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        * * *

      

      
        
        The good Bad Boys of Ridge City…and the women who love them.

      

        

      
        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      Dominic

      I went to the bar to do my job—bust drug dealers lurking in Ridge City. I’m a Vice Detective, and I made an oath to protect the people. I’m always focused, and I always get my guy. Nothing can throw me off my game…until I saw that gorgeous brunette bartender. One look at her, and my oath to protect and serve the city suddenly became…protect and serve her.

      

      Serena

      I swore off men six months ago after a bad breakup, and even though it was the best decision of my life, I’ve never been lonelier. And…hornier. But no man is worth the trouble—that is, until this tall, dark, and oh-so-mindblowingly sexy man walked into my bar. Something about him made me throw inhibition to the wind. He’s dangerous—and he might be one of the bad guys. And nothing has ever scared or excited me more.

      

      This is an insta-love, happily-ever-after, STEAMY romance. No cliffhangers, no cheating. This is a standalone story part of the BADGE BUNNIES series.
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        Dominic Black

      

      

      I stroll into Triple 6 bar a little after ten, per the arrangement, and take up a post at the bar, where I’m one of just two customers. My contact said he’d meet me here at ten fifteen—not so late to get caught up in the party crowd, but late enough. No names, no numbers. The only trace of him I have is a throwaway social media account that our cyber department still hasn’t been able to hack into, and that’s saying something, because the Ridge City PD cybercrimes unit is one of the leading in the country. If they can’t crack it, nobody can.

      That also comes in handy in reverse—the last thing I need is any kingpin I’m trying to buy drugs from learning his prospective buyer is actually an undercover vice detective.

      Tonight, I was told that I’ll be “found” buy my seller. That makes me nervous, but there’s no way in hell I can let on. So, with my captain, a handful of other detectives, a few SWAT officers including my best friend, Sergeant Rhys Hartley, we set up a sting. They’re out of sight in strategic places. The detectives are inside the large, dark, strobey bar, SWAT is outside. I can’t be wired, so they’ve got to be close by and inconspicuous. I don’t know exactly where the detectives are, so my eyes won’t be drawn to them and give any of us away, but they all have eyes on me, and I’m grateful as hell for that.

      “Can I get you something?”

      I glance up at the woman’s voice, then do a double take hard enough to put a crick into my neck.

      The bartender braces her palms against the surface, tilting her head as she looks at me expectantly. But it takes me a minute to remember how to use my voice. Toned arms, tan skin, thick dark hair like a waterfall reaching down to her elbows, all topped off with a delicate, heart-shaped face, large, slanted pale eyes circled with dark eyeliner, and a pair of luscious, full pink lips.

      She’s absolutely stunning, and she makes me forget my own name for a moment.

      “I, uh—just a Corona,” I say lamely. I don’t even like Coronas. And I order the beer before I remember I’m technically working. Although, since I’m undercover, it helps me look more natural. You know, like not a cop.

      Beautiful lifts an eyebrow, then retrieves an icy bottle from the fridge under the counters. She pops the cap, stuffs a lime wedge into the neck, and places it on a napkin in front of me. “Tough night?”

      “Long day at work,” I reply, then take a swig. One drink won’t kill or impair me. Two drinks is the approved max before the possibility of legal issues start becoming more realistic.

      “I can relate,” she says with a smirk. “You know where I work. How about you?”

      “Oh, just a businessman,” I lie. “Office life.”

      “Which office?” She leans closer, and I finally get a whiff of her. Her perfume is equal parts vanilla, musk, and some kind of sweet, juicy fruit. It’s dark and alluring—like her. “Or will you have to kill me if you tell me?”

      I flash her a grin. She’s given me a relatively easy out here. Despite the fact that it’s a chief job requirement, I don’t actually love all the lying I have to do. “That’s right. Sorry, sweetheart.”

      “I’m not that sweet.” She eyes me from beneath long, thick lashes, then turns away to check on the other guy at the bar who was here before me.

      I’ll bet you are. She’s on the petite side, but she’s got curves just where a woman should, and they look sweet enough to me. I can’t help but stare for a moment before shaking myself. I’m supposed to be working, not ogling the sexy bartender like an asshole.

      Even if it does seem like she’s flirting with me…

      I tip back another sip of beer and study her as she whips up a craft cocktail. Based on the highball glass and the thin, curved slice of orange peel she deftly carves right into the drink, I’m guessing it’s an Old Fashioned. I’d love to order one of those, but policy says two beers, and that’s it.

      “At least it seems to be a slow night for you,” I say when she slinks back to my side of the bar.

      She pours herself a tall glass of ice water and takes a long drink. I watch the column of her throat work, and can’t help imagining what it’d be like to run my tongue up it.

      “Nah,” she says finally. “Not slow. Just early. Around eleven or so, this place fills up and stays that way until two.”

      “Tips must be good.”

      “Everything can always be better,” she says, and meets my gaze.

      Okay, I’m not imagining things. She is flirting with me. In fact, it’s beyond flirting. That look in her eyes is permission. It’s damn near an invitation.

      “What do you got that needs improving?” I ask, leaning closer over the bar.

      One corner of that delicious-looking mouth tilts up. “I’m in need of pretty much a total body overhaul.” Her gaze travels down my chest to my tattooed forearms, then back up to my face. “I go on break in thirty minutes, if you’d like to join me.”

      Holy. Shit.

      Assertive, confident women are my weakness, and she fits the bill to the letter. It’s been a while since I was with a woman in any capacity—even a date—and the purr in her voice jumpstarts the engine between my legs. She is sexy and mysterious and I’m pretty sure I’ve already fallen in love with her. She’s a goddess posing as a bartender in this dark, seedy, big-city bar, and I am ready to prostrate myself at her feet and let her have her way with me.

      Hey, I’m a cop. I never claimed to be a saint.

      Speaking of being a cop…you’re working, Dom.

      Fuck.

      Someone brushes against my back. It’s a slender guy with buzzed blond hair. Pretty unassuming, but I know better than to make assumptions.

      When he turns to glance my way, his blue eyes are so ice-cold, I suppress a shiver.

      Something instinctual deep in my chest, the thing that’s kept me alive on more occasions than I can count on both hands and toes—sets off alarm bells inside me.

      It appears my date for tonight has shown up.

      A soft, cool hand rests on mine, and I turn back to Beautiful Goddess Queen.

      “So what’s it gonna be, shy boy?” She runs a thumb over the back of my hand, and I meet her pale eyes. They’re more gray than blue, and they’re bottomless.

      I huff out a wry laugh. “My, uh, job has the worst timing. I…need to take a raincheck.”

      She blinks several times in surprise. “Oh. Um. All right.”

      I shouldn’t spare the seconds it takes, but I grab her wrist before she can walk away. “Tell me your name. Please.”

      She gives me that sweet, crooked smile. “Serena.”

      “Serena,” I repeat, enjoying the way it slides out of my mouth. A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. “I’m Dominic.”

      She slides her wrist out of my grip and slides her palm against mine in a seductive little shake that sends tingles of heat coursing through my body. Those tingles quickly extinguish when I notice the blond man is staring at me intently from a few seats down.

      Fuck. “I’ll—I’ll be right back,” I tell Serena, then reluctantly release her hand and go meet my mark.

      When I reach his side, those weirdly cold eyes of his are narrow. Like he’s waiting.

      I tick my chin at Serena, then glance at him. “A real…golden girl, huh?” It’s a common street term for heroin, one of many.

      Understanding dawns in the guy’s eyes and he nods once. “Indeed. She is.”

      What accent is that? It’s definitely European, but that’s not saying much in the way of narrowing things down.

      “Gonna take a lot of dough to keep her happy,” I go on. “Don’t you think? How much would you guess?”

      He shifts his gaze to the tumbler of clear liquid in front of him. Could be water, could be vodka. “About five grand, for the things you mentioned she wants.”

      He never specified a price before, but it’s about what I expect, based on my experience. Five grand is clearly enough to buy an amount of drugs, about thirty grams—and that indicates distribution.

      I can practically feel the commendation for a job well done in my hands.

      That feeling dissipates fast when it’s replaced by the pressure of a gun barrel pressing into my ribs.

      Buzz Blond smiles at me. “I almost had you there, didn’t I, cop?”
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        Serena Jackson

      

      

      I watch Dominic walk over to a pale blond dude halfway down the bar, trying to steady myself when his back turns.

      To be honest, for as gorgeous as he is, I’m a little relieved for the sudden and weird interruption, even though I was the mack here, not the other way around.

      “I go on break in about thirty minutes if you’d like to join me.”

      What was I thinking?

      I’m no prude. And I’m no angel, either. I own my sexuality—or what’s left of it, anyway. I’ve been in a dry spell for almost six months, ever since I caught my last boyfriend exchanging nudes with the girl he was humping behind my back. I did the cliché thing and swore off men for, like, ever, and have been doing just fine.

      And then Dominic—sexy, dark-haired Dominic with the confident swagger that sings to my lady parts—strolled into my bar in jeans that hugged his ass and a beat-up leather jacket that makes me want to wrap it around my naked body, and I lost my ever-loving mind.

      I’m horny, yes. But not for just anyone.

      But Dominic, who I’ve known for fifteen minutes, isn’t just anyone. I can tell.

      He bought me some time. I have about three hours to decide if that invitation to a perfect stranger into my bed was a good idea. If I still want it to happen.

      The bar’s filling up now. I take a young couple’s order when they come up for air—Malibu and pineapple for her, Landshark for him. As I mix the lady’s cocktail, I glance over at Dominic again. He’s still talking to the weird pale dude—or at least, that’s what it looked like at first. Actually, he’s smiling at the guy.

      And as I study him longer, I realize it’s not at all a nice smile. They definitely don’t seem like pals. But Dominic said “work.” What kind of work would he have with this guy? He said he was a…

      Come to think of it, he didn’t say he was an anything.

      Suspicion flares inside me and I shift my gaze back over to them. They’re practically nose-to-nose.

      I’ve worked at this bar for a long time. I’ve seen thousands of people. I know how to read them, too. It’s part of this job, this lifestyle.

      And I know a fucking drug deal happening when I see one.

      Shit.

      Go figure the first guy I’m sexually attracted to in the better part of a year is a drug dealer. Or he’s a buyer. Either way, that’s not anything I need in my life, even if he is a lion in the sack.

      No fucking way in hell.

      It’s time for my break.

      I pour one last beer and tell the other bartender working with me I’m going to take my twenty-minute break. It boggles my mind that just ten minutes ago, I’d wanted to spend it riding Dominic.

      I’ve taken two steps toward the back room, where there’s an exit outside that faces my favorite late-night coffeeshop, when a volley of gunshots rings out.

      That’s another thing you learn the sound of pretty fast when you work downtown Ridge City—what gunshots, real, live gunshots, sound like.

      My heart leaps into my throat and my mind blurs into a panic. I hear screams and cries and then—oh, God—more gunshots. There’s a stampede of people rushing for the exit, and the other bartender is urging people to go out the back, the same direction I’d been headed in. The sight of all those people who are slowing down my escape makes me panic even more.

      How the fuck am I going to get out of here?

      I start shoving around bodies, trying to fight my way toward a door or even a window to break my way out of if I have to, when a hand lands on my shoulder. There’s another dizzying blur as someone spins me around, and the next thing I know, I’m staring Dominic in the eyes from the arms of someone he’s facing off with. Whoever has me has a forearm tight across my throat, and—

      Oh my God.

      There’s a gun pressed to my temple.

      I’m not even sure I’m breathing. I’m so scared shitless, my knees go weak and my bodyweight drops downward. But that only creates more tight, unbearable pressure between the guy’s forearm and my throat, and breathing becomes a definite impossibility.

      Through my hazy vision, Dominic has a gun out and it’s pointed at me.

      I freeze.

      No, not at me, I realize after a second. It’s pointed just beyond me.

      At my captor.

      “Let the girl go,” Dominic says in this low, low voice that’s full of death and danger. He’s speaking on my behalf, and it’s frightening me.

      And why the fuck does he have a gun!

      “No,” the voice at my ear hisses. “You tried to set me up, you piece of shit, but it’s not gonna work. I’m gonna walk out of here, and you’re gonna let me do it, or I’m shooting your little golden girl.”

      Golden girl? What? But there’s no time to dwell on that for now.

      “You can get mad at me,” Dominic continues in that super calm voice, “but you’re going to let the girl go. She doesn’t deserve to be mixed up in this.”

      All of a sudden, I realize there are three other men in the club with guns trained on me. On us.

      Are they aiming at me, or the dickhead behind me?

      I feel a surge of hope, but it quickly dies when I realize at least twice as many other men have materialized behind Dominic’s friends—or whoever—and have guns pointed at them.

      “Put your weapons down,” one of them sneers.

      I don’t know who does it first. But someone…someone makes a horrible move and fires a shot, and then there’s gunfire everywhere.

      I’m suddenly released from my captor and drop to my knees, my head dizzy. Before my entire body can hit the ground, another pair of strong hands scoops me up. As bullets slice the air at insane speeds, I feel myself being half-dragged, half-carried somewhere.

      My back hits something hard. I’m behind the bar, and there’s someone on top of me.

      Dominic.

      One of his arms cradles me close to him. He uses his other hand to cup my face, his dark brows drawn together.

      “Serena,” he murmurs. “Are you all right?”

      “What’s…happening?” I mumble, and it scares me how far away my voice sounds to my own ears.

      He surprises me with a smirk. “Bad guys with guns, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Why…?”

      I have this weird, lucid sense of self-awareness that informs me I am losing my shit and likely going into shock. I’m suddenly freezing cold and trembling violently.

      Dominic tears off his leather jacket and enfolds me in it, maneuvering my body like I’m a life-sized ragdoll. In the back of my mind, I’m struck by how earlier I’d had a fantasy of wearing this jacket—albeit with far less clothing than I have on right now—and now, here it is, wrapped around me. It smells as good as I thought it would—old leather, smokiness that’s rich like cigars, his spicy cologne. And it’s warm—so warm. The residual body heat pushes through the icy shell of my shock and starts to bring me back to life.

      The gunfire is still going strong.

      “What’s out that way?” Dominic asks, pointing toward the kitchen.

      The original stampede has thinned out and the sound of sirens pierces the air—the back door must be hanging open.

      “A door,” I manage. “To an alley.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Before I can utter a sound, Dominic scoops me up into his arms while somehow staying low at the same time. I can’t help but think he must have incredibly strong legs and arms to be carrying me and running at this angle. My head jounces with every step.

      Outside, the heat of the summer day has cooled to a manageable warm night. Before I can direct him, he turns right, hits the sidewalk, runs away from the bar, turns left, runs halfway down a block, turns another right, and then stops at a black Chevy sedan I assume is his.

      He loads me into the passenger seat, then slips behind the wheel.

      “Where do you live?” he asks, his tone clipped. He reaches out and grabs my seat belt, then yanks it across my lap before putting on his own.

      “Off—off tenth and Leighton.”

      “Those apartments right there on the corner? The—the Brick House Flats?”

      “Yeah,” I breathe, feeling lightheaded again. “I usually just walk to work.” I only live a few blocks from the bar in the heart of downtown.

      “Fine. I’m taking you home. You stay there.” He peels away from the curb and shoots off. We slink past the bar, and there are about four hundred and seventeen squad cars parked outside, red-and-blues flashing so erratically I hope no one at risk of seizures is in the area.

      “What about you?” I ask, turning my head to study him.

      He shakes his head, his jaw tight. I notice he has a profile that reminds me of one of those old Greek statues. The long nose, pouty lips from the side. A dusting of a beard along his jaws. He’s not classically handsome, but he is so fucking dark and sexy.

      And he has a gun.

      Drug dealer, I remind myself, and my insides shrivel. Sexy or no, this guy is trouble with a motherfucking capital T, and I want no part of it.

      My eyes creep to his hands and my breath hitches. A man’s hands are a weird deal-breaker for me. I don’t like big meaty paws, but I hate tiny hands, too. Dominic’s hands are perfect—large and strong, with veins on the backs, but they’re strangely elegant for their size. I imagine them balling into fists and beating people’s faces in. I imagine them sliding down my bare skin, over my breasts, down between my thighs.

      Fuck. Stop it, Serena. Trouble, remember?
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      I follow Serena’s hazy directions and pull into the underground parking garage reserved for residents. Then I help her out of the car, all the while keeping my head on a swivel. What a fucking shitshow the night turned out to be, and at the moment, I have no idea if my brothers in blue made it out of that gunfight. But I can’t blow my cover, not even under these circumstances, and they knew that.

      The plan is to secure Serena in her home, then creep back out and head to the safehouse. It isn’t safe to assume my home hasn’t been compromised, but only a handful of people know where the safehouse is, and that’s the place to go when the shit hits the fan.

      But I’ve got a dazed girl with one foot in shock and one foot out, and I have to make sure she’s all right. She must be terrified. She didn’t sign up for this shit. She was just trying to collect a check and maybe some decent tip money, and everything fucked right on up.

      I feel guilty.

      I propel her inside. “Which floor?”

      “S-seventh.”

      Shit. I do not want to ride in the elevator, but taking the stairs that far up is out of the question.

      Just as we step inside the elevator and the doors slide shut, I catch a glimpse of three buzz-headed blond guys walking through the main entrance. They don’t see us, but fucking shit. How did they know to follow us here?

      Someone’s been watching me, and somehow, I didn’t pick up on the tail.

      I pat my pockets and discover my burner cell phone is missing. It’s my only contact with the outside world—my only contact with the people who could help me out of this predicament.

      I decide not to mention this to Serena. There’s no point in freaking her the fuck out any more than she already is.

      She leads me to her door when we reach the seventh floor, and I have one hand on her lower back and one hand on the gun at my waist. No one seems to be on the floor yet, but I’ve got to get her inside and locked up.

      She fumbles her keys out of her pocket and shoves them into the lock. “I always keep my keys with me,” she says to the door. “You never know who might swipe your purse.”

      “Smart thinking,” I say, scanning down the hallway. The other bank of elevators dings just as Serena opens her door. I push her inside none-too-gently and shut the door just as the elevator doors open.

      “Fuck,” I breathe, flipping all the locks she has, which isn’t nearly enough. I unholster my gun and peer out her peephole—it’s not the blond buzzheads but a trio of well-dressed young ladies who definitely look like they were at an elegant dinner rather than a divey bar. I breathe a quick sigh of relief, quadruple-check her locks, and slide my gun back into its holster.

      When I turn around, Serena is leaning against the back of the couch in the middle of her small living room, clutching my jacket she’s still wearing.

      “Hey,” I say softly, crossing the floor toward her. “Hey. It’s going to be all right. You’re safe now.”

      Is she? I can’t help but think.

      “Am I?” she says, almost making me sputter in surprise. “Who followed us here? When we got into the elevator, you looked like you saw a ghost.”

      Damn. She saw that? I shrug as nonchalantly as possible. “Can’t be too careful.”

      She studies me closely. The only lights on are a couple of squat table lamps made out of hammered steel—super artsy and cool, and a nice contrast to her fluffy gray couch and pale pink throw blanket and pillows. The light highlights her eyes, and I lose myself in their odd beauty. She’s even more gorgeous in this dim light than the near-dark of the bar, and my stomach does an impressive gymnastics floor routine.

      “I guess you can’t be,” she says finally, carefully, as if she’d been debating with herself as to say it or not. “When you’re a drug dealer.”

      I cock an eyebrow so hard it almost shoots off my forehead. “Excuse me?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “One of those things. I’ve bartended a long time. I know people. I can read them. I know drug dealers. Not personally, but—you know. Anyway, that’s the vibe you were putting out with that guy. So how much are you into him for?”

      Honestly, I’m kind of speechless. She’s astute as fuck. But I can’t even begin to tell her the truth or any semblance of it, so I guess I might as well play along.

      Besides, it’s easier to believe the bad stuff about a person. If I told her I’m a vice detective, she’d laugh me out of her apartment, and I need its relative safety for a long moment.

      “It’s hard to explain,” I say. “I bought some bad shit off him, and he doesn’t appreciate being called out. He’s got a bad temper, as you can see.” I study the side of her head. There’s a bruise forming on her temple where my pal had his gun pressed to her head. I gently take her chin between my fingers and tilt her head to the side. “Damn.”

      She reaches up, touches the spot, and winces. “Ow.”

      “You’re not bleeding, at least,” I say, then recall the way he held her, his forearm across her throat. I tilt her head back by gently pressing on the underside of her chin, then I run my thumb down the center of her throat. She’s got a bruise there, too. “Fucking asshole,” I mutter.

      She gazes at me, blinking, and I realize I’m being awfully forward in my touching her. Laughable, considering not that long ago she invited me to touch her in way more places than just her chin and neck.

      My dick rouses itself inside my jeans as if I’d called it by name. Fuck. Of all the times to get turned on. I step around her, go to the windows, and draw all the shades and pull the curtains closed.

      “So, what?” Serena demands, walking up behind me. “We just wait it out?”

      “Obviously, they got someone tailing me—us,” I tell her, parting the blinds a fraction of an inch to peek out onto the street below. Without my binocs or fucking anything of importance, really, I can’t see shit.

      “Look,” I say, dropping the blinds. I sigh and put my hands on my hips. “Is there any place you can go to get away from here? I don’t want you mixed up in all this shit. It’s not your problem. You’ve already gotten hurt.”

      She silences me by reaching out to place her hands on my chest. Instantly my heart leaps into overdrive. “You saved my life,” she says, looking up at me earnestly. “You didn’t have to do that. I’d feel terrible about ditching you.”

      It’s like she’s burning me through my shirt. I step away.

      “Couldn’t you call someone?” she says. “I’m sure you’ve got some…industry pals or whatever who owe you one.”

      I keep forgetting she thinks I’m a drug dealer, and it’s because she’s so incredibly distracting. “I—I don’t have my phone. I must have lost it back at the bar.”

      She shrugs out of my jacket and hands it over. “Check this.”

      I don’t need to, but I do anyway. “Nothing.”

      “You could use my phone.”

      I don’t really want to put her number out into this mess of a life I have, but I might not have a choice. I need to think about who to call—probably Rhys, but I don’t want him walking into an ambush. I need to make sure I’ve lost my tail before I call him.

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “Let me think about that.”

      “Think about it on the couch.” Serena pushes me toward the wide, comfy-looking couch in the middle of the room. “Want a drink?”

      I sigh. I’m still working, technically, but this night has gone to absolute shit. For the moment—however fleeting it might be—I’m safe. I’m worn out.

      And I’m thirsty as fuck.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Drink would be great.”
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      I open a bottle of red wine—the only alcohol I have in the house. I know, I’m a bartender. You’d think I’d have the most amazing home bar, but…the good stuff is expensive, and I don’t make enough to pay rent, keep the lights on, buy groceries, and buy good booze. Priorities.

      Still, the bottle of red I have on hand is a good one. A Cabernet Sauvignon I got for my birthday last month from my mom. I don’t consider turning twenty-eight a particularly big deal, but she always goes all out for my birthday. It’s probably because my father’s not in the picture, so she feels like she has to go to double the lengths to make me feel special.

      I planned to open it with her next year on my twenty-ninth, but shit. After almost dying tonight…I definitely feel like celebrating my new age.

      I pour two glasses and carry it over to where Dominic is sitting on my sofa, his fists balled together and chin propped on top. He looks like he’s deep in thought and I almost hate to disturb him when I tap him on the shoulder and offer him a glass.

      He gives me a half smile. “Thanks.”

      In the soft, low light from the lamp on the side table, I can really see his face. I saw enough at the bar to know he was hot, but here in my apartment, sitting on my couch, the light highlights the dips and curves of his face, and there’s a light scar that runs from his right temple along the ridge of his cheekbone. I’m overcome with the desire to trace it with my fingers first, and then my lips.

      Instead, I take a big gulp of wine.

      “You gonna sit down?” Dominic asks, gesturing to the cushion beside him. “I mean, this is your place and everything.”

      “Yeah.” I lower myself onto the couch. “Just still kind of…freaked.”

      He reaches over and clasps my hand briefly with his. “I know. I’m sorry.” He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something else and thinks better of it, snapping it closed.

      “Tell me…tell me something about you,” I say, watching as he lifts the glass to his mouth. He surprises me when he sniffs, swirls the wine vigorously, sniffs again, and then sips. He’s a wine guy?

      “Like what?”

      “Anything that has nothing to do with what happened tonight.” I bite my lip. “Except maybe why you decided to become a drug dealer.”

      He’s quiet a long time, staring into his wineglass. Then he looks up at me. “Maybe I’m not who you think I am.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      He sets the wineglass on the coffee table and turns toward me. “I kind of need you to…trust me.”

      I arch an eyebrow.

      He reaches for my hand again. His hands are large and tanned, and both forearms are covered in really beautifully done tattoos, a sort of geometric, tribal pattern with dimensional shading. His calloused palms slide over mine, and a shiver trembles down my spine.

      “Can you do that?” he says softly.

      “Dominic, I don’t even know you,” I reply, but my voice shakes a little. He is either being totally genuine right now, or he’s a master manipulator, but either way, he is totally intoxicating. “I—I don’t even know your last name.”

      He shifts his hand over mine until we’re palm to palm, and he shakes my hand. “Dominic Black. Nice to meet you.”

      “That’s not your real name.”

      He lifts a hand in the air. “Swear to God.”

      My gut, strangely, tells me he’s being honest. “I’m Serena Jackson.”

      “Serena,” he says, like he’s caressing my name. I wonder how it would sound spoken right into my ear, as he moves inside me.

      Oh Lord. My palms are sweating now. I tip back my glass. “I don’t know about you, but I feel…gross. Sweaty, and…I can still feel that guy touching me. I need a shower.”

      Dominic nods. “Do what you need to do.”

      I turn and stride into my bedroom before I can invite him to join me. In the bathroom, I shut the door and strip in a matter of seconds, then run the water as hot as I can stand. I scrub my entire body, being careful around my face and throat which, now that my adrenaline is fading, both ache a lot. I wash my hair with rosemary-mint shampoo and conditioner, then use lavender body wash. For good measure, I run a razor over legs.

      It feels weird knowing there’s a stranger in my living room, so I keep my shower time to a minimum. I slather on body cream and blow-dry my long, dark hair. The smell of the rosemary and mint is still strong, and combined with the lavender of my body wash and moisturizer, I’m relaxing with each passing second. I wrap myself in a thick towel, then hesitate.

      Maybe Dominic wants a shower.

      I throw on some leggings and a loose top, then set out a stack of fresh, fluffy towels on the bathroom counter. I stride back into the living room. Dominic is leaning back against the couch, head pillowed on his hands, staring up at the ceiling. The bottle of wine is resting on the coffee table now, his empty glass beside it. My glass is refilled.

      “Um, if you’re feeling grimy too, you can hop in,” I say hesitantly, poking a thumb over my shoulder. “There’s clean towels on the counter.”

      He lifts his head, and it’s as if he’s seeing me for the first time. It’s then I realize I’ve forgotten to put a bra on, and my loose-fitting, mint-green top is quite thin.

      And just looking at him excites me.

      I should probably feel totally embarrassed. Maybe it’s the one glass of wine I’ve had that has gone straight to my head. Maybe it’s almost dying tonight. Maybe it’s because I just need to admit to myself that I want this man and I can’t find it in me to give a fuck about all of the nine hundred ninety-nine thousand reasons why I shouldn’t want him.

      I walk slowly over to the couch and pick up my glass and take another sip. “Thanks.”

      Dominic stands up slowly. He towers over my five-five frame by half a foot. His biceps strain against the sleeves of his T-shirt, snug around them. We’re close enough that I can feel his body heat.

      “You smell delicious,” he says quietly.

      “Thanks,” I say again, because I have no idea what else I can say that won’t make me sound like a stammering dolt.

      “I’ll take a shower,” he adds. “Thank you for offering.”

      I nod and step back. He passes me and heads into the master bathroom off the bedroom. The door closes, and a moment later, the water cuts on.

      I imagine it sluicing down his naked body, all those beautiful ridges and curves he’s got to have under those clothes, and I close my eyes.

      Then I chug the entire glass of wine. The feelings I had at the bar when I first met him, that insane sense of desire that prompted me to come onto him like I was going to get paid for it, falls back over me.

      I try logic one more time. He’s a drug dealer. He has a gun. He has Very Bad People after him who want to kill him. Because of him, you were caught in the crossfire, and the Very Bad People nearly killed you, too. Let him shower. He can sleep on the couch while he figures his shit out. You, meanwhile, will sleep in your bedroom with the door locked. You’ve done everything you can for him.

      I take a deep breath. For a second, I feel nothing. I feel like myself. There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?

      “Serena?”

      When I turn around, all logic leaves me.

      Dominic Black stands before me, wearing only a towel across his hips.

      I can’t help it. “Fuck.”

      His expression changes from one of slight embarrassment to mild surprise, and then, something darker I can’t describe. My heart is doing a complicated line dance against my ribs, and down between my thighs, I’m suddenly slick.

      His body is every bit the masterpiece I knew it would be. Sculpted pecs, abs cut from stone, and a deep Adonis belt. His tummy is covered in a light thatch of hair that is so utterly all man, my knees literally tremble.

      No man has ever made me feel this way before, and it almost makes me panic. I don’t know what to do.

      Correction. My brain doesn’t know what to do.

      But my body does.

      I take the seven or so steps to close the distance between us, press my body against his, and claim his mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dominic

      

      

      She was standing across the room one second, and the next…she’s pressed against me. Her mouth is on mine. And after half of one second of shock, I return her kiss with everything I have.

      I only intended to ask if she owned a pair of sweatpants that even came a little close to maybe fitting me—I’d probably end up hiding out in her apartment for the night, and don’t want to sleep in my jeans. But the look on her face when she saw me, fresh out of the shower wearing only a towel, shredded the last of the tightly restrained bonds of politeness that remained between us ever since I walked into Triple 6 tonight.

      Her body is deliciously warm, and I give up all hope of trying to make my dick behave. It’s so hard it aches, and it seems to only grow harder with each smack of our lips, each slow tangle of our tongues. Who am I kidding? I felt the way she did the second I saw her in her comfortable clothes—leggings that showcase her shapely thighs, her perfect round ass, and the top I could damn near see through. Her breasts sit high and perky, and her nipples were so hard I started salivating.

      I want to be buried deep inside her. I want to feel her pussy clench on my cock as I make her come at least three times before I dare to. But more than that, I want to taste her. Every. Inch.

      “Fuck, Serena,” I mumble against her mouth. I grab a handful of her hair and tug gently to expose her neck. I run my tongue along her jaw and pause on the pulse just beneath it, then trail lower.

      “Dom,” she gasps as I nibble on the beautiful curve where her neck melds into her shoulder.

      My hands are busy, first exploring the smooth warm skin of her back and then down further to shamelessly grip overflowing handfuls of her scrumptious ass. She’s equal parts tight and curvy, and if I had to pick a favorite body part at gunpoint, I’d have to say it’s a tie between thighs and ass. There’s just nothing like a luscious, soft, thick pair of thighs holding a man in place while he goes to work.

      “Touch me,” she says breathily, and it’s both a plea and an order. My dick gets even harder.

      I slide my hands under her top in the front, roving the soft, flat plane of her belly before reaching up to cup her breasts. I swipe my thumbs over her nipples and my mouth waters again.

      I pull her shirt off and waste no time lowering my face to her chest. Her breasts are gorgeous, round, lush, and there’s a small, pretty tattoo of a lily on the side of her right breast. I tease that with the tip of my tongue, watching and feeling her nipples harden as I do. Then I trail my lips to her nipples and lick and suck them until she moans. She backs me into the bedroom, her hands gripping my shoulders and back. The sweet bite of her nails follows soon after.

      Her flesh is good, but it’s not quite enough. I need to taste her elsewhere. I return to her mouth, coaxing it open wide so I can give her my tongue, and tug at the waistband of her leggings.

      “I’m thirsty,” I whisper against her lips, easing her down onto her back. I pull those glorious leggings off her even more amazing legs—tan and smooth and shapely and soft—then I pull those thighs slowly apart. Her left thigh has a large, intricate tattoo of a lioness’s head in between clusters of flowers. It’s a beautiful piece of art, and it also turns me right the hell on.

      Even in the dim light of her bedroom, I can see she’s all smooth flesh between her legs, with an artfully shaped little triangular patch of hair at the top. My dick silently begs me for relief. I brush my fingers against the puffy lips of her pussy and she cries out softly, gripping two fistfuls of her comforter.

      Holy fucking crap. She is soaked. I can’t contain a moan of desire as her silky wetness slides between my fingers.

      I lean over her and spread her thighs nice and wide. There’ll be plenty of time later to feel them wrapped around me. I use the tip of my tongue to tease her folds with soft little licks and she squirms frantically.

      “Please,” she whimpers. “I need to feel your tongue.”

      I love a direct woman who knows just what she wants and damn sure ain’t afraid to ask for it. I slide my tongue between her lips and sweet Christ, I’ve never tasted anything so heady and delicious. She was a lying liar at the bar when she told me she wasn’t that sweet—she tastes like a juicy, ripe pineapple and I’m immediately addicted.

      I grip her thighs and eat her in earnest, working my lips and tongue in a pattern my body has created solely for her. Her soft wails of pleasure are music to my ears, and when she starts grinding against my mouth, it both makes my cock leak with excitement and lets me know she’s about to come. I want it all in my mouth, so I don’t let up.

      “Fuck, Dom!” she moans in this unbearably sexy, raspy voice.

      Juice floods my mouth and her clit pulses against my tongue. She reaches down and grabs a fistful of my hair, holding me in place while she works her pussy against my tongue. If I could make a career out of eating her every day and night and giving her soul-shattering orgasms, I would tell Ridge City PD to go fuck themselves.

      Finally, her body stills, and it’s only then that I lift my mouth, dripping, from between her legs. I need to be in her now.

      She seems to be thinking the same thing. Her pale eyes glow with lust as she grabs my hips to pull me close, and I groan, deep and long, when the tip of my thick, nine-inch cock starts to nudge through her soaked opening. She is fucking tight, and I hope to God I won’t come the second I’m all the way inside.

      As I push through an inch at a time, pushing, withdrawing, pushing, withdrawing, I feel her start to clench and tremble.

      “I’m fucking coming,” she gasps, and when I slide all the way home, she erupts around me.

      It takes every drop of willpower I didn’t know I had not to explode and fill her with my seed.

      “You are so fucking sexy and beautiful,” I whisper, working my hips slowly, as if afraid a bomb’s going to go off. Hell, it just might.

      “You’re amazing,” she gasps, her head thrust back.

      She is hot and tight and slick around me, and it’s the most amazing sensation I’ve ever felt in my life. To distract myself, I lean down and lightly kiss the bruises on the front of her throat, running my tongue up and down them as I slowly push my hips forward, hitting her to her limit, then pulling back. I circle my hips to grind deep and slow, because it’s the only way I’m going to exercise control over my own body.

      Her thighs are full and soft and I grip and squeeze them as I fuck her. I nudge a shoulder under one of her knees to spread her open even more.

      “Fuck me hard,” she begs, tugging at my hips.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I whisper against her mouth, and drive my dick into her, reaching for that sweet spot I know she needs hit.

      After only a few thrusts, she grabs the back of my neck, and I feel her entire body go tight, inside and out. “I’m coming,” she confesses. “Oh, fuck yes. Don’t stop, Dom!”

      I can’t hold out anymore. I fuck her hard and fast, and as she comes around me, I join her, spilling everything I have inside her with a roar.

      For what feels like a lifetime, we don’t move. I tilt my forehead against hers, staying tight inside her warmth. Pulling away from her feels like a crime that should be punished to the full extent of the law, but eventually, I do.

      But I don’t go far, and I won’t let her, either. I gather her against me, all silken skin and fragrant hair.

      After a moment, she speaks, her voice carrying quietly into the still room. “You should know… I don’t—I mean, this isn’t normal behavior for me. I just—”

      “Me either,” I reply, touched she feels the need to justify her actions to me as if I would ever judge her. “So I hope you don’t think badly of me. I’m not that kind of guy, I swear.”

      I’m kind of joking, mostly serious, and she strokes the arm I have wrapped over the top of her lightly.

      “You’re some kind of special, Dominic Black,” she whispers.

      For some odd reason, those words cause a pang deep in my heart and leave me speechless. All I can do is hold her tighter, kiss her temple, and pray the night will never end.
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      Dominic falls asleep before I do. I lie in his arms, blinking into the velvety blackness of the night, thinking about what we just did and wondering if it was a mistake.

      Hmm. Mistake? I think of him touching me, his hands eager but gentle. I think of his tongue sliding between my thighs and deep inside me as if I were the most exquisite dessert on a five-star restaurant’s menu. I think of his long, thick cock, filling me to the brim, stroking every nerve-ending lining my walls and bringing me more pleasure than I ever thought possible.

      No, that certainly did not feel like a mistake.

      You don’t know the first thing about him, a voice chides from the recesses of my brain. How can you possibly be falling for a man you know nothing about? Other than the fact he’s a drug dealer with people on his ass who want him dead?

      For a second, logical clarity breaks through. How can I be falling for a man like that—and holy hell, am I ever falling.

      He nuzzles the back of my head and neck, his soft, warm, even breaths heating my skin. Though he’s deep asleep, his arms are still firm around me—possessive, as if he never intends to let me go. He oozes masculinity, and it makes me feel both physically fragile and totally secure. There’s no way in hell anyone could ever hurt me with Dominic’s arms around me.

      It is possible to fall in love in the span of an evening? Because this evening has felt like an eternity. His body spooning mine, his heavy arms, the insane pleasure he gives me—it all feels so natural, so effortless, like we were always meant to be together and it was only a matter of time before it happened.

      Like our souls have been acquainted before, and now they’re connected again, and there’s nothing we can do about it.

      Did he mean what he said? That he didn’t do this kind of thing? He’d sounded sincere, and my bullshit-o-meter is always on point. But what if he’s an excellent liar? What if I’m being totally naïve? What if he isn’t who he says he is?

      I’m not who you think I am. I need you to trust me.

      He’s got a secret, and he wants to tell me. I know this in my bones. But for some reason, he can’t yet. Maybe the least I can do—for him, and for my heart—is stick around long enough to hear what it is. For as much as logic is screaming to be acknowledged in my head, my instincts tell me I’m safe. I feel it, in the pit of my stomach.

      Ugh. Oh, man.

      I feel something else right now, too—the need to pee.

      Peeing after sex is something every responsible woman should do for the sake of her glorious vagina, so as much as I do not want to leave the safety and warmth of Dominic’s arms, I ease out from underneath them and pad naked into the bathroom. I run the water, nice and hot, while I take care of business. I’m feeling so relaxed and sated and—and damn, but I’m sore. I wasn’t kidding when I said I swore off men for the better part of six months, and I don’t do one-night stands, either, so a dry spell was a dry spell, indeed. The ache, though, is only a reminder of the incredible pleasure he gave me. Three times, he made me come, and while grinding my pussy against his mouth and tongue and coming all over them both was the second greatest sexual experience I’ve ever had, nothing, and I mean nothing, will ever beat the feeling of coming with that thick cock of his deep inside me as he worked it expertly, as if it was only there to bring me to orgasm.

      My pussy throbs a little at the thought before I use a warm, soft washcloth to clean myself. Maybe Dominic will be up for round two. Except this time, I’ll be on top—but only after I find out what he tastes like.

      Under the sound of the running water, I think I hear…talking.

      Dominic talking.

      I put my ear to the door and listen hard.

      “…don’t know, Rhys. I have no idea how he made me. That’s not the most important thing right now. I saw them walk into this building. They had to be following me. They should be gone now, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

      A hard knot centers itself right beneath my sternum. He must be using my phone—as I offered, so that’s okay, but…who is Rhys? Another drug dealer?

      Dominic is quiet for a long moment, to the point that I wonder if he’s off the phone. Then he says, “I’ve been laying low, is what I’ve been doing. Trying to keep out of sight. Besides, I don’t want to get her mixed up in any of this any more than she has been. …She had a fucking gun to her head, Rhys.”

      I barely notice when my breathing increases, but that feeling of dread intensifies.

      “I need to get out of here,” Dominic goes on. “Before anything else bad happens. I need to get her someplace safe. I need help. I need backup.”

      Backup?

      Like…a cop?

      My jaw drops. Is he a cop?

      Then I dismiss it. It’s too outlandish for me to even fathom. There’s no way in hell. More than likely, he’s part of some drug operation and the Rhys guy is his boss or superior or however the fuck that shit works, and Dominic is in deep shit.

      The thought of him getting hurt makes my heart rate speed up with total anxiety.

      At that moment, there are three knocks on the door and even though they’re gentle, they make me leap back in surprise.

      “Serena?” Dominic calls softly. “Are you all right in there?”

      “F-fine,” I stammer back. My bathrobe is hanging on the hook beside the door. I snatch it off and throw it on, then open up. He’s draped the towel around his waist, and my ladybits quiver again. Goddamn, he’s sexy. Why does he have to be so sexy? “I was just cleaning up.”

      He studies me closely with a gaze so intense it’s like he can see right through me. Like he knows I know something’s up.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      I nod and smile. “Yes.”

      He doesn’t look convinced. Then he hands me my phone. “I needed to make a call. Thanks for letting me use it. I’m sorry I didn’t ask first.”

      I shrug, wondering if he saw the thousand corgi photos I have saved in there, because I’ve always wanted one and just looking at their adorable faces and stubby legs makes me happy. The idea he might have uncovered that slight obsession makes me blush.

      “It’s fine. I already said you could use it.” I lean on the doorframe and put a hand on my hip. “What’s going on?”

      He hesitates.

      I wait for the lie.

      “I don’t want to insult your intelligence with a lie,” he says softly, and once again, surprise zips through me. “You’re too smart for that, and I respect you too much.” He brushes a lock of my long, dark hair over my shoulder and I can’t even try to suppress a shiver. “So what I’m going to tell you is that I can’t tell you. And that I need you to trust me.”

      “Again?” I say. “Do you actually intend on telling me something, at some point? Or are you just saying that to shut me up?”

      He pauses again, his lips pursed in a way that makes me want to rip that towel away from him and ride him like an equestrian.

      “If you actually want me to tell you later on, I will. If I’m able.”

      I’m even more confused than ever, and open my mouth to protest.

      Before I can say a word, he leans in close and kisses me softly. “Please. Don’t argue with me now. I need to get out of here, and I need to take you somewhere safe.”

      I sigh, his kiss still tingling on my lips. “Then let’s go.”
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      Serena says she’s got a sister who lives on the other side of town, who she can drop in on whenever. This situation definitely constitutes a “whenever” occasion, but I’m still doing my best to play things somewhat lowkey. People don’t think clearly when they panic. Luckily my training taught me how to stay calm even in the most serious circumstances, but Serena’s not a cop. She’s one of the people I took a vow to serve and protect.

      And right now, she’s the only one I want to serve and protect.

      I dress quickly as she throws some clothes into a duffel bag. She hesitates, a sweater bunched in her hands.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I just…I wonder when I’ll be back here,” she says in a low voice.

      “Shouldn’t be more than a day or two,” I tell her. I run my hand through her hair. “This is just a precaution.”

      She faces me, and for a long moment, we lock gazes. I feel like I can see straight to the bottom of her soul through those pale gray-blue eyes. I can see her unasked questions. I can see how much she wants to trust me.

      I can see her heart.

      When she has her things together, I open her apartment door and glance up and down the hall. Serena told me there was an exit stairwell down the hall that we could take to avoid the elevators. She lives on the seventh floor, so it’s not going to be quick, but it’s better than getting caught in an elevator.

      I grab her hand and pull her after me, and we rush down all seven floors. By the time we get to the bottom we’re both breathing hard. I give her a second to catch her breath, then tug her along through the lobby.

      We make it outside and we’re almost to my car when the first shots ring out.

      They’re coming from behind us, across the street. Three blond guys emerge from a black car, each holding guns—Uzis.

      “Fuck!” I growl, and shove Serena to the ground behind a car parked at the curb as I draw my own gun. “Serena—your phone. The last number I dialed—call it. Tell the guy who answers I need him now.”

      I don’t wait for an answer and pop up, then fire three shots in quick succession. I only have the bullets that are in the clip in my gun, and that’s it. I need Rhys yesterday.

      I dip behind the car again, and Serena has the phone to her ear, the hand holding it shaking violently, but to my shock, her voice is steady.

      “Um…hello? I’m…a friend of Dominic’s, and he asked me to call you and tell you we’re getting shot at. He needs you…like, right fucking now!” She listens for a beat and hangs up.

      “What’d he say?” I breathe.

      “He’s—he’s on the way.”

      I jump up again and let off a few more shots. One of them shoots back, and the car windows above our heads explode.

      She smacks a hand over her mouth to contain a scream as I cover her with my own body.

      This…is bad. I’m down to six bullets, and those assholes have three submachine guns between them.

      The likelihood I’m walking away from this is…low.

      But it doesn’t have to be for her.

      I fish my keys out of my pocket and shove them into her hand. “I’m going to lay down some cover fire for you. When I do, I want you to run as fast as you can to my car around the corner, and then I want you to drive to your sister’s house and stay there. Do you understand?”

      “I’m not going to leave you!” she gasps.

      “You have to.” I gently take her chin and look her in the eye. “This is my fault you’re even here right now—so get out of here.”

      “No,” she whispers, touching my cheek. More bullets pelt the car and we both wince and cringe.

      No cop ever takes the oath and expects to die. We expect to go home. But we also know that if we’re required to lay down our lives and make the ultimate sacrifice for the greater good of an innocent life…we will. Without hesitation.

      I press my mouth to Serena’s. She kisses me back with enough fervor to make me forget, for just a moment, where we are. Where I am.

      If it’s my last kiss, it’s better than I could ever have hoped for.

      “I love you,” I whisper against her mouth. It feels natural, coming out of me like that. And I don’t need a response. I won’t let her waste those precious moments of her escape on me. But…I just need her to know. That if I had to spend my last moments with anyone, I’m so deeply grateful it was her. It could only be her. And it would only ever be her, if things could be different.

      “Dominic,” she says, and her voice trembles, then breaks.

      “On three,” I say, closing my eyes as she grips my neck. I gently pull her hands away from me. “One.”

      She gulps, her eyes bright and glistening.

      Another rat-tat-tat slams into the car. Smoke starts boiling out of the hood.

      I raise up to a knee. “Two.”

      Tears leaking from her eyes, she props herself onto her hands and knees in a runner’s crouch. I can practically feel the tension in her muscles, ready to spring.

      I take a shooter’s position over the hood, my finger squeezing back on the trigger. I look over at her, catching her beautiful, sad eyes one last time.

      My heart breaks a little. “Three,” I whisper, and it’s more like a caress.

      Her face crumples, but she springs up like a gazelle as I open fire and tears off, her heels kicking up high to her butt. She’s as fast as their bullets as they hit the car over and over.

      I fire back, hardly aware I’m screaming, hardly aware of the wail of sirens in the distance.

      I spare a glance over my shoulder, just an instant, just in time to see her lithe body vanish like a shadow around the corner.

      The relief that washes through me is so, so sweet, I hardly feel the pain when a bullet rips through the meat of my flank.

      All I care about is that Serena got away.

      She got away.
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      I mix a whiskey concoction for a young college-student-type at the end of the wooden bar. This place, simply called Dregs, is a far cry from Triple 6. It’s a cool, laid-back tavern that prides itself on gourmet small bites and craft cocktails—heavy emphasis on the craft, which I really appreciate. I’ve learned a lot since I’ve been working here for the past three weeks, ever since the…incident.

      The incident that took the love of my life away from me hours after I met him.

      I don’t know what brought Dom and me together that night. Maybe it was fate. Maybe it was the universe’s idea of a cruel joke—to show me my person, and then take him away from me.

      Either way, the next day after I ran to safety with his car, the newspaper published a story that identified the three blond Swedish brothers as being part of a local heroin ring who were apprehended, and a fourth unidentified man who perished in the intense gunfight that SWAT apparently came and broke up. There was no mention of another guy—Rhys—who showed up. Who knows if he ever did, or if he got killed, too.

      I learned you don’t have to know someone for a long time to fall for them, nor do you have to know someone for a long time to be totally devastated by their death.

      The problem is, I don’t know anything else about him. I tried calling the number for that guy, Rhys, a couple hours after I split, and there was no answer and no reply to my voicemail. There was no answer for days afterward, and then finally, I got an AI voice telling me the number I dialed was no longer in service.

      Dominic’s car yields no real information—surprisingly clean for anyone, and the registration isn’t even inside. I have no one to get in contact with, no way of knowing what happened after I left…nothing.

      His car is parked in my apartment’s garage. I’m in the process of finding a new place to live. I just don’t want to be in that building anymore. It holds too many intense, frightening memories…and beautiful ones that hurt too much to revisit.

      It’s insane how one night can totally transform your life.

      To say I’ve been struggling these past few weeks is an understatement, but I have to move on. Dominic sacrificed his life so I could. So, I have to.

      College Boy pushes his empty glass away from him, holds up a twenty-dollar bill toward me, sets it down, and leaves with a nod of thanks. I nod back, collect my tip after cashing out the drink, and start cleaning up his area.

      The bell over the door jingles. One thing I’ve learned about Dregs is that people come and go from open to close. There’s a steady rush all day, probably because the food is as good as the drinks, and both are superb.

      It’s probably two of my regulars. There’s a couple older guys who come in late afternoon most days of the week, sit at the bar, watch the news, and snipe at each other. They’re of different political parties, and one night it even came to blows before the bar owner broke it up, but they always come in together and leave together like they’re the best of friends.

      They’re fun, but they’re both a lot of work. I sigh, mentally preparing myself for a long night with them.

      “What can I get you?” I say without turning around, swiping at the glossy wooden counter with a fresh, damp rag.

      There’s a pause, then a familiar voice says, “Ice-cold Corona, please. Lime in the neck.”

      There’s no way…

      I drop my rag and turn around slowly.

      And he’s there.

      Dominic.

      It feels like my entire body comes to a halt. I can’t move. I can’t think.

      We stare at each other for a long moment. He looks…different. He’s cleanshaven. It makes him look younger, almost…boyish.

      Finally, I find my voice. The first thing that comes out of my mouth is, “So this guy walks into a bar…”

      I have no idea why I said that, but it makes him smile. “He heard about the beautiful bartender,” he replies.

      I make no move toward him. “You’re dead.”

      “Well, not at the moment.”

      “I mean, the papers said you were dead…”

      Dominic shakes his head. His thick black hair, longish on top and short on the sides, has a stylish, tousled look to it, and he’s wearing a simple black shirt, black leather jacket, and jeans. He looks better than I remembered.

      He comes to my side of the bar and leans on his elbows. “The papers will print or not print certain details, depending on what we tell them. They’re pretty cooperative with us.”

      My mouth goes dry. “Us…?”

      He glances around. “Can we go someplace private and talk?”

      I find the owner in his office and tell him something important has come up. He doesn’t question me, one, because he’s a nice person, and two, because he can probably sense something is off based on my expression.

      “Take the rest of the night,” he says, rising. “I’ll get Jeff to come in, okay?”

      I’m pretty sure I thank him before I leave.

      Dominic’s outside, waiting for me—by his car. His car.

      “How did—” I start.

      He holds up a hand, and opens the passenger door. “I’m going to explain everything, I promise. Get in.”

      We head to his place. He lives in a high-rise not far from Dregs. It’s a place I’ve passed a thousand times and never gave a second look, and he was there the whole time.

      I don’t ask any questions about why we’re going there. I don’t say anything else about the car. I might be in shock.

      His apartment is tidy—to a fault. I’ve never seen a man’s place this clean. The furniture is minimal—a small, round glass table on one side, close to the kitchen, and an L-shaped couch, a black oval coffee table in front of it, a black wooden entertainment system, and a flat-screen TV on the wall. That’s pretty much it—except for a few frames on the wall. One catches my eye. It’s a certificate dated a year ago.

      It says, In Recognition of Ridge City Police Department’s Exemplary Service to Protect and Improve the Community Under the Extraordinary Leadership of Dominic Black, Vice Detective.

      A cop.

      I halt in my tracks, and by the time I’ve finished reading the words three more times and turn to stare at him, he’s leaning against the wall, arms folded, watching me closely.

      This revelation is the thing I need to jolt me out of my stupor. “A cop?”

      He ticks his chin at the certificate. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      I remember how the thought had flitted across my mind that night, when I’d heard him talking that Rhys guy, asking for backup. It had seemed so ridiculous then. But now…it makes perfect sense.

      He pushes away from the wall and extends a hand toward me, tentatively, like I’m a wild animal. I stare at his hand, not sure whether I should take it or smack it away.

      After a few seconds, I reach out and allow him to close his hand around mine.

      “Come sit,” he says softly, and leads me over to the couch. We sit, and he laces his fingers with mine, holding them on his lap.

      His warmth and nearness awaken something in me I’d shoved deep down over the past month. The shock of his “death” sent me reeling in a way I couldn’t understand, couldn’t deal with or accept, so I buried it. It was only at night, while I teetered on the edge of consciousness, about to swan-dive into sleep, that I remembered.

      I love you.

      I never got to say it back.

      “Serena?” he says in that same soft tone.

      I lift my gaze from our hands to his eyes. His brow is creased and his eyes flick all over my face, reading me.

      “I thought you were dead,” I say finally. “Dead. I was—I was a fucking wreck, Dominic.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, and I believe him. He places his other hand over our clasped ones. “I was undercover when I met you. In order to protect my identity, the department fed a story to the press that I was just some random guy. They never named me.”

      “I know, but who else could the fourth guy be?” I press. “And when I left, things were—things were bad.”

      “They got a little crazy,” he says, and he doesn’t have to tell me that’s putting it fucking mildly.

      I have so many questions, and no clue where to start. “Did—did that Rhys guy ever show up?”

      One side of Dominic’s mouth turns up, and it nearly takes my breath away. How did I miss how beautiful he was that night? He’d had a close-cropped scruffy beard that night, but now that he’s shaved, I see how…beautiful he really is.

      “Oh yeah. He showed up. With a cavalry. Saved my ass. He’s SWAT, by the way.”

      “Backup,” I murmur.

      “That’s right.” He pauses. “I can just start explaining things to you, if you want—but I want you to ask your questions.”

      “Why now?” I tighten my jaw as my voice wobbles. I’m not going to cry. I’m fucking not. “Why did you pop up today?”

      “Because I finally got the clearance,” he replies. “I had to get off the streets while we cleaned things up. Those brothers got away that night, so we had to track each of them down, and I’ve been on the inside, working almost around the clock to squeeze every bit of information I can out of them.”

      “Literally?”

      He smirks, allows a long pause, then continues. “We’ve got them all off the street and we have teams closing in on their bosses. It’s finally safe for me to be out in public again. You’re my first stop.”

      It makes sense. From a logical perspective, it answers everything. But I think back to those first nights of agony, the deep-tearing, unfathomable emotional pain that ripped me apart. Then the numbness. All of that suffering—for nothing. It’s a strange feeling—joy and anger and sadness and disbelief and confusion all wrapped into one messy package.

      “I—hurt,” I murmur, hardly aware I’m speaking. “Thinking you were dead. It hurt so fucking much.”

      Genuine hurt of his own flashes across his face as he leans toward me. “Serena,” he says, his voice low and steady. “I will never be able to tell you how sorry I am for that. I hate that I had to be away from you this last month, with you thinking I was dead. I’m here now, though. I’m here and I’m fine and I had to see you.” He lifts a hand to brush a lock of hair away from my face, and his fingertips slide down my cheeks. Tingles explode along my skin in their wake.

      “Can I be in your arms now?” I whisper.
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      He doesn’t answer, not with words. Instead, he releases my hand, reaches out, and scoops me into his arms. He swings me around so I’m straddling his lap and facing him, and wraps his arms tight around me. Our foreheads touch.

      “Thank God, I thought you’d never ask,” he breathes. “Let me make it all up to you. Please—all the pain you felt. I swear to God, I will never let you feel another ounce of it. I’ll take all of it away, and all you’ll know is happiness and peace when you’re with me.”

      I love you…

      “And…love?” I ask, lightly touching his face as if he’ll break apart. I can’t meet his gaze, so I stare at his mouth instead. “What you told me…that night.”

      There’s a beat of silence, and I immediately regret it. “Sorry. That was too much.”

      “Look at me.”

      The commanding tone of his voice catches me off guard. I look him in the eye. He reaches up to cradle my head, his face deadly serious.

      “There were a lot of things that shouldn’t have happened that night,” he says. “A lot of things that went against every aspect of my training. Things that were…wrong. Including what happened between us. It shouldn’t have happened.”

      Oh my God. The blood drains from my face. He…regrets what happened between us?

      “But I thank God it did,” he finishes in a whisper. “I’m so fucking grateful those things that shouldn’t have happened, happened. And Serena—I didn’t think I was going to make it out that night. I didn’t think I was going to see you again. So I had to tell you the truth. My truth.”

      I love you.

      “You…meant it?”

      “I meant it,” he says gravely. “I still mean it. I love you, Serena. I know it’s crazy. I know it’s fast. It doesn’t make sense. I know all those things, I don’t give a fuck. You’re mine. And, if you still want me…I’m yours. All yours. Only yours.”

      I draw in one shuddering breath before I crash my mouth to his. He grips me, one arm across my back at my waist, the other buried in my hair, and returns my kiss with every ounce of his feelings. Eventually, the kisses slow and deepen, and I melt in his arms against his chest.

      His tongue strokes mine, and I go liquid between my thighs. I grind on his lap against his rapidly hardening cock.

      “I want you,” I beg against his mouth. “Please.”

      “I told you, you have me,” he says huskily. “Now. Forever.”

      “Take me to bed.”

      He stands up, still holding me against him, and carries me to his bedroom. He has a huge king bed with fluffy black and white bedding. He tosses me down and pulls off his shirt. I follow suit.

      “I want to do the rest,” he says, leaning over me.

      He unwraps me like a gift, taking his time, running his hands all over my skin and over every curve as he removes every article of clothing. He pulls my jeans down my legs until I’m just in my bra and panties. He licks his lips, his gaze running all over me, as he slowly unbuckles his belt.

      “You are something else, Miss Jackson,” he murmurs in a voice that makes me want to go up in flames. “I’ve been waiting for this moment.”

      He eases his jeans off his hips, and then tugs off his black boxer briefs. His long, thick cock springs free, and before he can touch me, I roll onto my hands and knees and crawl toward him.

      “Serena,” he whispers.

      In reply I let out a low mmm and kiss the tip of him before I slide my mouth over him. He fills me and saliva floods over my tongue as I work my mouth up and down his length. His hand grips my hair as he helps guide me back and forth. His essence is delicious, sweet and heady.

      He gently eases me away. “You have to stop,” he says with a little grin. “Otherwise this is going to be over way too soon. And it’s my turn.”

      He flips me onto my back and kisses me deeply. His nimble fingers rid me of my bra. He cups my breasts, stroking and teasing with his fingers, before sucking each of my nipples until I writhe. I know I’m soaked, and the second he touches me between my thighs, I’m going to explode.

      He trails kisses down my belly and over my soft mound, over the soft fabric of my panties. Then with aching slowness, he eases them off my hips.

      “Spread ’em,”he murmurs, winking at me, and I can’t help but giggle and slide my thighs apart.

      “Yes, Detective,” I say throatily. I could get used to this.

      He leans close and sniffs me deeply. “Jesus Christ. My fucking mouth is watering.”

      He gives me a soft lick, from the bottom of my slit to my pulsing clit.

      “Oh my God,” I gasp. I prop myself up on my elbows.

      He goes to town on my pussy.

      My eyes roll back and my head falls back and the world around me shatters as I wail out my pleasure.

      Somehow his mouth and his tongue and his fingers are everywhere, on me, in me, over me. His lips latch onto my clit and he swirls his tongue against it, and I can’t hold out any longer, coming on his tongue as he grips my hips.

      When he lifts his head, I shove him onto his back and straddle him. Soaking, I slide down slowly onto him, taking him little by little, gripping his chest. His hands clutch my ass, and he tightens his jaw in the sexiest way. Finally I settle against his hips, flush against him. He’s so deep I can feel him in my stomach. I lean over to dangle my breasts in his face as I start riding him slowly.

      “Serena,” he grunts, tilting his head against the pillow. “Jesus, you’re so tight.”

      “I need you,” I murmur against his lips, swiveling my hips slow enough to make the torture so, so delicious. “Dom…”

      He slides a hand into my hair. “Yes?”

      “I love you.”

      He tugs my lips down to meet his.

      I sit up on him and ride him in earnest, rocking my hips back and forth on him fast and hard. The tip of his cock bumps up against my G-spot over and over.

      “I’m coming,” I cry softly.

      “Come for me,” he grunts, running his hands over my thighs and up to my hips and around to my ass.

      I shudder atop him, clenching around him rapidly, totally lost. He growls low in his chest as he comes underneath me, pressing me tight to his hips.

      For a moment, neither of us speaks. We just breathe each other in.

      He pulls me down onto his chest and traces my spine. I run my fingers along his abs to his side, stopping when I feel scarred, shredded skin.

      “What’s this?” I murmur. It’s a partly healed gash.

      “I got shot,” he replies.

      I lift my head. “…that night?”

      “Yes.”

      I lower my forehead to his shoulder, overcome with the urge to cry. After he made me leave, he got shot. He got hurt, and he was fighting for life. While I was fleeing to my sister’s house in his car.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispers, brushing the top of my head with his lips. “I’m fine. I got really lucky.”

      “You were alone,” I say, trying to get my voice to stop trembling and failing.

      “You were safe. And that means more to me than anything else.” He strokes my back a little while longer. “What’d your sister say?”

      “She had a lot of questions, none of which I could answer. But she’s really chill, so she didn’t give me a hard time. But I know she was really worried about me. She still is.”

      “Well, if you want, I’d be happy to meet her and explain everything in person.”

      “You would?”

      “Absolutely.”

      After another moment, I say, “I’ve been keeping your car in the parking garage in my building. I don’t have one, but I get a spot, so that’s where it is.”

      He chuckles. “I’ve been missing my car, but I couldn’t even come get that from you. Thank you for keeping it safe.”

      “It’s all yours.”

      “I’ll get around to it later,” he says gently, arms snug around me. “I’ve got more important business to tend to for a while.”

      I smile against his chest. “After all, we do have forever, I think.”

      He tilts my head up and kisses me, soft and sweet. “Longer than that.”
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        Three months later

        Dominic

      

      

      I swig a beer in Rhys’s kitchen, feeling more content than I have in…Jesus. Years? The past doesn’t matter to me anymore. All I care about is being with my loved ones.

      Facing down death definitely offers a new perspective on life. It gave me a new appreciation for the people in my life. It also made me realize I don’t want to waste time playing games. I want what I want, when I want it.

      That’s why a month after Serena and I reunited, I asked her to marry me.

      She said yes, in case you were wondering. Our wedding is next spring.

      Right now, she’s in the living room chatting with a couple of Rhys’s neighbors he’d invited over to celebrate Labor Day. It was only coincidence he and I had the same days off. The police department never skips a day.

      “All right, buddy?” Rhys asks, glancing up from the counter where he’s seasoning burgers.

      “Better,” I say. “That was a contented sigh.”

      Rhys smiles. “Good.”

      He’s truly the brother I never had, though there’s no mistaking we’re not related. Where I’m dark-haired and olive-skinned, Rhys has sandy hair and a golden complexion. He’s also far less inked than I am, with a tribal design on his upper arm and over his shoulder. He also used to do some MMA back in the day, which comes in handy on the SWAT team.

      “Hey,” he adds. “I know I’ve already said it a bunch of times, but I’m really happy for you, brother. I can tell you made the best decision for yourself. And Serena is awesome. I don’t know what she sees in you, but you better do everything you can to hang onto her.”

      I laugh. “That will be no trouble. She’s a goddess. Somebody up there likes me, and I ain’t questioning it.”

      “Well, if you get a line up there, ask whoever’s looking out for you to do the same for me.”

      I tilt my head. Rhys has never been a player, but I’ve never known him to be lonely, either. He’s dated casually in the past, but doesn’t really seem to do serious relationships. He’s kind of a lone wolf.

      “Sound lonesome over there, bro. What’s up with that?”

      He lifts a shoulder as he washes his hands at the sink. “I don’t know. I just… Seeing how happy you guys are, it makes me think maybe there’s more to a real relationship than I thought. I just don’t want to go out of my way to force something, you know? With you guys, it seems so natural. That’s what I want.”

      “Hey.” I give him a light punch on the shoulder. “You’ll find it. You’re great guy—I guess.”

      He chuckles. “Don’t make me throw one of these raw patties in your face.”

      Serena breezes into the kitchen just then to refill her wineglass and gives us a weird look, smiling. “Why do you two look like you’re up to no good? As usual?”

      “Us?” Rhys places a hand over his heart. “We’re two wholesome boys having an equally wholesome conversation.”

      “Rhys is lonely and wants a girlfriend,” I clarify.

      “Snitch.”

      I grin and wrap my arms around Serena’s waist, drawing her close. “Don’t fight it, bro.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He rolls his eyes, but grins as he grabs the tray of burgers to throw on the grill. He pats Serena on the shoulder as he passes behind her. “Take care of my buddy.”

      “You know I will.” Serena smiles over her shoulder. When the backdoor closes, she glances up at me. “What was that all about?”

      I brush a lock of her dark hair over her shoulder, then wrap it around my finger. “I wasn’t kidding around—I think he’s really lonely lately.”

      “Oh. Have I been taking up too much of your time? Maybe you need to hang with him more.”

      “It’s fine.” I kiss her forehead, then chuckle. “It’s not my company he wants, anyway. He wants what we have. I can’t blame him. I hope he finds it.”

      “Me too. I wish everyone could have this level of happy.” She wraps her arms around my shoulders.

      I sigh again. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?”

      “Yes. But tell me again.”

      I tease her lips with mine. “Can I tell you forever?”

      “You’re going to have to,” she replies. “Because I’m not going anywhere.”

      As we kiss, I make a mental note to tell her the same thing.

      The badge might come and go, but she’s mine, I’m hers, and forever is ours.
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        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      

      Rhys

      I was just trying to do my job—as a SWAT officer, I’m called to the worst of the worse situations. This hostage crisis is no different. When I knocked on a random apartment door across the street, it was only to provide me a better vantage point to wait the situation out. I never expected the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen to answer the door. And it looks like it’s going to be a long wait…I know of one way I’d love to pass the time.

      

      Violet

      For a romance author, my love life has been in the dumps lately. But it was like something out of one of my favorite dirty, sexy romances when the hottest man I’ve ever seen in my entire life—who happens to be a SWAT officer—shows up at my door and tells me he needs to use my place. Being in close quarters with him for possibly hours on end is fodder for my novels…but I want to see how far I can take my research.

      

      Please enjoy this sneak peek of the first chapter of RHYS.
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        Chapter 1

        Rhys Hartley

      

      

      It’s supposed to be my day off, but criminals never seem to give a shit about that.

      I had a whole day planned for myself—couple hours at the gym followed by a shower. Lunch with my older sister—our weekly ritual—and then a few relaxing hours at the shooting range. But I know better than to make anything more than fluid plans, because shit can hit the fan at any given moment—like right now. At least I got to eat lunch with my sis.

      I pull up to a house on a quiet street—or what was once a quiet street—just around the corner from a coffeeshop I’ve visited at least three dozen times. The call came in about ten minutes ago, so I’ve made good time, considering my place is on the other side of town.

      Ridge City police cars line the street. The red-and-blue lights on top of them make it seem like some kind of weird, outdoor nightclub. There are officers standing in clusters a safe distance from the house that’s the center of the chaos.

      I park down the street and hop out of my car. I’m in my black cargo pants and boots, but my SWAT shirt isn’t quite buttoned yet. I hastily finish the job and then slide on my heavy bulletproof tactical vest that carries all my toys—cuffs, radio, extra magazines, an extra Glock. I notice an officer walking toward me as I strap on my helmet, slide on my protective eyewear, and double check my thigh holster is strapped on securely. My other Glock, the bigger one, sits in the holster snugly.

      “Ready for the shitshow, brother?” Detective Saint Rivers asks me with a shit-eating grin. That’s really his name—Saint. His brother Jaxson, who I used to partner with when I was in patrol, is definitely the more “saintly” of the two.

      “All I heard is it’s a hostage situation. What’s the sitrep?” I ask. “And what are you doing out here? Don’t you have stolen cars to find and shit?”

      Saint lifts a shoulder, dragging a hand through his light brown hair. “I was in the area when dispatch put the call out. Figured I’d see if I could make myself useful, but now that SWAT’s here to save the day, I can probably roll out.”

      I ignore the jab, even though I am proud of fulfilling a lifelong dream of becoming a SWAT officer. “You know anything?”

      “Guy going through a midlife crisis is holding his wife and teenage son hostage in the house. Threatening to blow everyone up via their gas line.” Saint shrugs. “Seems pretty fucked up. Most of the team is here—those of you who had the day off are still on the way.”

      We work a rotating schedule depending on our shifts. I work four ten-hour shifts and then get two days off. Today was supposed to have been the first of my two days—one of the rare occasions my two days off fall on Saturday and Sunday. A real, true, good old-fashioned weekend. So much for that, but…I took an oath to protect and serve. That oath did not include stipulations about if that included my days off or not.

      “All right.” I sigh. “Thanks, man.”

      Saint nods, claps me on the shoulder. He heads off down the street, where I assume his unmarked car is parked. “Stay safe, brother.”

      “Always.” I turn back toward the house, grab my automatic rifle, and head toward the scene. I meet up with my sergeant, who’s talking to another sergeant.

      “Hartley,” he says, catching sight of me. “Rivers catch you up on the situation?”

      I nod. “What are we thinking?”

      “We’re calling in the negotiator. Man in the house says he won’t talk to anyone but a negotiator.”

      “What does he want?”

      “No clue.” Sarge shrugs. “But this could take a while. I don’t think his family are in immediate danger, but he won’t let us talk to them or see them.” He thumbed toward a squat apartment building across the street from the house. “Why don’t you take that rifle and go across the street, see if you can get a better vantage point? I need eyes on the house. We may need to take a shot if he makes any unfriendly moves toward his family.”

      I nod. “On it.”

      It’s not unusual for us to need to commandeer space in times of crisis. I eye the best window to do what’s being asked of me. It’s four floors up—the top floor of the small building, and right in the middle.

      Besides, considering this is all happening right across the street from the apartment, I’m sure any tenant who’s home is watching. It won’t be a hard sell for the person whose door I knock on if they are home, and if they aren’t… Well, they’re going to come home to a surprise in the living room.

      I jog across the street and try the main entrance door. As I assumed, it’s locked. I scan the panel of buzzers, locating the fourth floor. There are apartments 400–410. I ring 405 because it’s in the middle, though it could very well face the back of the apartment. There’s no name listed beside the buzzer.

      Finally, I hear a little crackle of static.

      “Hello?” a female voice asks hesitantly.

      “I’m Sergeant Hartley from the Ridge City Police Department,” I say, my tone clipped. “There’s a hostage situation across the street. I’m sure you’ve seen. I need access to the building—specifically to a top-floor apartment building that faces the house.”

      There’s a long moment of silence.

      “Miss?” I say, unable to keep the impatience out of my voice.

      “You want to come inside my apartment?” she says.

      I’m not sure if she’s seeking clarification or issuing an invite.

      Before I can ask, she continues, “My living room window literally faces the exact front of the house. If that’s what you need.”

      “That’s exactly what I need, miss. Please—the situation is potentially dire.”

      My response is a loud buzzing noise, and then an electronic pop that indicates the door’s open. I pull it open and take the stairs all the way to the fourth floor. I locate 405, the apartment I buzzed, and rap on the door. Two minutes couldn’t have passed.

      “Um…who’s there?” The same familiar female voice is on the other side of the door.

      I’m impatient, and the question annoys me initially, but that quickly subsides. She’s just being safe and cautious, and I should encourage and commend that.

      “Sergeant Hartley, ma’am.”

      The sound of clicking and sliding comes from the other side of the door a moment before it’s pulled open.

      I find myself staring into a pair of the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen, blinking from behind a pair of large-frame black glasses.

      The most beautiful girl in the world stares up at me, and for a second, I can’t remember why I’m even here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Mazzy King is the author of short, sexy, romantic suspense. She loves writing about the good bad boys and the women who can’t help but fall in love with them. If you love a sexy, tattooed bad boy with a heart of gold, badass and brilliant ladies, no cheating, and happily-ever-afters with a dose of thrill, you’ve come to the right place.

      

      Enjoy reading Mazzy’s stories with your latte or, better yet, a couple glasses of your favorite vino.

      

      Visit Mazzy at MazzyKing.com or on social media at any of the links below!

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: Pinterest] Pinterest

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Also by Mazzy King

        

      

    

    
      RHYS: Badge Bunnies 2

      SAINT: Badge Bunnies 3

      GUNNER: Badge Bunnies 4

      JAXSON: Badge Bunnies 5

    

  

cover.jpeg
THE GOOD BAD BOYS OF RIDGE CITY PD

BADGE BUNNIES BOOK 1

MAZZY KINC






