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      “Shop’s closed,” I call out from the back room as the door chime rings out. I rarely lock the door until my ass is outside of it. My presence and glare are usually enough to discourage after-hours visitors to the shop. My tattoo shop—Graffiti Street Tattoo. I’m the boss. Not that I have to be bossy. My artists are professionals with authority to handle about every problem that comes in the door, but I’ll get to handle this one.

      “Hello? Cray?” The deep, rumble of her voice is like the exhaust on my ’47 Harley-Davidson UL Bobber. And she says my name rough and rugged and racy as fuck.

      It’s not the usual grating shrill pitch that I hear from a majority of the Tatties—that’s tattoo artist groupies—that walk through the door. I’ve had a few come around occasionally, but I send them on their way. Also done a few one-night stands, but I’ve come to understand why they’re only one night. Because they’re not the right one and I can’t stand the thought of another night. My buddies assume I take every tattie to bed. I let them believe what they want to, but it’s starting to get annoying to just go along with their assumptions. The day will come when they get a few hundred-dollar words from me to bring them back to reality.

      I round from the back office. “Hey, we’re clos—”

      I stop both talking and walking, because the vision that’s in front of me is both breathtaking and a little dick rising. I have to adjust my walk as my cock rocks with a pulse of blood.

      I’ll admit it. I have a thing for a woman in a uniform. Give me a flight attendant, soldier, lifeguard—hey, a swimsuit’s a uniform in my mind—any day and I’ll appreciate the view with respect. They all deserve respect, like all professions.

      Well, all except tattoo artists, apparently. It’s not that people don’t respect us, it’s that they don’t understand what we do. First, don’t ever call my place a tattoo salon. I’ll bestow a lesson in the right vernacular—tattoo shop. Parlors are seedy places where back room deals happen. Second, I might look like a gym-rat and be tatted to the hilt, but I’m Mensa-level IQ and have a doctorate in paleontology. Lastly, don’t ever call me a tattooer—it’s not a fucking word.

      I’m an artist. A creative. Someone who creates art. My friends and clients wear my art. My walking billboards. Many of them say that they’ll never get another tattoo because my designs are so perfect. I even tattooed two of my friends’ wedding rings on their ring finger. I’d never fucking do that to my body, but they insisted that this one was the one.

      As I approach her, I realize I kind of know her. She showed to a call at my buddy Hemi’s garage in the spring. His wife’s ex did a number on her car while it was at his shop getting fixed. Now that dude was a crazy motherfucker.

      Everyone thinks that’s where my name comes from—crazy. But it’s not. I’m not crazy, I’m just passionate and maybe a little fucked up, but aren’t we all? I was tired of hearing my real name and remembering what it was associated with, so I shortened it. Just Cray.

      “Hey.” I chin jut to her. “Is there a problem, Officer…” I try to read the gold plate that has her last name, but unfortunately my eyes almost go cross-eyed when it comes to her bountiful chest.

      “Hey, sailor, my eyes are up here.” She waves in front of her chest and I shake my head.

      “I was trying to read your name plate.”

      “Sure.” She stretches the word skeptically as she turns from looking at some pictures of my work on the wall. Her caramel skin divots into a dimple on just one side of her face when she smirks. The heart shape of her face would leave a man believing that she is willowy down below, but the woman has curves on curves on curves. Her chest is matched by her ass. Bubble butt is the term most would use, but I would use fucktastic. “Whatever, Mr. Creag--”

      “I only go by Cray. Nothing else.” My jaw tightens.

      Her head tips a little and her eyes skim over my body like I should have visible wounds with that type of touchy and firm proclamation. Sure, my driver’s and tattoo artist’s licenses say another name, and occasionally a friend, one or two, has found out but that doesn’t mean that she needs to use it. And I’m not really sure how she got it in the first place. Although that is the name on the deed to this property, so probably that way.

      “Fine. Cray. I’m looking to get some artwork done.”

      “Okay. What are you looking to get done?”

      She pulls out her phone.

      Don’t let it be Pinterest.

      I’m sure the site is great for crafting and shit like that, but it’s the bane of my existence. People don’t understand that I don’t copy. Ever. I’m one of a kind or nothing at all. I don’t listen to “I want this” and there’s no “just change the color” happening here.

      “My daughter’s an artist. She made this for me. It doesn’t have to be exactly this, but if you could do something to represent it…” I lift the phone from her, my fingers swiping her soft hand and I clear my throat as my gut clenches.

      Kids. They find me intimidating and I find them puzzling. But this isn’t done by some elementary school child with finger paints. This composition is mature and definitely something that would be either high school or even college level.

      “That’s really cool. She’s talented. I’d probably make this part here more watercolor so that it fades off the edges and almost like it’s exploding here.”

      “Okay. Sounds good to me.”

      “Then let’s get you an appointment.” I open the calendar. “March eighteenth is my first available.”

      “What?” Her bright face fades. “I…I need it done this weekend.”

      “I’m sorry, but not gonna happen. Every tattoo shop in the area is booked out at least a week, the good ones even more.”

      “Damn. I wanted to surprise Eve for Christmas. It would be my first.”

      I start thinking about possibilities. I can’t help but wonder what she possibly looks like under that uniform. Usually I see my clients as a background, but this woman’s more than that she’s a pristine canvas and that art, it’s truly art.

      I’m even a little worried I can do it justice.

      But justice is something she deserves.
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      “Did your daughter do this on canvas?” Cray asks.

      “Yeah. It’s multi-media? Whatever that means.” I have no skills when it comes to art or being creative. Pinterest pisses me off. I once tried to make a Barbie cake for the girls. It’s now one of those Pinterest Fails pictures. Not kidding. I give all kudos to people who can make a piano out of popsicle sticks. But it’s not me.

      “That brings some challenges. I’d need to see the piece to really understand where shading needs to go to give it depth.”

      “Well it’s at my house, but…” My disappointment coats the word. “I’ll just figure out something else since you can’t do it before Christmas.”

      I slide my phone back across the counter toward me, and he grabs my hand, stilling the motion. My stomach does a BMX-style trick that it’s never done before.

      “Officer Wade, I haven’t said that it’s impossible. It’s just going to take a little work. I don’t back down from a challenge. The timing isn’t the biggest challenge for me.”

      My other hand rests on my gun. It’s not that I don’t feel safe. It’s that I feel something I haven’t before and that makes me uneasy. Cray is way too charming and I never expected that. His bulk. His protruding hard brow line. His set jaw with a sprinkle of blond whiskers all adds up to an intimidating man. But he disarms me like no man ever has. And that has me considering calling this off. I don’t need to be showing this man my body. And since it has to be hidden, it’s going to have to go somewhere people normally don’t see in my regular clothes.

      But still. I really want to do this.

      “Hemi told me to come to you, but it’s okay Cray.”

      “Hemi referred you?”

      “Him and Leif and Slater and Snake and half the department staff…” I motion with my hand that the list is long. “You’re the go-to guy, apparently, and this is important to me. So, nothing but the best.”

      “I’m the best, huh?” His cocky smirk steals my gaze. There’s something dangerous in those lips. They’re almost like dry TNT, ready to explode and take me with him.

      “But I understand the schedule thing. I was just hoping. I have the next ten days off for Christmas. It’s the last one for my oldest to be at home as she’ll be going to Officer Candidate School in January after she graduates.”

      “ROTC?” He releases my hand and a part of me hates how I miss the touch. It’s been…

      A fucking long time, without a good fucking.

      Years. As soon as Eve and Zoe came into my life, I stopped having relationships with men. They deserved that much after what their father put them through. The asshole looks horrible in orange. Thank God.

      “Yep, Bachelor of Science in Electrical Engineering and a minor in Military Science at UNLV.”

      “Cool. She’s the artist?” he asks, leaning back on the stool. His tight T-shirt stretches over his stomach and the dunes of muscle pop in my face.

      “Her work is in LVAM and the Kildare Art Center.”

      “Logical and creative, that’s impressive. The Las Vegas Art Museum has turned me down every time.”

      I can’t stop the smile that crosses my face. I don’t know why Eve’s accomplishments mean so much to me, but I hope they mean something to my sister too.

      He stands and reaches back to flick off the lights. The Christmas tree in the corner turns off. Everything darkens except for the glow off the teal sign that reads Graffiti Street Tattoo.

      Cray steps close and I straighten my back. He nods. “Okay, I’ll do you.”

      Pardon me?

      “What?”

      He chuckles. “It’s just a saying, Officer. I’ll be your artist and you’ll be my canvas.”

      “How much will it be?”

      “We’ll discuss that over a drink. Meet me at Graffiti Street Bar.”

      “I can’t…I have…I mean, I need to…I’ve got…”

      He tips his head and lifts his chin. “No good excuses?” He flips the switch on the Open/Closed sign and swings the door open. “I don’t see a ring on that finger and there’s no indentation to show one was ever there. If you’re not into dudes, that’s cool, just say so.”

      “No, I’m into…I mean…” Flustered is what I am.

      As I pass by his cologne saturates my nose. It’s not what I expected. It’s clean and crisp. I thought he’d wear something harsher and more in my face. Like Eve’s boyfriend’s AXE Body Spray scent. I have to open windows when the young man’s over. I don’t understand how they don’t smell themselves and how they’re still standing upright with that amount of ethanol clouding around them. “I’m not gay. Not that I have anything against gay people.”

      “Not married, into dudes…and a badass LEO. I think that’s a trifecta of some sort.”

      “Mr. Creag—”

      “I asked you not to call me that,” the words growl from him.

      The pain that radiates from him regarding his real name is like a nuclear blast. It almost wipes away my thoughts.

      “Cray. Sorry. I’m not interested in dating. And I’m not interested in a one-night stand. If you can’t keep it professional—”

      “Whoa.” He locks the door and spins to me. “Who said anything about a date or a fuck? I invited you to have a drink after you change out of that uniform because I know you can’t have a drink while you’re in it.”

      He’s right.

      “I have a change of clothes in the car.” I don’t know why I say it, but the words come flying out of my mouth like they surpassed my brain, maybe instigated by another part of my anatomy.

      He turns back to the door and unlocks it. “Changing room in the back. I’d turn on the lights, but I’d bet that flashlight on your belt will work.”

      I stomp off to the car. I’m firmly logically based, making practical decisions almost always. I excel in a crisis. But I also love excitement. It’s a thrill that makes me feel like I’m living. Thus, the police officer as a second career thing for me. I’m the oldest rookie on the force. Thirty-nine, four years in. I almost didn’t make it, but it was my dream and my girls wouldn’t let me stop trying.

      The fact I’m even considering this proposal should worry me, but I want that tattoo.

      In minutes, I’m back with my bag. I use my flashlight and flip on the light in the changing room. I slip out of my uniform, pull on the dark skinny jeans that take a little effort to slide my thick thighs into, a purple tank top with a built-in bra, and pull a hooded sweatshirt on over all of it. I take a look at myself. My hair is still pulled up the bun I wear five to six days a week. I consider pulling the large pin out and letting it fall, but I also know that if it doesn’t look good, I won’t have the time to put it back. I leave it.

      I text Zoe.

      Naomi: Going to be a late night. Order yourself some food, if you want.

      Zoe: Is it okay if I stay over at Michaela’s?

      Naomi: Have her mother text me confirmation of your location.

      Emily (M’s mom): Zoe’s over here. Have a good night.

      Naomi: Thanks. We need to have a glass of wine soon.

      Emily (M’s Mom): I’m in. You name the date.

      Zoe’s past came out in some reckless behavior the last couple of years. She was back on track now, but I saw plenty of people slip back into old behaviors and no one noticed.

      Naomi: Zoe, I love you. Sorry for the hover mode.

      Zoe: I know why you did it. I’m sorry, too. Love you too.

      I slip on heeled gray booties and do a quick spritz of the perfume I keep in my bag. How this went from being a question about a tattoo to a drink is beyond me. I stare at myself in the mirror. I pull lipstick out of my bag and swipe it over my lips, it’s a neutral beige color. Boring. But I’m not interested in standing out. I strap my holster onto my hip and shove my cuffs in my back pocket, not that I’m imaging having to use them. But…slapping them on Cray and doing a little torture doesn’t sound all that bad. Kinky, but not bad.

      I shake my head. I can’t do this. I’m not going to do this.

      I fold my uniform and put it into the duffel and I’m out the door every intention of just leaving.

      But good intentions don’t make for great stories.
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      Naomi’s taking longer than I expected. I lean back against the front of the building. Two guys approach from the direction of Graffiti Street Bar. I’ve seen them walk by before. Locals, but I’ve never met them.

      Officer Wade slides out the door and I have to do a doubletake. Damn, those jeans look painted on. I wonder what that hair would look like down, that tight bun almost school marm-like in my mind and I bet she’s anything but.

      I lock up while chin jutting to the guys. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself, asshole.” The smaller of the two demonstrates the size of his penis by picking on the guy who’s three times his size.

      Officer Wade laughs. “Creative.”

      He stops and turns. “What’d you say, bitch?”

      I turn but she steps in front of me. “I said, that was creative. Really kudos, but just keep walking.”

      “If you liked that, then I bet you’d really like this.” He grabs his crotch and I dart around her.

      I get into his space and look down on him, our almost ten inches height difference making him seem to reconsider his position. “Now, don’t go acting like you have the biggest dick, because if we go head to head your friend will be telling the story about how you embarrassed yourself for years to come.”

      “Not worth it, Benny.” His friend tugs on his arm. “Let’s go to Evo.”

      These two aren’t Evo Room material. That place is high society, big bank account, and all bullshit.

      “Nah, that’s a place this tight ass bitch would go. I wanna go see someone who’ll dance for my dolla-dolla-bills and give me a little extra attention in the back room.” His friend raises a hand and they do a juvenile high-five. Benny turns but looks back over his shoulder. “I’ll see you again, sweetheart. You can count on that.”

      I jump to move, but her arm settles on my chest. “You gonna buy me that drink?”

      “I think you should buy me one.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “For defending your honor.”

      “Against him?” She nods to the two men walking away. “He was less than half your size.”

      “So you’re saying size matters to you?”

      In two swift moves, I’m up against the brick, face first, my arm twisted behind my back. She presses her chest into my spine. “Seems maybe I would’ve been the one defending you.” Her teeth graze my ear. “And Cray, size doesn’t matter, it’s how you use what you have to get the job done.”

      I’ve never been more turned on in my fucking life.

      “Look who lost their professional veneer when they changed their clothes.”

      She releases my arm. “I can unwind and get away from the badge when I want to.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      I lift her bag and grab her hand. She doesn’t shake out of the hold. I walk her to her car to drop off her bag, before walking her into Graffiti Street Bar about a block and a half away.

      A Christmas tree lights a corner over by the pool table, adorned with tags for gifts that patrons will buy for the local less fortunate kids. I’d already given Hemi and Zale’s wife some money to do with as they thought would benefit the community best.

      There are two seats at the bar. I pull one out for her.

      “Such a gentleman.”

      I lean into her. “I can be.”

      My buddy and bar owner, Zale throws a towel over his shoulder. “Hey, Cray.”

      I still don’t know her first name, it’s like it didn’t matter. Not in that I didn’t want to know, but I liked calling her “officer.” My crotch pulses remembering being shoved up against the wall.

      “Zale, this is Ms. Wade.” Doesn’t matter, many police officers don’t want to be known by their title while off duty. It brings suspicion and I don’t blame them.

      “Naomi, hey,” he says with a smile. “How are you? The girls?”

      He knows her? I feel a little left out…and jealous. But her name. Shit. I can’t help but think it. Naomi—“I Moan” backwards. I wonder if it’s true.

      “I’m good, Zale. Water, please.”

      “Cray, your regular?” Zale asks.

      I give a quick nod, taking in the myriad of hand cut snowflakes that I know Zale’s step-kids made for the bar. He has all of them displayed proudly.

      He pours a pint of their darkest beer. I throw a twenty on the counter and Zale ignores it.

      “You two know each other?” I ask as he walks off.

      “We’ve had a few interactions lately, business stuff.”

      That’s news to me and I’m in here about three nights a week.

      “You don’t drink?” I motion my beer to her water.

      “Not when I don’t know what’s actually happening,” she says with a raised eyebrow.

      “Fair enough. So, when you’re not making Kildare a safer place, what do you like to do, Naomi?”

      I swear I see a slight shiver when I say her name, but Zale’s known for having the AC on in the dead of winter. It’s not cold out, but it’s definitely been cool lately. And being days away from Christmas, it should be, but growing up in Texas it almost never was.

      She makes a smiley face in the condensation on her glass of water. “I go hiking at Lost Creek Falls and the White Domes Loop. I read. I go to the shooting range. I take Krav Maga classes. And I attend my younger daughter’s basketball games.”

      “Cool. What’s your favorite restaurant here in Kildare?”

      “If I’m on duty it’s the Big Plate Café hands down. They’re quick and if we get a call, they have a to-go container waiting to throw our food into, complete with condiments and silverware so we don’t go hungry. But otherwise, Tres Salsas for Mexican, Rico’s for Italian, Liza’s for happy hour and small plates, and Golden Crust for pizza.”

      “I heard that!” Zale calls out.

      “Sorry!” She leans forward to see him. “I’ve never had your pizza, can’t speak to it either way.”

      Those are no-fuss choices. All are walk-in and either sit down or take it to go kind of places. Not that I expected anything different, but I thought she might throw a fancier place in there.

      “Good choices. But I agree with Zale, your pizza choice is a step above that ‘Caesar Caesar’ guy’s. And don’t get me wrong, I order that for the shop all the time, so there’s a pizza for every occasion and taste, but Golden Crust doesn’t compare to Graffiti Street.”

      “How about you, Cray?” Her grey-brown eyes, darker near the iris, flash long coffee lashes.

      “Meat and potatoes kind of guy, so Spurs for steaks, Evan’s for hamburger’s, and Graffiti Street Bar for pizza.”

      Zale chuckles as he walks by. “Good choice. Speaking of, you two want anything to eat?”

      I put in an order for a meat-lovers and the special pizza, something with figs and cheese from a goat. I always give the special a try, but this sounds definitely different. I’ve liked some and given others to the woman who lives on the corner. Charlotte always seems grateful for everything and it makes me think about my situation. Being grateful for what I have. Plenty have less, and many have more. And some lose everything in the blink of an eye. I know.

      If there’s anything my time in the military taught me, it’s that being grateful for just breathing, is no way to live. It takes away the joy. I try to be grateful every day for something and right now, I know what that something is.

      Her fucking perfume.

      The sensual notes balanced by floral, maybe an herbal flower, like lavender, are killing me. I’m having a hard time concentrating on anything else and it’s going to be stuck in my head for a long time.

      “What do you like to do when you’re not being an artist?” she asks.

      “I have a couple motorcycles, like to take a long rides. I travel a little.”

      “Into Vegas?”

      “Hell, no. I’ve been to Vegas once. One time in the three years I’ve lived in Kildare. How about you?”

      “I went in there for Eve’s art show in October, but I try to stay to Kildare as much as possible. I see how gambling can really take a person’s love of life away.”

      “Don’t tell that to the one hundred-sixty billion dollar-plus industry.”

      “Imagine what people could do, if they kept that money?”

      “Right?” I lift my glass and she clinks hers to it. “I don’t blame people for wanting an outlet for their frustrations and stress, but come on, there are much better ways.”

      “Like?” she asks and her eyes hold to my lips.

      “Hiking, Naomi. Lots of sweaty hiking.”
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      Naomi

      I know what I said. I said I wasn’t going to do this, but then I realized something—

      and it’s not about Cray. It’s about those two guys from outside of Graffiti Street Tattoo. They’re bad news and I think I know what the headline is.

      There’s been a rash of women—and a few men—getting roofied along this run of bars, including Graffiti Street Bar. Hence why I’ve had to talk to Zale lately. Evo Room, Rolly’s Good Time, and Westend Girls, all hit in the last two weeks. The last being the strip club that those guys were talking about. I have a feeling I’ve encountered the suspects and I just need to talk to the guys on duty with my information. I’m considering slipping away when the pizza arrives.

      “Ladies first.” He points.

      I grab the biggest piece of the meat-lovers pizza.

      “Nicely done.” He acknowledges.

      It’s been a long time since I had pizza. I try to keep my diet clean, not that pizza can’t be just as good or bad for you as anything else, but I stick more to a protein and veggies diet. Similar to Cray’s, but probably fewer potatoes and more salads. I’ve had to lose some weight in the last few years to even qualify to be an officer. It was a sacrifice I did without a blink. I love food, but I love making the streets of Kildare safe even more.

      I lift a piece of the specialty pizza, eyeing it up suspiciously. When a cheese doesn’t melt, it’s not right.

      “The cheese?” he asks.

      “Yeah, why doesn’t it melt?”

      He cracks up and leans so close that if I move an inch, our lips will touch. “I think it’s the way of the goat. Evolutionarily speaking they’ve had a hard life and were one of the first animals domesticated. They’re probably still pissed off about that.”

      I lift the piece of pizza and he opens his mouth. I swallow as I feed the pointed end of the small triangle into his mouth. He bites down, those pearly whites digging into the chewy crust. A small amount of fig spread stays on his upper lip.

      “You have…” I stare at it.

      “What?”

      I lean forward and lightly kiss the piece of fig off his lip. His skin so baby soft. I crave to go back for a longer touch. The fig releases a honey-like flavor with a subtle hint of berry—the big ones, like blackberry and dark raspberries--and the texture is little chewy, but it’s delicious.

      But what the fuck did I just do?

      He finishes chewing the bite slowly. “That was unexpected.”

      You can say that again.

      I sit back and take a bite of the pizza. The flavors explode in my mouth when combined together with the goat cheese and the yeasty crust.

      The rest of the night is light and easy. He’s a great conversationalist and so intelligent that I’m intimidated. I thought it would be for his size, but it’s not. He’s a gentle giant, and there’s also something innocent about him. He’s broken in a way that’s deep and part of me wonders if he’s too far gone.

      Not to mention I can imagine that I’m old enough to be his mother. Not joking.

      “Can I ask how old you are?” I say as I pull a twenty out of my purse and he scowls, but I still place it on the bill and he matches it. The bartender’s going to get a nice tip tonight.

      “You go first.” He wipes the remnants of the last piece of meat-lovers pizza from his mouth. I would go toe-to-toe with him that the fig was better.

      “Probably old enough to be your mother.”

      He snickers. “I doubt that.”

      “How old do you think I am?”

      He sits back, crossing his arms. “You have a daughter graduating college and one in high school.”

      “Yes.”

      “But I get the feeling that there’s more to the story there.”

      There was. He wasn’t wrong. But it wasn’t something that I told a man on a date, but thus far he’d pulled down so many of my defenses.

      I shake my head. “That’s something for discussion while you’re laying—”

      “What?” Zale’s jaw hardens as he skids to a stop with a martini glass in one hand a shaker in the other.

      I roll my eyes at him. “Laying his artwork down on me.”

      Cray gives his friend a long glare. His arm wraps around the top of my stool. “Okay, I’ll make time for you, if you make time for me, Naomi Wade.”

      “What time?”

      “Tomorrow morning seven o’clock.”

      I lay my hand on his thigh. The muscles firming under my touch. “Make it six-thirty.”

      “Okay, but you bring the coffee.”

      “Tea.”

      His face crinkles. “If you say so.” His hand slips onto my back and his large fingers crawl up my spine. I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation. With one pull, my bun falls and the mid-shoulder strands unfurl like a ball of string being played with by a cat. “You have beautiful hair, Naomi.”

      I have to get the conch back. That bun holds some power that I never expected. I pull the strands over my shoulder and I hold out my hand for the pin. He sets it in my palm.

      I whisper. “You’ll never pull this out again and I’ll never call you by your real name—Theodore John Creager.”

      His face voids of any emotion. I’m almost sorry for doing it, but he didn’t ask, and my hair is mine. But I’m not sure why that name is no longer his.

      “Deal, babe. And I think you’re thirty-six, not even close to being old enough to be my mother.”

      Thirty-nine. Forty next week, Cray. And maybe, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel like I am old enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Four

          

          

      

    

    







            Naomi

          

        

      

    

    
      Cray was a good boy and just waved me off after opening my car door and watching me get in. I call one of the detectives on my way home.

      “Daniels, I think I have a lead on the Graffiti Street Bar case.”

      “Okay…don’t make me wait, Wade.”

      “You remember that petite guy with an attitude like a weasel that Brandy and Rollins arrested at the beginning of the year? The one who had the Rohypnol on him and then he dropped off the face of the earth?”

      “Benny Johnson?”

      “Yeah, that’s his last name. Benny’s back and he’s drugging women. I guarantee it.”

      “Okay. I believe you. You’ve never had a bad instinct yet.”

      “He’s making his grounds Graffiti Street. And he’s got help this time—the other guy was wearing a long black trench, dark hair, and dark eyes.”

      “I’ll look into it. I’ll let you know what happens. Have a good night, Wade.”

      “Oh, and Daniels, have a unit take Charlotte to her apartment. She’s camped out on the corner of Graffiti and Fifth. I’m afraid what Benny and his sidekick might do to her.”

      Charlotte has an apartment paid for by a local donor, but she feels safer on the streets. She likes the hard surface under her. She told me it reminded her of being back in Afghanistan and making the earth her bed. And she could run if something happened. Her agoraphobia is a clear sign of PTSD, but she has to want help to really accept the help.

      “I doubt she’ll stay, but I’ll get a unit on it. Thanks, Wade.”

      “Have a quiet night.” It was my normal send off.

      “Here’s hoping.”
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      I woke up before my five a.m. alarm. It was like I was looking forward to seeing Cray, but I almost cancelled just thinking about that fact. I didn’t have his number. I had Zale’s and probably could get Cray’s, but that would open more questions. Zale wanted to see his friend happy, I had no doubts about that, but I wasn’t sure that I was the one to make him happy. I could barely make myself happy some days.

      I shower and shave, even though I did my due diligence and knew he’d shave me again, if needed. But that makes me bring out the heavy guns and ensure that I got everything off. Everywhere. My pussy looks twenty-years younger than I am. I’ve never gone bare before, and looking in the mirror, I don’t hate it. In fact, I like it.

      I make two breakfast burritos for each of us and two cups of my favorite blend of black tea with a splash of hazelnut creamer. If he doesn’t like it, The Beanery is right next door to his place, he can get his coffee and not be a baby about it.

      I grab Eve’s art piece off the fireplace mantle. I don’t even know why these houses have fireplaces; not like I ever use it in Nevada.

      I’m standing outside of the tattoo shop when he rolls up in his lifted truck. The exhaust definitely not legal, but sometimes you just have to look the other way.

      “Nice truck,” I say.

      “Was gonna bring the Ducati, but if it’s even thinking of raining. I’m a no go when it comes to riding.”

      “Smart.”

      He opens the door, lifts the artwork careful, as Eve would herself, not by the top but evenly by the sides. He keeps the open sign turned off.

      And then I see it.

      “You’re coming in on your day off?” I grab his arm. “Cray, we don’t have to do this.”

      “Yes, we do, Naomi. I’m giving you what you want. You deserve it.”

      I don’t know what exactly he means by that, but I set the food and drink down on a ledge to take off my coat.

      “I’m over in this bay.” He motions, lifting a picture of a Nevada sunset off the wall and placing Eve’s piece onto the secure hanger. Stepping back, he eyes it up and straightens it perfectly.

      I set the tea and burritos in front of him on a shelf. “For us.”

      “You do know that this is going to take a couple of days, right?”

      “Oh…” I didn’t. “Do you have time for that?”

      “I’ll make time.”

      He sits down and starts drawing on a pad, making almost a curve for curve and line for line rendition of the artwork. I lean back against the wall. He reaches for the tea and takes as sip.

      “That’s good.”

      I’m beaming, but I don’t care. “It’s got a touch of hazelnut creamer.”

      “Huh. Nice.”

      He continues and gets up to take in the composition from a different angle. “It’s gonna be a challenge, but I’ll do my best, Naomi.”

      “How painful is this going to be?”

      He puts down the sketchpad. “Ever been snapped by a rubber band by a friend or sibling?”

      “Hundreds of times.”

      “It’s like that over and over until finally your body puts up some block of the pain. Some people actual experience a high from the released endorphins. And sometimes people experience a release of emotions. Especially if they’re getting something that’s very personal to them. It can be cathartic, and for some people it can be life changing.”

      “Is that one of the reasons you do it?”

      He raises and lowers his shoulders. “I don’t remember why I do it anymore. I just do it. But I try to make sure that every client enjoys the experience and I do my best.”

      That makes me a little sad. He needs to know his why so he can have fulfillment.

      He stands back and eyes me up. “The last question…where are you getting this work of art?”

      That is a good question. I need to protect my job, so it can’t be like on my neck or chest. It has to be hidden.

      “I don’t know. What do you think? Can’t be out in the open.”

      “It’s going to have to be large to get detail. I’d like to enlarge this sketch by at least thirty-percent.”

      “Wow.”

      “But if you don’t want to—”

      “No, I trust you, Cray.” I lean over the chair and stare at the drawing. “Where do you think the best place to put it is?”

      His blue eyes twinkle with mischief. I know that everything out of my mouth sounds like a sexual invitation to him and maybe it is. I can’t imagine having his hands on my body. It’s going to be both torture and…pleasure.

      He rounds the chair and holds the design up to me, moving it around. Front, back, side, lower and lower. He stops with his knuckles pressing the design lightly into my ass and upper thigh. “Here.”

      The room spins for a second as I imagine being exposed to him.

      I glance back as he squats behind me. His eyes move up from my ass, not much left to the imagination in my workout leggings. “Let’s do it, Cray.”

      That cocky smirk slides slowly over his face as he stands, his front brushing against my back, whispering in my ear, “Your wish is my command, baby.”
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      Cray

      This project is going to be the death of me. It’s the reason I wore my loose joggers and tighty-whities. I need to keep talking down the monster in my pants. And now I’ll be looking at her ass for the next two, maybe three days for hours on end. Not torture at all. I even get lightheaded just thinking about it.

      I make the stencil while eating one of the burritos, delicious—egg, sausage, mushroom, cheese—savory, salty, and hearty. She knows the way to my…

      I swallow the thought away and go back to making the stencil.

      The outline has to be in two parts due to its size, about two smaller dinner plates, and I’m a little concerned that she won’t be able to last for the whole thing. But I’ll talk her through it, doing outline first and then seeing how much shading and coloring we can get through.

      I bring it back and she’s sitting on my stool. “Ready?” I ask. I always give an out moment to every client and in the last two years about one a month has taken me up on. A tattoo is a personal choice and a big one at that. Removal isn’t the answer. Walking away is.

      “I am and I guess this is the part where I have to show you the canvas?”

      “I can’t tattoo through pants, babe.”

      She stands up, holds my gaze, before turning her back to me and slipping her hands into the waistband. Like she’s unveiling the Venus, she slips the second-skin shiny pants over one hip and then the other and then all the way down, stepping out of them.

      I swallow, fighting every urge to look down, but instead, reach back and pull the curtain closed on my bay. No one ever comes in on Sunday, but I’d be pissed if this was the first time anyone tried to make me a liar. “I’ll put a towel over you. Go on ahead and lay down.”

      “I shaved.” Her voice quivers.

      My betraying gaze rises from the floor to find a beautifully bald pussy beaconing to me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss the word through my teeth.

      I don’t know if I can do it. I have to be a professional when all I want to be is…not. To bend her over that chair and drive home, hearing her scream my name is all I can think of. “Looks good,” I growl, looking her in the eye.

      “I’m imagining I need to be on my stomach.”

      “Yeah. Let me adjust the table.” I lay it flat and turn it so that her right side will be facing me near my equipment. “Head at this end. I have a couple pillows if you want one.” She picks up the smallest one from the box in the corner.

      I sit down and start my normal paces, but I’m feeling like this is anything but routine. It’s like I’ll be touching a canvas for the first time again. I’m flowing with a new energy that I haven’t felt in a while. I’d been giving everything, when I didn’t have anything left to give.

      “Okay, take a couple deep breaths.” I explain the procedure. Her face turns to me as she balances it on her crossed arms. “You sure?”

      Naomi purses her lips. “I just want you to know what this means to me.”

      “Anytime, babe.”

      “And I trust you.”

      I fight back some burning sensation in my chest. To me, trust is one of the ultimate human sacrifices. I’ve been where trust is almost all I’ve had and I’ve had it blown away right in front of me.

      “I’m ready, Cray.”

      I go into a focused mode, ignoring that she’s naked from the waist down, although I do pull a towel over her legs and wrap her feet so they stay warm. In about ten minutes, I’ve cleaned, coated the area with green soap, and applied the stencil.

      “You want to see it in the mirror before I start inking?” I ask.

      “Nope. I know you wouldn’t do it, unless it was perfect.”

      She’s right. I’m not one that says, “Good is good enough.” And neither are the six other artists in my shop. We’re definitely, “You will be ecstatic or it’s a fail. And we don’t fail.”

      Every one of us knows our strengths and part of me considers bringing Kash in to do some of the shading and Oz in for the watercolor and I will…if I have to. But at the moment, I want no one else to touch her. Not one single man to even look at her café au lait-kissed skin because…this woman is mine.

      Naomi’s mine.
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      It’s not what I imagined. It’s worse. Not because he’s doing something wrong, but because, let’s be honest, it’s someone using a needle thousands of times to poke ink into skin.

      Should have started out small.

      But I’m committed now. I take some slow deep breaths.

      “You okay?’

      “Just a little antsy.”

      We’ve kept the conversation to a minimum. I’ve tried to stay still, but it’s hard when I know those crystal blue eyes are staring at my ass and upper thigh. I’m sure there’s not much left to the imagination. I’m not the specimen of perfection that some of his clients probably are, but then again, I try to tell myself that no one is perfect.

      “I’m almost done with the outline, I’d say twenty more minutes, and then I’ll give you a break.” His glove covered hand rests in the small of my back.

      “I don’t want to see it until it’s all done.”

      “That’s up to you, babe.”

      Normally, I’d hate if a man calls me anything but my name, but for some reason with Cray, it runs a slither of pleasure through my core. I’ve been trying to concentrate on anything but his hands being on me. For a while I was sure my pussy was soaking the bed sheet over the bed, but soon I calmed, and I figured every woman probably would have the same reaction. He’s just fucking hot. There’s no way around it and if I didn’t have a reaction, then I’d assume my body had given up. Years. Years without the wanted touch of a man. I’d experienced some unwanted touches from my work, and those men usually ended up face down on the ground and asking for mercy. I’m not sadistic and I never use physical means, unless absolutely necessary.

      Well, not never…

      I remember shoving Cray up against the brick outside last night and I stifle a moan as his hand nears my buttcrack. I know he could’ve turned the tables on me and had me up against that wall, too. In fact, I think that it would be fun to go head to head with him in the ring someday. I’m not afraid of him. I also know that’s not how every woman is. Like my sister Joanie. She didn’t start out afraid of her husband.

      Cray clears his throat. “You have any siblings?” It’s like the man can read my mind and it scares me a little.

      “Had one.”

      “Sorry to hear that. What happened?”

      I pause. The story still breaks me in half, and I consider giving the Cliffs Notes version to keep my shit together. But I also know that I need to keep telling Joanie’s story, so people understand what domestic violence really is.

      “My sister was killed ten years ago by her husband. They started out just fine, but he slowly became more controlling of the finances, her movements, her friends, her likes and dislikes, until when I’d call, she sounded like a robot.

      I clear my throat and continue, “I knew something was wrong, but she still lived in the small town in Southeast Nebraska where we grew up, and I lived here. I moved for a job with a non-profit organization that helps veterans almost two decades ago. Joanie ignored her fears because what she thought was love obstructed her view, and the fact she had two young girls to care for with little means didn’t help to clear the vision of what she deserved versus what she was getting. She trusted him too much when she shouldn’t have trusted him at all.”

      I swallow back the pain that hurts more than the tattooing does. “Then there was a day when she’d finally had enough. Left him. And he came after her. He never had the fear, he only instigated the fear. He found her off a credit card trace done by his asshole friend, a police officer who’s still on the force because he was a ‘victim’.”

      “Fuck that.”

      “Exactly. He shot Joanie in front of my two nieces, Eve and Zoe. And then he tried to get them to go with him. Eve, the oldest, planned with her sister, Zoe, how they would get away, and a clerk at a convenience store called the police when they stopped for gas and she slipped him a note. The asshole is spending life in prison because he was a felon in possession of a firearm anyway. I won’t even get into his rapsheet cause that’s a whole other story.”

      “Sounds like a bona fide asshole to me. So then Eve and Zoe…”

      “They’re mine now. I drove back to Nebraska, started the proceedings and in less than a year I was their guardian and then I adopted them here in Nevada. I was only twenty-six at the time, but I realized I needed them as much as they needed me.”

      His hands come to a rest, one on my shoulder and one on my thigh. “Naomi, I…I can imagine how hard that was on both you and those little girls.” His voice is tight and I hear some emotion that I recognize, but I can’t see him.

      “Still is…” I wipe away tears. Maybe it’s the tattoo pain, but I doubt it. He’s right, this is emotional, and the layers inside of me feel like they’re being shed in the presence of this man.

      I hear the rollers on his stool squeak and his face enters my vision. “I only have a couple more sections, but I’m going to have to touch you in places where you might not feel comfortable. Do I have your permission?” He squeezes my arm.

      I lean toward him a little. “Cray, you can touch me wherever you’d like.”

      His face nears mine and I hope that this will be our first real kiss, but he breaks for my forehead and lingers a soft kiss there. “First the tattoo, then maybe more, babe.”

      God, he’s good. I’m a hundred percent wet. My clit pulses and when I adjust on the table, I can’t help but whimper. He returns to what he was doing, but he was right. His fingers manipulate my skin and my ass cheeks are spread apart. He’s getting a real view of what I never thought I’d let any man see. But it only makes me shiver in anticipation. His fingers slip lower as the machine glides across my skin. He’s so close to touching the start of my pussy lips…another half inch. Another quarter inch and then one floats over them and I cry out with a quake of my body.

      The machine stops the incessant humming.

      “Fuck, babe.” His voice is low and almost like an animal, choking back his desire. “One more pass, I promise.”

      The machine starts back up and this time there’s no mistaking where his fingers are headed as they skim over my ass. He cups my whole pussy in his gloved hand, his middle finger landing firmly on my clit, not pressing, but like a butterfly landing. He holds my thigh skin taut to get to where he needs to finish.

      “Keep still, Naomi. Please, thirty more seconds.”

      I pant, but not in pain. The warmth of his hand presses into me and I savor how much I’ve missed a man’s touch. How I’m blossoming under his hand. The soft folds, pulsing and plumping.

      “Ten more seconds, babe.” His middle finger presses just a little harder on my clit and I release a cross between a moan and a purr. “And done.”

      But I’m not.
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      The noises she’s making are porn star-esque and my cock throbs in my pants, almost lassoing all my brain power. I either have to go to the bathroom and jack off or she and I are going to spontaneously combust.

      I finish cleaning her, avoiding any more touching, not that it’s helping either of us, then sanitize the equipment with my back to her. Hoping that my rager will deflate enough that I don’t scare her before I turn back around.

      “Cray, did I do something wrong?” I hear the flat sheet on platform moving and I imagine her flipping over.

      “Not at all.”

      “I’m…I’m kinda embarrassed at what happened.”

      I spin my stool like I’m going to fly off. “What? Why?” I rip off the gloves and I’m in front of her as she sits up, wrapping the sheet around her and her face confused. “Naomi, I have to keep a sterile working surface. I’m concerned about your tattoo healing, but babe, if you want me to dive in down there. I’m hungrier than a fucking wolf for your pussy.”

      “Really?”

      I don’t stop myself. I claim her mouth like a starving man. She is what I desire. Her gasp doesn’t read fear to me, but I slow my roll just a little. Hemi’s always said I can be a little impetuous. And I’ll admit, right now as my cock bursts to life again, I want to take this woman right on the edge of this bed. But there’s something in me that says I’ll regret that. I’ll regret not treating her like she’s special to me. Not treating her with the respect she deserves.

      I slow the kiss, before swiping my tongue against the split of her lips. She opens and her tongue is in my mouth before I know what’s happening. I’ve never had a woman do this. Usually it’s a dual, but nothing like this. This is a full-fledged clash. The woman is bold and fearless. And I love it. I slip a hand into her hair, that damn ponytail in my way, but I leave it. I’ll leave it until she’s screaming for me to take her. I slide a hand down her neck, exploring the graceful lines of the long muscles. Down, down to her chest, cupping the round globe over her shirt and trying to keep from coming in my pants. Her chest is an orb of heaven, heavy in my hand. I lift the edge of her T-shirt and tank-top at the same time and I rip my lips from hers so I can worship her. I fall to my knees and my lips cup over her nipple.

      “Yes!” she cries out into the dark shop, my cubby being the only one with the lights on. “Cray, don’t stop, please. Just…” She stills. “Did you hear that?”

      I’m lost to her chest, moving to the other tit and administering as much care as I did to the first one.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Shit.

      I stand upright and pull down her shirt. “I’ll get rid of whoever it is.”

      “Okay. Hurry back, please.” Her chest heaves in long waves of lust. She reaches down and cups my cock. “Oh, sweet, anaconda… what is that?”

      I chuckle as I grab a clipboard to hold in front of my crotch and walk out.

      Fuck. Probably someone’s Tattie.

      A girl not much more than eighteen stands at the door, her hand held up so she can see inside. Her eyes widen when she catches sight of me.

      I turn the deadbolt. “Hey, we’re closed today. If you come back tomorrow, I’ll have one of the artists get you on the schedule.”

      “Um…no, I’m Zoe and I’m looking for my…mo—Naomi.”

      And reality is a fuckin’ brick wall.

      “Naomi, it’s Zoe!” I call out. “I’ll go get some lunch for us and be back in ten.”

      “Thanks, Cray,” she calls out as I motion Zoe inside. “First booth on the left.”

      “Thanks…Cray is it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Great name.”

      “Thanks, Zoe, same to you.”

      Cool kid. Not at all what I expected when she said she had daughters. I was thinking dolls and pigtails. But I also see the twinge of fear. Not that every woman who’s been through domestic violence cowers in my presence, but I know that Hemi’s wife Cece did for a while because her Asshole Number 1 did a major number on her. I don’t like that this girl can’t be at ease around me. Trust. If it’s going to be a factor with her daughter…it’s going to be a factor with Naomi.
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      I walk next door to The Beanery to give them space. As much as that tea was good, I need something much more like caffeinated tar to wake me up, especially now that I’ve crashed from the adrenaline rush after that kiss.

      She needs a tattoo. I need to give her the tattoo. Even if I want to give her so much more. And I don’t mean just sex. My mind wanders to hiking with her, her skin glistening in the hot summer sun. Taking her on my bike…and I also mean taking her on my bike. Making breakfast and serving her in bed and ending up staying in bed. Shit like that. And that scares the shit out of me.

      Seeing Zoe—comprehending that there’s another life involved in this equation—gives perspective into what I was doing. I’m not saying I’m not going to stop. Fuck no. But I’m saying that I want to make sure we’re not muddying the waters of what we really need from each other.

      “What did you say?” Ms. Queenie asks from behind the counter as I don’t even realize I’ve stepped through the door.

      “Was I talking to myself?”

      “Yes, child, you most definitely were.” She juts out a hip. “Something about muddied waters and needin’ each other?” Ms. Queenie leans on the counter with her elbows, shoving a pencil into her hair. “Now, tell me, who are these people needin’ each other and what water do you need cleared. Ms. Queenie is in the house for you, Cray.”

      I shake my head and chuckle. “No need for barista-therapist today, just a large cup and a bran muffin.”

      “But baby, that’s what Ms. Queenie does best. And bran muffin? Oooh, son, what are you really trying to clear out?”

      Her business partner, but not life partner, Joaquin steps from the kitchen. “Uh-uh, Ms. Queenie, that’s not what Devlin told me you do best.” He rocks his head and rolls his eyes theatrically. These two are a comedy routine in the making and when I need a respite from the Tatties, this is where I come because I know that Ms. Queenie won’t allow that behavior here.

      “Oooh, that man’s gonna get in trouble!” Ms. Queenie lets out a southern holler and her large frame bounces with a lingering chuckle.

      Joaquin lifts his reading glasses off his chest, like they’re going to help him to help me. “Now, what can I get you Cray? Since I know you weren’t talking me when you were mumbling those ‘people needing’ words.”

      “Yeah, Joaquin, been through this. Straight. Hundred percent.”

      He slips the glasses back down and eyes me up. “A man can dream.”

      “Dream is all you’ll be doing,” Ms. Queenie chuckles.

      “You look like you’re…hungry or horny, I can’t decipher.”

      Ms. Queenie bats his arm. “Jeez, Joaquin, you’re gonna scare our best and nicest customer away.”

      I lean against the wall next to the cash register. “Not a chance. I’m too addicted to your coffee, Ms. Queenie.”

      “Well, I do declare, a man who said he was addicted to me.”

      “Your coffee,” I correct her.

      “Potayto…potahto, tomayto, tomahto, Queenie’s ready for the dirt, so spill.”

      I’ve been here before. She won’t stop until I give her what she’s looking for. And she won’t serve me a second before that, either. Sure, I could walk the three blocks to Sugar Rush and get what passes as coffee but looks like dirty water, but I need Ms. Queenie.

      “I think I stepped over a line with a customer.”

      Joaquin’s eyes widen.

      “Go check on those donuts, Joaquin.” She shoos him to the back.

      She tips her head and sighs. “Lord knows that lines are in the sand for a reason, but Cray…” She slaps the counter. “Cray, snap out of it! You’re a grown man. If you want something, you don’t ponder your need. You find what you’re looking for. Just like my coffee. If you want this woman, then that line you’re seeing, it’s more of a finish line than a roadblock.”

      “Kinda cockblocked myself, huh?”

      She lets out a high-pitched whoop and her voice changes just a little. “Son, we all have our burdens to bear when it comes to finding someone to love. Mine is being afraid of people’s honesty and decency. I’ve been fucked over too many times and ended up in the dumpster a couple of those. Straight men sure can be ungrateful after they’ve gotten what they wanted.”

      I feel that punch to my gut. I just up and left her. “Can I get that coffee and muffin now? I need to get back over there.”

      “Coming right up.” She races behind the counter like it’s a hold-up. She pushes though the flapping half door, holding up both. I have a tab and it gets charged monthly. It’s just easier for both of us. “And there’s another muffin in there for the woman who’s made my sweet Cray think about needing someone in his life.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Queenie.”

      She pats my cheek. “Go get her, Cray. You deserve to be happy.”
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      “But, Naomi, I—”

      “The answer’s no. You may not go into Vegas alone. We’ve been over this a million times.”

      She crosses her arms and rolls her blue eyes. “You do know that I’m eighteen and can do what I want.”

      “Not with a car that has my name on the title.”

      “I don’t believe this. You say you trust me, but you don’t.”

      “No, I don’t trust the assholes that are in Vegas and looking to corrupt…or worse…a young woman like you.”

      The front door lock clicks and the chime rings.

      She leans forward, lowering her voice. “I’ve already had sex, Naomi. I can handle having sex without commitment. You might try it because it could really help you unwind. And as for trusting…no, you don’t trust anyone but yourself.”

      Oh dear, God.

      My legs weaken as I jump off the platform. “I’m going to let that sex comment slide and concentrate on the trust issue for now. Zoe, the world is a scary place, I just don’t want you to put yourself into a situation where the past is brought to the forefront.”

      “Mom’s been gone for ten years, almost eleven. Aunt Naomi, I think about her every single day, but I can’t stop trusting because half of my DNA took her away.”

      I close my eyes and when I open them Cray is standing behind Zoe.

      He tips his head and motions that he’ll be in the back.

      She walks into the space. “Naomi, I need to see Eve.”

      “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “No. I just need my sister. It’s not about helping or needing or wanting. It’s about being a part of her life cause soon she’s going to be gone, too.” She purses her dark pink lips and her eyes meet mine with a gloss. “I already miss her as much as I miss Mom.”

      I walk around the table and wrap an arm around her. Both of my girls are thin, like Joanie, and have her gorgeous blonde hair, but we all have the same peach-toned skin from my Greek mother. “Okay. One night and one night only. Do you understand?”

      “Okay. But since I’m on Christmas break, if I want to stay a second, can I call and ask with Eve there on the phone.”

      “Zoe…” I chuckle and shake my head, smoothing some hair from her eyes. “Child, you are going to be the death of me.”

      “Please don’t say that.” Her smile falls and she wraps and arm around me, too. “I’d miss you more than I miss Mom.”

      I blow out a long breath to keep from tumbling over that edge.

      She backs away. “Um, are you naked under there?”

      I adjust the blanket and the edge is caught on the bed, I wrestle it until it rips. “Oops. I’m getting a tattoo done to surprise Eve.”

      “I figured that, but why are you naked?”

      “I’m getting it on my… back thigh.”

      Her eyebrows go up. She mouths while motioning a thumb behind her, “By him?”

      I nod, matching her eyebrows with mine.

      She holds up a hand for a high-five and I wave her off. “It’s not like that. We’re just…just…friends.” I hear the word come out of my mouth and I know it sounds forced.

      “Naomi, it’s time you have a life. If Cray is that life, then do it. I’ll be heading back to Nebraska next fall for college, I hate thinking of you all alone here.”

      “I’ve got the folks at the precinct.”

      “People you hang out with only at work.”

      “There’s Michaela’s mom, Emily.”

      “Ugh. Don’t get me started on why you don’t want to be Emily’s friend. She’s got skeletons, Naomi. Like bones in her closet that no one should see.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Michaela told me. She’s been arrested on drug charges twice now.”

      “And you slept over there?”

      “To keep Michaela clean, Naomi.”

      “But you’ll never…” I motion my head.

      “Ever.” She crosses her heart. “You taught me and Eve well. She’s going to be an officer in the Air Force, for fuck’s sake. She’s—”

      “Watch your language.”

      “Fine, but she’s got so much of you in her that I really think that DNA doesn’t matter. It’s love that does.”

      And with that I can’t stop them. Tears gather and fall and I let them. I’ll blame the tattoo.

      “Okay, go and take my car instead of yours. It’s filled with gas and the tires are new.” I dig out my keys and switch with her. “Text when you get there, but don’t text along the way. And wear your seatbelt. And don’t stop off—”

      “Naomi…” his voice cuts me off. “Just let her go. You’ve obviously done your job right.”

      I don’t like that he’s stepped in, but he’s not wrong. “Okay.” I reach out to her and hug her. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too. I’ll see you in four days.”

      “What?!” I exclaim.

      “You and Cray can find something to do while I’m gone. Right, Cray?”

      He chuckles. “I like her. Nice to meet you, Zoe.”

      “Same here,” she says with a smile to him and a wink to me.

      I’d always wanted to protect them from what might hurt them. Maybe I was actually hurting them by protecting them. They were brilliant young women with bright futures. My sister was the same, but she couldn’t see past the love to what her husband was really doing to her.

      I didn’t want to fall into that trap, but jumping into the first man’s arms who came into my life with possibility either sounded just as bad

      Zoe waved as Cray let her out and then locked the door.

      He came back. “You okay?”

      I let out a long breath. “I think so.”

      He reaches out and I slip my hand into his. “Let’s go for a bike ride and a hike.”

      “Is that okay with this?” I motion to my leg.

      “Yeah, it’ll be fine. You need some time off before we start the coloring and shading.”

      I squeeze his hand. “I’ll put my pants back on.”

      He lets go of my hand and stalks to the chair where he laid them after I took them off. He gets down on one knee and holds out the first leg, I step out of the sheet and lift a foot. As I, do he grabs my hips and lifts my foot to his knee and his tongue snakes between my legs and laps deep into my body. He holds my hips as my legs faulter.

      “Oh, fuck…”

      “I know how wound up you were. I’m not leaving you like that only to have my motorcycle get you off. I’m the only thing that you’ll ever need from now on, babe.”

      I know I should tell him that’s not happening. Not the impending orgasm, that’s fucking happening. But I don’t ride bitch. Ever. We’ll go get my two-wheels and open both up on the road.

      “Cray…Cray!”

      His tongue flicks my clit and I moan.

      “Can I lay down?”

      “Sure, babe.”

      I lay back on the bench and my ass stings. “Oh, shit! Oh…that hurts.”

      He cringes. “I forgot. Sorry.” His hands grab my hips and like I’m a pillow, he flips me to my cool side, my ass in the air, pulling me down until my pussy is hanging just at the edge and my thighs are on his shoulders. “That’s better.”

      His fingers almost pet my puffy pussy lips. A thick finger invades my body and I cry out as the tissues pulse, hugging and pulling him deeper. He licks my clit as he slowly invades my body with two fingers. I shiver. I’m exposed to him, but I don’t feel naked. I feel bared. Emotions, nerves, and my trust are all there for him.

      I’ve never been taken while on my stomach. Actually, I think only two guys ever went down on me. I never gave the nod to anyone else and I’d stopped a few in my younger days. It takes a higher level of trust in my book. And I’m always by the book.

      But he’s changing my book. He’s rewriting what I imagine. I gasp as his lips slip around my clit and he sucks. Sucks harder than I would have thought would be pleasurable, but my thighs tighten and my stomach coils into a bundle. His fingers comb against my front walls and I fist the sheet in my hand.

      “So…close…so fucking…”

      “Come for me, Naomi.”

      I moan his name, long and severe as a wildfire of rush flashes through me. He keeps up the action until I reach back and smack his head with a giggle.

      But now I have a choice to make. I want to give him a blowjob, but I want to feel him inside of me even more.

      I turn over, ignoring the pain and my hands are at the waist of his jogger, undoing the tied string.

      “Babe, I said—”

      I stop him with a long deep kiss, while I reach in and find…

      I pull back. “Tighty-whities?”

      He licks his lips. “I knew I was going to have to fight a boner with you all day so I was trying to be a gentleman and keep the manaconda hidden.”

      “You did not just say ‘manaconda’!”

      “Hey, you’re the one who wants to see the goods.” He steps back and drops his pants and I know that my face contorts.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Man-a-con-da. Say it with me, Naomi.”

      “I don’t think you say it, Cray. I think you ride it.”
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      She hops off the bed, dropping to her knees, and her tongue catches the pre-cum that drips from the head of my cock. Her lips center on the hole and she sucks the mushroom head into her mouth while the rest of my cock starts pulsing with blood.

      “Fuck, fuck…fuck!” I reach out for a wall, wondering if I’ll collapse. She uses my cock as a handle and moves me so my ass is up against the bed.

      And then she goes to work. Slurping. Jacking. Licking. Sucking. And then she starts all over again. I look down and I want to see her hair around her shoulders.

      “Can I undo your hair?” I ask.

      She stops and looks up at me. One nod, that’s all she gives me, and I’m done. I drive my cock into her mouth while I pull the elastic out and she moans around me.

      In seconds, I’m nearing the end. I look down and I see she’s been rubbing her clit. I inhale a deep, deep breath to calm myself. If she wants more, she’s getting all of me.

      I reach down and lift her up. I place her hands on the bench, bending her over and I slide my cock up and down, from her clit to her ass. That sweet rosebud right there, but there will be another day for that. This is the day that I make this woman mine.

      “Babe, I don’t have a condom.”

      “I’m covered and clean.”

      “I’m clean.” I require that my artists show they’re clean, and I’ve never taken a chance before today.

      I press just the head of my cock inside of that sweet honey cave. But she won’t have it. She pushes back against me and I look down as a quarter of my cock slides inside the tightest, wettest, hottest pussy I’ve ever had…and skin to skin. Something I’ve never done.

      “Woman, you’re going to ruin me.” I keep moving forward, but before I’ve given her all nine inches, she’s thrashing around and wailing so loud that I really wonder if Ms. Queenie and Joaquin can hear her. It’s part magical and part jaw dropping and part cock exploding—a trifecta of passion.

      I continue to drive deeper and deeper and she just keeps coming and coming.

      “Oh, my God! What the hell are you doing to me?” Her body convulses.

      I bottom out and start thrusting, long, deep strokes. She pants coming down.

      “Cray, are you in my stomach?”

      “Is it too much?” I wind her hair in my hand and pull her head back just a little to give me access to that graceful neck and in the process her ass pops out at me and I get a different angle.

      “Oh…God…no, it’s…fuck it…give it all to me.”

      I’m careful to not slam into her thigh, to avoid hurting her. My nuts slap against her clit and I can feel her pussy start to tingle like Pop Rocks along my cock.

      “Babe, this is it. Come with me…”

      “I don’t know if I can stand for it to happen again.” She’s almost whimpering.

      I slap her ass, just a little to bring her back and the action vibrates through her pussy.

      “Yes!” She rises to her tip toes and I drive harder. “Yes…yes… again.” I smack her ass and the bubble butt looks like rings on a lake from a tossed rock. “Oh, fuck! Cray!”

      And with that, her pussy locks around my cock. I plant deep inside and my seed coats her in long thick ribbons, mixing with her cream. I thrust through the final flutters of that sweet, sweet pussy. She collapses against the bed.

      “What have you done?” she asks.

      I can’t answer. My heart pounding like a bass drum in my chest.

      I’ve fallen for you.
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        * * *

      

      I meet her at her house with my bike. I pull a helmet attached to my bike as the garage door rocks to open.

      My mouth drops open as a leather clad Naomi makes me moan. I moan. That is her gift to me.

      She lets out a hearty laugh. “Surprise. I don’t ride bitch, babe. I’ve got my own wheels.”

      “Nice bike.” I chuckle, too and click the helmet back on my bike. Her Ducati Panigale is a few years old, but in great condition.

      “Thanks. I don’t take it out very often, but the department just considered getting some motorcycles, so I think I’ll apply to drive one, if they’re approved and this will be good practice.”

      That would be doubly hot. Uniform. Bike. I growl.

      Her phone rings loudly. “Sorry.”

      I wave her apology away while adjusting my leather riding jacket, black with green accents.

      She pulls her phone from her pocket. “Hey, Eve, you and Zoe having fun already?” Her face pales. “What? She left two hours ago. Okay, I’ll call it in and I’m on my way.” She shoves her phone back in her zipper pocket.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Zoe never made it to Eve’s and she can’t get a hold of her.”

      “Okay, what do you want to do?”

      “I…I…” Her body starts to shake.

      I kick the stand down and jump off my bike as her body crumples in on itself.

      She wobbles her head. “Cray, I don’t know.”

      I swallow. “I do. You call your team and I’ll call mine.”

      “Who are you calling?”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find her.”

      “What if…”

      I lift her chin and peck her lips, salty tears wetting my lips. “Babe, she’s going to be okay. I promise you.”

      I pull out my phone and she does the same. Dispatch orders a couple of units to come over.

      I hit a contact for the President of the Graffiti Street Guardians MC.

      “Go for Slater,” he answers.

      “Slater, it’s Cray.”

      “Cray, nice to hear from you. What’s up?”

      I breathe out through puffed cheeks.

      He grunts. “Just give it to me straight and we’ll take care of it.”

      And honestly, that’s all I need to hear. My woman is hurting. Bad. She’s going to collapse if I can’t make this right. And I’m afraid I will lose her. Lose everything that we’re starting. I thought this was a journey and don’t want the path to end. But I don’t know if I can make it right.

      Zoe probably just broke down on the road to Vegas, but why she hasn’t called is concerning.

      I give him the overview.

      “RoCap, it’s a call-up. Level Gold,” he yells out on the other side and I hear bikes lighting up, almost unable to hear anything else. It’s got to be a dozen or more bikes.

      “We’ll meet you out on Highway 76,” he says. I can tell he’s switched to his helmet speaker. “But if you know anything else, text me. I’ll get it through the home office.”

      “She’s Kildare PD.”

      “Your woman’s daughter?” he asks, confused.

      “No. My woman.”

      “We’ve got you and them. No worries.”

      But there are worries and I never thought I’d have them for a child. I’d thought that I’d missed some window in life. When really, it’s not a window that closes, but a door that can open. Daughter. Not that she called Naomi, “Mom,” but she almost called her that to me. I’d never expect to be called Dad, but to just be there for Naomi and Eve and Zoe and learn about them. Be a part of something more. Be trusted. Trust myself.

      We still had a ways to go, but I wasn’t leaving Naomi’s side.

      Two cruisers showed and Naomi talked to them indicating what route Zoe would’ve taken, normally.

      “Do you have a tracker on her phone?” one of the cops asks.

      She gasps. “Yes, I told her I turned it off when she turned eighteen, but I forgot.”

      The guy shakes his head. “Time’s ticking, Wade. Give us the access and we’ll take it from there.”

      “Here you go.” She opens her phone and they both watch as it pings. “Why the hell is she out there?”

      “Where, babe?” I ask, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      “She’s in the desert.”

      “Do you have the coordinates?” another officer asks.

      The police tap them into their system, and I look over the officer’s shoulder. I text Slater.

      Cray: Zoe’s around 36° 29′ 09.24″N 114° 31′ 58.43″W

      Slater: Got it. We’re fifteen from there.

      I hop on my bike as Naomi does the same to hers.

      She rocks her bike and starts it as she buckles her helmet. If my heart wasn’t beating fast for Zoe, I’d think it was the sexiest fucking sight ever. “Cray, you don’t have to come along.”

      My stomach balls, painfully. Does she not want me there or is she scared?

      “I’m coming.”

      “Okay.” She starts her bike as the cruisers take off with their sirens blazing.

      We follow behind. When we pull into the Valley of Fire State Park the Guardians have gathered off to the side.

      I see a car I recognize. It’s the same one that I put Naomi into last night. It’s both good and bad because Zoe’s nowhere in sight.

      Slater walks over. “No signs of her, but that couple over there thought they heard a woman’s voice calling out where the canyon trail narrows.”

      Two of the police officers head off to talk to the possible witnesses.

      Naomi pulls out her phone and calls Zoe’s number. “Answer. Answer. Dammit, answer!”

      “Hello there, Officer Wade.”

      I hear a man’s voice through the phone.

      Naomi pulls the phone away from her ear and puts the phone on speaker. “Who is this?”

      “I told you I’d see you again real soon. I guess it was your daughter that I would see. Wouldn’t you know it, she was driving your car when I saw her at Emily’s house. Lucky me.”

      “Give Zoe her phone. Now!”

      “You really need to tell her not to drink from water that a stranger gives to her, too. She’s a little mixed up right now. These new circles are really good.”

      Circles? Roofies. Fuck you, asshole.

      “Zoe?! Put her on the phone!” She screams into the phone and four officers come running.

      Slater stills his group with one look and then with two hand signals they quietly head off onto the trail.

      The cops start pulling out radios and equipment.

      The cop that seems to be in charge takes the phone. “Benny, hey, this is Detective Daniels. Listen to me. Let Zoe go and we’ll see what we can do on a deal.”

      I wrap my arms around Naomi and her head burrows into my neck.

      The laugh that he releases is creepy AF. And that’s the opinion of a guy who’s been told he’s actually creepy AF. I know what it takes to be like that.

      “Daniels? I remember you. Fuck, you’ve got bigger problems than me. Your woman’s selling Adderall and Oxy to the high school basketball team.”

      Naomi’s face pales and she grabs Daniels arm, turning out of mine and covering the phone. “Did you know about Emily?”

      “She told me she was clean.” I can see the disappointment in his face. “Benny…” he shakes his head, but there’s silence.

      Sometimes the police have caution and when it’s warranted, I’m all for it. But we know Zoe’s in danger. It’s not fucking time to talk!

      Slater slips away from the group and I do the same.

      He lifts his phone and there are eight dots that move on the screen. “I have tracking on all my guys when they’re on the clock.”

      They split off into groups of two and the dots combine into sets.

      “You think the police are going to be pissed?” I ask.

      “I don’t care. Do you care?”

      “Kind of…she’s police.”

      He lets out a chuckle. “This is something new?”

      I run a hand over my buzzed hair. “Yeah, really new.”

      He grabs my shoulder. “Hey, if you can make it through this, you can make it through anything.”

      I realize what I need to do. The need to be there for Naomi and Zoe. I can’t just stand around.

      “I’ve gotta go find her.”

      “Do it. I’ll let my guys know. No one wears a gun. We don’t need it.”

      I start off on a run. I’ve hiked this canyon a hundred times, sitting in front the sandstone layers and just taking it all in how big the world really is and how small our part is. Plus, I love believing I’ll find a fossil and actually use my degree.

      I round a couple of rocks and Guardians hold up their hands, but when they see me, they drop them. I move faster, my riding boots clomping on the dry clay.

      I don’t call out for her because I don’t want to notify Benny that I’m near. I stop and listen. I close my eyes and I hear muffled sounds coming from my right.

      I slowly walk around the big boulder and I’m face to face with a Ruger LCP II. After being in the military, I know my guns, even if I don’t own one now. I don’t want one in my house. The past affects us in many ways that I never think about anymore. I also know that a felon with a handgun is never a good thing.

      But then I see two of Slater’s guys coming up behind him and I recognize one of them, Oz, a tattoo artist at Graffiti Street. I didn’t know he was a GSGMC. He goes for Zoe, lifting her into his arms like she’s a leaf. I know the other guy too. Vice. With a raised hood over his shaved head he slowly moves close to Benny.

      “Oh, it’s Mr. Big Dick.” Benny waves his gun my way. “Not such a big talker now.”

      “Benny, why do this?” I ask, taking a step closer, to keep his focus on me.

      “I wanted your bitch and I got her. She’s a sweet little thing. Sassy, too. Bit me. But the roofies did the job I needed them to.”

      “Did you touch her?”

      “I’ll never tell and she never will either. I doubt she even can remember her name after the amount of Forget-Me-Pill I gave her.”

      “You definitely have a tiny dick.”

      “It’ll still work on her. Just gotta get rid of you, to get in there.”

      He hasn’t touched her. I take a sigh of relief.Thank God. And he won’t.

      He starts to turn and I take my chance. I grab the gun. I hear is a sharp crack through the air and the only thing I remember is dirt in my mouth.
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      One of the Guardians takes over, he’s called Blade by everyone around me. He’s obviously medically trained. He creates a tourniquet to Cray’s thigh. I squeeze his hand and he moans. The sound stabs me, and I stop my chest from rocking with the fear that what we’ve just begun is going to end.

      “It didn’t hit any arteries, but he’s gonna need surgery to clean it up and close it up,” he says to the man I now know as Slater.

      Next to her my coworkers are taking care of Zoe, the Guardian member turns to her.

      He assesses her and he nods up at them. “She’s gonna feel like real shit tomorrow, but she’ll be okay. I’ve seen this kind of Rohypnol, it’s fast acting, quick dissipating and long tail of nausea and headache after. I’d still suggest a ride to the hospital and some fluids and a night of observation. I can ride with both of them and treat her at the hospital. And I’ll get him the best surgeon on duty, too.”

      I stare at Blade and it finally hits me. Dr. Caleb Lyons. Dressed in leather and a Guardians handkerchief wrapping his head, he looks like a different person. “Thank you.”

      He leans close. “Anything for you Officer Wade.”

      Charlotte is his sister. I’d helped him talk to her. He pays for her apartment, but like me, he knows she won’t stay.

      I climb on my bike, but as I move toward the starter button my hand shakes.

      “Naomi, you can’t ride.” Slater’s hand lands on mine. “I’ve called a ride for you and we’ll get your’s and Cray’s bikes back to Kildare.”

      A familiar lifted truck pulls up. Hemi. Cray’s best friend.

      He jumps out and in five steps is holding me up. “Come on, let’s get you to the hospital.”

      Inside his truck, I don’t know what to say. Cray put himself in danger to save Zoe. He did the legwork. He went the extra mile…about half a mile, actually.

      “He’ll be okay.”

      But will I?

      Before he has the truck in park, I jump out and run inside. First to Zoe and Dr. Lyons has her awake now and she’s flirting with him. Incredible. Relief floods me.

      “Any report on Cray?” I ask as Zoe looks to me.

      “Mom…” She reaches out to me.

      I can’t hold it in. I rush to her and pull her head to my chest. “Baby girl, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. I wasn’t looking around. I was so excited that I actually convinced you to go that I didn’t see him.”

      “I know. I know. We’ll talk about it later, he’s in custody and he’ll be put away for years, if not forever.” And so will his accomplice and Michaela’s mother, sadly. But she didn’t need to hear that.

      Two hours later, she’s asking for pain meds for the headache. Dr. Lyons was right, it’s fast and maybe fortunately, effective. She doesn’t remember much of the day after getting to the state park.

      “Ms. Wade?” a doctor comes to the door. “Can I speak to you about Theodore Creager?”

      “It just Cray,” I say in his defense.

      The doctor nods. “My apologies. May I speak to you about Cray?”

      Part of me wonders why his family hasn’t been called and then I realize that he’s never said anything about family. I didn’t see a picture. Granted two days isn’t a long time, but I look over at Hemi and motion him over.

      “Cray have any family?” I ask.

      “No. Doctor how’s he doing?” His abruptness tells me there’s a bigger story.

      Hemi let me just stare out the window while we raced behind a cruiser back to Kildare. It wasn’t typical, but Hemi was known in Kildare for being anything but typical. He had the pull. And Cray had put art on half of the force. They knew him probably as well as Hemi, if not better.

      The doctor winds his stethoscope in his hands and shoves it in his pocket. “He’s going to recover. Really lucky. That bullet had a perfect line through his leg. If it had to happen, he hit the trifecta of perfect timing, size of bullet, and position.”

      Hemi’s arm wraps around me. “That’s good to hear.”

      “He’ll be in recovery for a while and then in ICU for a few days, but you’ll be able to see him when he goes in there. He won’t be awake for a few days though.” He turns to me and I feel the pressure of his stare. “Ms. Wade, he’ll need help for a while after he gets out.”

      Hemi’s shoulder rocks into mine. “I think we’ve got plenty of people for that.”

      People file in and out of the ER waiting room. Zane and his wife bring food in for everyone. That damn pizza. I’m going to need to put in extra time on the treadmill.

      Visiting hours end and I’m sitting in the waiting room.

      “Naomi, let me take you home.” Hemi steps into the room.

      “I don’t think I can go.”

      He sits next to me. “He’s one of a kind, isn’t he?”

      “I’d take odds that there’s no one like Cray.”

      Hemi chuckles and leans back. “I think that comes from his youth.”

      “How’s that?”

      “He’s never told me the story, but I searched his real name when I found out what it was. I saw the headline. Cray grew up in Westbend, Texas. When he was eighteen, his mother was killed by his father. He walked in after it had happened, and then his father turned the gun on Cray. Cray struggled with him and his father was shot.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “He’s been on his own since then. Joined the military after college to serve and then when he came back, he got his doctorate but decided that wasn’t what he wanted to do. He came to Kildare because he had an aunt here. She ended up with Parkinson’s and passed the year after he moved here. He took care of her until the last day. She left him some money and he opened Graffiti Street Tattoo.”

      I remembered how the girls acted for years after Joanie was gone. Like they were in a haze. He hadn’t dealt with his loss. He’d moved on without saying goodbye and his trust in love crushed.

      “He’s like a lost boy.”

      Hemi shakes his head. “No. I think you found him and he found you. He texted me this morning that he was nervous about something and he needed to meet up at Graffiti tonight to talk to me. I think he knew that you’d be the one to change his life.”

      I roll my eyes, hearing him, but still worried. “Yeah, by getting him shot.”

      “Cray would have taken any bullet to save Zoe. He saved hundreds of his soldiers’ lives from what Slater has found out through his contacts. He thought maybe Cray might be a good Sergeant in Arms for the GSGMC, but he realized that Cray was better on the outside of the group as a committed community member.”

      “He couldn’t save his mom, so he saved Zoe.”

      “But you saved him.”
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      Cray

      I try to open my eyes. I can hear her voice. She’s here. A hand squeezes mine and I squeeze back.

      “Eve, go get Dr. Lyons. He’s waking up.”

      I keep trying to open my eyes, but they’re so heavy, like someone sewed them shut.

      “It’s okay, Cray. Take your time, don’t fight it. You’re going to be okay.” The dudes voice is familiar and then again, it seems different. Blade?

      I try to remember what happened and my memories stop at getting to the state park. Zoe? How is she?

      “Zoe?” I ask on a moan.

      “What, Cray?”

      I inhale deep and Naomi’s perfume fills my lungs. Definitely lavender.

      “Zoe!” I say more forcefully.

      “Hey, Cray, I’m right here.” A small hand slips into mine and I give a squeeze. “Jeez, Cray, you’re gonna break my hand!”

      Everyone in the room responds with giggles and chuckles.

      “Sorry,” I say on a breath. “Where am I?”

      “In the ICU of Kildare Central Hospital.” Naomi’s rumbling voice coats me.

      “I’m alive?” I don’t feel it and I need confirmation.

      Lips press to mine and every part of me wakes up. I slip a hand in to her hair. It’s down and so soft. She breaks the kiss.

      “Welcome back, Cray,” she whispers into my ear and lightly bites my earlobe.

      My eyes finally open and there she is. She’s here. And two girls stand on the other side of my bed.

      “Eve?” I ask.

      “Yeah, nice to meet you Cray.”

      “How is everyone?”

      Eve smiles. “Everyone’s fine. You’re going to be okay, too.”

      “Did I lose my leg?”

      “No, sweetheart. You’re all intact down there.” Naomi sighs.

      I would have sacrificed everything and anything for her. Still would.

      “Girls, can you give us some time alone?”

      “Sure, Mom.”

      Eve nods. “I’ll take Zoe for some food.”

      Zoe’s blonde hair shines in the fluorescent lighting. “Not hospital food. How about pizza at Graffiti Street?”

      Naomi’s hand tightens on mine and I know there’s a story there, but there’s time.

      I blink some more and the doctor…Wait, is that Blade?...takes my blood pressure and listens to my heart. I might still be dead.

      Blade, as I know him, marks in the chart. “You’re doing well. Still need to be here a few days to watch for infection and any complications, but I’d say you’ll be released in a couple weeks, maybe earlier if you have good behavior. I’ll clear you to eat some soft foods, but no pizza, if the girls bring it back, please.” He leaves the room.

      Naomi smiles and I never would’ve lived in Heaven without her. I would’ve found a way to come back.

      I yawn and the move helps me to wake up. “Can I have a drink of water?”

      She hands me a cup and straw. I toss the straw onto my lap and down the water. “Hey, you’re supposed to sip!”

      I lean back.

      Naomi grabs my hand. “I know why you don’t go by your name. And Cray, I’m so sorry.”

      “Did Hemi fucking tell you?” He’d tried to get me to go to therapy or talk it out with him. He really missed his calling, but I refused at every turn.

      “Don’t be mad at him.” She kisses my forehead and it takes me back to my childhood. “He loves you…like I love you, Cray.”

      “Well, I certainly hope he doesn’t love me like you do.”

      She shakes her head and her gloss eyes connect to mine. “Will you stop joking?”

      I reach up and wind that hair in my hand, using it to pull her a little closer. “I love you, too.”

      She steps back and closes the curtain around my bed.

      Oh, shit. Naughty nurse fantasies start going through my head.

      I sit up a little, but my leg makes me lie back. That’s going to take a little time.

      She lowers the edge of the bed and climbs in with me. “I mean it, Cray. I love you.”

      “I know and I’m in love with you, Naomi.” I brush a hand over her hair. “I heard the girls call you, Mom.”

      “Yeah, apparently they’ve wanted to for years, but they didn’t know if I wanted it or was ready.”

      “And?”

      “It was the best Christmas gift ever.”

      “You are the best Christmas gift ever, Officer Wade.” I kiss her forehead.

      Her hand rests on my chest and her head on my shoulder.

      “These pain meds are good.” I close my eyes.

      “Thank you for saving Zoe.”

      “Thank you for saving…” I kiss her forehead. “Me.”
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      Naomi

      “Hey, babe, do we have more burgers?”

      I point to the fridge. “Second shelf, right side.”

      “Thanks.” Cray kisses my cheek as he walks by.

      It’s our first holiday celebration where he’s part of the household. He moved in a month ago and I’ve loved every moment of having him here. Some moments much more than others. Like last night…my pussy quivers thinking about it.

      “Happy Fourth of July!” Cece, Hemi’s wife, calls from the front entry. I look around the corner. Her belly is growing every day.

      “Hey guys. Everyone’s already out back.”

      Hemi shifts their daughter Jovi, only seven months old, to his other hip and puts a salad in the fridge and Cece walks onto the back patio. “I don’t know what it is, but it looks weird and I wouldn’t put it past her to have made something with pickles and ice cream at this point.”

      “You think this is the last one?”

      “Oh, hell yes. I’m scheduled for a snip-snip next week.”

      I laugh, but still and swallow. “I’m pregnant.”

      He stops and turns slowly to face me. “Does Cray know?”

      “No. I’m a little freaked out. This wasn’t expected.” At all.

      “Just tell him. I know he’s going to be thrilled.”

      “You’re sure? We’d talked about traveling since both girls were going to be gone and now, I don’t see that happening.”

      “Then the dream changes. And yes, I’m sure. Just tell him.”

      That was true. I’d once dreamed of being a police officer and I made that come true. And now a dream I never imagined would come true was right here.

      Cray steps inside. “Hemi.” They give each other a bro-hug and Cray kisses Jovi’s head. “Hey buttercup.”

      Hemi motions with his head as he steps out, closing the door, mouthing, “Good luck.”

      Cray grabs the mustard and ketchup from the fridge. “Babe, do we have pickles?”

      “Maybe.” I stand there looking at him and remembering back on the last seven months.

      He finished my tattoo. It’s definitely a work of art and Eve both laughed and cried seeing it. She never expected me to put her art on my body, above the fireplace, sure, but not on my ass. She thinks that Cray said it should go there so he could see my ass. Maybe. But I was okay with that.

      He also began and flew through physical therapy, going back to work in just under two months.

      Benny and his accomplice were spending their days sleeping with their heads three feet from their toilets, behind a sliding door, and dressed in orange.

      Cray also got therapy-therapy, reluctantly. But it changed him for the better. He continued gaining back his trust of not only all of us, but himself. And although we knew it would be a journey, we also knew it would be a worthwhile one.

      “Cray?”

      He still had his head stuck in the fridge. “Yeah, babe?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Three plastic bottles crack to the floor and mustard lashes out like a yellow ribbon from the container.

      “You’re what?” he turns his brow furrowed. He steps over the mess and his gaze darts between mine.

      I purse my lips and gain up the courage. I have a badge that says I have it in me, but right now I’m shit scared. I can do it alone, but I don’t want to. I want him by my side.

      “I’m pregnant and obviously, it’s yours.”

      In the next second he’s lifting me into the air and screaming out. “Yes!”

      Our friends outside all yell out “Congratulations!” as one. When you’re part of this group, you’re family.

      “You’re okay with this?”

      “Okay? I…I’m gonna be a dad. I’m gonna have someone trust in me, like I trust in you. I can’t wait.”

      I sniffle and he wipes tears away after setting my feet to the ground.

      He chuckles. “I guess I don’t have to wait for this now.” He digs in his jeans pocket and then his eyes widen. “Shit. Where is it?”

      “Where’s what?”

      He digs into the other pocket, he puffs his cheeks and blows out a long breath. “This…” He pulls out a lovely solitaire diamond. Perfect. “Naomi Elizabeth Wade, will you marry me and give this baby my last name?”

      He’d come around to understanding that he wasn’t his father and his last name wasn’t his legacy. He was Cray to me, but he accepted that he’d always be a Creager.

      “Yes, Theodore John Creager, I will marry you and take your last name.”

      He slips the diamond on my hand and kisses the promise into our memories.

      Hemi wipes his face as he stands outside the screen door. “Told you,” he mouthed.

      I mouth, “Thank you” back. I took a deep breath as Hemi goes back to the group. “Did Hemi know about the ring?”

      “Yeah, he helped me pick it out, why?”

      “No reason.”

      “I think I’ll have Oz tattoo mine on my finger.” He kisses my cheek and heads out back. “Hey, everyone, we’re engaged and we’re having a baby!”

      And the crowd goes wild.

      I laugh and smile.

      The Graffiti Street boys might have been bad in the past, but now they are good…really, really good.

      
        
        ~THE END~

        Want more of the Graffiti Street Bad Boys? Click here to preorder the Graffiti Street Guardians MC, Slater coming 2/13/2020.
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