took the knife in the arm instead of the chest.” It was a sight he’d never forget. “Then he stabbed me, I threw him into the door, and I had to call you and cover her wound. Couldn’t go after the guy.”

      Pierce’s eyebrows rose. “Any chance you hurt him?”

      “Yeah,” Bosco said, his ears heating with his temper. “I heard a bone break. Best guess is shoulder or arm because he was able to run out of there.” He shook his legs out to stabilize his balance.

      “We’ll call it into all local hospitals and emergency care facilities,” Pierce said, taking notes. “Description?”

      Bosco cleared his mind to think. “Shorter than me by a couple of inches, so probably six feet. He had a slight beer gut but was strong, and he smelled like deodorant. No visible scars or tattoos, and he was quick with the knife but not trained or I’d be bleeding more than I am right now. He dropped duct tape on the floor when he fled.”

      Pierce nodded. “I have a team at her apartment now. How long has Marlie lived next to you?”

      “Almost two weeks,” Bosco said. “She just moved here, and from what she’s said, I don’t think she was fleeing from anybody. She has a new job at the college that’ll start the second semester. A professor named Mark was at the bar the other night. He seemed interested in her.”

      Pierce nodded. “All right. I’ll follow up with her on that. For now, do you know of any reason somebody would want to hurt your neighbor?”

      “There was another guy who got handsy with her after a date. His name was Turner, but this wasn’t Turner. He has a narrow chest and no beer belly.” Bosco shook his head. “Other than that, she has been seen with Anna more than once.”

      Pierce stopped writing and lifted his head, his jaw setting. “Seriously?”

      Bosco nodded, crossing around him into the hallway. “Yep.”

      Pierce stepped next to him, walking to the next examination room. “Who knows who’s after Anna now? Somehow, that woman is a magnet for trouble.”

      Wasn’t that the damn truth? “You need to interview her about her current cases,” Bosco said, striding into Marlie’s room.

      “No kidding,” Pierce muttered, right behind him.

      Bosco stopped short. Marlie sat on the table, a bandage on her neck and a larger one on her upper arm. She looked small and delicate on the table with her legs hanging off and not coming close to touching the tiled floor. Her hazel eyes were wide with fear and pain, and shock sat on her fragile face.

      Anger slammed into him again, and he shook it off, striding inside and pausing right next to her. “You okay?”

      She swallowed. “The doctor just left to get my discharge papers.” She sounded dazed.

      He gently slid her silky hair out of her eyes. “You did a good job defending yourself.”

      She looked up at him, her gaze finally focusing. “I, well, thank you for coming in. You saved my life.” Her eyes filled with tears.

      “You saved yourself.” He wanted to gather her into a hug but didn’t want to break her, so he left her in place. For now. “This is Detective Pierce. He has a few questions for you.”

      “Right.” She took a deep breath and looked over at the detective. “I was asleep, heard a noise, tried to call 9-1-1, and then he was on me. He had a knife and some duct tape.” She paled and trailed off, her gaze going to the window and the storm outside.

      Bosco cut Pierce a look.

      Pierce nodded. “So he initially wanted to bind you?”

      She paled even more. “Yes. I think so?” She looked at Bosco again. “But the front door crashed open before he could use it, and the guy said something about a Plan B. Then he tried to stab me.” Her eyebrows drew down into a frown.

      “Did you recognize him?” Pierce asked.

      “No,” she whispered. “He wore a mask. I think his eyes were blue, but I’m not completely sure. It was so dark. And when he spoke, there was no accent. I didn’t recognize his voice, either.” She shivered, looking small in her little tank top and shorts.

      A nurse with thick gray hair and squeaky tennis shoes bustled in with discharge papers to hand over.

      “We need a blanket,” Bosco said.

      The woman reached into a drawer, bringing out a wrapped blue blanket. “She was hot earlier, probably from shock. It’s abating now.” The nurse took off the plastic and placed it gently on Marlie’s legs. “You can stay the night here at the hospital if you’d rather,” she said kindly.

      Marlie shook her head. “Thanks, but I want to go home.” She shivered again.

      Pierce scribbled in his notebook. “Is there anybody you can think of who’d want to kidnap you?”

      She shook her head, pulling the blanket up farther to her waist, even though she was sitting.

      “How about Mark from the college?” Pierce asked.

      Marlie frowned. “Of course, not. Bosco, how could you even think that? Mark is a nice guy.”

      Maybe or maybe not. “He still needs to be checked out.” Bosco looked at Pierce. “There’s also Turner.”

      She swallowed. “Turner is way thinner than the guy who attacked me. It wasn’t him.”

      Good point. Bosco nodded. “I agree. Turner weighs far less.” He looked at the detective. “You think this is about her, or is it random?”

      Pierce made a few more notes. “I don’t know. There are a couple of unsolved breaking and entering cases with rape in Spokane, but the victimology is different in that those women are older. However, I’ll dig deeper with my colleagues across the border and see what we can come up with. I’ll also talk to Anna about current cases, although I don’t see how Marlie would be involved since she’s new to town.” He looked at Marlie. “Do you have anybody you can stay with for the time being?”

      She swallowed. “I’m fine.”

      “She has me,” Bosco said, glancing at the clock on the wall. “If you need to talk to her some more, she’ll be at my place.”

      Pierce studied them both. “I thought you said she moved in recently.”

      “I did,” Bosco said softly.

      Pierce sighed. “You Albertini men. I’m going to have to ask you a few more questions, Bosco.”

      Yeah, he’d figured.
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      Marlie let the heater in Bosco’s passenger seat warm her legs as he parked the truck at the curb. They had made the way home in silence, both lost in thought. Plus, she had happily taken the pain pill offered by the doctor, and most of her body had gone nicely numb.

      “Stay here.” Without waiting for an answer, he jumped out and jogged through the blistering snow to open her door and lift her into his arms.

      “I can walk,” she said, snuggling against his bare chest. “I think I’ve seen you without a shirt more than with one since I moved in next door.” Not that she was complaining. His hard-ass chest was something to look at, not to mention touch. She rubbed her cheek against his warm skin. The snow landed on him and melted instantly. “How are you not cold?”

      He strode inside the building and moved instantly for his apartment, opening the door and setting her on her feet. “I run hot. Hold on a sec.” He shut and locked the door before passing through the apartment as they did on television to clear rooms. Then he returned. “Want to argue?”

      She swallowed, holding the hospital blanket around her chilled body. “About?”

      “About your staying here for the night?” He cocked his head.

      What kind of women had he dated? She shifted her feet on the cold floor. “Am I supposed to argue about that?” The last place in the world she wanted to be was back in her apartment by herself right now. Her face heated.

      The flash of a grin was unexpected. “Yeah. We’re just friends, and you’re all independent, and you can take care of yourself. That argument.”

      “Oh.” She tilted her head to study him. Yep. Sexy, hard body with a stubborn angle to his chin. “Would I win that argument?” Curiosity ticked through her.

      “Nope. Not a chance,” he said agreeably.

      She exhaled slowly. “I don’t want to go back to my apartment by myself tonight. In fact, my door is still busted down. I’m scared, and you make me feel safe.” In fact, he had saved her. Twice now. “Does that make me weak?” She couldn’t imagine Bosco Albertini with a weak woman.

      “Do you think it makes you weak?” Now he sounded curious.

      She shook her head. “I think it shows I have a brain. Right now, there’s a guy out there who stabbed us both. You’re a trained soldier, and you kicked his ass. I want to stay right here until we catch this guy or at least figure out who he is. But if you don’t want me to, then I get it. We’re just neighbors and probably friends, and you don’t owe me anything.” It was the truth. If he didn’t want her there, she’d go to a motel. “I do have options. Safe ones.”

      “Your safest option is to stay with me,” he drawled.

      “Probably,” she admitted. “But I also don’t want to cause problems. Your ex-girlfriend showed up here with two lattes, wearing tight jeans. No doubt she wants to try to date you again. So, if you’re going that route, it would be a huge mistake for me to stay the night here.”

      The idea of him getting back with Jennie was like a punch in her stomach, and Marlie needed to get a grip on that. Obviously, there was a messy history there, and maybe Bosco was still in love with the pretty blonde.

      He reached for Marlie’s hand and drew her farther into the darkened apartment. “Jennie and I are not getting back together, and I would very much like for you to stay here tonight. We can fix your door in the morning.”

      She tripped along, fighting a grin. “It’s so nice of you to ask.”

      “Right?” He led her into the bedroom. “It seemed like we were already agreeing, so I didn’t see a reason to get all bossy.”

      She did like a logical man. Heat blasted through her at looking at the bed they’d shared not too long ago. Oh, the things that Bosco could do in that bed. Right now, her body ached, and her eyelids were heavy. Without arguing, she slid beneath the covers and scooted to the far side, careful of her injured arm. “We’re both sleeping here, right?” While he’d no doubt offer to take the sofa, she wanted him here.

      “Yeah.” He turned off the light and shucked his jeans, sliding in next to her. “Don’t be scared.”

      She was. Oh, she didn’t want to be, but that guy and his knife were still out there. “I’m not,” she lied. Tears filled her eyes, and she started to shake.

      “Oh, sweetheart.” He drew her closer, wrapping his muscled arms around her. “Listen. You did a great job defending yourself, and you’re safe. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I promise.”

      She let the tears fall against his warm skin, wanting to have the right to cry on him. To depend on him. Not just because they were neighbors. The more time she spent with Bosco Albertini, the more time she didn’t want to be anywhere else. “Thank you, Bos.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “It feels right having you here.”

      She blinked. “As friends.”

      He paused. “I don’t know.”

      A smile slid through her, but she wasn’t an idiot. “You’re just overwhelmed by the night and by saving me. I’m sure you’ll want to remain buddies as soon as daylight kicks up.”

      He chuckled. “You know, you’re kind of hard on a guy’s ego. Most women would’ve taken that opening.”

      Yeah. She wasn’t most women—and again, not an idiot. A guy who looked like Bosco, acted like Bosco, was a soldier-hero like Bosco…had women falling all over him. “Sorry, buddy. You put me in the friend zone. That’s where we’ll stay,” she whispered, not meaning a word of it.

      If Bosco Albertini wanted her heart, he would have to work for it.

      Yep. Not an moron.

      After issuing that very definite challenge, she fell asleep in his arms, feeling safer than she had in years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bosco finished flipping the pancakes and paused at hearing a sound in the adjacent apartment. He angled his head to make sure Marlie was still in the bathroom before pulling his gun from above the fridge and moving silently out his door to Marlie’s place. He nudged her door open and then stilled, tucking the weapon into the back of his waistband. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Nonna and Anna had finished cleaning up the mess left by the police the night before. While that was nice, the whiteboard they’d put up near the fireplace shot his temper into the stratosphere.

      Anna held up both hands. She wore a light green skirt, white sweater, and fuzzy socks. “Aiden and I fixed the door earlier this morning, so it’s all good now.” Her shoes had been kicked near the sofa. “Nonna was coming, and I said I’d help.” Her eyes implored him not to lose his mind. “I didn’t want her to come alone.”

      Nonna looked over her shoulder at him. “Lose the attitude, young man.” She turned back to the whiteboard. “We’re not letting this case get away from us.”

      Anna hung her head.

      Movement sounded behind Bosco, and Marlie stepped up, angling to see around him. She’d taken the bandage off her neck, leaving a small scratch, and a thicker bandage showed on her upper arm. She wore his boxers and T-shirt again, looking delectable, fragile, and a little caught off guard. Her hair was up in a ponytail, and without makeup, she was lovely. “Um.”

      Yeah. Exactly. Bosco stepped across the threshold and pulled her inside the room, just in case. He didn’t like her exposed in the hallway. “You’ve met Anna and Nonna.”

      “Hello, dear,” Nonna said, pivoting by the whiteboard, which held a list of suspects. “We’re going to help you figure this out.”

      Marlie hovered next to his side and read the board, which they had labeled: Marlie Attack Case. “Jennie is at the top of your suspect list?”

      Bosco read through the list. Jennie was first, followed by unnamed ex of Marlie, then unknown bad guy from Spokane, ‘Mark,’ ‘Turner’ and then another question mark. It wasn’t a bad list. “Nonna. I think the police have this covered.”

      Nonna’s hair was up in an intricate knot, and her red glasses were perched halfway down her straight nose. Her brown eyes sparkled. “Maybe, but with the Albertini men, it’s usually an ex who didn’t want to let go. We solved the case for your brother last week, and I know we’ll solve this one.”

      Anna blanched. “We didn’t exactly solve the case, Nonna. Chrissy held Heather at gunpoint, remember?”

      Bosco shook his head as irritation made his skin itch. Quint’s ex, Chrissy, had gone after his new girlfriend, Heather. Chrissy was in custody, and everything was okay now. The family was hoping for an engagement by Valentine’s Day. “Jennie did not take out a hit on Marlie last night. Trust me.” Jennie might be ticked they weren’t together, but she wouldn’t do anything like that.

      “I don’t know,” Nonna mused, tapping her red lips. “Jennie obviously has judgment issues if she let you get away.”

      Marlie snorted and then caught herself, coughing. “Mrs. Albertini, while I appreciate the help, Bosco has made it more than clear that we’re just friends. There is no reason for any woman to decide I’m an obstacle.”

      Nonna’s chin lowered. “Is that true, Bos?”

      He tried so hard to keep his temper in check. “We did have that discussion, but it’s private, Nonna. Please respect that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh. I had not realized that fact.” She smiled, all charm again. “In that case, Marlie, would you like to attend a family holiday party this Thursday night? I would love to introduce you to Knox, one of Bosco’s brothers. When the Albertini men fall, it’s pretty much instant. Knox is charming and quite dashing, if you ask me. Definitely takes after my side of the family.”

      Not in a million years. Bosco’s chest heated, and he forced a smile. “Thank you for cleaning up the apartment, but you’re both off the case. Anna, go back to work. Nonna, how about I drive you home?” He didn’t want to leave Marlie without cover, but enough was enough. “Marlie can come with us.”

      “I can drive myself, thank you.” Nonna walked to the sofa to fetch her jacket, handing it to him.

      He dutifully helped her into the heavy wool. “I know.”

      Anna’s eyes sparkled, and pure amusement filled her face.

      Oh, he didn’t think so. “You left off a line for another potential suspect on your case board, Nonna. It’s quite possible that Marlie got caught up in one of Anna’s law cases, and that’s why somebody tried to kidnap her. Have you thought of that?”

      Anna lost her smile.

      Nonna turned toward her. “Well, no. I had not thought of that.” She tossed Anna’s coat toward her. “Let’s get breakfast and discuss your current cases. Maybe there is an angle we hadn’t considered.”

      If looks could shrivel a guy’s balls, the one Anna shot him would do it.

      He grinned, finally feeling amusement for the first time since he’d had to break down Marlie’s door and deal with a jackass holding a knife. “That’s a wonderful idea, Nonna. If you come up with anything, please let both the police and me know. I’d really appreciate it.”

      Nonna patted his chest and then winked at Marlie. “Not a problem. Marlie, real quick, did you leave an angry ex in Seattle?”

      “No,” Marlie said, looking a little dazed. Nonna had that effect on people. “My last relationship ended two years ago, and he married one of my friends. They just had a little girl.” She stepped to the side. “Thank you for cleaning up the mess. I really appreciate it.”

      “Um, excuse me?” Turner Johnson edged in and handed Marlie a bouquet of yellow roses. He still sported the black eye Bosco had given him, and he moved as if his ribs continued to ache. Good. “I read the paper this morning about your attack and wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      Bosco really wanted to take the guy to the ground again. Like right now. Instead, he kept his body angled toward Marlie in a possessive stance that nobody could possibly miss.

      Nonna pursed her lips. “Who are you?”

      Turner held out his hand. “Turner Johnson. Marlie and I are, um, friends.”

      Nonna shook his hand and tapped her foot. “Ah ha. Where were you last night, young man?”

      Turner gulped, his eyes widening. “I was in Portland on business and took the early flight to Spokane this morning. I read the newspaper at the airport and drove right here after getting flowers.”

      Nonna frowned, looking disappointed. “That’s probably easy to prove.”

      Turner looked at Marlie and then back at Nonna. “Yes, ma’am. I stayed at the Portland Hotel, and it was quite nice.”

      Nonna sighed. “They probably have tons of security cameras.”

      Turner looked even more bewildered. “Yeah, they do.” He looked at Marlie. “It wasn’t me. You know that, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. He wasn’t as tall as you, and it wasn’t you when he spoke. Don’t worry, Turner.”

      “I’m not.” Even so, Turner edged away from Nonna, looking like he seriously regretted bringing the flowers. “Um, if you need anything, give me a call.” Then he made a quick escape.

      Marlie looked down at the bouquet.

      Nonna shook her head. “It’s not him. I also don’t think he’ll be back. Marlie, I’ll see you at the Christmas party on Thursday night so you can meet Knox. Anna will text you the address. Anna, let’s go to breakfast and discuss your cases.” She leaned up and kissed Bosco’s cheek before sweeping into the hallway.

      Anna followed. “I’m going to kill you, Bos,” she muttered, moving past him.

      Quiet descended. Marlie, flowers still in hand, looked up at him. “Your family is interesting.”

      He burst out laughing.
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      Marlie settled into the booth at Smiley’s Diner with Rory Albertini across from her, typing rapidly on his phone. “I’m fairly certain I don’t need a babysitter,” she said for the third time.

      Rory didn’t look up from the screen. “Bosco had to head into the base for a couple of hours, which left you unprotected. So, we’re having a nice lunch together.”

      They’d already ordered.

      She looked toward the counter, where Mark turned from the register at the end, a bag of takeout in his hands. His dark hair was wind-blown, and he looked good wearing a new plaid jacket. She waved.

      He glanced at Rory, nodded at her, and then winked. He moved toward the door and quickly exited.

      She watched him go. Detective Pierce had called earlier after interviewing Mark, who had an alibi from a woman he’d picked up at a bar for the time of the attack. Pierce had seemed satisfied with the explanation, and Marlie would’ve known had the assailant been Mark.

      Rory kept on typing away.

      She sighed. “It’s like we don’t talk any longer, Rory. Here we are at a nice restaurant, already ordered food, and you’re on your phone.”

      He blinked and looked up, his blue eyes narrowed. “Smart aleck.”

      She shrugged. “If you’re forcing your presence on me, you should at least be present.” Yeah, she was feeling a mite unsettled and cranky.

      He set the phone to the side and focused on her. “Alrighty, then. How about you tell me what’s going on between you and my younger brother?”

      “By just one year,” she retorted, wishing he’d go back to his phone.

      He lifted one eyebrow, looking so much like Bosco that she wanted to sigh.

      “How many of you Albertini brothers have brown eyes, and how many blue?” she wondered.

      He grinned. “Three brown, two blue, one greenish-blue, and we all have brown to black hair. Now. You and Bos. What is up?”

      “Nothing,” she said honestly. “We decided to be friends.”

      Rory waved a hand in the air. “Don’t be obtuse. You’re more than friends, and you both know it. But I wanted to talk to you about that—just you and me for a couple of minutes.” Any amusement fled his hard-edged face.

      Fascinating. She leaned her chin on her hand. “Are you going to warn me off your brother?” She’d never been warned off by a family member before.

      “Maybe.” Rory’s eyes held a darker blue rim around the blue iris. “Jennie messed with his head. When he’s on a mission, away from home, he has to concentrate so he doesn’t end up dead. If you can’t handle his life, then get out of it now. Please.”

      Wow. That was direct. She reached for her water glass and took a sip. “Okay. Here it is, bossy butthead.” How was she going to put this? “Your brother tossed me into the friend zone, and if he wants me elsewhere, he’s going to have to ask nicely. If he does, and if I decide that I want to be more than friends, then you have nothing to worry about. I respect his job and would never want to change him.”

      Rory sat back. “He could die.”

      She shrugged. “I lost both of my parents, and they were just driving in a car. We could all die.” She fiddled with the wrapper from her straw. “Bosco loves his job, and it seems like a part of him, and anybody with him would need to be all-in. I get that.” Changing the guy would be a mistake. He was pretty great as he was, and if danger came with that, then so be it. “But again…just pals.”

      Rory grinned. “Okay.”

      She waited. “That’s it?”

      “Yep.” Rory sat back as Tessa placed a club sandwich in front of him and a Cobb salad in front of Marlie.

      Tessa looked them over. “Are you giving her the third-degree? If so, stop it. Bosco can take care of himself.”

      “Nope.” Rory unfolded his paper napkin to set on his lap. “We’re all good. They’re both playing the we’re-just-friends dance, and they’re both really dumb, but I’m appeased. Tell Nonna that Operation Bosco is a go.”

      Marlie coughed. “Operation Bosco?”

      Rory lifted a shoulder. “When an Albertini man falls, it’s fast and hard. Bosco has dropped but doesn’t know it yet. He’s not the brightest among us.”

      Tessa punched him in the arm. “You’re all morons.”

      Marlie slowly nodded. “I can’t say that I disagree.”

      Rory happily dug into his sandwich.

      Tessa straightened and a smile tipped her upper lip. “Speaking of which, Serenity just walked in.”

      Rory dropped the sandwich and turned toward the door, tension instantly vibrating from him.

      Marlie struggled to breathe in the suddenly thick atmosphere, sliding to the edge of the booth so she could see the doorway.

      A woman with long black hair, unreal green eyes, and a thick black coat covered with snow stood there, her gaze caught by Rory’s. She steeled her shoulders and walked toward them, leaving smudges of snow on the floor.

      “Damn,” Tessa murmured, stepping closer to Marlie and vacating the center of the table. “Hi, Serenity,” she said as the woman approached.

      “Hi.” Serenity didn’t look away from Rory. “Stop calling me.”

      Rory frowned. “I haven’t called you.”

      “Bullshit,” the woman said, red spiraling through her cheeks. “One more time, Rory, and I mean it. You call and hang up again, and I’m calling the police. It’s harassment.”

      Rory stood, instantly towering over the woman. “If I were harassing you, darlin’, you’d know it.”

      Tessa nudged Marlie’s shoulder. “Ever see an Albertini go caveman?” she whispered.

      Marlie watched, fascinated. “I think Bosco has gone there a couple of times,” she whispered back.

      Serenity rolled her eyes, looked at Tessa, and then glared back at Rory. “You’re all nuts. All of you.” Then she turned on her heel and marched to the other side of the diner, reaching a group of women all looking on with wide eyes.

      “We’re not done with this conversation,” Rory called out. “I’ve given you until the new year, and then we’re having that talk.”

      The finger she shot him wasn’t a nice one.

      Rory sat back down.

      Tessa frowned. “Have you been calling her?”

      “No.” He reached for his phone again. “But I’m gonna find out who has been.”
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      Bosco picked Marlie up at the diner and drove her to the police department, uncharacteristically quiet. When she couldn’t take it any longer, she turned toward him in his truck. “I’m moving back to my place tonight.”

      “No, you’re not.” He parked in a large lot and then cut off the engine.

      She shifted uneasily on the seat. “Bosco. Enough. You’re not responsible for me.”

      He turned to look at her, his gaze unreadable in the snowy day. “You came to me, you cried in my arms, and you’re in now, baby. I am responsible for you until we find this guy. Fight me all you want, but you’re not gonna win.” He opened his door and shut it sharply.

      Her mouth gaped open, and she quickly smacked her lips together before opening her door. He, of course, was already there waiting to help her down onto the icy asphalt. “Listen. I do not go for the bossy type.”

      “You do in bed.” He shut the door and ushered her to the sidewalk and around frozen rose bushes toward a larger brick building.

      Oh, he had not just said that. She yanked her arm free and strode up the steps and into a warm entryway with a police officer sitting behind a counter. The guy was young, red-headed, and freckled. He looked up and smiled.

      She returned the smile. “Hi. I’m Marlie Kreuk. I am supposed to meet with Detective Pierce.” The detective had called earlier and asked for her to come by.

      “Sure thing. Go to the second floor, turn left, and you’ll find his office to the right,” the deputy said.

      “Thanks.” Marlie turned and headed up the stairs, ignoring the solid form of masculine stubbornness dogging her every move. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Too bad,” Bosco said shortly.

      She paused at the top and swiveled to face him. “I don’t know why you’re in such a bad mood, but if you want a fight, you’re about to get one.”

      His eyes were a dark topaz beneath the fluorescent lights. “I don’t want to fight.” He grasped her arm and turned her toward an office where Detective Pierce was emerging.

      The detective caught sight of them and motioned them forward. “Thanks for coming.” He wore gray slacks, a pressed white shirt, and a blue power tie. With his blond hair and sizzling green eyes, he looked all business and fairly tough. “Come in.”

      She walked inside his office to take one of two guest chairs while Bosco sat next to her.

      Pierce crossed around his desk, tossed a file folder on top of a bunch of other folders, and sat. “We dumped all the CCTV in the area and didn’t find a vehicle or the guy who attacked you,” he said without preamble. “I’m cross-referencing all of Anna’s private cases right now and have found nothing to tie to the perp.” He pulled a yellow legal pad from the bottom of the file folders and read quickly. “The MO is different than the guy attacking women in Spokane, but I’m not ruling him out.”

      Her heart sank. “So you have no idea who the man was who attacked us.”

      “No,” Pierce said grimly. “In addition, I’ve confirmed Turner Johnson’s alibi. The guy was in Portland that night, and he has no criminal record or any hint of problems.”

      “Great.” Her voice shook, although she’d known Turner hadn’t been the attacker.

      Bosco reached for her hand and took it, warming every inch. “We’ll find him.”

      “Your colleague Mark from the college still has a solid alibi. I double checked.” Pierce looked at their joined hands and then lifted his gaze to Bosco. “Any chance this has something to do with you?”

      “I don’t see how,” Bosco said quietly. “I guess anybody could’ve seen us together at the Clumsy Penguin, but nobody is after me. My work is far away from here, and I don’t have any enemies.”

      “Any ex-girlfriends who could’ve hired the attacker?” Pierce asked.

      Bosco shook his head. “No. Only ex is Jennie Newton, and she wouldn’t do anything like that.”

      “Even so, I have to check up on her,” Pierce said. “I’ll call her in, so be prepared for some anger.”

      Bosco sighed. “Always. But I’m telling you, it wasn’t her. So it’s either the guy from Spokane or somebody else who randomly attacked Marlie.”

      Pierce studied Marlie. “Run me through everything he said again.”

      She did, holding tightly to Bosco’s hand, their earlier argument forgotten.

      Pierce sat back. “So he wanted to kidnap you, it sounds like. Then when Bosco broke in, the assailant decided to kill you.” He shook his head. “The only way that makes sense is if that he wanted to ask you something. What could you know that somebody is afraid you know?” Pierce was sharp, that was for sure.

      “Nothing,” she whispered. “I teach languages at the college and haven’t even started work yet. I don’t know anything that would get somebody in trouble.”

      “Okay,” Pierce said quietly. “Alternative theory. Somebody wanted to take you, maybe dispose of your body elsewhere, but when Bosco broke in, they had to attempt to kill you. If this is about Bosco, then his arrival would’ve changed things.” Pierce watched Bosco carefully. “In theory one or theory two, somebody wants her dead. If the connection is to you, who would want her dead, Albertini?”

      “Nobody,” Bosco growled. “The only altercation I’ve had lately was with Turner Johnson, and you’ve cleared him. What if he hired one of his buddies to kidnap her?”

      “Why?” Marlie asked. “That doesn’t make sense. I had coffee, lunch, and then one true date with the guy, really. It wasn’t that much fun, and once he sobered up the next day, he apologized for being a jerk.”

      Pierce nodded. “There isn’t much time there for the guy to become obsessed to the point of having her kidnapped or killed.” He rubbed his broad hand over his eyes. “This doesn’t make sense. If somebody is obsessed with you, they wouldn’t want you dead. Kidnapped, sure. But dead, no.”

      Marlie swallowed over the lump in her throat.

      Pierce leaned forward. “All right. Run me through the entire night again. And again. We’re going to figure this out.”
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      Bosco tossed the pizza box into the fridge and threw a treat to the dog. He’d picked up Fabio from Knox on the way home from the police station, figuring that having the dog close would make for a good alarm system. Plus, the canine seemed to calm Marlie, so that was a plus. “You didn’t eat,” he murmured.

      She shrugged, looking bewildered and fragile sitting on his sofa with the scratch across her neck. “I’m not really hungry.”

      Neither was he, truth be told. “We’re going to find this guy.”

      She looked up, her pretty eyes clouded. “Do you think the detective was right in that this is about you somehow?”

      “I don’t see how.” He crossed around the sofa, stepped over the dog, and sat next to her. “I also don’t see how it’s about you. I think it’s connected to the guy terrorizing Spokane, but I can’t figure out how he saw you.” He ran his fingers through her hair. “Unless he was at the Clumsy Penguin that first night and followed us from there.” It was the only thing that made sense, but it didn’t feel right. None of this did.

      “Are you still mad at me?” She leaned into his touch, her foot buried beneath the huge mutt on the floor.

      He eyed the dog. “I wasn’t mad at you.” His phone buzzed, and he lifted it to his ear. “Albertini.”

      “I cannot believe you called the police on me,” Jennie yelled.

      He winced and leaned forward, breaking his connection with Marlie. “I didn’t. Honest. I know you didn’t have anything to do with a crime, Jennie. I’m sorry.”

      Marlie shifted her weight. “Going to bed. Have fun.” She headed into his bedroom and shut the door.

      He looked at the closed door, his temper stirring. None of this was his fault, damn it. “Listen. I’m sorry.”

      Jennie sighed. “Honestly, Bos. How could you even give them my name? I spent an hour with Detective Pierce, and after that, I felt like I had done it. This is nuts.”

      “I know.” He rubbed a hand across his jaw, every impulse alive inside him wanting to go into his bedroom. Now. “The police have to check all angles, and I wish you hadn’t gotten caught up in all of this. I really do apologize.”

      “None of it makes sense,” Jennie said, her voice a little slurred as if she’d been drinking—not that he could blame her. “Are you sure there was even an assailant? I mean, think about it. She has a crush on you, she gets attacked, and now you’re her tough-guy guardian. You have a protective streak a mile long, Bosco.”

      He nudged the dog, who opened one eye to glare at him. “I threw the guy to the floor, Jennie. He was real. As are the stitches across my gut.”

      “Maybe Marlie hired him,” she said quietly.

      That was ridiculous. “The guy tried to kill her, Jennie. This isn’t Marlie’s fault any more than it’s yours. Again, I’ll try to keep you out of the rest of it.”

      “Is there any chance for us? Have you thought about it?” she asked, her voice soft.

      “No.” He’d never believed in lying to anybody. “There’s no chance. You were right to break it off, and I hope we can stay friends.” At that, they said their goodbyes.

      He stood and angled toward his bedroom, knocking on the door before entering. Unlike Jennie, he wasn’t letting this woman go. It was probably time to have that talk with her and see if he could repair the damage he’d done by giving her the friends speech right off the bat.

      She sat on the bed, wearing leggings and a thick sweater, her gaze focused. “How’s the ex? I can leave if you want her to come over.” Sarcasm and more than a hint of temper lifted Marlie’s consonants.

      So, she wanted to play it like that, did she? He crossed his arms. “Knock it off. We need to talk.”

      She bounded to her feet, both hands going to her hips. Without the bandage, there was just a thin mark on her neck, although the bandage on her arm made her shirt bulge a bit. Though the injury didn’t seem to be slowing her down much. “I am so done with you telling me what to do.”

      Okay. She was scared, she was angry, and she wanted to fight. Good enough. He looked down at her, trying not to smile. Man, she was adorable. “Listen. I was wrong to put you in the friend zone. I got burned by Jennie and thought I couldn’t handle a relationship, but I want to try with you. I can look into other jobs in the military.” He could give up the danger.

      If anything, her eyes sparked even more while color infused her face. “Are you kidding me?” she yelled.

      He almost took a step back. “No?” Why was she mad? He was making a serious effort here. “I’m not kidding.” His temper stirred at the base of his neck.

      “You are such a moron,” she yelled, the decibels echoing off his walls.

      Wait a minute. He’d just made a serious move, tried to compromise, and she was calling him names? “Baby, if you want to fight, you’re headed in the right direction.”

      Instead of backing off, instead of pausing, she marched right up to him, anger in her gaze. “Let’s go, then. You want to fight? You’ve got it.” She leaned up, still not coming close to eye level. “I don’t want you to change. Anybody who asks you to change to be with them is an asshole. One thing I am not, is that.”

      He blinked.

      “I like you the way you are,” she yelled, her cheeks red and her mouth bow-shaped and much too enticing. “Except for the moron part. Get rid of that, and we have a chance.”

      That was it. He clamped a hand on her healthy arm, drew her into him, and kissed her.

      Hard.

      She moaned beneath his mouth as he consumed her, taking everything she offered and more. He backed her to the bed, careful of her injuries, drawing her sweater over her head as he went. Her hands slid to his belt, unbuckling it before unzipping his jeans.

      Her tongue tangled with his, and the flavor of her—mint and woman—exploded on his tongue. His body went rock-hard as he removed her bra, shoving down her yoga pants in the same heartbeat.

      Then he was on her for the briefest of seconds before rolling them until she was on top of him, frantically trying to shove his jeans down to his ankles. He helped her and then yanked his shirt off.

      She paused, sitting up, square on his groin. The thin material of her panties and his boxers barely kept him from her. From being inside her, right where he needed to be. Her gaze softened, and her fingers ran along the top of his bandage. “I forgot. You’re hurt.”

      “That’s not where I hurt,” he groaned, grasping her thigh and pressing her heated core down onto his aching cock.

      She smiled, all sin. “Oh.”

      Yeah. Oh.

      A wicked glint filled her eyes, and she leaned over, her mouth right above his. “I guess now we talk about you being an idiot?”
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      She’d gone too far. She knew it the second her mouth touched his, and those dangerous topaz-colored eyes flared hot and bright. One second, she was on top of him, in perfect control; and the next, she was under him. Completely.

      Desire cut through her, and she gasped, looking up at him. He was so strong and intense, and everything inside her softened. She was already wet and ready for him.

      His smirk held a hint of pain and a boatload of hunger. “You were saying?” He pressed against her, pulsing, his body hot and aroused.

      Blood rushed through her head, making her ears ring. The man felt like heated stone against her that she didn’t want to think—only feel. And, man, he made her feel good. “Um.” What had she been saying?

      He leaned to the side, his boxers disappeared, something crinkled, and he rolled partially away for a second. One strong hand snapped her panties in two, and he tossed them over his shoulder. Her eyes widened, and need coursed through her, painful with an edge. He positioned himself at her entrance and paused. “You sure?”

      “Yes.” She could not be more sure. Not in a million years.

      “Me, too.” Then he slowly, methodically, purposefully pushed inside her, his gaze on hers.

      Wild and intense.

      She couldn’t breathe. Her thighs widened naturally, wanting more of him. Needing all of him.

      He stretched her, changing her ache of need into a finely tuned edge of pleasure and pain. So good. His thighs were hard against hers, his skin warm, his scent masculine. Everything about him was perfect. Well, perfect for her.

      “Bosco,” she whispered, overcome. She’d never felt this good, this complete. Or this safe. Bosco Albertini was sexy and strong, but he made her feel safe and protected in a way she wanted. Maybe needed. Things were happening inside her too quickly, but she didn’t want to stop. She wanted to feel this for him, even if it took her a while to put it all into words. They had time.

      He kept pushing, his strong arms keeping his weight off her. Then he kissed her, a wild energy overtaking them both. His tongue dueled with hers, keeping her in the moment and making her forget the pain in her arm for a second. She pushed against him, feeling his warmth, letting herself get lost in everything that was Bosco. Finally, he pushed all the way inside, connecting them.

      Something clicked. In her body, in her heart, maybe even deeper. She felt it. She felt him. Only him. Her eyes widened, and her lungs seized.

      “Breathe,” he whispered, his mouth against hers, his command firm.

      She obeyed, letting her lungs take over. Relief filtered through her as oxygen flowed throughout her body again. This was intense, and she wanted more.

      “Now.” He levered up, using his elbows as balance, his pelvis flush against hers. “Want to call me an idiot again?” His voice was rough, and his tone gritty. His gaze was all-knowing and a little arrogant, but it suited him. Just like he suited her.

      “No.” She bit into his bottom lip. They could have all the chat time he wanted for pillow talk after he assuaged this desperate hunger inside her. “Later.”

      He licked his lip and then kissed her, pushing her head back into the pillow. Taking control. Pleasure swamped her, pushing her need for him even higher. She kissed him back, her hands frantic along his flanks. They were both breathing heavily when he lifted his head. “Now we talk,” he murmured, his breath heating her lips.

      Oh, he was going to kill her. She needed him to start moving before she exploded. This much need couldn’t be healthy. What did he want? Oh, yeah. “Fine. You’re not an idiot. Wait. You are. We aren’t friends.”

      “Damn straight,” he said, possession in his eyes, power in his body. “We’re a hell of a lot more than friends, and we’re going to give this a real shot. Got it?”

      She’d gotten that a lot earlier than he had, but why quibble about it? “Yes,” she breathed, tilting her hips.

      He groaned, his jaw hardening.

      She did it again, trying to ease the pleasurable pain of having him inside her, not moving. “You’re big, Bosco. Start moving, would you?” she gasped.

      He reached between them and fondled her breasts, the look in his eyes giving her pause. “You can take me.” He distracted her for a moment, playing, taking his time as he seemed to like.

      She scratched down his back to his butt and sank her nails in. Then she tilted again.

      His nostrils flared, and he rose over her, grasping her hip and pulling out to push back in. She blinked. Then he went all-in. Fast and hard, he thrust into her, forcing her higher and higher before she could think of climbing. Each plunge of his hips pushed her into the mattress, so she wrapped her legs around him and just held on.

      Live wires uncoiled inside her, and she cried out, grabbing on to him, her eyelids closing as sparks flashed behind them. The climax roared through her, taking her breath. Fireworks detonated one after the other, each harder and more spectacular until she could only feel. Finally, she came down, her mind numb. He slammed inside her one more time and stilled, jerking with his release.

      Wow.

      Finally, his body relaxed. His mouth wandered along her jawline, kissing beneath her ear. “You okay?”

      “Not sure,” she mumbled, her body so relaxed it was hard to catch a thought. “Might’ve passed out.”

      He chuckled and withdrew from her body, kissing her neck next to her bruise when she protested. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared for a few moments and then returned to the bed to wrap his big body around hers. “I’m glad we reached an agreement.”

      “Ditto,” she said, yawning. “But no more bossiness.” Did she even mean that? Probably not. But a woman had to take a stand.

      “I agree,” he murmured. “Bossy doesn’t suit you.”

      She blinked, snuggling into his warmth. “I meant you.”

      Glass shattered. Something clanked along the wooden floor in the living room. Bosco stiffened, covering her. “Grenade,” he bellowed.
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      Bosco knew the sound of a grenade, and that was it in the other room. He covered Marlie, his body flat over hers as the entire apartment exploded. The walls blasted in, and wooden slats from the floor flew up and then clattered back down, several scattering across his bed. Sheetrock and paint blew around, and his bookcase from the corner crashed down, his trophies shattering on the floor.

      Fabio barked weakly from the other room. Was he hurt?

      Boscoe’s ears rang, and his vision wavered. A piece of the ceiling fell and broke across his shoulders, jolting him out of the darkness. Glass from the main light rained down, cutting his bare ass and clinking onto the floor.

      He jumped from the bed, his shoulders burning, and headed right for the person coming through the window. He tossed the man back into the wall and watched him go down.

      Two other masked figures barreled through the bedroom door, and Bosco pushed through the murky air to take down the first guy. One swipe, two punches, he let training take over and stopped thinking.

      The other guy wasn’t trained. However, he was masked and well-muscled, and he got in a couple of good shots with a knife.

      Blood spurted across Bosco’s chest, and pain cut through him. He shut down and stopped feeling. Growling, he reached for the guy’s mask as Marlie screamed behind him.

      Partially turning, he took a blade to the ribs. Agony shot through him, and he punched out, following with a kick that snapped the assailant’s head back. The guy fell to the damaged floor, his hand flopping onto the wood and his legs kicking out, scattering snow from his boots.

      A heavy object slammed down onto Bosco’s skull, and he dropped to his knees, his vision going dark gray. Grunting, he shook his head, and blood slid into his eyes. He clutched the discarded knife off the floor, and pivoted to stab up and fast, cutting through a down jacket and into the second attacker’s flesh. The guy’s eyes widened behind the mask, he grabbed his stomach, and he dropped to his knees with a loud thunk.

      The guy already on the floor kicked Bosco in the rib cage, and Bosco twisted on his knee, plunging the same knife into the bastard’s gut. The assailant rolled at the last second, keeping the blade from causing internal damage. Even so, he screamed high and loud.

      Marlie yelled from the doorway.

      Bosco shoved to his feet just as the screaming guy did the same, finally shutting up. The guy Bosco had disabled by the window, his face covered by a gas mask, carried a furiously struggling Marlie across the room. She kicked wildly, her bare feet sliding off the torn wood. She looked terrified and way too fragile, buck-naked in the man’s arms, fighting for all she was worth.

      “Marlie!” Bosco yelled, just as the second guy punched him in the mouth. His jaw cracked, and his head snapped to the side, but he managed to stay on his feet. His mouth ached, but his teeth all remained in place. His ears ringing, his vision blurring, he went for the kill shot and punched the asshole in the throat.

      Something popped.

      The attacker fell again, this time his head hitting the wooden floor with the sound of a melon cracking. Bosco stumbled over the torn floor toward the doorway, which wavered dangerously in his sights.

      The sound of Marlie screaming got farther away.

      A dog barked and growled, fury and pain in the sound. “Get her, Fabio,” Bosco croaked, his throat raw from the heated debris  falling through the air. Blood flowed from him, over his naked body, and his feet burned as he tried to hurry toward the living room.

      A shot echoed, and the dog yipped.

      Marlie screamed louder, the sound high and frantic.

      Bosco stumbled out of the bedroom to see Marlie fighting a man much bigger than her. The guy cut off her air, and she went limp, unconscious.

      Then the man lifted his hand, pointing a black gun. Bosco tried to duck out of the way.

      The guy fired.

      Pain exploded in Bosco’s chest, and he fell back, hitting the floor hard. The last sound he heard before the darkness grabbed him was Marlie screaming his name.
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      Marlie regained consciousness slowly, her body on high alert but her eyelids remaining shut. She breathed evenly and tried to take stock. The floor or ground was hard under a rough blanket beneath her, and a chill wound through the air. Quiet conversation took place to her right, male voices, but she couldn’t make out the words.

      Other than that, no sound filtered through the space.

      She opened her eyelids, careful not to move from her position on her side. It took several heartbeats for her vision to clear enough to see the inside of a garage door in front of her.

      “You’re awake,” a man said.

      She rolled over, yanking the blanket up to cover her nude body, her bare butt on the cold cement. “Who are you?” She squinted, trying to see him better. The guy sat at a table near the other wall with a large blue truck behind him. He looked to be in his early thirties with brown hair, blue eyes, and all-black clothing. His gloves and mask were on the table.

      “My name is Rickert. You’ve heard of me?” he asked.

      “No.” She put her back against the wall and looked around the large area. It was more than a garage. A metal shop? While the walls were blank, spots of gasoline marred the smooth concrete floor. “Why did you kidnap me?”

      He winced. “Well, I had a question for you, but I think you just answered it.”

      She had never seen this guy in her entire life, nor had she heard of a Rickert. None of this made a lick of sense. Was it possible he had her confused with somebody else? “Did you break into my apartment the other night?”

      “That was a colleague of mine.” He shook his head. “After he failed so spectacularly, he’s no longer with us.”

      Fear fissured through her. He’d killed his colleague? “I think you have me mixed up with somebody else,” she murmured. How the heck was she going to get out of there? How long had she been unconscious? They couldn’t be too far from town. She tilted her head and studied him.

      An outside door to his side opened, and another man walked through.

      She eyed him. Brown hair, brown eyes, normal build. His hands shook, and he shoved them into his pockets. She cleared her throat, trying to figure this out before somebody decided to shoot her. Wait a minute. He was familiar. Even so, she played dumb for the moment. “Who are you guys?”

      The newcomer looked at the other guy and sighed. “Guess we worried about nothing.”

      There was something about his voice. Yep. That was him. He was one of the boring guys at the bar the other night. Her head hurt but she needed to concentrate. They’d stormed Bosco’s apartment and kidnapped her, and she had no idea why. Bosco. Oh, God. Was he okay? “You shot Bosco,” she said to Rickert. He was the bigger of the two, and he’d been the one to carry her out of the apartment after knocking her out. Was he the leader?

      He nodded. “Yeah. He injured and possibly killed two of my friends. I hope he’s dead.”

      Her chest hurt. She bit back tears and concentrated on the moment. Once she got out of here, she’d worry about Bosco. He was a trained soldier, and he had to be okay. Right now, considering these guys had let her see their faces, she was in trouble. Definite trouble. “Would one of you please tell me why you kidnapped me?” She tried not to feel too vulnerable, considering she only had the scratchy blanket to cover her nakedness. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” the brown-haired guy said. She vaguely remembered him pattering on about numbers when she’d almost fallen asleep at the bar. With Turner. He looked at his partner. “This is a disaster, Rickert.”

      Rickert nodded. “We jumped the gun, that’s for sure.” He studied her. “Although we don’t have much of a choice now, do we?” His gaze was hard and his jaw set.

      She ran his name through her head again. It wasn’t common. Shouldn’t she know a Rickert? She looked at the man near the door. “I don’t remember your name, but I do remember that you know Turner.” Was he in on this? Or could he somehow help?

      “Denny,” Rickert said quickly. “I’m Rickert, and he’s Denny.”

      Denny sucked in a breath, his face paling. “This is all Turner’s fault.”

      “How so?” Marlie asked.

      Denny pressed his lips together as if afraid to say too much.

      Marlie squirmed on the cold floor. That was so not good. She’d seen their faces, and she knew their names. Apparently, Denny wasn’t as comfortable ending her as was Rickert. He was definitely the weak link. She concentrated on him. “You kill me, and you’ll go to hell, Denny.” He turned even whiter. “Plus, let’s be honest about this. Your friends, the ones Bosco hurt, are no doubt talking to the authorities right now and giving you up.” If they were alive. It looked like at least one of them was killed. Her voice trembled, and she didn’t try to hide her fear. Why bother?

      Denny leaned back against the wall as if his legs wouldn’t hold him up any longer.

      She pressed on. “Right now, you’ve only gone along with a kidnapping. If you kill me, that’s murder one. Do you really want to face the death penalty?” It was a good thing she loved watching Law and Order.

      “Shut up,” Rickert snapped.

      She pulled the blanket more securely over her body, her mind finally kicking into gear. “Right now, your friends are giving you up. The police are checking all the surveillance cameras between Bosco’s apartment and here, and even I know there are a couple of banks in that neighborhood. You’re done. Best bet for both of you is to run while leaving me here and alive. Just in case you get caught.” She listened in vain for sirens. Only the wind whipped against the outside of the metal walls.

      Denny gagged and then quickly covered his mouth.

      She pulled her legs in so she could jump to her feet if necessary. “Denny? You weren’t one of the men in the apartment, were you?” Bosco had hurt two of them, and Rickert had carried her out. “You were just in the car. Waiting.” He must have been the driver.

      Denny nodded.

      “Then you’re okay,” she whispered.

      “No, he really isn’t,” Rickert said, pulling a gun from the back of his waist and shooting Denny in one smooth motion.

      Denny’s eyes widened as blood burst across his chest. He grabbed his shirt, pitched forward, and landed face-first on the floor. Blood flowed from beneath him to stain the concrete red.
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      Bosco jerked awake in the emergency room just as Santa Claus slapped a bandage on his upper chest near his shoulder. “Santa?”

      Santa wore a white lab coat that matched his long white beard and shorter hair. “Nope. Dr. Springfield here. You were shot near your clavicle, slashed across the ribs, and your earlier stitches were cut open. You have contusions and lacerations across your back and legs, and your feet have seen better days but don’t need stitches. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Bosco forced himself back to reality. “Marlie.” He tried to shove himself up.

      “Whoa.” Dr. Springfield put a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Hold on.”

      “Bosco? What happened?” Detective Pierce strode inside the room, wearing a faded T-shirt and old jeans as if he’d just gotten out of bed. His hair was ruffled and his jaw whiskered.

      Bosco pushed the doctor away and sat, his head swimming from the pain. “They took Marlie. There was a grenade, and three guys breached my apartment.”

      Pierce nodded. “One is dead, and the other’s being stitched up next door. The third is gone. As is Ms. Kreuk. Tell me everything.”

      He had to find her. Groaning, he turned his body so his bare feet touched the floor. “What are you doing to find her?”

      “We’re collecting all CCTV footage from the neighborhood as well as canvassing, but so far, nobody’s seen anything,” Pierce said. “Lie back down. You’re in no condition to do anything.”

      “Bullshit.” Bosco gingerly put weight on one foot.

      A commotion sounded, and Rory shoved past a uniformed officer. “Bos. You okay?” Worry lit his glittering eyes.

      “No.” Bosco eyed his naked body. “I have to find her, Rory. She’s out there.” Fear, something foreign to him, blasted through his chest.

      Rory slid a backpack off his shoulder to toss onto the bed. “Clothes in there. Fabio was shot in the leg but the vet easily stitched him up. Tessa is with him. Anna and Aiden are working the CCTV from the ATF’s angle, and Aiden said he’d figure out how it’s an ATF case later. As for our brothers, Vince and Finn are over the pass, preparing for a search and rescue in case the kidnappers went in that direction. Knox is outside, calling in favors in case we need to breach from the air. Well, he’s calling in favors as you, to be honest.”

      His family was ready to go. Good. Bosco forced a T-shirt over his head and drew on some jeans, groaning when pain nearly dropped him, even though he was sitting.

      “You shouldn’t think of going anywhere,” the doctor said, scooting away from the bed.

      Bosco yanked on socks and a pair of boots that had been at the bottom of the bag. Wait a minute. “Where’s Quint?” He was the only brother not mentioned.

      Rory smiled, and the sight wasn’t pretty. “Quint, who?”

      Detective Pierce shoved away from the wall. “Damn it.” He turned and hustled out into the hallway.

      Bosco stood all the way, his breath catching at the pain.

      Rory was instantly by his side. “You good?”

      “Yeah.” Bosco dug deep and hitched toward the doorway, his movements becoming more fluid. “Thanks for not arguing about my staying here.”

      “Please. Your woman has been kidnapped.” Rory followed him into the hallway. “Turn right.”

      Raised voices came from two doors down, and Bosco increased his pace, limping into a room where Detective Pierce was trying to pull Quint off a patient on a bed. “What’s happening?” he asked.

      Quint stopped fighting the detective and straightened, flexing his hand. His brown eyes were pissed, and his shoulders were squared and ready to go. “I was just having a nice talk with this guy about why he blew up your apartment, and more importantly, about where Marlie might be.”

      Bosco nodded at his older brother and moved around Pierce, stopping short at seeing the bloody man on the examination table, his torso partially stitched up by a wide-eyed younger doctor. The laceration looked deep enough to need stitches but not bad enough to have caused internal damage. The guy must’ve been attacker number two—the one Bosco had stabbed. Bos moved up the bed and looked down at the guy’s face. Wait a minute. “Turner?” Fury ripped through his ears, landing in his stomach. He planted a hand on Turner’s shoulder. Hard. “What the hell?”

      Turner’s eyes were full of pain. His ripped down coat was in the corner, and tears filled his eyes. He coughed, and blood trickled from a split in his lip.

      Detective Pierce tried to grab Bosco’s arm, but Quint and Rory intercepted him, getting in his way. “I will arrest all three of you,” Pierce snapped.

      Bosco trusted his brothers to take care of Pierce. He leaned down and let his fury show. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” Turner said, a snot bubble sliding from his nose.

      Bosco motioned the doctor back. “You’re gonna want to move, Doc.” Then he flattened his hand over the still bleeding and open wound down Turner’s torso, pressing down.

      Turner gasped in pain, and his body stiffened. “God. Stop."

      “No.” Bosco twisted his hand, digging his fingers into the wound.

      Turner cried out.

      “Damn it,” Detective Pierce yelled. “Bud, get in here.”

      Bud was probably the uniform that Bosco had seen in the hall. Bosco dug even deeper.

      “She’s in Rickert’s shop,” Turner gasped, his body shaking with pain. “They won’t hurt her. They just want to make sure she won’t say anything about the business.”

      A uniformed cop ran in, his chest big and broad. He headed for Bosco, but Detective Pierce waved him off.

      “Who’s Rickert, and where’s his shop?” Detective Pierce growled.

      Turner gasped, blood flowing from his gut. “The other night after the party, we were drunk at a bar across town. Just goofing off and not thinking. Denny and I started talking about Rickert’s accounts, and I forgot that Marlie was even there. I don’t think she was listening, but Denny told Rickert we’d discussed him, and the guy has guns, man. He threatened us.”

      “Daniel Rickert?” Detective Pierce snapped. “From McDougal’s Accounting Firm?”

      Bosco partially turned. “That ring a bell with you?”

      “Yeah,” Pierce said, reaching for his phone at his belt. “We’ve been investigating him for embezzlement for the last month.”

      Well, shit. “I need an address,” Bosco snapped, heading for the door. “Now.”
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      Marlie watched Rickert as he finished loading his truck with several suitcases while Denny bled on the floor. She wanted to check on him, but Rickert kept his gun pointed at her, promising to shoot her if she moved. Even so, she slowly stood, keeping her back to the wall and the blanket in front of her. The floor was piercing cold on her bare feet. She’d drop the blanket if she got the chance to attack him, but he was too far away.

      He finally finished and looked at her, his gun hand level. “Come here.”

      She blinked. Her knees trembled, and her legs locked so she could jump out of the way if he fired. “Why?” The guy had just shot his friend, probably killed him. He would most likely want to kill her, as well.

      “Insurance.” He reached into the back of the truck and drew out what looked like regular rope. “Now. Don’t forget that I will shoot you.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      He motioned her. “I can just shoot you now, if you want.”

      “No.” She moved toward him, tripping over the bottom of the blanket. Could she get the gun? He was bigger and not shaking from the cold like she was right now. Even so, she had to steal that weapon. She reached him.

      “Hold out your hands,” he said, an odd light in his eyes, the gun pointed at her chest.

      She couldn’t do that without letting go of the blanket. “You don’t have to tie me up. I’ll come with you.”

      “Hands. Now.” He lifted the barrel and pointed it right at her face.

      Her stomach lurched. Before she could drop the blanket, the door burst open, and three men rushed inside.

      Rickert turned and fired at them.

      She screamed and barreled into his shooting arm, smashing it against the truck. Strong arms grabbed her and yanked her away, and then she was off her feet and held against a muscular chest. The wrong chest. She looked up, shocked, as Rory Albertini squired her away from the gun and body on the floor to the other side of the shop, keeping her covered by the blanket.

      She gasped and turned to see Bosco hit Rickert so hard he flew across the hood of the truck. “Bosco,” she whispered.

      He turned to look at her, a wild and furious glint in his topaz-colored eyes. Cuts, bruises, and bumps covered him. “You okay?”

      Numbly, she nodded.

      He rounded the truck, picked Rickert up by the neck, and slammed him down onto the metal so hard it dented.

      “Enough,” Detective Pierce ordered, not moving very quickly to stop him. He leaned over Denny and then rolled him, calling out. “We need an ambulance. Now.” He leaned down to apparently listen for Denny’s breathing. “Bosco? I mean it. Stop playing around.”

      Oh, Bosco wasn’t playing. He lifted Rickert by the hair and threw him face-first into the wall. Rickert bounced back, flipped around, and caught a fist from Bosco in the gut. The sound of ribs breaking shattered the rough silence.

      “Enough,” Pierce bellowed, just as two uniformed officers ran into the shop followed by more men who looked a lot like Bosco.

      Bosco let Rickert slide to the floor and calmly stepped over him, walking toward her. He reached them and gently ran his bruised knuckles across her cheekbone. “How badly are you hurt?” Lifting the blanket, he looked over her form while Rory kept his gaze on the uniformed officers behind him.

      “I’m okay.” Now that she was safe, tears gathered in her eyes. “I was so scared.”

      “I know.” He gently lifted her out of Rory’s arms, keeping the blanket in place and wincing.

      She sucked in air. “You’re hurt. Let me down.”

      “Never.” He turned and strode past the police officers and what had to be his brothers to the misty night outside. “It happens fast with us Albertini brothers, you know.” Ducking over her, he protected her from the pelting snow.

      “So I’ve heard.” She gave up trying to reason with him and just snuggled her face into the crook of his neck, breathing in his scent. Her body shook, probably from shock, and she let him protect her.

      “Good.” He opened the passenger side door of a silver truck and stepped up, keeping her on his lap. He shut the door, and heat blasted from the vents, warming her. “So, here it is. I know this is fast, and I’m more than willing to give you all the time in the world for us. We can date, we can court, we can go at your speed.” He cuddled her closer, his heartbeat steady beneath her chin.

      She blinked and looked over at the driver, who had black hair and twinkling greenish-blue eyes. “Hi.”

      “Hi. I’m Knox. Thanks for taking care of my dog.” Knox grinned and put the truck in drive. “Are we headed to the hospital?”

      “Yeah,” Bosco said, settling her more comfortably on his lap. “I want to get her checked out, and I think my stitches popped again.”

      Knox drove away from the red and blue lights swirling from the emergency vehicles. “I’m sure the authorities will want to have another talk with you, anyway.”

      Now that she was safe, all sorts of aches and pains were springing to life on her body. But she couldn’t get the sound of the gunshots out of her head. “What about Fabio?” she whispered. “He was so brave trying to save me, and Rickert shot him.”

      Knox smiled, watching the road. “Tess called. Fabio is doing well and will be released tomorrow.”

      Marlie sighed and relaxed against Bosco. She’d been so worried about the dog. “Oh. Okay.” Relief buzzed through her. “So, courting, huh?” Sounded good.

      “Yeah,” Bosco breathed. “I figure we’ll get married in the spring.”

      Knox laughed out loud.
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      Bosco settled Marlie on Nonna’s sofa while family members milled around, and at least two of his brothers kept spiking the punch over on the main table. Of course, the family knew it was spiked, so everyone kept the kids away from that bowl. Christmas music wafted throughout the space from hidden speakers, and the family was spread throughout the entire house, all eating, drinking, or goofing off. It was good to be home.

      Marlie looked delectable in a red sweater and black slacks, a glass of red wine in her hand. Her arm was still bandaged but she was moving with ease even though she had to be sore from the explosion. “You are going to have to stop hovering over me.” She was cute, but even she didn’t sound like she believed that.

      He stretched out next to her as two of his younger cousins rolled around near the tree, wrestling. “Nonna is gonna kill you two if you knock over that tree again,” he called out. Although it wasn’t like he hadn’t done the same thing at their age.

      A bark sounded, and Fabio bounded over, his right leg bandaged.

      “Fabio!” Marlie cried, setting her glass down and reaching for the huge mutt.

      The dog jumped into her lap, skidding until his face hit Bosco’s healthy shoulder. Marlie wrapped both arms around him and snuggled her face into his fur. “You are so brave.” She let him flop down on both of their laps, holding on tightly.

      Bosco sighed and gave the dog a look.

      The canine really did seem to smile.

      Knox rounded the corner, a plate of food in his hand. “Oops. Sorry about that. Want me to make him move?”

      “No,” Marlie said, petting the dog’s ears. “He can stay right here.” She looked too happy for Bosco to force the dog onto the floor. “He’s the bravest dog in the entire world.”

      The canine panted happily, no doubt in agreement.

      Knox chuckled and sat on the sofa table, facing them. “I called Detective Pierce for an update. Turner, Denny, and Rickert are all alive and in the hospital, facing charges. Looks like they’re going to survive to spend a lot of years in prison. Jackasses.”

      Marlie shook her head. “It’s all so weird. I was so bored on that date with Turner that I really didn’t listen to a thing they said at that bar.”

      The oldest brother, Vince, poked his head around the corner. “Knox? I need backup. Rory is heading out to kidnap Serenity right now, but he said he’d give her until the new year. It’s not the new year yet.” He disappeared.

      Knox set his food down. “I’ll be back.” Then he stood and hustled after his brother.

      Marlie watched them go. “Um, he seemed more concerned that the kidnapping was happening early than it was happening at all.” She reached for a piece of celery from Knox’s plate.

      Man, she fit right in.

      Bosco slid an arm over her shoulders. “Don’t worry about them. I wanted to tell you that I plan to put in for a transfer first thing next week. Maybe something on the ground here.”

      She looked up, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t even think about it. You love your job and shouldn’t change that for anybody. I can handle it, Bos.”

      He studied her earnest expression, his chest lightening. She really meant it. His heart thumped. All hers. Oh, it was probably way too early to tell her how he felt, but she did understand the Albertini guys. “So. We gonna move in together?”

      She chuckled. “It’s a little early for that, don’t you think?”

      Yeah, but his heart was gone. All hers. “Sure. We can take all the time you want.” Of course, they’d be staying together. He’d never forget the sight of her being kidnapped from his apartment. It might take a while to feel comfortable not being next to her, offering protection. Plus, it’d take months to repair his apartment. “When we fall, we fall hard and fast.” He leaned over and kissed her, going deep. “I love you. Just thought you should know.” He grinned.

      Life was so damn good.
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      Marlie could barely breathe. Man, he could kiss. Apparently, he had no problem sharing feelings because he’d just laid it out there. It was way too early to declare love, much less feel it. Still… She chuckled. “I love you, too.” Oh, she shouldn’t. Not yet anyway. Maybe it was the kidnapping and shootings and all the action surrounding them, but she didn’t feel like hiding anything. “But it is too early. We are going to date and court and all of that, Bosco Albertini.”

      “Sure thing.” He snagged a drumstick off Knox’s plate just as his brother Quint walked into the room, holding hands with a lovely blonde, a black Labrador following them. She’d met Quint at the hospital after her kidnapping, and he seemed sweet if a little dangerous. Well, like the Albertini’s in general, it appeared.

      Quint grinned. “Marlie, I wanted you to meet Heather.”

      “Hi,” Heather said, sitting in the adjacent chair with the dog flattening himself over her feet. “Welcome to chaos.”

      Marlie laughed. “Thanks. That’s not the first time I’ve heard that. It’s nice to meet you.” The couple looked right together, and hadn’t they only dated for a couple of weeks? A toddler crawled beneath Marlie’s legs, and she lifted them, letting him go on by.

      Heather watched the little boy. “You get used to the wildness of the family?” She sounded a bit unsure.

      Quint kissed her on the cheek, and she turned a lovely pink. “Who knows. At the very least, you learn to survive it,” he rumbled.

      “Isn’t this nice?” Nonna Albertini bustled in and refilled both Marlie’s and Heather’s wine glasses. “It’s so lovely to have you two here. Thank you for bringing goodies.” She wore a dark green dress that cinched in at her small waist and had her thick hair piled on her head. “Now, boys. Would you please go stop Knox and Vince? They’re causing problems with Rory, and your father doesn’t seem interested in getting involved. Your mother is helping with the turkey.”

      Marlie swirled her wine in her glass. “I thought Knox and Vince were preventing a kidnapping.”

      Nonna waved her hand in the air. “No. Rory and Serenity need to talk, and if they have to go to the cabin to do so, then that’s okay. Kidnapping isn’t the correct term.”

      Bosco’s eyebrows rose. “Nonna, I don’t think you should encourage Rory.”

      “Pssh,” Nonna said, glancing toward the doorway. “Oh. There’s Anna. She’ll help me.” She bustled off.

      Quint sighed and took the seat next to Heather. “She’s not going to be happy until she marries us all off. I heard her tell Mom that Vince is next, and she has somebody in mind for him.”

      Marlie settled against Bosco’s supportive arm draped across her shoulders. The family vibe felt good, and she was starting to sink into it. Someday, if Rory wasn’t arrested, she’d ask him to tell her the story about Serenity. For now, she just wanted to relax and enjoy the hot-bodied hero next to her. She’d never forget the sight of him running into that shop, injured, with the barrel of a gun pointed at him.

      He tugged on her ear. “What are you thinking about?”

      She grinned. “Just about forever.”

      Yeah. Forever. They had that, and it started right now.
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      Anna Albertini barely kept her nonna from shooing Vince and Knox away from Rory. “Nonna, trust me. Rory gave her until after the new year, and he has to keep his word. You know that.” Her grandmother rolled her eyes and headed back into the kitchen, where it looked as if the roast might be burning.

      Tessa slid up to her side. “Nice job. If we keep her concentrated on Rory, then she won’t come after us.”

      Anna grinned at her older sister. “That’s the thought.”

      Tessa’s reddish-blond hair was in an intricate braid, bringing out the definition in her stunning face. “Where is Aiden, anyway?”

      Even the mention of his name made Anna’s insides go squishy. “He’s helping Dad shovel the front walk again since the snow is coming down so hard.” He wasn’t exactly happy with her right now, but she’d made a commitment on a legal case, and she couldn’t go back on her word. Plus, irritated sex with Aiden often got wild, and she couldn’t complain about that.

      Donna, their oldest sister, moved in their direction from the kitchen. She was a younger version of Nonna and wore a green sweater with her lighter pants. “Get that goofy smile off your face. I can tell you’re thinking smexy things about Aiden.” She handed a glass of wine to both of them.

      Anna laughed, looking into the living room where Quint sat next to Heather, and Bosco kept playing with Marlie’s hair. “Isn’t it interesting how fast those two fell? I mean, I’ve heard the rumors of the Albertini men falling at first sight, but to see it in action is pretty amazing.” Although both couples looked happy, and they fit perfectly.

      “I know,” Donna whispered, lifting her wineglass to her mouth. “I have to say that I love both Marlie and Heather already. They’ve made our cousins so happy. I’ve never seen Bosco so relaxed, and the guy is full of stitches right now.”

      Anna chuckled.

      Tessa glanced at her. “How’s the Santa case coming?”

      “It’s finished, and I properly kept Santa out of prison,” Anna retorted.

      “Is Aiden still all overprotective about you being injured? Again?” Donna asked, just as the front door opened, and their dad and Aiden walked in.

      Anna nodded, watching Aiden. His too-blue gaze scanned the room and landed on her—like always. “There’s a lot going on right now, but we’re solid.”

      He smiled, and her heart flipped over.

      Oh, they were so much more than solid. They were everything. She smiled back and then moved toward him, leaning up to kiss him. The holidays were for love and family, and she was surrounded by both.

      For now, she’d take this moment and enjoy it.

      Tomorrow could come tomorrow.

      ***

      I hope you enjoyed this glimpse into the Albertini family!  If you’re interested in more, take a look at Anna’s first full novel, Disorderly Conduct.  Here’s a quick excerpt for you:

      “You don’t.” In a shift of muscle, Aiden plucked me right off the ground to sit on the hood of my car.

      The air sliced all funny in my chest, and I gaped at him. “What are you doing?”

      He leaned in; his hands planted on either side of my hips. “Showing you that you’re totally out of your depth. You’re in the middle of nowhere with a guy out on felony bond after having left a club business where fifteen guys would provide an alibi if I needed one.” His head jerked slightly toward the car. “Do you even have a gun in there?”

      “Always.” I probably should’ve been scared, because every word he’d said was true. But I wasn’t. Oh, my entire central nervous system misfired like a supernova, but none of that was fear. Maybe a dollop of caution with a whole boatload of curiosity. “You won’t hurt me.”

      His nostrils flared and he straightened. “Damn it.” This close, his eyes were a myriad of different blue hues. “I won’t hurt you, but I can’t keep you from being hurt. What we do—this is too big to protect anyone as nosy as you are from. Just trust me.”

      I couldn’t answer him, because I was going to try and save him if possible. First, I needed facts. “Tell me the whole story.”

      “No.” He looked me over, head to toe, his gaze penetrating.

      I tried not to squirm and looked back, knowing I was totally losing this staring contest.

      Then he shocked me by running both hands through my hair and messing it up more. His touch was slightly rough with a whole lot of heat.

      “What are you doing?” I swatted his hands away.

      He leaned back and studied me again before twisting the neckline of my T-shirt. His calloused fingers brushed the bare skin of my chest, and I couldn’t help a shiver. The caress danced down my skin with a wave of heat.

      I slapped him again. “What the hell?”

      “The guys don’t know who you are, but if they ever do, I’d rather they think we were out here fuckin’ and not talkin’,” he muttered, checking over the rest of me.

      Heat blazed into my cheeks. “Oh, for goodness sakes.” The idea of sex with Aiden was one I’d had over the years. That was imaginary Aiden and not this real-life devil. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure I could handle him. I glanced down at my twisted shirt. “Happy now?”

      He stepped back and looked me over, his mouth pursing. “No.”

      Then, against all possibilities, he moved back in, his rough palm skimming along my jaw. I started to argue, and his mouth covered mine.

      Shock blasted through me followed by a wave of heat. His thumb pressed against my jaw, and I opened my mouth. He swept in, kissing me, pushing me so I had to struggle to keep from falling back onto the hood. Every kiss I’d ever had, even in law school, pooled into memories of a girl kissing a boy.

      This moment was all man kissing woman.

      I groaned low, kissing him back, arousal zinging through me faster than I would’ve ever thought possible. He went even deeper, and I completely lost myself in him.

      Then he released me.

      I gasped for air, my mind fuzzing, my body wide awake and ready to go.

      He ran a thumb over my still tingling and no doubt swollen bottom lip. “Now I’m happy,” he murmured, his eyes an unfathomable blue and his expression unreadable. “You can drive me back now.”

      Get your copy of Disorderly Conduct today.
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      Read the First Chapter of  Wolf.

      A predator stared back at her.

      Mia Stone set her face into calm lines, her hand inching toward where her weapon used to sit on her hip. Only a leather belt existed there now. She shook off the unease. Jail Bars. Many bars, evenly spaced, stood between her and the man currently meeting her gaze without expression.

      She’d faced evil, she’d faced good people who’d committed evil…yet she’d never really faced someone who had no expression. She swallowed.

      His gaze dropped to her throat.

      An odd quiver wandered down her spine. What in the world was wrong with her? Maybe she’d been out of the game too long. Focusing, she did her job and studied him.

      Near the end of a cot, he lounged against the far wall of the cell. Most prisoners automatically sat when waiting time in jail. Not this guy. He had to be, what, early thirties? At least six and half feet tall, he leaned his shoulders against the worn brick. His black hair showed possible Native American heritage, as did his sharp features. Though his eyes were a mixture of different blues—light to dark.

      A scar ran along the right side of his jaw to disappear in thick hair that almost reached his shoulders. Too rough to be called handsome, there was no doubt he was compelling.

      Many killers were.

      Mia cut her eyes to the quilt. Pink and homemade, the bed cover belonged in a jail cell as much as the diamond earrings she wore belonged in the small-town sheriff’s office. But she’d promised her mother, and there wasn’t time for a fight before driving to the middle of nowhere. So she’d left her hair down to camouflage the sparkle.

      She steeled her shoulders and stepped up to the bars. “Mr. Volk, my name is Mia.”

      Upon arriving at the station, she’d asked to talk to the prisoner alone and had promised to stay in the hall. The sheriff had shut the door separating the main office from the two cells while shaking his head. Seeing the man in the cell, gratitude filled her that she hadn’t pushed to go inside with Volk.

      She tried to appear in control. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      Slowly, one dark eyebrows rose. “You’re a cop.”

      “No, I’m not.” She kept her face in pleasant lines, showing honesty.

      “You reached for your weapon,” he said softly.

      Surprise had her stilling. “Yes. I used to be a cop. FBI actually.”

      Volk straightened. “That makes you sad.” Intense, he studied her.

      The breath caught in her throat. She forced herself to exhale easily. This wasn’t the first subject who’d tried to get in her head. “Are you sad, Mr. Volk?”

      “My father is Mr. Volk.” Two long strides and he stood much closer on the other side of the bars. The scent of wild sage came with him. “Call me Seth.”

      Courage had her lifting her chin and refusing to retreat. He could easily reach through and grab her. The last time she’d messed with a psychopath, she’d lost. “Seth.”

      He cocked his head to the side. Slowly. “I like how you say my name.”

      A warning trilled in the back of her mind. “So you’ll talk to me?”

      “I am talking to you.” Low, rough, his voice wrapped around the silence.

      “Thank you.” She’d learned early on that respect went a long way with killers and sociopaths. “I’m not a cop, but they’ve asked me to speak with you. If you’re okay with that, we can talk.”

      His upper lip quirked, making him approachable. Almost. “I want to talk to you.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Your voice is pretty.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Kind of like Ingrid Bergman’s in Casablanca. Soft and classy with a hint of sass.”

      Warmth messed with caution in her chest. Bogie embodied everything she’d ever wanted in a man. Plus, that was her favorite movie.

      “But your eyes are sad. Haunted.” Seth gripped the bars with large hands. “Who hurt you, Mia?”

      She jerked her head to the side. Instinct told her to run. “I’m asking the questions.”

      His expression went blank again. “You said you wanted to talk. Talking goes both ways.”

      This was no stupid country hick. She stared deeper into his eyes, seeing intelligence and…what simmered in those dark depths? An emotion deep down. Anger. The guy was pissed. “Do you have a temper, Seth?”

      “Yes.” His knuckles whitened on the steel. “Did somebody hurt you?”

      “Yes.” She kept her arms loose at her sides, just in case he reached for her. “Do you harm women?”

      “No.” His jaw firmed. “Is the person who hurt you still alive?”

      “No.” She shoved emotion into a box. “Did you kill Ruby Redbird?”

      “No. Why did you just lie to me?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Exhaling, he released the bars and turned his broad back to her. “Yes, you did.” Faded jeans covered a hard butt and led up to a dark T-shirt. Those shoulders spread wider than a linebacker wearing pads. The flak boots on his feet were probably size fourteen, yet he moved with masculine grace. “You can go now.”

      Panic threatened to cut off her air. She needed to prove she could still do the job. “I shot and killed the man who wanted to hurt me.” When had she lost control of the conversation?

      “And?”

      Seth should’ve been the profiler. “I believe that man had a partner. If so, he’s still alive.” She could do this. Reveal past pain to get to the truth.

      Seth turned around. “I’m sorry.”

      “Doesn’t matter—and most people think I’m wrong.” The world centered again. “If you didn’t kill Ruby, who did?”

      “I don’t know. But I will find out.”

      Now he was lying. She didn’t know how she knew that fact, but she did. What she didn’t know was the lie. Had he killed Ruby— or was he protecting the person who did? “I thought you disliked lying. That goes both ways, too.”

      His eyes darkened while his gaze traced every contour of her face. Nerves sprang to life as if his fingers caressed her skin.

      She stepped even closer to the bars. “Have you killed before?”

      “Yes.” Thick boots clanked against metal as he took the final step toward her. Warmth from his massive body brushed her silk shirt. Only metal bars separated them…no air. “Besides the man you just mentioned, have you killed before?”

      Her head jerked back. “No.”

      “Now who’s lying?” he asked softly, curiosity and an odd gentleness curving his bottom lip.

      She blinked twice. Something about his voice was mesmerizing. A killer who hinted at safety right before killing. His mouth caught her attention. Full, sexy, male. “I will find out who killed Ruby.”

      The moment stretched until her heartbeat echoed in her head.

      “Mia. Step away from the cell.” Seth took a large stride back from the bars.

      Keys rattled outside the exit door.

      Startled, Mia shuffled across the rough concrete until her shoulders rested against worn brick on the opposite wall. There was no logical reason she obeyed his command.

      Yet there she stood.

      His gaze remained on her, dark and thoughtful, as the door opened.

      Then a metamorphosis occurred. His expression went blank with boredom and a fierce insolence. He glanced at the two men striding toward them.

      “Sheriff, you’d better have a decent reason for arresting Seth this time.” A tall man in sleek gray Armani led the way, his hair a perfect salt and pepper, his skin bronze from sun obviously enjoyed away from Washington state.

      The sheriff sighed. His hair was more salt than pepper, and grooves cut lines into the sides of his mouth. During the last year, apparently he’d spent some time at the local diner if the strain on his brown uniform gave any indication. “Your client is a killer,” he said shortly.

      “That’s slander,” the tall guy said. He stopped in front of Mia. “Who the hell are you?”

      Seth stepped toward the bars.

      Mia had the strangest urge to waive Seth back. She focused on the man and held out her hand. “Mia Stone.”

      The man took her hand, gripping tightly as they shook. “Phillip Lenessee, Mr. Volk’s attorney. I do hope you didn’t question my client outside of my presence, Detective Stone.”

      Mia slid her cop face into place, biting back a wince at the hard pressure. This wasn’t the first asshole lawyer she’d dealt with. “I’m not a cop.”

      Lenessee released her. “If the police invited you here, then you’re an agent of the police, so you’re as good as a cop.”

      Yet she wasn’t. She might not ever be a cop again. Any case. Instead of wallowing, she allowed a slightly pissed off smile to curve her lips with the unintimidating pink lipstick she’d chosen. “I’ve shaken a lot of men’s hands, Mr. Lenessee. The ones with obvious insecurities,” she dropped her gaze to the pressed pants and then traveled up to his face, “always grip too hard.”

      Surprise opened his mouth, which he quickly snapped shut.

      Her smirk widened just enough to let him know she saw the surprise. “You grip too hard.”

      In her peripheral vision, she caught a flash of Seth’s grin.

      The sheriff chortled, not even trying to hide his amusement.

      Yeah. No doubt the lawyer thought she’d shake off the purposeful show of strength. She hadn’t been the best profiler in DC for nothing…well, until they determined she’d grown crazier than the bastards she hunted. Throwing an attorney off track was half the fun of her former job.

      He leaned over her in an obvious intimidation tactic. “Perhaps you’re too soft to play with the big boys.”

      Seth hissed out a breath. “Lenessee, get me the hell out of here.” His voice rumbled low with threat and anger.

      The attorney straightened to stare at Seth. “Of course. Your bail has been paid, Mr. Volk.” No deference, no affection, no respect hinted in the lawyer’s tone. If anything, he seemed indifferent to the point of condescension.

      The sheriff exhaled loudly and unlocked the door, sliding it open.

      Seth stepped out.

      Lenessee stepped back.

      Interesting.

      Mia glanced from Seth to the lawyer. The attorney was on guard. Just how dangerous was Seth that his own lawyer feared him?

      He brushed by the attorney, heading down the hallway without another word.

      Lenessee turned to the sheriff. “You had no basis to arrest him, and you know it. You might want to contact the county attorneys, because there will be a civil rights violation filed by the end of the day.”

      “No there won’t.” Seth’s low voice rumbled back before he shoved open the exit door and disappeared.

      Lenessee inhaled, both nostrils flaring. Pivoting on Italian loafers, he strode after his client.

      The sheriff raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

      Mia shrugged. “I don’t know. But I want to find out.” Turning, she hustled away from the cells, through the small interior of the police station, and to the waiting room.

      The room held several worn leather chairs around a large coffee table displaying magazines about hunting, farming, and football. A wide wall of windows looked out onto a deserted Main street.

      Mia skirted the table and glanced out the window.

      Seth and his attorney spoke on the sidewalk, the lawyer keeping his distance. Well, the lawyer talked, while Seth glanced around the quiet street. He stood next to a ‘no parking’ sign, his head nearly as tall as the sign.

      His shoulders straightened, and he shifted his attention to her.

      Finally, the lawyer wound down, turned on his heel, and headed for a Cadillac parked across the street.

      Seth cocked his head to the side, his expression full of dare.

      Mia shoved open the glass door. She should get a weapons permit if she continued to work in the state—not that she hadn’t already stuck a small Glock in her ankle holster. Several steps across a rough sidewalk had her close enough to smell wild sage. Her shoulders went back.

      “You’re very pretty, Mia.”

      Not what she’d expected. She frowned. “Who killed Ruby Redbird?”

      Seth slowly shook his head, wrapping a hand around her bicep. “That’s a mystery you’re no longer involved in.” His grip was warm and unbelievably strong.

      He moved into a stride.

      She tried to yank free.

      His hold slid smoothly to the back of her elbow, effectively putting her in a position where she had to move, much like a parent with a wayward toddler. For the briefest of moments she felt vulnerable—like a civilian and not a trained law enforcement officer. Confusion had her biting back an expletive. They’d traveled half-way down the block before she dug in her heels and turned to face him.

      She swallowed, angling her head. Up close he was even bigger than he’d seemed in the station. Heat cascaded off the man. “Stop manhandling me.”

      “Where’s your car?” No expression sat on his harsh features.

      She shook her head. “None of your business.”

      Sighing, he glanced toward the parking lot that served the entire block and pointed to her older Toyota. “That’s the only one I don’t recognize. You need to take your sweet butt over there and go home, wherever that might be.”

      Small chunks of concrete scattered when she settled her stance. “I’m trained, Volk.”

      His smile was instant and almost charming. “You’re half my size, darlin’. And your training won’t do you any good.”

      Something in his tone suggested she believe him. But she’d faced killers before, and she’d solved murders before. This was her one chance to get back into the life she’d loved. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me the truth.”

      He released her. Almost in slow motion, he reached out to run a thumb along her cheekbone.

      Shock kept her immobile.

      With a sigh, he dropped his hand. “Please leave.”

      “No.”

      Those blue eyes darkened to almost black. “Leave or you’ll be as dead as Ruby.”

      Mia retreated a step, her heart shooting into a gallop. “Is that a threat?”

      “No.” A veil dropped over his eyes. “That’s a fact, Mia Stone.”
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