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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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        Dominic

      

      

      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.
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      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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        Dominic

        Three months later

      

      

      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.

      

      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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        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 head out.”

      I roll my eyes at the friendly 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 thumbs 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  that faces the house.”

      There’s a long 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.
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        Violet Randall

      

      

      Since eight o’clock this fine morning, I’ve been sitting on my sofa in my small living room, trying to finish up my latest romance novel. Finish writing, that is—I’m an author, though most of the time, I feel like a total hack.

      My books sales have been picking up a lot lately, which is great, but also a little scary. I have fans now, who want more and more of my writing, and I don’t want to let them down. But the pressure is getting to me, and it’s getting to me in the form of writer’s block. Ugh. To compound the problem, I’m writing sexy romances—heavy on the sex. And considering I haven’t gotten laid in almost a year, it’s both difficult and also torturous to write sexy women and sexy men having sexy sex when I’m cuddling up to my body pillow every night.

      But about half an hour ago, I started becoming aware of a situation across the street. One police cruiser pulled up to a small family’s house, which in and of itself is kind of out of the ordinary for this neighborhood.

      I’m your classic introvert, so I haven’t really gotten to know any of my neighbors. But I’m keenly aware of everyone, because I like to spend my mornings drinking my coffee and reading the news on my phone sitting beside the picture window in my living room, and I like to people-watch. It’s interesting to me how everyone has their own little routine down pat and are so oblivious to the person next to them, so lost in their own world. I like to watch them, write about them, make them characters in stories they’ll never read, written by a person they never met.

      So, I know who the guy across the street is, if not by name. He has a wife and a son who looks to be around thirteen or fourteen. He’s not of driving age because he walks to the corner to wait for the school bus every weekday morning. But since today is Saturday, I like to imagine he slept in late.

      Then the cops showed up. And then more cops showed up.

      And then a cop rang my buzzer.

      His request is completely crazy to me, though not necessarily out of the question. I mean, I’m sure he’s done this before. But it’s never happened to me before, and the thought of allowing a stranger—even a cop—inside my home does not make me happy. But I’d be way less happy if I knew something terrible happened to the family across the street, and he could’ve done something about it had I just let him in.

      When I open the door, I’m so not prepared for what awaits me on the other side.

      He’s wearing a helmet and protective goggle-like things, but even they can’t mask how freaking gorgeous this guy is. Tall—though, at five-three, everybody’s tall to me—and built like a hero from one of my stories, with sandy-brown hair and bright blue eyes. His skin is golden tan and his lips are full and tempting. He’s wearing a vest with all kinds of gear on it, there’s a gun strapped to one muscular thigh, and he’s holding a giant black rifle, the sight of which frightens me.

      “Miss,” he says after a moment of silence.

      I jolt out of my stupor. God, was I just standing here like a mute dolt this whole time? I hastily step back, pulling the door with me.

      “Yeah,” I say, shoving my glasses up the bridge of my nose. I got Lasik a few years ago, but I wear these to block the blue lights from my computer screen. Of course, that could all be bullshit, but better safe than sorry, right? Besides, they’re cute. “Come on in.”

      He immediately crosses the threshold and goes straight to the window. “Mind if I look around?”

      I stare at him in alarm, my head swimming. Between his hotness, his sexy body and that tight, round ass I ogled as I followed him in, and his request to look around my place, I’m caught off guard.

      “For what?” I ask.

      “Another vantage point.”

      “Sure,” I reply, the word barely out of my face before he starts in the direction of my bedroom. I know my apartment isn’t that big or anything, but how the hell did he know it was that way? “Is the living room not going to work?”

      That I’m asking questions as if this is totally normal and not out of left fucking field makes me feel a little hysterical. It’s only three o’clock in the afternoon. I could really use a shot of whiskey all of a sudden.

      The officer comes out of my bedroom. “Living room will work,” he says, hardly sparing me a glance. “Just needed to check on another room, in case.”

      “Will it work?” I watch him rest the rifle against the windowsill, place a radio on the coffee table nearby, and check his phone. Maybe I should stop asking questions.

      “This is best,” he mutters, flicking his thumb up and down the screen. I highly doubt he’s checking Facebook. He picks up the rifle and uses the arm of the easy chair nearby to create a stand of sorts, then messes with the sight on top, peering across the street through it. I wonder how sharp it is, and how much he can see.

      Then it hits me—he’s here to snipe the man across the street.

      “You’re gonna kill him?” I blurt before I can stop myself.

      The officer lifts his head and glances at me for the first time since entering my apartment. Then he removes his helmet and eyewear.

      My knees go a little weak. He is fucking beautiful.

      He gazes at me for a long time, seemingly taking in every inch of me. I’m glad I at least showered this morning, but my dark-rooted blonde hair is in a loose braid over my shoulder, I’m wearing no makeup, and my outfit for this fine Saturday afternoon is a pair of soft pink leggings, over which I have on an oversized forest-green tunic with a deep V-neck…and, I recall with horror, only a thin lace bralette underneath that is providing my perky C-cups absolutely no support whatsoever.

      Sue me, I was relaxing at home today. I didn’t think the cops would come knocking on my door—least of all one who looks like this guy.

      I fold my arms over my chest. I’m ninety-nine percent certain his eyes lingered on my breasts a second ago and probably didn’t miss a beat that the early fall chill in the air is making my nipples stand out.

      “Are you?” I whisper. “Going to kill him?”

      “I don’t want to,” the officer says gravely, “but if he makes a wrong move toward the officers or his family, I have to.”

      I sit down hard on the sofa.

      “You might want to leave,” he adds in a gentle voice.

      I tighten my jaw. I definitely want to, but this is my apartment. “All due respect, but I live here. You’re, like, an invader.”

      His lips twist into a ghost of a smirk. “I promise, I won’t steal your things.”

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” I reply, “and even if you tried to, I know where you work. But it’s still weird to leave a total stranger alone in my own home, even if you are supposedly a good guy.”

      His brow raises a little at “supposedly,” but he only resumes looking through his scope.

      “What’s your name?” he asks after another long silence.

      “Um…why?”

      He glances at me. “That a hard one?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m just not sure why you’re asking. You are the cops, after all.”

      He surprises me by chuckling. “Look, I might be here for a while. There’s no time limit on these situations. If you’re going to insist on staying here, then I should know whose home I have the pleasure of being in.” He pauses. “My name’s Rhys. Rhys Hartley.”

      His explanation seems reasonable, but I don’t like the idea that this could go on for a while. “Nice to meet you, Rhys. I’m Violet Randall. And how long do these things usually take?”

      Rhys shrugs. “I’ve seen them take an hour, and I’ve seen them take days. It just depends on what he asks the negotiator for. As well as a bunch of other factors.”

      Days?

      “Oh, no, no, no,” I say quickly. “You can’t be here for days. I have work to do.”

      He glances around, pausing on the open laptop and mug of hot tea beside it. “What kind of work do you do?”

      Oh, shit. The dreaded question. It’s always met with one of three reactions: confusion, derision, or the idea that I’m the next Stephen King. “I—I write.”

      He fiddles with the scope a little bit. “That’s cool. What do you write?”

      The second dreaded question. This one is usually met with one of the first two reactions. “Um. Romance.”

      Rhys glances at me. “Really?”

      My temper flares. “Romance is the number-one hottest-selling genre. Always has been, always will be. Why? Because romance fans believe in love. They believe in the happily-ever-after. And love is one of the most basic human emotions—”

      He draws his head back and holds up a hand. “I’m so not judging you. I think it’s cool. I don’t read romance personally, but I can see the appeal.”

      I sniff, feeling a tiny bit embarrassed that I unleashed on him when he didn’t mean any offense. “Well…thanks.”

      He sighs and flops down on the floor, back to the wall beneath the window. He checks the volume on the radio. I hear low static and a hum of voices, but I’m not close enough to make out what they’re saying.

      “Men would probably learn a hell of a lot more about women if they did read it,” he adds, almost to himself. “Me included.”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa, totally unsure of what to do. “Well, maybe you should. I’ve written tons of books that are basically guides on how to make your wife happy.”

      He flashes a one-sided smile, but doesn’t meet my eyes. “Nah. I don’t have a wife.”

      I shrug. “Okay, girlfriend, then.”

      “Don’t have one of those, either.”

      Rhys is an exceptionally fine man. His face alone would stop anyone in their tracks, but based on the way his arms strain against the short sleeves of his uniform shirt under that scary-looking—and super hot—vest with all his gear on it, I know he’s got the body to match. And he’s kind of nice. For a cop, I guess. My interactions with them have been limited, so I don’t have a huge point of reference.

      “I’m sure that’s of your own making,” I say, tilting my head. “I mean… Not to be forward, but you don’t strike me as the type who has to struggle to find a date.”

      He lifts a shoulder, then glances over it to check the situation across the street. “Not a lot of women are interested in signing up for the job of being with a cop. We ask a lot. Usually, too much.”

      Ooh. This could be good book fodder. I itch to grab my laptop to take notes but resist the urge. “Too much, like what?”

      He glances up at me. “It’s hard to sign up to be with someone who could very well die every time they go to work.”

      I don’t know why, but it sends chills down my spine, and the look in his eyes is so sad, I suddenly want to go over there and give him a hug.

      “That sounds…lonely,” I tell him.

      “It is.” He cuts another glance at me. “Do you ever get lonely, Violet?”
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      Now, why did I go and ask her that?

      Something about her makes me more open with her than I would be with most other people, especially considering I’m technically working right now. This isn’t a social visit, even though what I told her about hostage situations taking a long time is true. They can. And the last thing I heard on the radio was that the negotiator was on the scene and beginning talks with the man in the house over the phone. When I glanced out the window a moment ago, nothing had changed.

      It might be a long night. Why not chat with her? The reason I want to, it occurs to me, is because…I am lonely.

      I never really considered it in those terms for a long time, but when my best friend Dominic got together with his girl Serena this summer—and got engaged a couple months later—it struck me. I’m thirty-two years old, and I haven’t let myself have a serious relationship with a woman since I graduated with my master’s degree.

      Over the years, I made less and less time for relationships until I didn’t have time for them at all. I’m a firm believer that anybody will make time for something they care about. I just never had a relationship I cared enough about to make the time for.

      Yeah, I know that makes me sound like the world’s biggest asshole. I’m being honest. Sue me.

      And something about Violet Randall makes me want to continue being honest…and I want her to be honest, too.

      I think it’s cool she’s a writer. And pretty cool she’s a romance writer. I can’t help but wonder what her love life is like.

      She splutters at my question, which I find to be damn near the cutest goddamn thing I’ve ever seen. Her cheeks redden. “I…beg your pardon?”

      I once read that “I beg your pardon” is the polite way of saying, “What the fuck did you just say to me?” and that makes me have to bite my lip to keep from smiling. I don’t want her to think I’m laughing at her.

      “I just wondered,” I say hastily. “I’m guessing writing is your full-time job, right? And you work from home most of the time?”

      She swallows, and I find myself distracted by the way her graceful neck moves as she does. She has the kind of neck that makes me want to bury my face and mouth in it before my lips make their way to her shoulder, where the big V of her cozy-looking sweater starts to slide off one arm, revealing a lacy strap that must be the sorry excuse for a bra that does nothing—praise God—to conceal the pert nipples I noticed standing at attention a moment ago.

      Does she have any idea how fucking appealing she is?

      Did you forget you’re working, Officer?

      “It is my full-time job,” she says. “And I do work from home the majority of the time. As of recent, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I had an office job for a long time,” she replies. “While I wrote on the side. But recently I started a new series, and readers have loved it, so it’s really taken off, and I’ve been able to quit my day job and focus on the writing.”

      She almost winces when I ask, “What’s the series about?”

      Violet clears her throat. “Well, it’s about—it’s about these guys and how they find love. They’re…what we in the romance world call ‘alpha males.’”

      That term isn’t foreign to me. I shrug. “Guys with chips on their shoulders who engage in pissing matches with each other. Forgive me for asking, but what woman wants to read about them?”

      Violet shakes her head, her long, blonde braid dancing around her shoulders. It looks soft and full, and my hands itch to touch it. “No, no. An alpha male—at least in romance—is a guy who’s strong and assertive and powerful, and not afraid to take what’s his. But at the same time, he’s sensitive to the needs and wants of the woman he’s pursuing. Sensitive to her desires.” She blushes again when she says that.

      I cock my head. “So do you write…like, all the sexy stuff?”

      I had no idea it was possible for a person’s cheeks to turn as fiery as hers are right now.

      Her tone gets sharp and snappy like it was a moment ago when she told me in the polite way to fuck off. “I mean, consenting adults have sex, don’t they?”

      “Is this making you uncomfortable?” I ask. “We can talk about something else. It’s cool. I’m just asking questions because I don’t know anything about it, and you’re a full-time romance writer, so that means you’re the subject matter expert here.”

      “I don’t know if I’d consider myself a SME of writing.”

      “You are between the two of us.” I smile. “Your guy must be pretty lucky. I mean, what man wouldn’t want to be with a romance writer? Then again, it’s probably a lot of pressure. You guys are writing about the perfect guy, after all.”

      Violet glances down at her hands, flexing her fingers like she’s checking her nails. “I don’t have a guy.”

      Now, if she thought me being single was a surprise, I’m floored. She’s gorgeous and obviously smart, has a cool job… She must prefer to be single. It’s the only way that makes sense.

      “Only because you want it that way, right?” I say and shift my gaze over my shoulder. The negotiator’s still working. I pick my sergeant out of the crowd, and he’s standing with his hands on his hips in a relaxed position. That means there’s no emergency for the moment—he’s a very alert guy.

      A long moment goes by, so long I turn to study Violet. I regret my question. “Hey, I’m sorry,” I say softly. “It’s none of my business.”

      “I write about the men I’m too shy to find,” she murmurs, not meeting my gaze. She toys with her fingers. For the first time, I notice the heart outline tattooed on her little finger, on top down near the knuckle of her hand. It’s delicate. Pretty. Like her.

      “I guess you could say…I pour a little of myself into each of my heroines. I have them say the things I’m too nervous to. I have them make the first moves. I have them do all the things I wish I could but can’t or don’t.”

      “That seems empowering,” I say, hoping it’s not the wrong thing.

      “It’s silly.” She shakes her head. “I’m thirty years old. I have a couple of degrees, one of them a master. I should be able to do the boy thing better than I can. So your theory about romance writers having amazing love lives is wrong. My love stories are only that—stories.”

      She sounds sad. It hurts my heart a little bit.

      I want to tell her it’s only because the right guy hasn’t come along yet, but before I can get the words out, she glances at her watch. “Wow. How is it already four o’clock?”

      Indeed, the autumn sun is lowering in the sky already. Things don’t seem to have changed much.

      “Time flies,” I say, but I don’t mean it the traditional smart-ass way. Talking to her has been pleasant. I’ve never been so drawn to another person before. Not like this. Not this quickly.

      And not this powerfully.

      “Want something to drink?” she asks.

      “I’m kind of working here.” I gesture to the rifle and radio. Now I am kind of being a smart-ass.

      Her bright green eyes narrow. Damn, she has beautiful eyes. Even her glasses can’t hide them. Long, thick dark lashes. I don’t think she’s wearing any makeup, but I learned from my sister a long time ago not to have opinions about a woman’s makeup and just to appreciate the beauty I see. Either way, her light tan skin seems to glow, and she’s…

      There’s a word for it. Give me a second.

      Radiant, that’s it. She’s goddamn radiant.

      “I’m aware of that,” she snips. “I meant like, water. Tea. Coffee.”

      “Water’s always good.” I peek through my scope. I can’t see the hostage-taker at all through the windows, though the curtains appear to be open. “What kind of tea? Like hot, iced…”

      “Do you have a preference?”

      “I like hot tea.” I need some updates from my sergeant. I don’t like being so out of the loop like this. I grab my radio. “If you have any. If not, water’s just fine. Thank you.”

      Violet looks at me dubiously, then pads off into the small kitchen area. Her place is a spacious open floor plan, the kitchen and living area making one big room. She fills a tea kettle with water and sets it on the stove.

      Yeah, I’m a dude who likes tea. So what?

      I push a button on my radio. “Sarge. Hartley. You copy?”

      “Copy. What do you want, Hartley?”

      “Sit-rep. I feel like I’m floating out here.”

      My sergeant sighs. “You’re going to need to sit tight for a while, Hartley. The hostage-taker has made some requests for money and vehicles and to talk to his therapist. It’s going to be a while. Just keep an eye out and stay where you are.”

      “Roger.” I click off the radio as the tea kettle starts whistling.

      A moment later, Violet carries over a bottle of water and a cup of tea. “It’s just lemon tea, I think. Whatever I had in my cupboard. I’m more of a coffee kind of girl.”

      “It’s fine, thank you.” I take a sip, enjoying the hot liquid flowing down my throat.

      “So what’d they say?” Violet asks, twisting the top off her own bottle of water.

      “Going to be a while.” I flash her a sympathetic look, then tick my chin at her laptop. “Sorry. Looks like you were in the middle of something.”

      “My newest book,” she replies, reaching out to shut the laptop lid. “I’m supposed to be pumping it up next Saturday at my book signing.”

      I raise my brows. “You’re having a book signing? That’s huge.”

      “My first. I’m a little nervous.” She gives me an uncomfortable, one-sided smile before glancing away. “I’m a writer because I’m shy. I’m not a good public speaker. I’m socially awkward, actually.”

      I shrug. “You seem cool to me.”

      “Thanks, but it’s just us. Put me in a room of people and watch me go. Or rather, not go.”

      I blow on my tea. “Well, it’s a book signing, right? All you gotta do is sit down and sign people’s books. Maybe take a couple pictures, shake some hands. That’s it, right?”

      She shakes her head. A lock of blonde hair comes loose from her braid and I have the worst urge to brush it away from her face, to feel the silkiness slide over my fingers.

      “Yes and no,” she says. “I have to be on. That gets tiring after a while. And—and they want me to do a reading. From my last book.”

      Even though I’m not shy or an introvert, I don’t need to ask for clarification as to why that would be hard for her.

      “Well, hey,” I say. “You know that old show business trick? Just picture everyone in the room naked, and then you won’t feel so shy. Want to practice on me? You can read. Picture me naked.”

      Her blush suffuses her whole face and neck this time, and I wonder how far under that sweater of hers it reaches.

      Now I’m the one picturing her naked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violet

      

      

      I can’t believe the sexiest man I’ve ever seen who happens to be a SWAT officer and sitting inside my living room and who requested fucking hot tea from me and is actually a really sweet guy just told me I should banish my stage fright by picturing him naked.

      As if I haven’t been doing that this whole time.

      He watches me closely, his gaze gliding down my neck. He doesn’t seem at all embarrassed by what he said. In fact, by the little one-sided grin he’s giving me, I’d say he’s pretty freaking pleased with himself.

      And can I ever stop turning red as a beet?

      You’d think with the sexy stuff I write, I’d get my blush response under control.

      “Well?” he says. “How about it? You gonna read me something from your book? And I mean, I want the hot stuff. That’s what you’ll read at your signing, right?”

      The thought of saying words like “pussy,” “cock,” “fucking,” and “sucking” in front of him, let alone a crowd of people, makes me want to crawl under the bed and hide. Now, listen. I’m no prude. I’m not a virgin. I’ve had “the sex” a few times in my life. Has it been mind-blowing? No. That’s partly why I write what I write. I’m writing the fantasy as much for me as for my lovely readers. But I can also be painfully shy…and especially around a guy who makes me feel like I’m fifteen around my high school crush again, well. So to read those things to him?

      In the infamous words of Randy Jackson on American Idol, that’s a no from me, dawg.

      “Right. Um, I’m hungry,” I say to change the subject.

      It could be my overactive imagination, but I swear his eyes go all smoldery. “Me too.”

      If he looks at me like that again, I really will go run and hide in my bedroom. “I—I’m gonna order a pizza,” I stammer, getting up from the couch. “What do you like on yours?”

      He licks his lips—a coincidence, that’s all—as he lifts his mug of tea. “Whatever you like. I’m not picky.”

      I left my cell phone on the kitchen counter, so I go over to it and use the pizza restaurant’s app to order. “Okay. Should be here in an hour.”

      “You didn’t call,” Rhys points out.

      “I prefer online ordering,” I say. “That way I don’t have to actually speak to another human being.”

      He laughs. I don’t see what’s funny.

      I fold my arms. “It appears we have quite a bit of time to pass.”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “Potentially, we do.”

      “Well, there’s only one thing I can think of to pass the time that really lets you get to know someone.” I walk over to the bookshelf and squat down, searching for a particular item.

      “Strip poker?”

      I can’t say I believe he’s kidding. I retrieve a cardboard box from the bottom shelf, then hold it up triumphantly.

      He blanches. “Scrabble? Are you shitting me? You’re a fucking writer. That’s not fair.”

      “You scared?” I taunt.

      Those beautiful blue eyes of his narrow. “Bring it on.”

      By the time the pizza comes, I’ve beat him in four games. To be fair, a couple were pretty close. He lets me get up to answer the door, but stops me from reaching for my purse sitting on an end table. He reaches into the front pocket of his cargo pants and withdraws his wallet.

      “It’s fine,” I tell him.

      “No way.” He peels off three tens and passes them to me. “I barged into your house. The least I can do is buy you pizza and let you win at Scrabble.”

      “Let me win,” I scoff, heading to the door. “Sure. Don’t peek at my tiles!”

      I give the pizza delivery guy all the cash, and take the large, hot box back to where our game is sprawled on the floor, grabbing a handful of napkins from the kitchen counter as I pass.

      After setting the pizza on the coffee table, I grab him another bottle of water and a can of Riesling for me.

      “Canned wine, huh?”

      I stick my tongue out at him, and don’t miss the way his gaze darts to it. “You could have started,” I say, noticing he hasn’t even opened the box.

      “My mother taught me manners. When dining with a beautiful woman, you wait until she has her food and is settled before you eat.”

      “Is that right?” I have a feeling he’s being coy, but it’s sweet nonetheless.

      He sketches a cross over his left pec. “Scout’s honor.”

      “First of all, you’re not a Scout,” I say. “Second of all, Scout’s honor looks like this.” I hold up three fingers on one hand.

      “Sorry. I must be delirious from hunger.”

      I shove a slice of pepperoni at him. “Eat. Now let’s get back to the beatdown.”

      We eat pizza and I continue to beat him at Scrabble until I lose track of time and it grows pitch dark outside, except for the red-and-blue police cruiser lights still flashing across the street. Rhys’s radio hasn’t crackled since he called down to his “sarge,” even though every few minutes he’s been looking out the window and peeping through his scope.

      I take a sip from my second can of wine. I’m totally relaxed and not a bit dizzy, but I’ll stop after two. I’m a lightweight. I glance down at my tiles, then arrange a few on the board.

      Rhys blinks, then snorts. “Well. That canned wine’s kicking in, isn’t it?”

      I grin over the rim of my glass. “Whatever do you mean, Officer?”

      He points to the board. “‘Boob.’”

      I shrug impishly. “Also an insult meaning dim-witted or idiotic. You have a dirty mind.”

      He tilts his head. He looks so sexy, sprawled out on his side, leaning on one arm. “There’s no denying that. But I’m the only one being honest here.”

      “Oh, I’m not being dishonest,” I reply. “I’m just merely letting you know more than one definition for that word exists. Not just these.” Before I’m fully aware I’m doing it, I cup my own breasts.

      That smoldering look comes back into Rhys’s gaze again. “All right, then, Ms. Romance Writer. You wanna play? Let’s play.”

      He shuffles some tiles around, then quickly arranges them on the board. I look down and nearly spit a gulp of wine out. He’s spelled out “twat.”

      I squeal out a noise I think is a giggle. It’s a sound I’ve never made before, which makes me laugh even harder. He joins in, shrugging.

      “All the letters I had. Your turn.”

      Screw the rules of the game. We’ve just made a new one. I grab a handful of tiles and spread them out to see what I’m working with. I place “balls” on the board.

      “Weak,” he accuses me, before tossing down “dick.”

      “Not bad,” I acknowledge.

      We go back and forth, creating filthier and filthier words. I become aware the atmosphere between us has changed a little. It started out lighthearted and funny, but now the air feels…humid between us.

      Every slang for every sexual body part is on the board. Other words like “fuck,” “hump,” and “ride” are represented too.

      I set down the letters for “hot” and glance over at him. “Because you are.” Oh, shit, Vi. What did you just say?

      Goddamn those canned wines.

      His eyes glimmer with new interest, but he stays motionless. “Is that right?” Before I can reply, he lays down “sexy” and meets my gaze directly. “Because you are.”

      And he hasn’t had any white wines at all.

      I lower my gaze and chew my bottom lip, pretending I need to find a new word. The only letters I have that make sense can make two words, and two words only. “Tit” is one.

      “Love” is the other.

      My fingers hesitate over the tiles.

      Before I can make a decision that will potentially embarrass me, Rhys reaches over and slowly pulls off my glasses.

      I stare at him in surprise.

      “Just wanted to really see your eyes,” he says softly. “And they’re beautiful.” He gives me a smile that makes weird, pleasant things happen low in my belly, then hands them back. “Wouldn’t want you to be blind.”

      I fold them up and set them aside. “Actually, they’re blue-light blockers. I can see. Sometimes I forget I have them on. I stare at a computer screen so long every day, I wear them all the time.”

      “They look cute on you,” he tells me. “But I love seeing your eyes without anything over them.”

      I feel my cheeks heat. “Thank you.”

      He studies me for another beat. As I reach for my tiles, he says, “Hold up. I’m going again.”

      Momentarily surprised, I glance up, my bottom lip between my teeth again.

      He lays down tiles that spell out “kiss.”

      I swallow.

      Deliberately, he pushes himself to a kneeling position and leans across the board toward me.

      “You shouldn’t have bitten your lip like that,” he whispers, his breath brushing my mouth.

      I’d love to blame the white wines again, but it’s one hundred percent me who grabs him by the front of his vest, yanks him close, and devours his mouth.
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      Who knew a game of Scrabble could turn into…this. Even in my wildest fantasies, I never thought I could get this lucky.

      I tug at Violet’s hips, bringing her body close against mine. Maybe it was the wine, but she’s kissing me with an intensity that has me as dizzy as if I’ve been drinking shitty canned wine. Her passion blows me away, but I notice it’s tinged with something like desperation. Need.

      It’s exactly how I feel.

      She needs me—as much as I need her.

      With the tip of my tongue, I coax her lips open. I want to really taste her, feel her, and the sensation of our tongues sliding against each other nearly undoes me. I slip my hands into her hair. She’d let her braid out a while ago, and her golden hair is as silky-soft as I’d suspected it would be. I want to bury my nose in it, but that would involve me pulling my mouth from hers, and right now, that’s just too damn much to ask.

      You’re working, Officer, a voice in the back of my head reminds me.

      I pull back gently. “Violet, I’m not sure this is a good idea. I’m working, and…you’ve been drinking.”

      “I’m so not drunk,” she breathes, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Want to give me a sobriety test?”

      I do take a second to study her pupils and how they move. I’m tempted to do it, actually, because I don’t believe that buzzed consent is consent. But she looks totally steady and focused.

      But…the job.

      “I still…” I gesture over my shoulder toward the window.

      She steps away from me and toward the table, then picks up my radio. Before I can protest, she locates the volume knob and twists it all the way up until the sound of crackling and the occasional interruption from dispatch fills the room.

      Violet steps back into my arms and I can’t believe how much it feels like she was meant to be in them. “There,” she whispers. Her eyes plead with me.

      But duty…

      The voice easy to ignore. My radio’s turned up nice and loud. The scene below hasn’t changed at all. I can get to my rifle in the blink of an eye if necessary.

      Please, I beg whatever divine power might be listening. Just let me have this one moment. Please. I know it’ll never happen again.

      “Rhys,” Violet whispers.

      I crack my eyes open. Hers are still closed. She’s totally gone. The sight of her is so beautiful, it’s almost too much to bear.

      I pull back gently. “Let me take my vest off.”

      I undo the Velcro straps as she watches, touching her full lips with the tips of her fingers. The notion I’ve just tasted those lips has me reeling. I need more.

      When I’m free of the heavy vest, I tug her back in. She collapses in my arms.

      “Violet,” I murmur between kisses. “I want you. I know we just met.”

      “Shh,” she hisses, and the unmistakable note of impatience in her voice makes me smile. She tugs at my belt, but I have an idea and swivel my hips back, out of reach.

      I grin at her, and she stares back at me, full of suspicion.

      “Read to me,” I say, running my hands down her back and following the curve of her hips. “Please. Read me one of your scenes. Your favorite one.”

      She’s already shaking her head.

      I tilt her chin up. “I will do every single thing you write. Whatever your hero does to your heroine…I’m going to do it to you. So pick a good one for me.”

      I kiss her deeply. Shit, I don’t need a book to tell me what to do to Violet. My hands and mouth have a mind of their own. But I want to show her how wonderful her work is…by making her feel exquisite.

      She gazes up at me with wide eyes.

      “Please,” I beg in a whisper, lifting her hand to my mouth. I kiss her palm, then suck one of her fingers into my mouth, running my teeth along it gently.

      Violet steps away toward the bookshelf where she keeps her Scrabble game, and after a moment’s hesitation, withdraws a paperback with a pretty cover. A couple are in a tight embrace, but the skillful design work and cool typeface make it so far removed from the cheesy romances I used to make fun of my sister for reading when we were kids.

      The cover says “Violet Sweet.” Her pen name. I’ll bet she lives up to that name too.

      I grin. This is going to be fun. “Come on,” I say, drawing her toward me. “Start reading.”

      Her hands tremble slightly as she rifles through the pages, but the gleam in her eyes tells me it’s more from excited anticipation than nervousness—good.

      “‘William drew away from Leona and, taking her by the hand, led her into the bedroom,’” she reads in a breathy voice.

      I already located the bedroom earlier today. Smiling, I step back from her, lace our fingers together, and lead her toward the room. It’s too dim to read by, so I flick on the bedside lamp.

      Violet’s eyes widen even more at the sight. She said she was shy. Maybe the light’s too much for her.

      But to my delighted surprise, she boldly meets my eyes, then returns to the book, clearing her throat. “‘Leona’s body quivered with anticipation as William began to slowly undress her, delicately, as if she might explode under his very touch.’”

      I take the book from her and lay it down, keeping it open to her place. Then I carefully lift her loose sweater, sliding it up over her hips, up above her breasts, over her head, until it’s off. Underneath, she’s trim and curvy, with beautiful, generous breasts covered in a scrap of lacy material. I can just see the pink of her nipples behind black lace and it takes the whole man in me not to feast on them.

      She hasn’t read me that line yet.

      Instead, I slip my hands into the waistband of her leggings and tug them down. Her little thong matches the bra.

      There’s no point in even trying to hide the fact that my erection is huge and prominent, and it’s all because of her.

      “‘Leona gasps as William’s lips brush the inside of one thigh,’” Violet struggles to get out.

      I kneel to pull the leggings off her legs. I kiss the inside of one of her soft, shapely thighs, and she does indeed gasp. I grin, then straighten. I keep my hands to myself—I’m a good boy who listens to directions, after all, although every fiber of my being is screaming at me to touch, taste, be inside her now.

      “What happens next?” I ask softly.

      “Uh.” Violet searches the page. Her chest is heaving with excited breaths. “Uh. ‘William gently lays her on the bed, then stands back to undress himself. It’s every bit a show and a tease, just for Leona’s eyes, and she drinks in every second of it, her excitement growing hotter and wetter.’”

      Hot and wet. Shit. I’m no romance reader, but Violet’s words are turning me on.

      I touch her bare waist and gently guide her back toward her bed until she’s perched on the end of it, then scoot her back. I tug her thighs apart. I want a good view as I undress before her. First I unbutton my uniform POLICE shirt and pull it off my shoulders. Next I lose the thigh holster with my pistol—that I set at a safe distance away on the floor. I loosen my belt, then pull off my tight white undershirt. Next I tug down my cargo pants.

      Finally, I peel off my boxer briefs.

      My heavy, stiff cock pops out, reaching out toward Violet.

      Her eyes flutter and roll back into her head for a second.

      “Skip to the touching part,” I command softly, clenching and unclenching my hands. Every part of me is tense—not with self-consciousness, but with the insane need to touch her.

      She swallows, her eyes skimming down the page. “‘W-William parts Leona’s thighs—’”

      Thank God. I climb onto the bed and lean over her, making her lean back against her pillows, and I part her thighs.

      “‘She bites her lip as he trails his mouth all over her soft belly, teasing her nipples, all the while causing her to grow soaked down between her thighs.”

      I lower my mouth to her skin. Her belly is soft, yielding under the gentle pressure of my mouth and tongue as I map its contours. My hands drift up to breasts, and I brush her nipples. One of them feels—interesting.

      I lift my head, fingers lingering on the nipple that caught my attention.

      She blushes. “It’s…pierced.”

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I growl. “Gonna go off script here for a second, beautiful.”

      She helps me pull the lacy bra off her, her full breasts bouncing free. Her right nipple has a little silver ball on each side of it, and I zoom right in, closing my mouth around it, playing with it, teasing it. Violet arches underneath me, moaning softly. She writhes a little, and I know that’s an unconscious physical display of her utter, consuming need.

      My cock weeps a little with excitement, and I sternly tell it to tighten up. We have work ahead of us. I move my mouth to her other nipple, lest it feel neglected.

      “‘Leona’s fingers knot in William’s hair,’” Violet reads in a throaty voice, and tightens her fingers against the longer part of my hair on top of my head as I continue to work on her breast. “‘His sweet torture of her is nowhere near complete, though she’s not sure how much more she can stand. Then she feels his hot breath against the wet, puffy skin of her…’”

      She trails off, and I lift my head. She’s blushing furiously again.

      “The wet, puffy skin of her what?” I prompt softly. “You have to say it if you want me to do it.”

      She takes a deep breath, glances at the page, then back at me. She recites from memory, “‘Then she feels his hot breath against the wet, puffy skin of her pussy.’”

      A smile that might be a little bit evil curls up my mouth. I scoot down her body and waste no time tugging her panties off. I run my hands up and down her smooth legs, gently squeezing her fleshy thighs as I lean close.

      She’s trimmed and neat, and she is most definitely wet as hell.

      I lower my mouth until I’m a breath away. “Go on.”

      Violet whimpers. “‘As—as he nears her, Leona finds herself mindlessly desperate for his tongue, his sweet tongue, sliding slicky against her flesh’—oh my God!”

      I hold her hips in place and devour her like I’m on death row and she’s my last meal. I tease her opening with the tip of my tongue, up and down, up and down. Her body tightens and shakes. Then I use my fingers to gently spread her open, and pull her into my mouth.

      She’s not reading, she’s moaning, so I give her a light smack on the side of her ass to prompt her. “‘Leona bucked against his tongue,’” Violet gasps. She swirls her hips against my mouth. Trickles of sweetness spurt onto my tongue. Who needs wine when you have Violet’s sweet, sweet juice? I suck greedily. “‘She felt the incredible heat of pleasure centering itself at the apex of her thighs. Just a little more, she thought, working against his tongue and mouth. Just a little…’”

      The final word explodes out of her mouth in a wail of pleasure as she comes on my tongue. It is the best moment of my life thus far, and I drink down every bit of her, letting no errant drop go to waste.

      I’d love to know how she writes the actual sex, but I’ve tortured us both enough for now. I slide up her body.

      “Can I have you now?” I plead against her mouth, slipping my tongue in to let her taste herself. She moans and latches on. At the same time, her legs part, and her knees hug my ribs.

      That is a hell yes.

      I line up at her opening, sopping wet from my attention and her pleasure, and slide in, one torturous centimeter at a time. I’m a generously endowed man, blessed with a thick eight and a half inches, and she is so tight I could die from the pleasure of it, right here, right now. I have to take my time—for her comfort, and so I don’t let us both down.

      Simply entering her is the greatest pleasure I’ve ever had—until I start moving. Her greedy hands latch onto my ass cheeks, and without a word, she sets my pace—deep, and hard. My hips slam against hers, and I bottom out inside her with each stroke, but she only moans, whining and high-pitched, each time. Her nails bite into my ass, and she pulls and pushes, wordlessly begging for more.

      I’ve never in my life felt anything as sweet as Violet Randall feels. She’s a tiny slice of heaven beneath me, and if it weren’t for the crazy asshole in the house across the street, I might never have met her. Might never have found myself here with her.

      Might never have fallen in love with her in the most natural, effortless way possible, as if I was always meant to find her, just like this, and love her, just like this.

      I manage to keep up the controlled pace she craves until she gasps, “Rhys, please, give it to me. I need you. Faster.”

      “Anything for you,” I grind out between clenched teeth, and kick my hips into overdrive. Her tight, wet clench and the fast pace bring us both over the edge. I explode inside her with a grunt as she clamps down tight around me, her exquisite little muscles pulsing rapidly against my cock like a massage. I coat her insides with my seed and stay locked between her legs as we fight to breathe.

      Her arms slide around me to hold me close.

      “‘As Leona lay in William’s arms,’” she whispers in my ear, “‘waiting for her heart to finally slow, she was struck by a realization. A simple, yet terrifying one.’”

      I tuck my face in her neck, waiting, holding my breath.

      “‘She was in love with him,” Violet recites softly. “‘Him, the one she’d had no idea she’d been waiting for all this time. Her whole life.’”

      The words hang in the air between us. My throat is strangely tight, and I’m moved by those words. So much, I don’t trust myself to speak.

      If I could, I’d make my own attempt at poetic phrasing.

      He’d been waiting for her, too. For a lifetime, and more. But love is patient, as the saying goes.

      And how he loved her.
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        Violet

      

      

      I lay beneath Rhys, feeling his warm breaths covering my neck, and feeling like the world’s biggest ass.

      Did I really just tell him I loved him?

      What’s more—did I mean it?

      Maybe my own writing was getting to me and making me believe I could live out my own love story. Maybe it was being lonely for so long and finally having someone—an amazing someone—in my bed and making me feel protected and cared for.

      Except…he didn’t say it back.

      And why would he? He doesn’t know you!

      The urge to cry suddenly comes over me, and I hate myself for it.

      I shift beneath him. He’s still inside me. He isn’t sleeping. He presses soft kisses to the side of my neck. “Rhys…”

      “Hmm?” he murmurs.

      A loud crackling noise from the other room catches my ear. It’s almost missable. “Rhys?”

      “Hmmmm.” He nuzzles my neck.

      “Is that your radio?”

      If I shoved a hot poker onto one of his ass cheeks, he couldn’t jump out of bed any faster. He grabs his pants from the floor and hurtles out of the room.

      Uh-oh.

      I fumble around in the dark for my clothes and tug everything on. When I hurry out into the living room, finding Rhys wearing pants and crouched next to his rifle at the window, I feel a surge of alarm. I also notice my loose top is on backwards and inside out.

      “What’s going on?” I ask in a hushed voice.

      Rhys ignores me as he attaches a Bluetooth-type device to his ear. I can no longer hear the crackling of the radio. “Copy that,” he says in this clipped voice that makes my eyes widen. He sort of molds himself around the rifle, in a position that can’t be comfortable. The muscles in his back ripple and flex and I’m momentarily distracted.

      Then it hits me—he’s getting ready to take a shot. Like, the shot.

      “Holy fucking shit,” I gasp.

      I should probably get the hell out of here. But where to go?

      Then, a strange noise fills the air outside. Like pop-pop-pop. It’s like firecrackers. A lot like firecrackers, actually, but…

      Sinister.

      “Down down down,” Rhys bellows.

      It takes me a minute to realize he’s talking to me.

      He spares me one quick glance over his shoulder, and instead of his eyes being wide and rolling like I’m pretty sure mine are, his are narrow and laser-focused. “Violet, get the fuck down!”

      I immediately drop to the floor on my belly, then instinct makes me squirm across the floor to huddle behind the kitchen counter.

      The first report from Rhys’s rifle is so, so loud. I can’t help the scream that tears from my throat.

      The next sound I hear is shattering glass. Glass that’s part of my home.

      And then I hear another sound that makes my blood run cold.

      A heavy grunt of pain—from Rhys.

      “Rhys!” I cry, sliding from behind the counter.

      I see the blood immediately. It seeps from his shoulder.

      “Stay where you are,” he says between his teeth. “Fucking motherfucker is shooting at us!”

      I want to make a sarcastic remark about how I’m totally shocked at that information, but all that escapes is a sob. I continue to peer around the corner of the counter, watching as he folds himself around the rifle again as blood oozes down his arm and after a few seconds where it seems like everything slows down Matrix-style, he pulls the trigger again.

      And then…everything goes dead silent for one beat.

      I expect him to talk to whoever is on the other side of that radio and say something. Instead he tosses the rifle down and rushes over to me.

      “Are you all right?” he murmurs in this unbelievably calm voice.

      I gape at him, tears streaming down my face. “You—you just fucking got shot?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.” He reaches out for me, his good hand cupping my cheek. “Violet, talk to me, sweetheart. Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I sob, then launch myself into his arms. “No, I’m not hurt. But you are!”

      “It’s okay,” he says, but his voice goes from calm to faint and it scares the shit out of me. When I pull back, his blood smears all over my front and his normally golden skin is…pale.

      “Rhys,” I gasp.

      “Maybe hit something serious this time,” he says, his brow furrowing with pain. “Bleeding…a lot.”

      “Oh my God.” I snatch a dish towel from the counter and shove it hard against his shoulder. It’s in far, the wound. Way too close to his chest. “Oh my God.”

      His eyelids flutter a little. “Vi…”

      You need to hold your shit together, I snap at myself. He needs you.

      “Hold it tight, Rhys,” I say, grateful my voice doesn’t waver. Then I scramble to my feet and sprint for my bedroom, where my phone is. His blood starts to cool against me.

      I grab the phone and dial 911 on the way back to him. I know he doesn’t have the strength to hold that towel on his wound, and indeed, it’s fallen to the floor. I shove it back against his shoulder.

      “I need an ambulance for an officer,” I tell the operator who answers. I give my address and explain what’s been happening outside. “He’s a police officer and he’s been hit and you need to get here now!”

      The operator tells me in a kind voice to calm down and that she has ambulances already en route. I set the phone down and rush to the window. I don’t know how to work the radio and won’t even try. Officers are swarming into the house, but I see a few still standing back by the cruisers.

      “Rhys is hit!” I scream out the window. “Help! Help me!”

      The officers turn and stare up at me for only a fraction of a second before they tear across the street to my building. I shout my apartment number and hope they hear it. Then I rush to the door and prop it open with my foot while I stretch out next to Rhys.

      “’S okay,” he mumbles. He looks like a sleepy little boy. “’S not that bad.”

      “They’re coming,” I tell him, my voice wobbling now. “The ambulance and the other cops. They’re gonna come get you, okay? You’re going to be okay.”

      “Thank you, sweet,” he whispers, eyes closing.

      I smack his cheek, hard. “Don’t go to sleep, Rhys!” If he’s internally bleeding, which please God no, sleep is a death sentence.

      His eyelids flutter again. “Okay.”

      “Talk to me,” I plead desperately.

      “I liked your story,” he whispers. “A lot. I love you too, Vi.”

      My heart explodes.

      Then the officers arrive—with the EMTs in tow.

      They politely sweep me aside and I stand well back, my bloody fists balled together in front of my face. I sway side to side as I watch them load him up, asking him questions and reassuring him he’ll be okay. They carry him out of the apartment.

      My knees shake.

      One of the officers hangs back—I think he’s maybe a detective. He’s tall and really handsome, and wears a big black vest on the outside of his street clothes.

      “Hey,” he says warmly to me.

      I look at him mutely, fists still in front of my mouth.

      “I’m Detective Saint Rivers,” he continues. “Rhys is a good buddy of mine.”

      I pull my hands away from my face. “Is he going to be all right?” I ask hoarsely, tears finally spilling out of my eyes.

      He gives me a sympathetic smile. “They’re gonna make damn sure of it.”

      I close my eyes. “What happened?”

      “Man across the street was holding his family hostage. The threat has been neutralized.”

      “What does that mean? Did Rhys kill him?”

      He eyes me, and I can practically read his mind that he’s about to tell me something he’s not supposed to. “He’s not dead, but seriously wounded. However, his family is safe. Rhys is a hero.”

      A big lump settles in my throat.

      Detective Rivers pats my shoulder. “You must be terrified. Is there somewhere you can go? A friend you can stay with? One of us can give you a ride if you need one.” He gestures around the apartment. “We’ll need to do a short investigation of this area, since he shot from here.”

      “What…what do I do about the glass?” I ask in a small voice.

      “I got a pal who has a window repair business. I’ll have him take care of it.”

      “Is that…standard procedure?”

      “No,” Detective Rivers says, “but when we loaded Rhys on the stretcher, he told me to take care of you, or he’d kick my ass. I don’t want any problems, so.” He shrugs. “Get a few things together, call a friend, and then plan to come back here in twenty-four hours, all right?”

      I don’t actually want to trouble my friends with this, and I need some time to myself to think and process things. In my room, I change out of my bloody shirt and drop it in the hamper, then stare at it for a moment.

      I dress, grab clothes and toiletries, my laptop and charger, and my car keys. “I can drive,” I tell Detective Rivers quietly. Am I in shock? “I’m just gonna grab a hotel room.”

      He frowns. “You sure?”

      “Yep.” I step out into the hallway. “Um, do your…do your thing. Twenty-four hours, right?” He nods. “Okay, thank you.” I turn on my heel and walk quickly down the hall.

      “Hey, wait,” he calls, but I keep going, my head in a full-on tumult.

      I really shouldn’t drive, but I drive to a nice hotel downtown and I think there’s some dialogue with a front-desk concierge, because a few blurry moments go by—could have been hours for all I know—and then I’m sitting on a lush king-size bed and there’s a room service tray in front of me with a huge piece of chocolate cake.

      After a few exploratory bites that indicate I won’t puke from nerves if I eat it, I start to demolish it.

      I’m halfway through when I realize I never got Detective Rivers’s phone number—or Rhys’s.
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        Rhys

      

      

      “Sergeant Hartley?”

      The quiet voice in the darkness reaches through all the layers of fog to pierce my brain.

      “Vi?” I mumble. Saying her full name requires too much effort, and I think I like the shortened version, anyway. It rhymes with “my.” My Vi.

      “No, honey,” the voice says. An older, feminine voice. Motherly, kind, sort of down home. It makes me feel cared for. “It’s your nurse, Tami. Just checking on you, baby. Glad you’re with us.”

      I can’t quite open my eyes yet, but I hear the steady blip blip blip of machinery around me, and that pungent astringent smell tells me I can only be in one place—the hospital.

      But I guess I didn’t bleed out after all. Which is good news.

      Gradually my surroundings seep into my consciousness, along with my full recollection of everything that happened up until the point I told Violet I loved her.

      I manage to crack my eyes open. “Where’s Violet?”

      “I’m not sure who Violet is, Sergeant Hartley, but I’m sure you’ll find her soon enough.” The nurse is a middle-aged woman with dark skin and elaborate, beaded braids that make a pleasant clicking noise whenever she moves. She gives me a friendly smile. “Right now, I just need you to rest, sweetie. Your surgery was successful in that the surgeon was able to remove the bullet fragment in your upper shoulder—which was about an inch from hitting an artery, by the way—and repair the surrounding tissue, but you’re going to need to take it easy for a while.”

      “My buddy Saint,” I murmur, swallowing. My mouth is dry. “Where’s he?”

      “Detective Rivers? He’s been here off and on, sometimes hours at a time. He just left a little bit ago because it got so late. I’m sure he’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “What day is it?”

      Nurse Tami checks her watch. “It’s two a.m. Monday morning.”

      Monday… I was with Violet on Saturday. So almost two days have gone by. Does she know where I am? Has she been to see me?

      “Nobody named Violet has come by?” I croak. “Prettiest girl in the world. Blonde hair, dark roots. Green eyes.”

      Nurse Tami gives my cheek a sympathetic pat, like my mom would. “No, sweetie. I’m sorry.”

      My heart plummets. “Okay. Could I have some water, please?”

      “It’s right here.” Nurse Tami picks up one of those plastic hospital water jugs and helps me sit up slowly to drink. It tastes like champagne on my parched tongue. “Better?”

      I nod, closing my eyes as she rests a cool palm on my forehead. “Better. Thank you.”

      “Just get some rest, now, you hear?” The nurse sets my water within reach and turns for the door. Then she pauses. “Come to think of it, the nurse at the desk mentioned someone came up here yesterday morning, asking to see you.”

      My heart catches.

      Tami shakes her head thoughtfully. “Nurse didn’t catch the name, but said it was definitely a young lady. Pretty.” Her tone turned regretful. “But you know policy states we can’t reveal if you’re here or not, for your safety. And since she wasn’t on your list of emergency contacts…”

      I sigh. “Yeah.” Fucking policy. Still, even as my heart throbs with a little pain, there’s a glow in my chest. She came for me—she tried.

      “Sorry, hon.”

      “Tami?” I say as my eyes drop down.

      “Yes?”

      “If she comes by again—Violet—could you wake me up?”

      I can’t see her face, but I hear the little note of sadness in her voice when she says, “Of course I will. You sleep now.”

      Sleep isn’t going to give me much of a choice, no matter how hard I fight it. As it rushes over me like a tide coming in, I wonder if what happened freaked Violet out enough to where she wants to keep her distance. After all, it’s not every day you’re forced to be part of a hostage situation. And get your apartment shot up.

      Maybe what happened between us—the beautiful stuff, not the shitty stuff—was just a one-time thing. Maybe I don’t fit the mold of those perfect heroes she writes about.

      I wonder when I’ll see her again…or if.
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      “I just loved Quincy and Regina’s story,” a young woman gushes as I lean over her book, pen in hand. “Are you going to write another book for them?”

      “Yes!” the woman behind her chimes in, leaning around the first woman. “Sorry, not to barge in, but yes, please! I loved them too, and I have to know what happens after he takes the job in the other county. Will they still be together?”

      “Sure,” I say with a grin. I hadn’t planned on writing another book for these characters, but if people want more, who am I to deny them that? “What’s your name?”

      “Kristin,” she says with a broad smile. “With a K. And an I.”

      To Kristin, I write, then pause, trying to think of something romantic to write. A pang of sadness—another pang, I should say; they’ve been pretty nonstop since Saturday night—hits me. When you find true love, or even think you’ve found it, hang on tight. And make sure to enjoy the ride. Love, Violet.

      I blow on the ink, then close the cover and hand her the book. She asks for a picture, which blows my fucking mind, but I comply. Then, it’s time to meet the next reader behind her.

      I’ve been at it for a couple of hours now, since four. It’s been a heartwarming and wholly surreal experience. People waited in line—to meet me. Little old me, a shy thirty-year-old who likes to tell love stories. For the last couple of hours, readers have shared with me what my words meant to them, and it’s left me speechless. Stories I wrote mostly for myself meant something to other people who read them. Gave them hope for love after a bad breakup. Renewed their desire to hold out for The One instead of settling for Mr. Right Now. Comforted young wives with deployed husbands, or helped spice up a more seasoned couple’s sex life. The impact of hearing their personal anecdotes around my stories has been absolutely awe-inspiring, and I fully intend to break down when I get home and sob into a pint of Ben & Jerry’s. I’m just so grateful.

      And yet, there’s a big part of me that’s missing something.

      Someone.

      Rhys.

      I realized I’d fucked up by not getting the contact phone numbers for either Rhys or Detective Rivers. I went to every hospital in town on Sunday, but no one would tell me if Rhys Hartley was a patient or not. Because he’s law enforcement, that information is classified. Then I tried calling the department to contact Detective Rivers, but I was told I could leave a message on his desk voicemail and that they wouldn’t give out his cell phone number. A social media search was fruitless. I’m willing to bet cops use fake names, or common nicknames among friends and family for their personal profiles, and have the strictest privacy settings.

      Completely understandable. There are a lot of creeps out there.

      Unfortunately, there’s also one person who’s just trying to track down the man she loves.

      I’ve been checking online too. No obituaries, nothing in the news about a cop dying. There have been a few stories about the incident outside my apartment—and true to Detective Rivers’s word, I went home seven o’clock Sunday evening and found that not only was my window intact, but the place looked like it had been professionally cleaned too—that mentioned a SWAT officer getting hurt and that he was listed in serious condition, but that’s been it.

      I just want to know…he’s okay.

      There’s got to be some way to find him. I make a vow to myself that come Monday, I’m going to do whatever it takes to do that.

      After all, it’s partly because of him I’m even here today. He helped me find the courage to read my words out loud, and now I’m going to do it again.

      The bookstore manager who also organized the signing starts herding readers to a small room near the back of the store. Coffee and refreshments have been set up too. There’s a comfy-looking chair near the back of the room, and there are several rows of metal folding chairs facing it.

      I swallow, my hands suddenly sweaty. This is it.

      Readers smile at me as I walk to the front, and I smile back. I decided to wear black today—black flowing top, black jeans, black flats. Better to conceal my nervous sweat stains, if I have any. I regret wearing my hair down, though, because the back of my neck is sweating too, and hair sticks to it. My golden hair looked nice cascading down the front of my black top, but now, I regret everything.

      “This is an excerpt from my latest release,” I say after I’ve settled in the chair. I decided to go straight for the sexy scene. It’s taken on a whole new meaning for me now.

      Just picture them naked, Rhys said. Picture me naked.

      To a rapt audience, I boldly read the scene of Leona and William making love—the same one I read to Rhys while we made love. No one laughs. No one faints. There’s only wide eyes, some hands on throats and chests, low murmurs of approval.

      My confidence soars. I’m not blushing. I’m not hot. I’ve stopped sweating. My voice hasn’t trembled since the first few words. I can do this.

      “‘As Leona lay in William’s arms,’” I read, “‘waiting for her heart to finally slow, she was struck by a realization. A simple, yet terrifying one.’”

      That’s when I falter.

      The last time I read these words aloud, I was in Rhys’s arms. Safe, warm, and overcome with love. The most intense love I never thought I’d get to experience in my life. That lack of love is why I started writing novels. I never dreamed it could be real for me, and fuel my novels.

      But that love is missing. I don’t know where it—where he—is. How badly he’s been hurt. If he’s all right now.

      If he still wants me.

      I liked your story. A lot. I love you too, Vi.

      If he still…loves me.

      On the page, the words blur together as sudden, hot dampness comes to my eyes. I blink swiftly and glance up. Now the looks on those faces have gone from enrapture to concern.

      “Sorry,” I say breathlessly. I clear my throat. “‘She was struck…by a—a realization’—I’m sorry.”

      The last two words come out of me in a broken whisper and I lower the book to my lap.

      The book manager lifts a subtle hand. You okay? she mouths.

      I clasp my lips together and stretch them into a smile I’m sure is more of a grimace, and nod. Really convincing.

      The readers murmur to one another.

      I press my fist to my mouth, truly embarrassed now that I can’t get my emotions in check.

      “‘She was in love with him,’” a voice at the back of the rooms calls.

      My heart trips and falls flat on its face as I slowly raise my head.

      The readers all whip around toward the sound of the voice.

      From the back of the room, carrying an enormous bouquet of violets and three heart-shaped helium balloons in one hand, his other arm in a sling, Rhys Hartley, resplendent in his crisply pressed patrol uniform, walks up the aisle.

      Several women gasp. They probably think he’s here to arrest me. Like maybe he found that open can of white wine underneath my signing table.

      Me? I forget how to make sound at all.

      Rhys walks toward me, a slight, sweet smile on his face. “‘She was in love with him,” he recites again, never taking his eyes from me. “‘Him, the one she’d had no idea she’d been waiting for all this time. Her whole life.’”

      “Oh my God,” someone cries out softly.

      “Rhys,” I whisper.

      “I’m a big fan,” he says, his voice carrying over the crowd. “Your biggest, I’d say. But I had a thought about this scene.”

      “Y-yeah?” I manage.

      He turns to a woman in the seat closest to him. She has tears streaming from her eyes. “Would you mind holding these for me?” he asks.

      She nods happily and takes the bouquet and balloons from him.

      He pulls me to my feet, his good arm wrapping tightly around me.  The gadgetry on his duty belt digs into my belly, but it bothers me not at all.

      “I read the book. And based on the life William led, the constant struggles he had with the people in his life, the loneliness he felt—it seems like he needs Leona as much as she needs him. So, I’m going to say, the realization he has is that…he loves her. Her, the one he had no idea he was waiting for all this time. His whole life.”

      He uses his other thumb to nudge my chin up. “Have you ever felt like that about somebody, Vi? Because I have. I love you, Violet Randall. And I’ve been waiting for you my whole life.”

      “I love you, Rhys,” I whisper. It’s the only thing I can think of in this moment, the only thing that’s worth saying.

      He kisses me.

      The audience goes absolutely nuts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violet

      

      

      When the applause dies down, I manage to thank all of the readers for coming. Rhys takes a big group picture of all of us on my phone’s camera, and I promise the group I’m going to post it on my Facebook author page as soon as possible and invite them all to tag themselves. And, everyone here will be getting a paperback copy of my newest book—the one I was finishing up when Rhys came knocking on my door—when it releases in a couple months.

      Rhys helps me load up all of my things I brought for the signing—extra books, a banner, treats and bookmarks for the attendees—as best he can, which is impressive for a guy who can only use one arm at the moment.

      “I have my car here,” I say shyly, gesturing to my white SUV.

      He nods. “What do you say to dinner? At my house? It’s almost seven. You’ve got to be hungry.”

      “I’m famished, actually.” I smile up at him. “It’d be nice to catch up. I have…questions.”

      “And I have answers,” he replies, and I know it’s a promise.

      I follow him to his home. He has a cozy house in a quiet, modest neighborhood. Down the street, a dog barks. It feels like a simple, relaxed, nice Saturday evening for all the families who live on this street. They probably don’t get their homes shot up or bear witness to their neighbors losing their shit and holding their families hostage.

      For a second, I can’t move from beside my car, parked in the driveway.

      A warm hand touches my cheek. “Vi?”

      I shift my gaze toward Rhys, and I’m surprised when a couple tears roll down my cheeks. “Yeah.”

      His blue eyes flash with understanding. “Want to come in?”

      I nod, brushing my fingers across my cheeks.

      Rhys winds an arm across my shoulders and leads me inside through the garage. It’s definitely a dude’s house, but I can tell he values cleanliness. The split-level home features a living room with an oversized couch, a huge TV mounted on the wall, nice, warm-brown coffee and end tables, and family pictures on their surfaces and on the wall. There’s a framed photo of Rhys and a young woman who looks a little older than him on the end table. I pick it up. It’s got to be a sister—they share the same wide smile, the same blue eyes, the same sandy hair.

      “That’s Amy,” Rhys says.

      “Your sister,” I say. “She’s pretty. She has a great smile.”

      He nods. “She’s my best friend.” He tilts his head. “Do you have any siblings?”

      “No, only child. Always wished I had one, though. I think I’d want an older sibling. A big sister to teach me stuff. A big brother to protect me.”

      “Little brothers will protect you too,” Rhys says with a smile. “I remember the first time Amy brought home a guy. I gave him so much shit, he ran out of the house and jumped in his car to drive away in less than fifteen minutes.”

      I can’t help laughing at that—hard. “I might have to put that in a book.”

      He grins. “Okay, but I get royalties for that.” Rhys’s face goes serious. “Listen, we should talk about what happened. Will you sit?”

      He gestures into the kitchen behind me, a space that has room for the generous kitchen table on one side. I notice it’s set for two, complete with wineglasses and candles in the middle.

      “Expecting someone, Sergeant?” I tease, sliding into a chair.

      He smiles and lights the candle. “Yep. You.”

      Rhys goes to the oven and withdraws two covered plates. On each is a bacon-wrapped filet mignon, a twice-baked potato, and bright, fresh green beans.

      “I made a lot of assumptions today,” he says, carrying one plate at a time and shooing away my offer for help. “One of which that you would want to come here for dinner. And two that you like red meat. But since you ate pepperoni pizza, I figured that was a safe assumption.”

      I grin as he pours us each a little red wine. “You assumed correctly.” I saw into the steak. It’s a perfect medium. “You also assumed I don’t like well-done steaks.”

      He looks up. “Need me to cook it longer?”

      I wave a hand. “Don’t you touch this steak.” Then I glance at his plate. “Let me cut it for you.”

      I slide out of my seat and go to his side. Then I cut his filet into manageable pieces. Before I can head back to my seat, he drapes a hand over mine and pulls me in for a kiss.

      “Thank you,” he says softly.

      “I’m really happy you’re okay,” I whisper.

      “I was an inch away from not being okay,” he admits. “The bullet almost hit an artery. But the doctors dug out the bullet, and I’ll be in physical therapy for a while. I’ll regain full mobility, it’ll take some time. So that means desk work for me.”

      “Oh darn,” I say sarcastically, and smile. Then I clear my throat and push green beans around my plate. “I wanted to get in touch with you. Boy, you cops sure are hard to contact.”

      “That’s kind of the point,” he says. “I’m sorry I didn’t contact you sooner. I was in the hospital until Thursday. Then I had to get settled here at home, and had my family fussing over me. Then I had to go into the department and debrief with the chief—anyway. I wanted to be there for your signing.”

      “I’m glad you came,” I say. “I was pretty shocked, actually.”

      “So, things got a little crazy that night.” He reaches for my hand again. “And I don’t mean the hostage situation.”

      I flush.

      “We both said some…things. Serious things.”

      I swallow but meet his gaze steadily. “Very serious things.”

      He leans toward me. “I’ve never been in love before you. I haven’t had a lot of girlfriends. I’m afraid I’m going to fuck things up from time to time. I’m not—I’m not perfect, like the heroes you write about. Not by a long shot. I don’t want to let you down.”

      I push his plate away and sit on his lap. “The thing about the heroes I write about—they all have flaws, too. They’re perfectly imperfect. What matters is their hearts.” I place my hand over his chest. “You have a perfect heart. That’s why I love you.”

      Our kiss starts out sweet and quickly turns deep, slow, and wet. I pull my lips from his with a gasp. “We can reheat the food, right?”

      “Yep,” he replies, sounding just as breathless. He stands up, keeping his good arm wrapped around my waist, and carries me down a short hall to the master bedroom. He tosses me onto the bed, and giggling, I start stripping.

      “Normally I would insist on that,” he says, carefully taking off the sling and keeping his gaze on me, “but I’m a little shorthanded at the moment.”

      “I didn’t know you were punny, Officer.” I sweep off my top and wriggle out of my jeans, then crawl toward him and kneel on the edge of the bed. Tenderly, I undress him, stopping to lightly kiss the bandage over his shoulder and chest, then push him back until he’s flat on the bed.

      “I don’t think you should put any weight on that arm,” I tell him, leaning over him. “So I think I’ll need to be on top this time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he exhales. The exhale becomes a deep groan of pleasure as I move the crotch of my thong to the side and sink onto him, bracing my hands on either side of his head. “Jesus Christ, Vi. You’re wet as fuck.”

      “I’ve been missing you,” I say, throwing my head back as I envelop every inch of him. He feels huge inside my petite frame, but I’ve never been filled like this before. I’ve done a lot of imagining of what the “perfect” man feels like, but for the first time in my life, I’m actually experiencing him.

      And it’s better than anything.

      I ride him slow and hard, taking my time, torturing us both. My pleasure keeps spiking like a crazed heart monitor. When I can’t hold out any longer, I lean down until our mouths meet and slam my hips down on his until I explode around him.

      “Shit, yes!” He grabs my hip hard with his good hand, working me on his cock the way he needs until he bursts inside me like a volcano and he growls deep and low. Then he gathers me close and rotates us so we’re lying on our sides.

      “I missed you,” he whispers. “A week feels like a fucking eternity.”

      “That was worth the wait,” I murmur. “That’s going in a book.”

      He chuckles. “Is that what our relationship is going to be from now on, you putting things in books?”

      I kiss him. “I can’t imagine crafting a better love story. A bookish girl falls for a hunky cop who’s an actual, real-life hero. You can’t make this stuff up.”

      “Write one about a lonely cop who felt like he was stumbling around in the dark until this beautiful, bright light found him and showed him the path home.” Rhys strokes my cheek.

      I think about that. That could be a best-seller.

      “I’ll write it,” I tell him, bringing my forehead against his. “But it’ll be just for you and me. Because that’s our story.”

      The story of us, and we’ve only written the first chapter.

      One down, infinity to go.
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        Violet

        One month later

      

      

      Ridge City Police Headquarters is bustling on a Friday afternoon as I carry a brown paper bag full of food up to the seventh floor where SWAT is located. I intended to bring lunch for Rhys and his whole crew, but when I get up there, I see him and Detective Rivers—Saint, as he insists I call him—lounging around near cubicles, chatting and laughing.

      Rhys normally works nights, but this week he’s had in-service training, so he’s actually getting to do the regular, eight-hour day shift, and what’s even better is that he has a real weekend off. That’s a new thing to get used to as the girlfriend of a cop—things like “weekends” and “holidays” become a thing of the past, unless fate lands just right and one of his off-days falls on a weekend or holiday.

      We’re planning to do the ultimate staycation—not leave his house until Monday morning. I’ve got Netflix queued up, groceries are stocked, and we have plenty of (canned) wine and beer. Clothing will be optional. I’m going to opt for nope.

      “Hey,” I call with a grin as I approach. “You guys are doing a really great job of keeping the city safe and stuff, cracking ‘that’s what she said’ jokes at your desks.”

      “If it ain’t the ball-buster,” Saint says dryly.

      Since he and Rhys are such good friends, I’ve gotten to know Saint a lot more this past month. He was something of a “saint” in getting my window repaired and my apartment cleaned so fast. He’s a pretty mysterious kind of guy, though. All I know about him is that he’s in Auto Theft, and his younger brother Jaxson is a patrol cop.

      “Sweetheart,” Rhys says by way of greeting, and kisses me on the mouth.

      “Ah, get a room,” Saint complains.

      “No need this time,” I say. “I just came to drop off lunch. I thought the whole crew would be here, but I guess this is all for you guys.” I open the bag to show off the boxes of barbecue takeout I got at the best joint in town.

      “Their loss,” Rhys says, grabbing for a container overflowing with sloppy ribs.

      “You’re an angel,” Saint says, pulling out two containers. “I’ll probably be here all night. Big case.”

      “The car theft ring you were telling me about?” Rhys says with a frown.

      The second-best part about bringing lunch to Rhys at work is that I get to overhear very interesting things on a regular basis, and since I’m “part of the family” now, they often discuss things as though I’m not there. Hello, book fodder…

      Saint nods. “I’m this close to a breakthrough. We’re organizing the op to set up a meet with the ringleader.”

      “Wow,” Rhys says, lifting his brows. “Congrats.”

      “Eh, don’t congratulate me yet.” Saint shrugs. “Anything can happen.”

      “Sounds like you’ll be here late,” I say, and offer him the bag. “Take more. You need to keep up your strength.”

      He shrugs again. “Sure, thank you.” Then he points a finger. “By the way, easy on the book stuff, buttercup.”

      I grin innocently. “Who, me?”

      He chuckles and balances four cartons. “I’ll share this with the team. Thanks again, Vi. Rhys—catch you later.”

      Saint walks off, and I turn back to where Rhys is perched on his desk. His computer screensaver is on—a picture of us from last weekend, his arms—now completely sling-free—wrapped around me.

      “Well, that sounds serious,” I tell him.

      “It is.” He slips his arms around me. “Thanks for the food. Especially for him—he’s been working really long nights. By the way—don’t forget to lock your car. Ever.”

      “I won’t,” I say, “but I highly doubt these car thieves are much interested in a five-year-old Honda SUV. He said before they’re targeting luxury vehicles.”

      “True. But can’t be too careful.”

      “Well, then maybe I should make sure I have an officer with me at all times.” I smile and wind my arms around his neck.

      He clears his throat. “Funny you should say that, actually.”

      “Why?”

      He sighs and grins. “I’ve never been a patient man. You should know that about me.”

      “I’m well aware of that at this point,” I say, mystified. “Rhys, what’s up?”

      He pushes me back by my hips a few inches and sticks a hand in the pocket of his dress pants. “I was going to do this during our staycation. But now that you’re here, at headquarters, it almost feels…more appropriate.” His smile fades and his eyes grow serious. “Because, you need to know, Vi, that you wouldn’t just be saying yes to me. You’d be saying yes to the department. Yes to living this kind of life with me. It’s hard. It’s hardest on you guys—the families. The loved ones.” He withdraws his hand and shows me a ring box. “The…wives.”

      My heart stops beating.

      Carefully, he springs the lid. A beautiful cushion-cut diamond engagement ring sparkles up at me.

      “It’s soon,” he says softly. “I know it’s soon. But you’re it for me, Vi. I’m crazy for you, and I always will be. It’ll only ever be you. But this ring and I, we’re asking a lot. Some would say too much.”

      I swallow hard and lift my gaze from the ring to his. I’m new to this life, this world of police officers and all they go through. The danger. The sometimes life-threatening situations.

      My gaze drops to his shoulder, just now starting to return to normal. The wounds.

      I know we won’t have a “normal” life. I know we won’t always do things the traditional way. Things won’t be perfect, like the happily-ever-afters I write in my books.

      But I don’t want perfect. I want Rhys Hartley. Because I love him, and he loves me. And if saying yes to him means saying yes to the badge, then I want my own I can wear proudly pinned to my chest. Forever.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes to it all. To everything. I want you, Rhys. I love you.”

      His eyes light up, and he slides the ring onto my finger. “Violet, I love you, and I swear to you I will do everything in my power to give you the happily-ever-after you deserve.”

      As we kiss, I know he means every word of it.

      Another beautiful chapter to add to our never-ending love story.
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        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      
        
        Saint

      

      

      The last thing in the world I expected when I went undercover to meet the head of a luxury car theft ring in Ridge City was Lyra—the raven-haired dark angel from my past who immediately grabbed my heart again with her beautiful face and sexy body.

      She’s not a bad person. She's just made some bad decisions. And now, more than ever, she needs my help. I can’t bust her just yet. I need time to explore her mind…and hopefully something more.

      She makes me want to forget my name and get down to all kinds of devilish actions with her.

      She needs protecting…and I’m the only man for the job.

      

      
        
        Lyra

      

      

      I never wanted to be part of this criminal underworld, but my abusive ex is threatening me.

      But I never imagined he’d actually set me up to take the fall for him until a detective’s flashlight is in my eyes. A detective who I know from a past that seems so long ago.

      He’s always been the sexiest man I’ve ever seen…and despite our past history, he might want to take me to jail.

      His name is Saint.

      I desperately need Saint to save me from my ex and the dangerous game I've been playing…and I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anything.

      But can he set the law to the side to be my archangel and protect me, or will he devil me to prison for God knows how long?

      

      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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        Saint Rivers

      

      

      “Are we clear on the operation?”

      I glance around the table at my assembled team, clenching my jaw. Tonight cannot go sideways. What we’ve accomplished—what I’ve managed to do—is a one-shot only situation, and the margin for error for tonight is small.

      Heads nod, and I feel only a glimmer of satisfaction, but that’s still a good thing. The best of the best sit at this table at HQ with me now—detectives from auto theft, undercover patrol officers, a few members of SWAT. Gunner Hansen, a top undercover officer, gives me a nod across the table. He’s got my back if no one else does.

      I only wish my older brother Jaxson was on this op with me. He’s a year older, but it’s almost like we’re twins. We’re as close as if we came into this world together, and we even got our first tattoos together—a cross in the middle of our chests, and the word “Trust” on our left ribs.

      But he’s got his own cases, and this one is mine. This one is the one that could make or break my career in Auto Theft.

      I’m finally going to get my hands on Max Hendricks, the suspected lead of a luxury car theft ring in Ridge City.

      Suspected, my ass. He’s guilty, and tonight I’m going to bring his sorry ass in where he belongs. He and his team are responsible for a string of seventy-five thefts over the past two months. Benzes, Beamers, Range Rovers, Ferraris, Lambos. You name it, they’ve stolen it.

      I’ve orchestrated tonight’s meeting with him as delicately as handling a bomb. It’s been a meeting that’s been a month in the works. He’s been evasive and occasionally impossible to get a hold of, giving me the runaround while, I’m sure, he tried to determine whether or not I was who I said I was—a fence for those luxury vehicles. I produced falsified reports of “transactions” I told him I’d completed for similar hot products, selling these cars overseas to buyers willing to pay top dollar. I engaged the tech team and the cybercrimes department to make the transactions appear as legit as possible.

      Finally, finally, last week, he agreed to meet with me, to discuss a plan for getting the cars overseas and into buyers’ hands.

      “Let’s run it down one more time,” I say to my team. “We’re supposed to meet at one of his properties, an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of downtown. I sent Gunner’s team to recon the location earlier this week.”

      Gunner nods and glances around at the team. “Confirmed the location as being Hendricks’s. But it’s only abandoned on paper. And it’s only one of his bases.”

      Another auto theft detective leans forward. “How many bases are we talking?”

      Gunner shrugs. “We suspect it’s close to a dozen. They’re places where the cars are being stored, where they do transactions and meets from, and they’re constantly rotating.”

      “Can’t have the cops getting onto them,” I add drily. “One thing at a time. We get Hendricks, we get everything. He’s the key. That’s why tonight is so fucking important. No mistakes.”

      Heads nod again. I don’t have to say it. Some officers take shit like that to offense. Others know to put their pride to the side and focus on the mission.

      “The meet is scheduled for eleven,” I go on, glancing at my watch. “So we’ve got an hour to get in place, an hour to set up surveillance. Make sure you keep an extra-sharp eye out for tails. If anyone sees you, if anything feels off, get out of there.”

      “You gonna be wired?” Gunner asks.

      I hesitate. “He’s not a stupid guy. He’s going to take any and all precautions to make sure I am who I say I am. So, no.”

      Gunner shakes his head. “I don’t like that.”

      Neither would Jaxson.

      “Shit, me neither,” I say. “But what option is there? I go in wired, he finds it, I’m a dead man.”

      It means I’ll be alone, essentially, but that’s why I have a team.

      “No worries, Saint,” Gunner says finally, mustering up a good impression of a confident grin. “We’ve got your back.”
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        * * *

      

      Tonight, I’m not driving one of the force’s unmarked cars. I’m driving a current-model black Camaro, rented especially for tonight. It’s a super-souped-up version that would cost about seventy grand on the market. For my persona, it’s just his everyday car.

      My unmarked car is a few blocks away near the bar Triple Six. Gunner and I dropped it there earlier in the day. You never know when shit will go wrong and you need to get the hell out of somewhere.

      I check my phone. I’ve got messages from the team stating everyone is position. I cruise down the street toward the address Hendricks gave me during our last phone call, then rev my engine a few times for good measure to announce my arrival.

      The warehouse sits on the corner, and a large garage bay door starts to rise. I step out of the car and stride toward the two men who stand there to greet me. They both have guns—one has an AK-47, the other an Uzi. They clearly fucking mean business.

      “You Saint?” one of them asks gruffly.

      I used my real first name when I introduced myself to Hendricks, but a fake last name. I nod, affecting a cocky grin. “Sometimes they call me Devil, though.”

      Neither of the men cracks a smile, but they exchange a look.

      I shrug. “Tough crowd. We doing this, or what?”

      One of them nods. “She’s waiting.”

      She? What the fuck? I frown, and it’s not fake. “I thought I was supposed to be meeting with Hendricks.”

      The guy fixes me with a hard stare. “Yeah, well. Something came up. You’ll meet with his right hand instead. You got a problem with that? If you do, you can turn around and fuck right off in your loud-ass Camaro.”

      I lift my hands. “Hey, man. Whatever. I’m just going off what I was told. I don’t want to be sharing all the info with someone who’s not supposed to know it.”

      “We don’t have any secrets,” the other guy says, and they both turn their backs on me.

      I follow them through a cavernous garage bay. It smells like old motor oil, half-smoked cigarettes, singed metal. It’s pretty brightly lit for a place that’s supposed to be abandoned, but I don’t see any of the stolen luxury cars anywhere. There are regular cars scattered around, but they’re in various states—and not one looks to be a whole, complete car.

      Chop shop.

      I keep my face neutral as I follow them through the open area to a short hallway that opens to another area with a large garage door at the back of it. I imagine it faces the other side of the block, which is good—there are at least three teams of officers waiting there. I’m not wired, but we decided I’ll pretend to check my phone during the meet and send a pre-typed text message to them to alert them it’s go-time.

      There are a few more men standing around all dressed in black. They’re talking to a woman who has her back to me.

      I don’t miss the petite, curvy body showcased to perfection in tight black jeans and a black leather jacket, or the thick, waist-length hair the color of espresso.

      Damn.

      Then I shove the all-male part of me—hard.

      Knock that shit off, Detective.

      “Our guest has arrived,” one of my tour guides says.

      The woman turns around, long hair swinging.

      All the breath leaves my body, and not only because she’s the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.

      It’s because I know her.

      Lyra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lyra Michaels

      

      

      I pace in the back of the warehouse, my boots clattering on the concrete floor. I’m anxious, and when I’m anxious, I can’t settle down.

      Earlier today, Max ordered me to take over this meeting, even though I said I didn’t want to. I’ve been wanting to get out of this life, and I’ve told him that, over and over. I don’t want to be a car thief anymore, but more than that, I don’t want to be around him anymore. As much as I hate him, I can’t get away from him. He holds every bad thing I’ve ever done with him over my head, and he’s threatened to rat me out via his many secret sources more times than I can count.

      This last heist we’ve pulled—seventy-five cars in fifty days—was supposed to be my last job. I was supposed to get my cut, and then I was leaving Ridge City for good to never, ever come back. When I told him that right after the last car was stolen, he hit me so hard it made all the other times he hit me seem like kisses.

      He’s my ex. He’s been my ex for over two years now, and yet, he still has control over me. It makes me hate myself more than I hate him, and I hate him bad.

      Today, he told me something came up and he wouldn’t be able to make the meeting tonight, with some hotshot fence who could get the cars overseas to the black market.

      “I need you to do it, Lyra,” he said in that sickly sweet way of his. “Please. Just this last one. Let’s get the cars lined up with the fence, and then you can go do whatever you want and I’ll leave you alone forever.”

      What Max has in mind, I have no idea, but I don’t care. I just want to do this job, take this stupid meeting, get my cut, and get the fuck out. I’ve earned enough money over the years to buy myself a whole new identity, make myself disappear where he can never find me again.

      “Why don’t you settle down?” one of the guys asks me, lazily watching me pace. “You nervous you get to be in charge of the classroom?”

      I shoot him a glare. “Shut the fuck up. I just want to get this over with.”

      He shakes his head. He and the other guy—both of them low-level thieves—smirk at each other. “You can run, Lyra, but you can’t hide. You’ll never fully be rid of Max. You know that, right?”

      I want to flick the butterfly knife in my back pocket out and slice his stupid smirk off his face, but I restrain myself. I’d be playing into their insults, proving myself to be the overly emotional and incapable team member they thought me to be. I’ve always just been known as “Max’s girl” even long after I’d stopped being Max’s girl.

      “Why don’t you shut your mouth and focus on the task at hand?” I say coolly.

      He shrugs, then his gaze fixes on something over my shoulder. “They’re here.”

      Behind me, I hear one of the guards call out, “Our guest has arrived.”

      I whip around, ready to put on the act Max always taught me to have during business meetings, even when he was doing the talking.

      But my rehearsed speech fails me when I get a good look at the man approaching me. Well over six feet, sandy hair, light eyes, a chest full of tattoos. My gaze first lands on his full lips, then drops lower, where his black shirt, unbuttoned to his sternum, offers a peek of a familiar tattoo. A black cross.

      Saint Rivers strides toward me.

      My heart stops.

      When his gaze meets mine, his eyes widen, and he halts in his tracks.

      It’s probably the first time since I met him two months ago that I’ve ever seen his cool demeanor drop.

      We both stare at each other for a minute that stretches on until an uncomfortable and noticeable amount of time has passed.

      One of the guys heckling me rises to his feet. “Cat got your tongue, Saint?”

      “Yeah,” the guard behind him drawls. His hand hovers above the gun on his hip. “Is there a problem here?”

      “No,” I manage to choke out, backing up fast toward the big bay door. “No!”

      I catch a fleeting glimpse of Saint whipping around and disarming one of the guards as he brings his gun up, then quickly shooting the other in the knee before he can get off a shot. I yank the lever for the garage door to open, and as soon as it lifts just enough for me to fit under, I throw myself to the ground and wiggle under the opening.

      “Lyra!” he shouts behind me, and his voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      Nope nope nope.

      I struggle to my feet. Across the street, out of seemingly nowhere, five or six men rush toward the building out of the shadows.

      “Stop!” several of them yell at me, but I pay them no mind and take off in a dead run up the street. I have no idea where I’m headed, just that I need to get the fuck away from here now.

      I spare them no backward glance as my feet slam against the sidewalk. If I reach the corner and turn left and head down that block, then cut over another couple of blocks, there’s an underground bar, Triple Six, on that street, that I know I can disappear in. It’s the kind of place you go to get lost, and that’s exactly what I need to do.

      As I dart across the street, I make the mistake of glancing over my shoulder. The sight of a large, speedy form following me makes my heart lurch into my throat.

      It’s him—Saint. He’s following me.

      There’s no time to waste. I kick my legs into an even higher gear. The heeled boots I’m wearing tonight turned out to be a bad choice, but I didn’t anticipate I’d be running half a mile in them. But adrenaline pumps so hard and fast through me that I can’t feel a thing. Tomorrow I will—if I get a tomorrow.

      Behind me, faintly, I hear, “Lyra! Stop!”

      I reach the end of the second block and know I’ll never make it to Triple Six. I’ve got to find a place to hide. I cross the street to continue in the same direction I was heading in, desperate to put distance between me and Saint. There’s a narrow alley between a couple of brick buildings, so I duck into it and head for the dumpster at the end of the alley. I swing myself behind it and crouch down, the rusted metal against my left side and the brick wall of the building at my back. My chest heaves with the need to suck in oxygen, and I clap a hand hard over my mouth so my gasps don’t fill the still air of the night.

      It’s quiet—too quiet.

      I hear footsteps, measured and deliberate, coming down the street I just ducked off of. I will myself not to breathe, but my heart thuds in my chest, in my throat, against my temples. The desire to flee burns in my legs, but I hold still. However, if he comes down the alley and checks on the other side of the dumpster…I’m done.

      The footsteps stop about halfway down. There’s a long beat of silence. I press my other hand over the first, still against my mouth. After a moment, I hear more footsteps, but they’re heading back toward the entrance of the alley.

      I wait a moment longer, then risk a peek around the side of the dumpster. The alley is empty.

      I draw a deep breath, then slowly rise from my position behind the dumpster. It looks clear. I creep to the mouth of the alley and lean around the corner, checking up and down the street to make sure no one’s there. I can still go to Triple Six—that’s the best place to hide out for a couple of hours until the cops are done checking the area.

      I don’t even take a single step outside of the alley before a large, heavy hand drops over my mouth and a thick arm snakes around my waist, trapping my arms at my sides, and pulls me back into the alley.

      I throw all of my might against the arm that holds me. It doesn’t budge.

      A pair of pillow-soft lips graze the shell of my ear, and a sinfully deep, throaty voice fills my soul.

      “Lyra Michaels,” Saint Rivers whispers. “As I live and breathe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saint

      

      

      She thrashes against me—or tries.

      I hold her fast to my body. She’s so warm, and I can feel her heart thudding hard. I don’t mean to scare her, but I can’t risk her screaming, either. Those assholes in the warehouse escaped, except for the one I shot, and I don’t need them finding our location. Lyra had no idea she was running in the direction of my actual car, not the rental, that I parked near Triple Six bar earlier that afternoon in the event I needed to getaway fast, in case things went wrong. And things had gone very wrong. Lyra Michaels was where Max Hendricks was supposed to have been, and then she ran from me.

      “Calm down,” I murmur into her ear. “I don’t want to hurt you. If you keep resisting me, I might.”

      She stills, and I feel a wave of remorse. I don’t want to hurt her, at all. And I don’t mean that as a threat. It’s a fact—if she keeps resisting arrest, I will have to use techniques to get her to comply. And those techniques can be painful.

      And I don’t want to hurt the woman I once promised to help.

      My heart hurts. As in, physically hurts. It’s hurt ever since I saw her in the warehouse, wearing the mantle of leadership on her curvy shoulders. She was supposed to be in charge. It was in the tip of her chin, the purse of her full lips, the gleam in her blue eyes. An air of command that was so incredibly powerful and sexy.

      And it also meant I failed.

      “Lyra, what are you doing?” I whisper harshly. “What are you doing?”

      I push her against the brick wall of the building. Her head turns to the side, and she bares her teeth at me. I wrangle her arms behind her back, slapping on a pair of cuffs. The click of them locking into place is the sound of my heart tearing.

      “I told you back then,” she says through gritted teeth. “This life chose me. I don’t have a choice.”

      I lean against her, bracing an arm against the wall, and tilt my head down to place my mouth close to hers. Her scent—a rich, spicy vanilla scent that’s juicy and dark—fills my nostrils and I can’t help the surge in my jeans. I wanted her then. I still want her now.

      “And I told you that’s bullshit.” I turn her around and hold her back to the wall so I can look her in the eye. If it’s possible, she’s more beautiful now than she was when I first met her two months ago.

      A lifetime has passed since then, and also no time at all.

      I met her when I first started casing the places Max Hendricks went, before I contacted him online. I wanted to get a feel for his habits, see the company he kept. I stuck to the shadows and followed as many of his movements as I could. On the night of his birthday two months ago, I lurked in the shadows of Triple Six, when it reopened after a shooting my buddy Vice Detective Dominic Black was involved in. That night, an arrogant Hendricks had swaggered in, in a designer outfit that probably cost more than my mortgage. The two guards I met tonight had been with him—and so had the most beautiful woman I ever saw.

      She wore black jeans and strappy heels, a plunging, tight black top, everything showing off her exquisitely curvy body. I noted not only her beautiful face, waist-length hair, and sinful body, but also the stunning, elaborate sleeve tattoo on her left arm from shoulder to wrist. It was hard to make the design out, but the intricate, three-dimensional shading caught my eye.

      Along with her miserable expression.

      Now, she glares at me. “You’re lucky I didn’t say anything about you being a cop back there. You’d be dead if I had. Maybe you should say thank you.”

      “Thank you,” I reply immediately.

      “Your life for mine,” she mutters, and her eyes close, her brows drawing together like she’s in pain.

      She doesn’t have to explain. She’s running with a dangerous crowd known for pulling the trigger before asking questions.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way,” I tell her. “I can help you, Lyra, if you let me.”

      She says nothing, but I don’t miss the quiver of her chin.

      I lean back and pull her gently by the elbow. She’s not fighting me anymore, but she won’t meet my gaze.

      I keep one hand on her shoulder as I pull my cell phone out and dial Gunner. He answers on half a ring.

      “Saint?”

      “G,” I say. “I need some help.”

      “I’ll say,” he says, sounding anxious. “Shit went sideways. We got two of the guys in that warehouse, though.”

      “Good.” I look at Lyra. She’s pretending to ignore me, but there are only so many places she can look in our close proximity. “I have a potential witness, but we’re in a tight spot. There’s more than just the guys you pinched tonight, and I don’t want to blow my cover—or what’s left of it. And I need to get her somewhere safe.”

      “Safehouse?” Gunner says after a brief pause that tells me he didn’t miss me saying her.

      “I need the keys.”

      “All right. Meet me at Sharp Ridges diner. You near your unmarked?”

      Triple Six is just across the street. “Yep.”

      “All right. See you in fifteen.”

      I hang up and tuck my phone in my pocket. Lyra finally glances at me.

      “We’re going to a safe location,” I tell her. “You got a cell phone on you?”

      She glances down at her side. “Back pocket.”

      I reach behind her. My hand grazes the generous curve of her ass as I feel for the phone. We lock gazes as I find the phone and pull it out.

      Ignoring my suddenly hammering heart, I hold it up. “Sorry, but we can’t take this with us.”

      Her full lips tighten into a line. “Then do what you have to do. Detective.”

      She may as well have said, “You piece of shit” for all the venom she channeled into that one word. It’s strangely hurtful, considering I’m just trying to help her, but I turn and hurl the device against the wall. It shatters, and I stomp on the remains a few hard times for good measure.

      “What’s the plan here?” she says, shifting her weight. “We’re kind of out in the open, and I’m kind of a dead woman if we just stand here.”

      I turn to face her. “We’re going to meet another cop to get keys to a safe location. That’s the plan.” I take her elbow and point across the street. “I’ve got an unmarked car parked over there.”

      I pull her close to me so it’s not immediately obvious to anyone passing by she’s in cuffs and lead her quickly across the street. She stumbles a little, almost going down to a knee, and I wrap an arm around her waist and haul her close to me.

      She glances up at me. “Thanks.”

      “I won’t let you fall,” I murmur.

      Her throat moves as she swallows.

      I help her into my car, my head on a swivel as I make sure no one is watching us. I don’t immediately see anyone in the vicinity, though I hear loud, raucous music coming from Triple Six.

      My unmarked is just that—it’s a basic, dark sedan, nothing eye-catching, with heavily tinted windows. It looks like a beater, but it’s bulletproof and has a souped-up engine.

      I slide in behind the wheel, lock the doors, and fasten my seat belt. Then I turn to help her with hers.

      “Is it really necessary you keep me in cuffs?” she says. “You already know I have nothing on me. And where am I going to go?”

      “I can’t have you trying to jump out of the car while it’s in motion.”

      She looks down at her lap, shaking her head. “Why would I try to jump out? I’m safer with you than not.”

      I study her for a long moment. All my training tells me no, absolutely not.

      Against every ounce of my better judgment, I gently shift her so her back is to me and unlock the handcuffs.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs, massaging her wrists. Then she tugs her seatbelt on.

      “Don’t make me regret doing that,” I tell her in a hard voice.

      “I won’t.” Lyra folds her arms tight over her middle. “Please—just get me out of here.”

      I don’t need to be told twice.

      I also can’t shake the nagging thought that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for Lyra Michaels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lyra

      

      

      I sit quietly in the car, watching Saint converse with another cop outside a diner on the outskirts of the downtown area. They seem engrossed in the conversation, and with every second that passes, my anxiety spikes.

      Tonight couldn’t have gone more wrong if it tried. How could I know the meet was actually a damn sting? If only Max was there instead of me. If only—

      Wait.

      Wait a damn minute…

      Max was insistent to the point of threatening when he asked—no, told—me to come to this meeting tonight. It was just supposed to be a meeting where I felt the fence out, got all of the intel, and gave it to Max. It was no big deal. He could have had one of his right-hands take the meeting, guys who outranked me in the absurd hierarchy of this crime ring.

      But no. He’d forced me to go.

      Did he know?

      Had he smelled something off and…set me up to take the fall?

      We had a bad relationship. We have a bad relationship, but I have an uncanny knack for stealing cars and orchestrating diversions to help the team steal cars. It’s because of that I’m still here—because Max recognizes my value at least as a thief if not a human being, and certainly not as a woman.

      I suppose I thought that skillset might protect me.

      Clearly, I’m dead wrong.

      Outside, the cop and Saint appear to be wrapping up their chat. Neither look particularly happy, but the other cop hands Saint the white plastic bag with the diner’s logo on the side he’s been holding the whole time. They do a half-shake, half-hug, bro thing and then Saint walks back to the car.

      Without my permission, my gaze devours him as he approaches. He’s just as sexy as I remember him being that night two months ago when we met at Triple Six. The orangey glow from the parking lot light casts a bright patch on his sandy hair as he strides toward me, head lowered. His wide shoulders sway with an arrogant swagger, but it’s not contrived, as if Saint himself is unaware of his arrogance. That lack of awareness makes him thirty times sexier, and there’s not much room for improvement to start with.

      He left me breathless in that bar two months ago, and as he opens the door and slides behind the wheel, I’m practically dizzy now.

      He lifts a hand toward the other cop, then reaches behind me to place the bag that appears to be full of Styrofoam containers into the backseat.

      “He got us food,” Saint says unnecessarily. “The safehouse is low on groceries.”

      “I can’t imagine you have people staying there all the time,” I say as he starts the engine and pulls off.

      “We don’t.” He keeps his eyes on the road, and I lapse into silence, staring out the window. The enormity of the night falls over me, and I tumble into a kind of shock.

      I’m not sure how much time passes, and I don’t realize I’ve almost started to doze off when I hear Saint mutter, “Oh, shit.”

      I sit up straight in my seat and throw him an alarmed look. “What?”

      His gaze travels between the road and the rearview mirror, his jaw tensing as he clenches it. In another setting, that would’ve turned me into a puddle in this leather car seat, but now I find it frightening.

      Then he says those three words. You know those words. You hear them in every single action movie, every single thrilling TV drama right before an epic car chase kicks off.

      “We got company.”

      “Oh, shit,” I murmur, sinking down in my seat.

      “They’ve been on our tail for the last five minutes.”

      I crane my neck to peer into the sideview mirror in a futile attempt to glimpse our “company.” “Is it possible it’s one of your cop buddies giving us an escort?”

      “I would know about an escort,” he says in a clipped tone. He casts a sidelong glance at me. “I suspect it’s one of your buddies.”

      I suspect that, too. I just didn’t have the guts to speak it out loud. My heart plummets. There’s only one reason why one of my “buddies” would be tailing us—me. And it’s not because they’re worried about my safety. They want to harm it.

      They want to kill me.

      “Well, here we go,” Saint sighs in this too-calm, done-this-too-many-times, resigned voice that immediately makes my stomach lurch. “Your seatbelt is on, right?”

      I tug on my belt for good measure, just as he mashes the gas pedal and the car shoots forward. The engine makes a heavy thrumming noise in response—the telltale sign of something serious beneath the hood. Looks are deceiving. I could’ve sworn this unmarked was a piece of crap, but it’s been keeping a secret.

      Like Saint was, when we first met.

      “Never would have thought when I first met you at Triple Six two months ago, we’d be here,” he says in that same calm tone, eyes shifting nonstop between the road and the rearview mirror. “Baby, I’d say you made some poor choices.”

      “I’m not your baby,” I snap, trying to ignore the embers that stir way down low between my thighs when he calls me that. “And my choices are none of your business. You don’t know me.”

      He spares me one intense second, his hazel eyes fixing on mine before he turns them back to the road. “You stole cars. And you’re cozied up with a man who’s in charge of that operation. I’m an Auto Theft Detective. I’d say that very much does make it my business.”

      Without warning, he cuts over to the right lane and swoops onto the interstate ramp. We’re about to take the scenic route.

      The car following us, a silver sedan with deep-black tinted windows, just barely manages to follow us.

      “I should’ve known you were a cop that night,” I spit, gripping the oh-shit handle with one hand and my seatbelt with the other. “Just trying to work me for information.”

      Saint glances at me again, then removes one hand from the wheel and covers mine. “That’s not all it was.”

      An intense burst of heat surges through me at his touch. That night, I stepped out of the ladies’ room at the back of the bar and found him waiting outside the door.

      “Creeper,” I muttered, trying to slip past him.

      His hand landed on my arm. “Wait.”

      I turned and found myself staring into these beautiful hazel eyes, a straight nose, a square jaw, and tempting, full lips. His short, light brown hair was intentionally mussed, as if he’d run a palmful of gel through it and let the wind take care of the rest. His muscular body, arms covered in tattoos, might have intimidated me, especially since he was so much taller, but his touch was gentle.

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he told me.

      I shake my head at the memory, surprised at how much it hurts. “You were working me.”

      “Everything I said to you was real,” he says. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I don’t know what you’re doing with a loser like Max Hendricks. And I can take care of you.”

      That night, I remember being surprised at myself for falling for his lines as if I never heard them before. I was so desperate to get away from Max, my bullshit radar must have been broken.

      But I didn’t feel like Saint was bullshitting me that night. And part of me doesn’t feel like he is now. But then I think back to that night again, to what happened at the end of the night, when his patrol cop friends put me in handcuffs—at his directive, I found out later.

      “Were you taking care of me when you had me detained?” I ask, stifling a grunt as he whips around a corner.

      He doesn’t answer for a long moment, weaving in and out of traffic. “Goddamn bastards,” he mutters. Then he sighs. “Yes, Lyra. I was taking care of you.”

      I glare at him. “Explain that one, please.”

      “I had no intention of arresting you, personally,” he says. “The same way you told me you can read people? I got mad skills there too, baby. It’s how I made my career. And I could tell you were there against your will. I’m not saying you’re innocent—God knows you’re not.”

      I tighten my lips and look away.

      “But I do know there’s more to you than meets the eye. And if your pals, who clearly care so much for your safety and well-being, got wind of the fact that you and I had an understanding, you’d have been dead a long time ago.”

      “So could you.” I turn to look over my shoulder. The silver sedan is several cars behind us, and Saint heads toward a ramp to get off the interstate. “I could’ve told them I saw you talking to those patrol cops before you slipped out of the bar. You never would’ve walked into the garage tonight.”

      Saint stares into the rearview, cuts a hard right turn, then another right, then a left, and then finally whips the car into a narrow alley and kills the lights and engine.

      In the darkness, he turns to me. “So why didn’t you?”

      I gape at him for several seconds. “I-I don’t know why.”

      He leans toward me, sliding one hand along my jaw and underneath my hair. “I do know why. It’s because you felt what I felt that night. I’ve never forgotten it. I’ve never stopped thinking about you.”

      I gulp audibly. My heart pounds hard against my chest.

      I say nothing, but it’s because I can’t deny his words. I can’t tell him he’s wrong, he’s full of shit, that I never thought about him.

      Because I have.

      His palm is warm against my cheek. “You don’t have to say it,” he says, as though he’s reading my mind. “But you know it’s true. I know it’s true. And, Lyra, I’m going to make sure nothing happens to you.”

      He pulls his hand away from me and throws the gear shift into reverse. He stealthily backs the car out of the alley, maneuvers back onto the street, and creeps off.

      We’ve lost the tail. I should feel good about that, but it’s hard to concentrate.

      It’s hard to think of anything but the lingering caress of his hand on my skin.
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        Saint

      

      

      The night I met Lyra, I intended only to question her about Max Hendricks, see if I could flip her as a witness for our side, offer her protection and maybe a deal—some immunity for her cooperation. I knew she was gorgeous, but when she stepped out of the ladies’ room and I got an up-close look at her exquisite face and those haunting blue eyes, her delicate nose and those incredible, plump lips, everything I intended to tell her went out of my head and I uttered the only words I could think of in that moment.

      You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Not my finest moment as a detective. But as a man? I just saw an angel.

      Then I did some extremely fast talking, that included me telling her who I was, who I worked for, that I knew who she was with, and that I could help her if she’d only take it.

      That I’d take care of her.

      It didn’t go over well. The brief moment we shared before I did the very fast talking shattered. At the mention of the words “Ridge City PD,” she backed away from me, shaking her head, her long, beautiful dark hair swaying.

      I had to tell Gunner who was there with a few other undercover cops to put her in cuffs along with the rest of her crew—to avoid any suspicion. By the time Gunner’s crew descended on them, Max Hendricks had fled, and we ended up having to release those assholes because…no evidence.

      That’s one of the shittiest parts of this job—knowing some people are every bit as guilty as you think they are, and not being able to do anything about it because of rules.

      After that, I waited for the other shoe to drop. I waited for the attack to come, after Lyra surely ratted me out. But it never did.

      She had my back.

      As we pull into the attached garage of the house discreetly used as a safehouse in a subdivision fifteen miles outside the city, I glance over at Lyra. She hasn’t said a word since we left the alley. I don’t know what to make of it, and I wonder fleetingly if I should’ve just kept my mouth shut. But, dammit, I have thought about Lyra every single night since that night at Triple Six. And walking into the garage tonight fully expecting to see Max Hendricks’s punkass and seeing her instead was like a thousand volts of electricity thrumming through my body.

      And now, we’re going to be alone together, until I can figure out what to do with her.

      The safehouse is small and tidy. We don’t use it on a regular basis, but every now and then an undercover cop needs to lie low here, or a witness needs some protection. I hope Lyra will become the latter—she can singlehandedly put Max Hendricks away for a long, long time, if she decides she’s willing to take that risk.

      And if she’s not… I don’t want to think about those implications. Because none of the scenarios end well for her.

      I make Lyra wait in the kitchen while I quickly clear the house. We have a state-of-the-art security system to make sure things are safe and quiet at all times, but you can’t be too careful.

      When I make it back to the kitchen, Lyra has put the pancakes, cheese omelets, hash browns, and bacon from the containers Gunner gave me from the diner onto two plates and is rotating them in and out of the microwave.

      She catches my eye and shrugs. “I’m hungry. I’m sure you are, too.”

      I eye her in those tight, high-waist black jeans, black scoop-neck crop top that shows a tantalizing hint of cleavage as well as a flash of her tummy, and her heeled boots.

      Yes. I am very, very fucking hungry.

      She locates maple syrup in a cupboard and pours a generous amount over her pancakes, then passes me the bottle. She quietly digs into her food.

      I do the same. I’ve eaten at that diner plenty of times, so I know it’s legit, but I barely taste anything as I watch her out of the corner of my eye.

      Finally, I say, “Let’s talk about what happens next.”

      She doesn’t meet my eyes as she licks syrup off the tines of the fork. Is she trying to torture me? “Okay. What happens next…Detective?”

      The way she says that bothers me, like it’s a dirty thing she hates about me. I swallow.

      “What happens next is you tell me everything I need to know about that operation of Hendricks’s, where he is, and how I can get him.”

      “You want me to do your job for you?” She arches a brow.

      My eyes narrow a little. “I did my job tonight—I got the star witness.”

      Lyra’s creamy olive skin pales. “Witness? What part of they will kill me do you not get?”

      I set my fork down and place a hand on her forearm. “What part of ‘I will take care of you’ do you not get?”

      Her crystalline eyes slit, but she doesn’t pull away from me. “You expect me to just take you at your word. I know what you cops are like—you say whatever you have to say to get what you want.”

      “Why are you protecting him?” I demand. “I know you don’t love him. And he certainly doesn’t love you, considering what you’re doing and the fact that you could’ve been killed tonight.”

      “You don’t know a thing about us,” she returns, but I don’t buy that bravado for a single second.

      “Lyra,” I say gently, “what does he have on you?”

      She lowers her gaze. A tear drops from her eye onto her napkin. I want to brush it away, but I don’t move. Slowly, she reaches for the neck of her top. I try to keep the flare of warmth from rushing through my body straight to my dick as I catch sight of even more of her delicious, creamy cleavage, but then a line of puckered skin beneath her right collarbone appears. It’s jagged.

      “This is one of the scars you can still see that he left on me,” she whispers, not meeting my gaze. “The bruises faded. But the mental scars are still there. He’s…blackmailing me, Saint. And he’ll kill me if he finds out the cops want me to cooperate.”

      Involuntarily, my fists clench. Any man who abuses a woman is the scum of the motherfucking earth in my book, and Max Hendricks just managed to become even more of a piece of a shit. I didn’t think that was possible, but the scar on Lyra’s chest opens up a whole new can of worms.

      “When I find him, I’m going to make him pay,” I say quietly, and the dark tone of my voice makes her look up at me finally. It even frightens me. “He will never touch you again, Lyra.”

      Her chin quivers for half a second, and then she swallows and straightens. “Why do you want to help me so much, Saint? Why do you care? I’m a car thief. I break the law. I deserve to go to prison.”

      “I see more in you,” I tell her. “I saw it the night we met. I see it now. I told you, I felt something that night. Something I can’t shake. I can’t shake you. And I don’t want to. You don’t want me to. I know you don’t.”

      She swallows hard again, and the movement of her throat drives me insane. She turns quickly to her plate as if to distract herself, lifting a bite of soggy pancake to her mouth. A droplet of maple syrup escapes her lips and rolls down her chin, her neck.

      Deliberately, I lean toward her, running my silky fingers through her hair. The droplet pools in the hollow of her throat before slipping between her breasts.

      “Let me get that for you,” I whisper.

      She draws a shaky breath, but her eyes are blue fire. She feels it—that magnetic pull that fell over me the night I saw her at Triple Six. That undeniable, invisible bond that manifested between us, as if it was established ages ago and roused itself when we finally, finally, saw each other.

      She knows I want her.

      And she wants me, too.

      It’s so wrong. It goes against the badge. I can’t fraternize like this. It could cost me my job.

      But despite her choices, she’s a woman in need of saving.

      And I’m the only man for the job.

      I dip my head and use the tip of my tongue to find the literal sweet spot between her breasts, then follow the sticky trail up her chest, detouring to pay homage to the scar there. Then I glide over to the base of her throat, then up the graceful column of her neck. I swipe my tongue over her pulse in the underside of her jaw, kiss her chin, then hover just a breath away from her lips.

      “Saint,” she murmurs in the millisecond before she’s in my lap and in my arms.

      We devour each other’s mouths as if they’re our last meals. Her lips are soft and plush against mine, sweet from the syrup, and so, so hungry. I greedily take from her lips over and over before coaxing her mouth wide open and reaching in deep with my tongue. My dick goes rock-hard inside my jeans, and I feel the little center of heat from her, placed directly over my lap. She swivels her hips, grinding against me hard.

      “I want you,” she whimpers against my mouth.

      “Then take me,” I whisper against hers.

      I scoop her up and carry her upstairs to the bedroom. I try to remember she has no other clothes with her and carefully peel them off her petite, curvy shape. Under her black ensemble she wears black lace panties and a matching bra that positions her delicious breasts just right. I strip out of my own clothes before crawling over her body.

      I rotate us so that she’s on top of me. I cup her glorious round, soft ass and push her hips down, so her lace-covered pussy grinds against my thick, nine-inch cock that’s already leaking with excitement. I undo her bra with a snap of my fingers, then cup her breasts in both my hands. They dangle in my face and I devour her nipples the way I did her lips until they’re hard little diamonds on my tongue and she’s moaning. She reaches down to stroke my cock, squeezing just right at the tip, and I growl.

      I yank her up until her pussy hovers over my mouth, then I lick the crotch of her soaked panties. She squeals, grabbing the headboard to brace herself. I tease her through her panties a little more until she softly cries my name. Then I whisper, “Sorry,” and rip her panties off.

      There’s nothing between me and her lush, wet pussy now, so I pull her hips down to my face and eat her with abandon.

      She moans loudly, working her hips and riding my mouth. Splashes of her juice trickle down both sides of my face as her pleasure peaks higher and higher. I want her to ride my tongue until she comes all over my mouth, so I grab her ass and hold her firmly in place.

      Lyra suddenly swivels around so she’s facing the other way, and leans forward. I know what’s about to happen, and yet I’m totally unprepared for the sensation of her warm, wet mouth enveloping my cock. I growl into her pussy, curling my toes, redoubling my efforts as she sucks with tight, leisurely pulls of her mouth.

      Her hips buck against my mouth, and I can tell she’s close. Her mouth around my dick grows desperately fast, and there’s nothing I can do to stop me from exploding in her mouth, shooting my hot, creamy cum down her throat as she groans loud and low in her chest and soaks my face, her body shuddering as she reaches her own climax. I don’t know what’s better—coming with her mouth around my cock, or her pussy in my face.

      I turn her around and gather her in my arms, then claim her mouth. My cock immediately jumps to attention as I touch her pussy and find it soaked.

      “Are you ready for me, Lyra?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she whines. “I want you to fuck me, Saint. I wanted you to fuck me the night we met. I just wanted you.”

      I bite my lip, containing a snarl of possessive pleasure. “How do you want it, baby? Tell me.”

      “Fuck me hard from the back,” she whispers, but it’s every bit a command.

      “You asked for it,” I breathe against her mouth.

      In a flash I raise up to my knees and pull her back by her hips. She spreads her legs wide and arches her back. When she tosses her head, her long, dark hair sprawls over her back, and I have to take a moment to just appreciate the beautiful sight before me—her round, pert ass stuck in the air, her swollen, wet pussy waiting for me, and her hair, just begging to be pulled.

      I line up at her opening and start gently working my way through her folds. “Holy fuck,” I grunt. “You’re fucking tight, baby.”

      “Give it to me, Saint,” she says in a breathless moan.

      I push all the way in, taking a second to keep my shit together at the feel of those tight, tight walls pulsing around my thick cock like a vise. Then I run my fingers through her hair, wind it up around my fist, and tug.

      “Yes!” she cries softly, her head tilting back. “Mm, fuck me, baby!”

      I drive my cock into her, slow and hard, one hand tight on her hip, the other tightly wound in her hair. She gushes around me with every thrust.

      “You’re so fucking big,” she gasps, arching her back and shoving her soft, delicious ass against me.

      “You were made for me,” I tell her, continuing my torturous pace. “Just like I was made for you.”

      Gradually, I kick up the speed, but make sure I’m still fucking her hard and deep the way she clearly wants. I’ll do anything she asks. I’ll give her anything she wants. I’ll do anything for her.

      “Lyra,” I murmur, feeling hot tingles of pleasure shoot down my spine and center themselves in my balls. “I…love you, Lyra. I’ve loved you since the second I saw you.”

      “I love you, Saint,” she moans. “Oh, yes, I’m coming!”

      Her pussy clenches around my cock even tighter, and I feel the wild, fluttering pulses as her pleasure seizes her. Her back bows as if her orgasm is too much, sobbing out her cries of insane, mindless pleasure.

      “Lyra!” I grab her hips in both hands and pull her flat against me as I come as deeply inside her as possible. I want to mark her as mine. I want to claim her. She’s my Lyra, I’m her Saint…but for now, I want to sin.

      We collapse in a heap. I’m utterly boneless, but she creeps off to use the bathroom and clean herself and brings me a towel to do the same. I only have the energy to drape it over my exhausted cock and pull her into my arms.

      For now, we’re safe. For now, a dangerous gang of car thieves isn’t on our tail. For now, Max Hendricks doesn’t want Lyra—my Lyra—dead. He can’t hurt her, ever again.

      I kiss her temple, listening to the contented, sleepy noises she makes in the back of her throat.

      I’ll make sure of it.
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      When I wake up the next morning, it’s to Saint sitting back down on the bed, smiling at me, a steaming, grande cup from Starbucks in one hand and a croissant in the other.

      “I guessed,” he said, handing them to me. His soft lips brush my temple. “Good morning, by the way.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, my cheeks heating. How can I possibly be embarrassed around him after the night we had? I mean, I rode his face for a good five minutes straight until he made me come my brains out.

      My lower half tingles as I remember the way his hand felt in my hair, wrapping tight as he impaled me with his huge cock, and tugging with just enough force to make me thrill at the feeling of total submission to his dominance. Dominance that showed little cracks in his power based on the way he gripped my hip with his other hand, his grunts of intense pleasure, the way he roared my name when he came deep inside me.

      To distract myself, I sip my drink, which turns out to be a vanilla latte. “Mm. It’s good.”

      He eyes, teething his lower lip. “So are you.”

      “Don’t bite your lip like that, Saint,” I warn him in a low voice.

      One corner of his mouth turns up. “Or what, baby?” And because he’s a shit, he bites it again.

      I carefully set my latte and croissant down on the nightstand. Then I launch myself at him and shove him down on his back, straddling his hips. I lock his wrists down against the bed.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” I murmur, kissing down his neck. “Any lip-biting you do will be held against you in bed with me.”

      He moans when I tease his earlobe with the tip of my tongue. “I don’t think I can do the silent part with you, baby.”

      I sit up straight on top of him, still naked from the night before. He runs his hands up my belly and ribs to cup my breasts and play with my nipples. Beneath me, I feel his cock harden through his jeans.

      “You’re a goddess,” he whispers, watching me grind on him. “A queen.”

      “Then that must mean you’re my king,” I whisper back. “Saint, I want you. Make love to me, now.”

      With a growl, he flips me on my back with practically no effort. His gaze is fixed between my thighs as he quickly strips off his shirt, jeans, and boxer briefs, freeing his enormous cock. The sight of it in daylight awes me—how did I ever take something so big?

      “I’m hungry,” he whispers, grabbing my hips and tilting them up. “I’m eating you for breakfast.”

      He lowers his mouth to my tingling, aching pussy and licks me thoroughly, suckling on my clit and sliding his whole tongue through my wet folds. I moan loudly, my eyes roll back in my head. There’s something about a man who eats pussy and loves it—he’s a keeper.

      I grab a handful of his hair and work my hips against his mouth. “Saint!”

      “That’s it,” he murmurs, heat blazing in his eyes. “Fuck my mouth, Lyra.”

      I do just that, using his mouth and tongue until I’m coming hard, my body shuddering all over. When I can move, I get on all fours facing him, and, making sure my ass is tilted up in the air, I take him in my mouth, squeezing my mouth and cheeks around his girth and jacking the base of him. One of his hands winds in my hair, while the other caresses my upturned ass. He fingers my pussy as I suck him, hissing out little breaths of pleasure.

      Then he gently tugs on my hair. “You’re gonna make me come, and I need to be inside you,” he tells me. He lays me on my back and spreads my thighs, then positions himself at my opening and works himself in slowly, a little of him at a time. I rest my hands on his chest, staring up at him as he gazes down at me.

      The look in his eyes brings on an intense, tidal wave of emotion.

      “I love you,” he whispers, rolling his hips against me. His cock slams deep and slow, filling me to the brim and hitting everything I want hit.

      I dig my nails into his tattooed chest. Last night I said the same as I was coming, and it was an involuntary release of the truth. Now, I want to say it back so badly, but…I’m scared.

      I trail a finger over the cross between his pecs, then glide my fingers over to the word Trust tattooed on his rib. “Can I trust you, Saint?”

      He cups my face, lip between his teeth, as he continues to fuck me slowly. “You can trust me, Lyra. I’ll never hurt you. I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

      He slides an arm beneath one of my knees, pushing it up so it drapes over his shoulder and giving him deeper access. I cup a hand around the back of his neck, crying out with pleasure. Heat builds in my body as the tingles start.

      “Be with me, Lyra,” he begs, fucking me a little faster now. “Let me take care of you. You won’t ever have to do this shit again.”

      “Please,” I cry, hanging onto him for dear life. “Oh, fuck, Saint!”

      I explode around him just as he lowers his mouth to mine, our tongues finding each other first. He fucks me hard and fast, then grunts my name heavily as he comes.

      He lays on top of me for a moment, panting, before pulling out of me gently and rolling to his back. I scurry off to the bathroom, then return to snuggle at his side a moment later.

      He hands me my latte with a little self-satisfied smirk. “It’s still warm. Just so you know, I can last longer than that, but you…you’re too delicious. You’re the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.”

      “I guess we’ll have to practice more,” I say, kissing his chest.

      He feeds me a bite of croissant. “I meant what I said. You don’t have to do this shit anymore.”

      “I don’t want to,” I admit quietly, the buttery croissant turning to ash in my mouth. I draw a deep breath, then lift my gaze to his. “What…what do you want me to do?”

      His brows lift a fraction of an inch. “What do you mean?” But his voice is steady, and he pins me with his eyes. I have the feeling he knows what I mean but wants me to say it out loud.

      “How…do I cooperate?”

      He releases a little breath, pulling me closer, and brushes the top of my head with his lips. “We’ll go to HQ. You’ll sit down with some detectives, and you’ll tell them everything you know. Names, locations, details.”

      “Why can’t I just tell you now, and then you can tell them?” The idea of going to Ridge City PD headquarters makes my chest tighten.

      “That’s not how it works, baby.” He kisses me again. “I can’t sit down and talk with you. We’ve…technically crossed a line. But I’m going to make sure my good buddy Gunner is with you. He’s been on this case since day one.”

      “That’s the guy from last night?”

      Saint nods.

      “What about a lawyer?” I ask. “Will…will I do any jail time?”

      Saint hesitates. “That’s not up to me, Lyra. But I know a good defense lawyer. And I’ll make sure the judge knows you were willing to cooperate. If we can prove Hendricks was forcing you, and threatening your life, you shouldn’t see any jail time.”

      “That’s easy to prove,” I mutter. I’ve got a couple years’ worth of abusive messages and recordings of his threats to me. I saved them all because I thought I might need them someday.

      It’s “someday,” now.

      “What did he do to you?” Saint asks softly, tipping my face up. He trails his fingers down my throat to the scar on my chest.

      I swallow. “One night, he wanted me to help him with a boost. I refused. I was done with that life a long, long time ago. But he got angry with me. He beat me up pretty badly, then he sliced my chest open here with his knife. He said this was a warning that next time I refused him, it would be my throat.”

      Saint’s eyes narrow and blacken with fury. “He won’t get away with it. I swear that to you.”

      I hate that my eyes fill with tears, but I can’t help it. “Saint, you make me feel…safe. I haven’t felt that way in so long. I want my life back. Whatever that means.”

      “You’ll have it,” he tells me. His fingers stroke my skin in soothing circles. “What do you want to do with your life, Lyra?”

      I don’t hesitate. “Art. Design. Graphic design.” I tilt my tattooed arm up. “I designed this myself.” It’s a complicated sleeve featuring the Egyptian goddess Bast in an intricate portrait. She’s surrounded by three-dimensional shaded lotuses and water lilies.

      “It blew me away the first night I saw you,” he says, tracing the design. “You drew it?”

      I nod. “A friend of mine did the ink. She wanted me to join her in the shop, be in charge of people’s designs, maybe learn how to tattoo myself. But…Max wouldn’t let me go. And now she’s moved.” I shrug.

      “Maybe…after all this,” Saint says, looking away, “you could go find her. Meet up with her. Start that business.”

      The idea of moving away from Ridge City used to be the only thing I wanted. Now, suddenly, it’s the last.

      But Saint hasn’t asked me to stay.

      “Yeah,” I say quietly. “Maybe.”

      We drink our coffees in a silence that’s suddenly gotten a little awkward. Then Saint slides out of bed.

      “We should get going,” he says. “I’m sure you’d like to shower and change your clothes, and I need to make some calls. Would you like me to take you back to your place? Would any of those assholes from last night be there?”

      “Only Max knows where I live,” I say, then chew my lip. “I don’t—I don’t know if he would be there.”

      Saint’s jaw tightens, and his eyes have a hard gleam. “If he is there, he won’t hurt you.”

      We dress, tidy up the safehouse briefly, then get back in the car. I guide Saint to my apartment, my gaze constantly shifting from side to side, from the front to the back to see if we’re being followed again. The ride is almost like a pleasant Sunday-morning cruise.

      If Sunday-morning cruises entailed a stop at the police station to flip on an organization of dangerous car thieves.

      Inside my apartment, Saint has me stay by the door while he does a quick sweep. He returns and nods at me. “It’s clear.”

      I hurry to my bedroom, throw my hair up into a messy bun, shower quickly, and step into my closet.

      What does one wear to a meeting with police officers?

      In the end I settle on a pair of slim black pants, a loose gray sweater, and black flats. I’m not trying too hard, but I also want to be taken seriously. I skip makeup and head back out to my small living room, where Saint’s murmuring quietly on the phone. He nods at me when I enter the room.

      I can only assume he’s talking to his fellow cops about me. I head to my laptop sitting on the coffee table and open it up. There’s just enough battery juice left for me to send the files I need to Saint’s phone…to submit as evidence.

      Screenshot photos of text conversations between me and Max. Emails he sent that contain coded phrases about the ring, and very obvious, abusive statements and threats toward me.

      Then the hard part.

      The photos.

      Every time he raised his hand to me, I took a photo. Then I downloaded the photos onto my computer and deleted them from my phone. I couldn’t bear to look back at them and see what he’d done…what I allowed him to do. I hold so much guilt over the abuse—and it’s not my fault. It never was, and it never will be.

      “It’s not my fault,” I whisper aloud, staring hard at a photo of myself from the night he cut me. In addition to the cut, in the photo I also have a black eye and a split lip. The image makes me curdle inside. “It’s not my fault!”

      Then, I do something I haven’t done in years.

      I burst into tears and completely fall apart at the seams.
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      I’ve just disconnected my call to Gunner when Lyra’s cry pierces the quiet. I whip around from where I paced toward her front door while she did some things on her computer—downloading the evidence she mentioned earlier, I’d guess.

      She’s hunched over the couch, her head between her hands, and her shoulders shake with sobs.

      It shocks me for an instant before I rush over to her. “Lyra,” I murmur, gathering her in my arms. “What’s wrong?”

      My gaze catches sight of the image on her computer screen. It’s…her.

      Her chest is bloody. There are bruises on her neck. Her left eye is puffed and dark. Her upper lip I could spend all day kissing is split.

      It’s not my fault.

      An overwhelming surge of emotion rises up in me, a combination of sorrow that someone as beautiful and special as her endured something so terrible at the hands of a piece of shit like Max Hendricks. It makes wet heat prick my eyes.

      “No,” I say firmly around the lump in my throat. “No, it’s not your fault. Lyra, look at me.”

      She won’t.

      I gently place my fingers beneath her chin and tilt her head up. Tears stream from her eyes, and the look on her face shatters me.

      “You are a strong woman,” I tell her. “You’re amazing. And you don’t need a jerk like me to mansplain that to you. But from one human being to another—from someone who cares for you so fucking much—I need you to hear me. This was not your fault. Ever. Do you hear me?”

      Her beautiful lips quiver, but she gives me a nod.

      “Say it for me.” I smooth a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “It—it’s not—”

      “Louder.”

      She takes a deep breath and gulps. Then she looks me square in the eye. “It’s not my fucking fault.”

      My pride in her threatens to make that heat pricking my eyes spill forth. “That’s fucking right,” I whisper, cupping her face in my hands. I kiss her lips gently, once, twice.

      She leans her head against my shoulder. “I—I got it all.”

      “Good.” I lean forward to close out of the photo. I don’t want her to have to look at it any longer than necessary—the memory of that occurrence is already too much, I’m certain.

      Her computer background pops up. She keeps her desktop pretty sterile, unlike my work computer, which has tons of random photos of evidence, reports, and notes. Every time I sit down at my desk, I tell myself I’m going to organize all that stuff, and then the sight of it depresses the shit out of me, so I ignore it.

      But my attention isn’t on how clean her desktop is, but the image itself. It’s a really cool design of what looks like some kind of futuristic night market. Tons of neon-colored signs and what looks like a train system, based on someone’s interpretation of what that might look like fifty years into the future.

      “That’s cool,” I murmur, and she lifts her head.

      “Oh, thanks.”

      I stare at her. “Wait, you made that?”

      Lyra lifts a shoulder. “Yeah. Digital art. It was one of my most recent pieces. I saw a photo of a night market in Tokyo and was inspired to recreate it, but a futuristic version.”

      “That’s…the dopest thing I’ve ever seen,” I say sincerely, leaning forward to examine it more closely. “Wow. You’re incredibly talented.”

      “Thanks.” She blushes a little. “It’s the one thing in my life that makes me truly happy.”

      I want to be the other thing in her life that makes her truly happy, but I also don’t want to stand in her way because of my own selfish desires. She’s had a hard few years, maybe a hard life overall, and she deserves to get out of this place if she wants and make a new life for herself.

      It’d break my heart, but if it means she gets to be free…it’ll be worth it.

      “I’m ready,” she says after a moment.

      I won’t insult her by asking her if she’s sure. I stand up, offer my hand, and she takes it. There’s a slight tremor in her hand, but she lifts her head high.

      We return to the car and head to Ridge City PD headquarters. Gunner’s waiting for us in the lobby. I’ve already forwarded him the files Lyra sent to me.

      He gives me a bro-shake, complete with hard smack on the back, then turns to Lyra with a polite smile. She’s done wrong, but I explained to Gunner she was forced into it, and she has the evidence. He won’t treat her like a criminal.

      “Ms. Michaels,” he says, extending his hand. “I’m Officer Hansen. I’m going to take you to a room where we can speak in private. Me, my sergeant, and the lawyer Saint contacted for you.”

      Lyra swallows and shoots me a look. “Okay.”

      “I’ll be waiting right outside,” I assure her.

      Gunner gives me a nod and gestures toward the elevator bank. “We’ll head up to the seventh floor, all right?”

      We pile into the elevator and head up. I walk with them to the interrogation room. While Gunner ducks off to get her a couple bottles of water, I turn to her. It kills me not to take her in my arms, but there’s a lot of cops here, and I don’t want to do anything to raise any suspicion.

      “You’re going to be fine,” I tell her. “Just be totally honest about everything. Gunner’s my guy. He’ll take care of you.”

      “Okay,” she whispers.

      I catch a glimpse of Gunner striding toward us, whistling loudly as if to announce his presence.

      “I love you,” I tell her quickly, then step away as Gunner reaches us.

      Lyra gives me a small but sweet smile, then steps into the room as Gunner holds the door open for her. He glances at me and winks over his shoulder—his way of telling me not to sweat anything.

      I head to my desk. I’m not going anywhere until her interview is done, so I may as well catch up on some paperwork. And, my location offers the perfect vantage point to keep an eye on the conference room.

      One hour turns into two, two hours become four. The door opens occasionally, either Gunner retrieving more water and coffee, or someone needing to use the restroom. I spot Lyra a few times. She goes straight to the ladies’ room, then straight back. She never glances in my direction.

      At five o’clock, the door opens, and all four people walk out—Lyra, Gunner, Gunner’s sergeant, and the lawyer. I shove back my rolling chair and stand. I can’t read anyone’s face.

      Except Lyra. She looks tired, but totally calm.

      Gunner leads her over to my desk. He claps a hand on my shoulder. “Went really well,” he says, glancing at her. “Don’t you think?”

      She takes a deep breath. “I told the truth. I gave you all my evidence.”

      Gunner nods and looks at me. “I can’t make any promises or guarantees, of course, but…if I had to bet on it, I’d say she’s in the clear. Looking good.”

      “Trial?” I ask.

      “Hopefully before Christmas,” Gunner says. “We’re getting a team assembled now to move on Hendricks. The two guys we got the other night aren’t talking yet, but once we hit them with the smoking-gun evidence Lyra gave us, I suspect they’ll be singing a different tune.” He nods toward her. “We’ve agreed not to detain her for her part in things…”

      “In exchange for my testimony at the trial,” Lyra finishes.

      “Saint, she’s going to need protection,” Gunner adds. “Until we apprehend Hendricks and the rest of his crew, it’s going to be dangerous for her.”

      “Of course,” I say darkly. “These criminals operate on the assumption they’ll be ratted out. Hendricks won’t be any different. I’ll take her back to the safehouse tonight. I want a few teams in unmarkeds in a perimeter around the place. I want her protected twenty-four-seven until these fuckers are locked up for good.”

      Gunner nods. “You got it. I’ll meet you guys downstairs in a minute, all right?”

      I lead Lyra to the elevators. Inside, I finally pull her into my arms. “How are you?”

      “Tired,” she admits, squeezing me. “But…I feel good. Light. Like a weight’s been lifted off me. I’m relieved I won’t face any criminal charges, but I have to tell you. The thought of testifying with Max sitting right there terrifies me.”

      “You’ll be so well prepared, it won’t even matter,” I assure her.

      She nods. “I wish I could just stay with you,” she murmurs. “I only feel safe with you around.”

      “I know.” I stroke her hair. “But you just have to be patient. Once this is over…”

      Then what? She said she wants to leave Ridge City.

      “Yes?” Her gaze pins me.

      “Things will be different,” I finish awkwardly. “You’ll feel even freer than you do right now.”

      She looks crestfallen, but nods.

      Outside, the late October chill fills the air. I can very faintly make out the scent of a bonfire, from someplace in the distance.

      I turn to her to tell her I wish it was our bonfire we were enjoying together when someone approaches us from across the street—a woman.

      She’s dressed like she lives on the streets—tattered clothes, face caked in grime. I suspect she’s coming to ask me for a ride to the homeless shelter. I’ve even had some homeless people purposely commit small crimes, like having an open-container on the street, just to get arrested so they can spend a night in jail—under a roof.

      “Officer,” she says to me, which is a little strange since I’m in plainclothes, but I assume she noticed the badge clipped to my belt peeking out from beneath my T-shirt. “I need some help. Somebody stole my money.”

      I can hold down the fort until Gunner gets here, but I really need to get Lyra situated back at the safehouse, and we’ll need to stop by her place again to get more of her things. “When did it happen?” I ask patiently. “And did you get a good look at the suspect?”

      The woman shifts, wrapping her arms around herself. It looks like she’s wearing about three bulky, holey sweaters, but she doesn’t have a coat. She shifts her weight. “It happened just about ten, fifteen minutes ago. The guy, he was—” She holds her hand out level with her own height.

      “White? Black? Long hair, short hair? What was he wearing?”

      “I wrote it down,” she says, digging in her pockets. “Give me a second.”

      That’s a first. I’ve never met someone on the street who took the time to write down descriptors of the person who stole from them.

      Just as this thought occurs to me, the woman pulls something shiny out of her pocket. Then she hisses, “Going to shut you up for good, bitch!”

      She lunges toward Lyra, slicing.

      My body reacts before my mind does, and I sling Lyra out of the way.

      “Saint!” she cries.

      The woman’s coming at me now. I shuffle back fast, reaching for my weapon and trying to shield Lyra.

      “Freeze!”

      Gunner races toward us, his service weapon drawn and trained on the woman. She sees him and drops the knife immediately. Then she lowers herself to her knees and interlocks her fingers, as if this is all no big deal.

      I grab her and wrangle her arms behind her, then click on the metal bracelets.

      “This isn’t over,” she says to Lyra. “You won’t be safe anywhere. Snitches don’t get stitches—they die.”

      “And thanks for another felony,” I growl. “Attempted murder and now a terroristic threat.”

      “It’s not a threat,” the woman snaps. “It’s a promise.”

      Gunner and a couple more cops haul the woman inside. I turn to Lyra. “Are you all right?”

      She’s breathing harshly. “I—yeah.”

      “Do you know her?”

      She shakes her head. “Never seen her before. She must be one of Max’s.”

      “That means he’s watching,” I tell her. “He’s watching, and he knows you were here today. There’s no time to waste—I’ve got to hit the streets and find him.”

      I take her into the building and meet with the undercover officers Gunner tapped to escort Lyra to the safehouse and explain what’s just happened.

      One of the officers nods at me. “We’ll take care of her,” she promises.

      I wish I could tell Lyra goodbye like I want to, but I settle for giving her a meaningful look. “I’ll be in touch,” I tell her.

      She nods, then mouths, I love you.

      Warmth blooms in my chest. I want to say it back so badly.

      The officers lead her away, and I feel a small sense of relief in knowing she’ll be safe.

      Then I link up with Gunner back on the seventh floor.

      “It’s time to get this piece of shit off the streets,” I say between my teeth.

      He smirks and nods, then inclines his head toward the interrogation room. “Our friend from outside is nice and cozy in there. Ready for a little chat?”

      I’m already walking toward the room. “Let’s see if we can make her sing.”
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        * * *

      

      It takes us only three days to locate Max Hendricks—and uncover the location of where the luxury cars went too.

      Thanks to the woman we apprehended outside HQ, we find him inside another abandoned garage, but well away from downtown. He’s taken up in a location about ten miles outside the city in an industrial area. She gave us the intel after seventeen solid hours of interrogation. I went home to sleep for about two hours, then we organized our team and called for SWAT to assist.

      Now, I snatch Max Hendricks by the crusty collar of his shirt and force him facedown on the ground. Rhys Hartley’s back on duty after getting wounded last month, and this is his first mission back. He practically has a smile on his face as he orders the other men in the garage onto their faces. Two of them are the two assholes who got away the night I went to the meeting.

      And everywhere I look, there are foreign luxury vehicles. There’s easily ten million dollars’ worth of stolen cars inside this garage.

      “I know you,” Max spits out. His cheek is pressed into the ground, his hands are cuffed behind his back, and I’m frisking him none too gently for weapons. “I saw you. With Lyra. The other day when you went to her apartment.”

      “Figures you were watching,” I say in a clipped tone. “That’s how you knew to send your friend after us.”

      “Had to make sure my girl didn’t snitch on me. And what a surprise, she did.”

      I press the heel of my palm into the cheek that’s face up and lean down close to his ear. “Lyra is a lot of things—but let’s get one thing straight. She’s not your girl, and she never will be, ever again. Got that?”

      “Whatever. You can have that stupid little bitch,” he grinds out.

      I yank him hard to his feet and get in his face. “You’re a fucking cancer, Hendricks, and I want you to know I will use all my power to make sure you never get to feel freedom ever again.” I drag him over to a squad car, open the door, and thrust him inside. “As far as Lyra, you don’t get to say her name. You don’t get to think about her or talk about her. You’ll never see her again, and…” I give an evil chuckle. “Heaven help you if she ever encounters you.”

      He sneers and leans toward me. “She was never good for anything but making me money. She was a shitty lay, too—on the rare occasions she gave it up. Have fun with that. Word to the wise, though—sometimes she needs a hard slap to the mouth to get her in line—”

      I pull my Taser from my vest and fire into his thigh. The prongs dig into their mark and his entire body seizes as the volts course through him. He lets out a long groan of pain, eyes rolled back into his head, and then promptly pisses himself.

      “Okay, then. Have a nice ride, buddy,” I say loudly, tucking my Taser back into its holster and shutting the door. I want to punch him in the face, but this was almost better.

      The ugly things he said about Lyra float through my head, and I have to step outside to cool off. How dare he speak about her that way. But it goes to show he never really knew her. He never treated her in a way that let her flourish. He tried to snuff out her light, extinguish her brightness.

      It feels good to know he never will.

      I think of her and wonder how she’s doing. I know she’s safe and secure—I get updates from her security detail several times a day. They said all she asked for were the items she has at home to make her digital art—her lightbox screen, a special pen that goes with it, a big sketchpad, and pencils. They said she’s been making tons of art, listening to music, and seems tranquil.

      It makes me so happy to know that, but I miss her terribly. I want to be with her. I want her in my arms, in my bed. I just want to be in her presence and listen to her talk about things and figure out every single one of the endless facets that make her up.

      I want these things. Forever.

      I can’t help but wonder if she wants these things, too…with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lyra

      

      

      I walk into the courthouse, my heels clicking on the marble floor. Today’s the day—the day I’ve been looking forward to as the first step toward putting the past behind me, and the day I’ve been dreading, because it means I have to see Maximillian Hendricks again.

      I’m wearing plain gray slacks and a lavender long-sleeved shirt. Just a hint of makeup, and my hair is back in a nice twist. There’s no hint of the wild, tattooed artist today. I hate that I’m judged on my appearance, but I can’t afford for anything to go wrong.

      I can’t afford for Max to somehow get off.

      The past two weeks since I cooperated have been two of the most peaceful of my life. I had round-the-clock security who pretty much didn’t let me leave that safehouse but made sure I had everything I wanted. All I asked for were my art supplies and some books, and some groceries to cook, because cooking is something I enjoy. I made a lot of art, I cooked a lot of meals, I read some really good novels, and I listened to a lot of music. I meditated and stretched and did yoga.

      And I’m not ashamed to admit that at night, lying in the bed I shared with Saint, I played with myself, imagining he was there with me. His scent still lingered on the sheets and the pillows, and I couldn’t help but remember all of our delicious moments—riding his mouth, him taking me hard from behind, and me tasting every last, thick inch of him.

      I haven’t seen or heard from him in two weeks, but that’s because I wasn’t allowed to contact anyone but my contact on the security team. I miss him, and I want this all to be over so I can tell him how much I want to be with him.

      Inside the courtroom, I do my best to ignore Max from where he sneers at me from beside his lawyer. I’m sworn in, and then…

      Let the games begin.

      The prosecutor approaches me and after a few rounds of basic questions, she asks me to elaborate on the abusive nature of my relationship with Max.

      My voice fails me.

      It’s like every horrific memory I shared with him pelts me in that instant. I can’t stop staring at Max. I can’t stop reliving each one of those nightmares. I can’t breathe.

      I can’t breathe.

      At the back of the room, movement catches my eye and I slowly shift my gaze toward it.

      Saint Rivers walks in, and he’s looking right at me.

      No suit for him today—he wears black utility pants, a hoodie, and his detective vest. The sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, revealing his heavily tattooed forearms.

      One corner of his mouth turns up, and he gives me a nod.

      You got this, he seems to say.

      I swallow back the urge to cry.

      Max can never hurt you again. You are stronger than him. You’re stronger than what he did to you. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” I mutter.

      “Miss Michaels?”

      I look the prosecutor square in the eye and proceed to recount in disturbing detail everything Max ever did to me. The photos I offered the police are allowed in.

      When I’m finished, the prosecutor gives me a nod. “Thank you very much for that, Miss Michaels. I can only begin to imagine how difficult that was for you. No further questions, Your Honor.”

      The defense was called up next. He’s some hotshot Max pays a lot of money to, and he’s just as crooked as Max is. He comes at me with what feels like a zillion hard questions, but I stick to the truth and the facts and the evidence, and I endure him with as much grace as I can muster.

      He seems disappointed at the end when he hasn’t been able to break me, and for the first time, I see Max’s arrogant smirk lose some of its confidence.

      That’s all I need for me to completely let go.

      Because I was attacked outside the police station, my security team wastes no time getting me to the unmarked SUV they brought me here in and hurrying me back to the safehouse. One of the officers informs me I have to stay until Max and everyone involved with him go to prison for good. I might even be called up again—but I fervently pray I won’t be.

      Officer Hansen—Saint’s friend Gunner—is in the house when I arrive. He smiles at me.

      “I just wanted to tell you what an awesome job you did today,” he says, shaking my hand. “And that I’m being pulled off this case to work on something else, but it was a pleasure to work with you, and I wish you all the best.”

      “Thank you for everything,” I say earnestly. I’m facing zero jail time because of Gunner and Saint, and I’m eternally grateful for that.

      “You bet.” He smiles. “Good luck to you, Lyra.”

      “Thanks.” I pause, chewing my lips. “Can you—can you thank Detective Rivers for me, too?”

      Gunner gives me this mysterious little smile. “Yeah, sure. I’ll pass the message on.”

      I decide some comfort food is in order, as well as a carb-fest, so baked mac and cheese and mashed potatoes along with oven-fried chicken are the menu, STAT. I’ve just pulled ingredients for the mac and cheese out when there’s a knock at the door. It’s the standard two long, one short knock the security team uses.

      Curious, I head to the door, wondering what they need. When I open it, I freeze.

      Saint stands before me.

      He seems to be as in awe as I am, but he finds his voice first. “Lyra. I missed you.”

      I jump into his arms.

      Somehow, we get the door shut and locked. He pushes me against the wall, devouring my mouth.

      “Saint,” I finally gasp as he works on my neck. “I missed you so much.”

      We strip each other’s clothes off, leaving a trail to the bedroom. Maybe we should talk first, but two weeks without him was two weeks too long, and I don’t want to talk.

      “God, I’ve wanted you so bad,” he breathes against my mouth, then dips his head to my naked breasts and teases my nipples. I writhe on the bed beneath him, already soaking wet and so, so ready.

      “Fuck me, Saint,” I beg.

      “I fully intend to,” he murmurs, “but first I need to taste you. I can’t stop thinking about your pussy in my mouth.”

      I scream when his tongue slides between my folds and laps up all the creamy wetness I’m leaking. He sucks my clit and licks me into my first shattering orgasm, and I spurt my juices into his mouth shamelessly.

      Then he turns me flat onto my belly, spreads my thighs, and slides home. His body shudders above me. “Fuck, I forgot how tight you are,” he groans.

      I tilt my head back and we tongue-kiss while he fucks me slow and hard, grinding into me deep with the leisure of someone who has all the time in the world.

      Because…now we do.

      We fuck in the bed until we both come, his teeth in my shoulder, his hand tight in my hair, my hand grasping at his hip to pull him deeper still. We fuck in the shower against the wall until the water runs cold. He has me for an appetizer on the kitchen counter while I try to make us dinner, and then I treat myself to swallowing his long, thick cock and his hot, creamy cum while he sits on the couch and I kneel before him. I sit on his lap and ride him while the chicken bakes in the oven, and then, after we eat and watch a movie, he fucks me nice and slow on the edge of the bed, the moonlight spilling in through the parted curtains across my body lying prone beneath him.

      When we’re exhausted and cuddled together under the covers, I tell him, “I want to start my life over. But I don’t want to leave Ridge City.”

      He’s quiet for a while, his fingers playing with my hair, then he says, “You told me before you did. I completely understand why.”

      I shake my head. “That was different. That was before…you.”

      “I don’t want to hold you back, Lyra,” he whispers. “But I don’t want to lose you, either. You’re the one I’ve been waiting for my whole life. My soul feels…put together with you here.”

      I lift my head off his shoulder and look him in the eye. “Then that’s all the reason I need to stay.”

      He kisses me deeply. “I love you, crazy-beautiful girl.

      “And I love you,” I whisper back. “My hero. My savior.”

      My Saint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saint

      

      

      Ask anyone if they think I’m reckless. They’ll probably say yes.

      That’s a quality that follows me off the job into my personal life. Although, I like to think of it as living life to the fullest. I’m a man who takes what he wants, and today’s no different.

      Max Hendricks’s trial was swift, and unsurprisingly, he’s facing a whole lot of years in prison for his crimes. He’s never getting out—at least, if he ever does, he won’t be at an age where he’ll be interested in raising the kind of hell he has so far.

      Lyra moved into my small house with me as soon as she was able. I let her have free rein over redecorating the house, and she’s done some awesome things. She’s made my house a home, and like my life, she was the piece that was missing for the longest time.

      She does remote graphic design work for a business and has started her own freelance business on the side. In her spare time—when she’s not making love to me and blowing my mind with her sinful face and body—she’s working on her first artbook, a collection of amazing drawings cataloguing key moments of her life. She also likes to draw what can only be described as pornography, but it’s of me and her and it’s for our eyes only.

      Oh, to be in love with an artist.

      I walk through the door and find her in the kitchen. Cooking is her other love, stemming from her half-Italian side, and I love her for loving it. Not only does she keep me well fed, but I love to watch her at work. And especially on a night like tonight, where she’s wearing one of my white ribbed undershirts with absolutely nothing on underneath and a pair of heels.

      Jesus Christ and all His saints.

      “Oh, hey,” she says casually as if she’s not dressed like a sex goddess. “I’m making linguine with clams tonight. White wine sauce, just like you like.”

      I stroll up behind her, immediately reaching for her breasts and stroking her peaking nipples through the tank top. “First of all, you could make me Brussels sprouts and liver and I’d happily eat it with you cooking like this…and second of all, I’m pretty sure that’s my shirt. And I’m pretty sure I didn’t give you permission to wear it.”

      She smirks at me over her shoulder and pushes her ass back against my straining dick. “Then maybe you should take it from me.”

      “Oh, I’m going to take you, all right. With these heels on.”

      She giggles. “Okay, but can I make the pasta first?”

      I sigh. “Fine.”

      But my act of martyrdom is just a ruse. As much as I definitely do want to take her, I need her to stay busy so I can put together the surprise I’ve been thinking about the past few weeks.

      I head into our bedroom, then pause at the desk where her lightbox screen is set up. On the desk is a print proof of her first artbook, the one about key moments in her life.

      I have a little drawing to add, too.

      I flip to the back and stick in the sad little picture I drew over my lunch break. Then I head back out to the kitchen.

      Lyra glances over her shoulder at me, smiles, then returns to the pasta. “Looking at the proofs again?”

      “I just can’t get over how goddamn talented you are,” I reply, and mean it. “I also might have a criticism to offer.”

      She whips back around, brows raised, and I do my best to bite back a laugh. “Oh, really? What’s that?”

      “Well, I’ve taken the liberty of adding a drawing myself.” I hand her the proof book. “At the back.”

      Lyra snatches the proofs from me, a dubious look on her face. She flips to the last pages, then turns them more slowly. “I mean, I don’t think I’ve left anything out—”

      She finds my drawing and stops.

      Finally, I let myself grin.

      “Saint,” she whispers. When she looks up at me, I’m down on one knee, holding out a rose gold, princess-cut diamond ring.

      She gasps.

      I reach for her hand. “I firmly believe in soulmates,” I tell her, stroking her hand with my thumb. “And I believe in destiny. I believe you’ve always been mine, long before I ever knew you, and Lyra, I sure as hell have always been yours. You had my heart the second I saw you, and I knew somehow, we’d find our way back to each other.” I clear my tightening throat. “So, there’s a question on that picture for you.”

      She sets the artbook down, pulling my drawing out.

      It’s a sketch of a boy stick-figure kneeling before a girl stick-figure, a huge ring between them. Off to one side are the words “Will you marry me?” along with a box for “yes” and a box for “no.”

      Tears stream down Lyra’s face as she steps away and reaches for a pen on the counter. She scribbles, then hands me the drawing.

      X marks the spot.

      Yes.

      I stand up and sweep her into my arms, hugging her tight. “You make me want to be a better man,” I whisper in her ear. “I promise you, you’ll never get less than a hundred and fifty percent from me.”

      “I’ve had a lot of demons in my life,” she whispers back, kissing my cheek. “But I finally found my saint. I love you. Forever.”

      She found her saint…but I found my angel.
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        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      

      
        
        Gunner

      

      

      When a call came in from the bank about a robbery hostage situation, I didn’t hesitate to volunteer to go inside, posing as a civilian and becoming a hostage myself. My job is only to relay information back to the team and lay down cover fire when they get here. But then I meet Isla, a beautiful young woman scared out of her mind, and I know now I have to comfort and protect her at all costs. But will the nature of my work be too much for her to handle?

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      When a robber points a gun at me, my life flashes before my eyes. But then I see the hottest guy in the world walk into the bank. At first I think he’s just a hostage, and then I realize he’s an undercover cop. He protects me, and when he brings me home after the ordeal, I…want him to stay. All night. But despite my intense feelings for him, I can’t watch him risk his life over and over… Am I about to say goodbye to the love of my life?

      

      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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        Gunner Hansen

      

      

      So this guy walks into a bank.

      That sounds like the setup to a bad joke, but in my line of work, it’s a reality. Like right now.

      Things happen in the blink of an eye as a police officer, especially in Ridge City. One minute you’re cruising the streets with your partner, and the next you get a call to head to Ridge City Bank, where a hostage situation is currently going on.

      I wish that was just an example, but that’s exactly what happened about fifteen minutes ago.

      Jaxson Rivers, my baker partner for this lovely Friday afternoon, glances at me as I pull off the bulletproof vest that holds all my toys and tools. We’re both in plainclothes today, since our mission was to stake out some suspected gang members in a neighborhood they’re rumored to be found in. Then we got the call from dispatch about a disturbance at the bank. We’re across the street at a gas station. In front of the bank, though, are about ten squad cars with more on the way.

      “You sure about this?” he asks, his mouth downturned.

      I shrug, accepting the smaller, lighter Kevlar vest he hands me. I toss it on over the plain white T-shirt I wear under my hoodie, then pull the sweatshirt back on. “I’m an undercover officer. I go undercover.”

      “It’s an active situation.”

      “No shit?” I flash him a cocky smirk. “Since when?”

      Jaxson rolls his eyes. He’s such a worrywart. He’s so different from his younger brother Saint, who rocks a devil-may-care attitude like nobody’s business. Jax could stand a few lessons, though I’d never say that in his hearing and risk getting an uppercut to the jaw.

      Our sergeant arrives on the scene and locates us. He’s got silver-gray, short, spiky hair, but his face is so unlined, he could be my age, twenty-eight. “Run me down what the plan is.”

      I shove my hoodie sleeves up. “I’m going in. I’ll get taken as a hostage. I’ll use my phone to text Jax intel so you can make a plan of attack, and then I’ll do my best not to get shot.”

      Jaxson shoots me a mildly annoyed look. “Sarge, he’s going to let us know about how many hostages, the kinds of demands that are being made, if any, and how many assholes are inside. So far we know there’s at least three.”

      I nod. “What he said.”

      I’m not a shit cop, I swear. I do take things very seriously. I just can’t help my smartass mouth sometimes, and especially in situations where I’m about to go into the shit. It’s gotten me into trouble a lot, but I guess it’s a defense mechanism to keep my mood up and the thought I could very well die at bay.

      That is a mindfuck, believe me.

      Luckily, Sarge is well accustomed to me and my punkass attitude, so he lets the comment slide. “What are you taking?”

      I pat my pocket. “I’ve got a phone here.”

      Jaxson’s frown deepens. He doesn’t like that I’m going in unarmed, but if I had a gun on me and they found it, that’d be a death sentence.

      “What if they search you?” Sarge asks.

      “I’ll do my best to keep them away from me,” I say and shrug. I don’t have a lot of options. If they search me and find the phone, they’ll likely take it away from me. They might even kill me.

      Yeah. It’s pretty shitty. But it’s a risk I have to take. It’s a risk I vowed to take.

      My sergeant moves away to radio to the sergeant with the cops across the street. Jaxson clasps the arm I hold out to him and pulls me in for a tight hug. “Love you, brother. Watch your ass.”

      “Always.” I pull back and shove a pair of binoculars into his chest. “And I got you to watch my ass. I mean, not literally. But—you know what I mean.”

      “Shut up.” He chuckles, then gets serious. “You know I always got your six.”

      I nod. It’s time to get my head in the game.

      I jog across the street and subtly lift my hand toward some of the officers huddled behind their open doors. A few of them recognize me and wave back. I slow to a walk, duck toward a side door, and slip inside. There’s a short hallway that opens up to the large lobby of the bank, and it’s disturbingly quiet there. I pause to take a deep, centering breath, then put my game face on.

      Whistling, I stroll into the lobby. My gaze immediately flicks left and right. I take in as much information as I can as quickly as possible. People are huddled all over the floor, but it doesn’t look like anybody is hurt with my cursory glance.

      I glance over at a young woman crouched on the floor underneath a teller’s window, and I’m momentarily struck by how beautiful she is. Long, dark-brown hair cascades in curls over her shoulder, and her bright, jade-green eyes are huge with fear. She locks gazes with me for an instant, and it feels like time comes to a stop.

      “Hey, you!”

      The loud, gruff shout makes me whip my head away. Ah, Asshole #1. Hello.

      A hulking guy wearing all black and a ski mask charges toward me. I clock his weaponry—a sawed-off shotgun, pointed at me.

      I throw my hands in the air. “Wh-what’s going on? What the hell!”

      He reaches me, grasping at my arm. I skitter back, swatting at his hands. I do not need him to find the phone in my pocket, a text message to Jaxson already queued up and ready for me to input the details I need.

      “Get the hell on the floor,” the guy growls, shoving me hard. “Who the fuck are you? You got anything on you?”

      I dance out of his grasp. “Hey, hey, man! I’m just here looking for my—my girlfriend!” I point a finger at the gorgeous green-eyed brunette I spotted on the way in. “She was taking forever! Don’t hurt her, okay?”

      “Get on the fucking floor!” he yells and seems to give up trying to check my pockets. He shoves me toward her hard. I let myself hit the floor and slide backward toward her. He sticks the shotgun in my face. “One wrong move, your brains will meet the wall behind you. Got it?”

      I nod frantically, keeping my hands up.

      He turns his back and goes to harass some of the hostages in the room. I hear frightened whimpers, and anger flares up inside me. These fucking dickheads.

      I glance around the bank. It looks like there’s five dickheads, all wearing black and ski masks like my host. They’re posted up at what I assume they believe are strategic places around the bank—two near the doors, another two at the windows on either side, and the fifth paces the room.

      There also appear to be about two dozen hostages. Now that I’m able to take a good look, I see several wounded people. One man is conscious, blood dripping from his head like he got hit there. One woman clutches her side, her hand bloody. Another man is lying on his side, his back toward me.

      I rotate my body to shield the phone I pull from my pocket, type in the intel in abbreviated words Jaxson will get, and quickly slip the phone away, all in the span of a couple of breaths.

      My gaze finds the brunette a few feet from me. Her eyes are still wide, and now they’re as full of confusion and shock as they are fear.

      “Oh, hey,” I whisper, as if we’re meeting casually in the library.

      She gapes at me. “H-hey?”

      “Don’t worry,” I add under my breath. “This is all going to be okay.”

      “How?” she hisses. “Do you know where you are? Did you not see the cop cars outside? You picked a hell of a time to come make a deposit, buddy.”

      I flash her a little arrogant grin. “Oh, I’m here to make a withdrawal, actually.” If all goes to plan, I’ll be withdrawing every person in here—to safety.

      Including this beautiful woman who looks at me like I’m absolutely out of my mind.
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        Isla Gregory

      

      

      What a damn day to run an errand.

      When I woke up this Friday morning, my agenda for the day went something like this: jog. Shower. Eat breakfast and drink coffee. Get dressed for my first appointment of the day. Drink more coffee. Head to the salon. Then, after I finished the multi-dimensional color for my client, prep everything for a full set of acrylics for my next client. Then, wait for my third client, arriving for a fill of her eyelash extensions. By then, it’d be about two in the afternoon, and time for me to run out for a quick bite for lunch and make that bank deposit I was supposed to make yesterday.

      The rest of the day was supposed to consist of three more appointments, happy hour with my girlfriends, and then a luxurious and rare weekend off I awarded to myself to get my Christmas shopping done early, hoping it might help put me in the spirit. It’s kind of hard to get there when you live in a place where snow is a rarity.

      Instead, after I scarfed down a couple of tacos from the food truck down the street and zipped into the bank, I found myself in possibly the most fucked-up situation of my life.

      I stepped up to the teller and we began the deposit transaction…and then behind me, voices started shouting. In the commotion, all I heard were the words “get down” and “gun.”

      I’ve been in a state of terrified shock since, though this weird—and admittedly, sexy—guy just walked in whistling, got jostled by those masked creeps holding us up, and is now lying on the floor not far from me behaving in a manner I find disturbingly calm. It’s distracted me from the fear a little, and—

      Wait, is he texting?

      “Are you calling the cops?” I hiss, cutting a glance at one of the men holding a sinister-looking sawed-off shotgun.

      The guy glances up at me, his eyes a stormy shade of blue-green-gray. “No, they’re already here.” His brownish-blond hair is deliberately messy, and he has a shade of scruff along his jaw.

      And damn…those lips. Full, and they look so soft.

      Then I shake my head, trying to focus on what he just said. “Yeah, but they’re not doing anything!”

      “That’s not exactly true,” he whispers back, glancing over his shoulder and then back down at his phone. “We’d better be quiet before we upset the very scary bank robbers.”

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was actually texting the cops. But that makes no sense at all.

      “You’re over there texting your girlfriend or something, and you’re worried about whispering?” I demand.

      He spares me a glance and one side of his mouth curls up into a little smile that’s so adorably cocky it sends a zing straight down between my legs. “I’m single, actually.”

      That’s it? Either this guy has a death wish, or he’s got balls the size of a gorilla’s.

      But…he is single…

      I normally don’t have issues with priorities. So why is this guy making me suddenly forget the biggest one right now, which is staying alive?

      “You two!”

      Oh, shit. My stomach sinks as one of the men sprints over to us. I glance at the guy next to me in fear, but his cell phone has somehow disappeared and both his hands are empty and raised.

      “Stop talking!” the masked man shouts like he’s a kindergarten teacher and we’re two naughty little pupils.

      “Sorry, I was only trying to calm my girlfriend down,” the guy says. “She’s terrified.”

      I wonder for a brief second if that was what he was really doing. For a couple moments there, I forgot where I was and just focused on him.

      Who is this dude?

      The robber sneers. “I don’t give a fuck. Both of you shut up, or I’ll permanently shut you up.” He gestures with his evil-looking shotgun.

      “Boss,” one of his men calls suddenly. “Cops look like they’re getting ready to do something.”

      The robber in front of us immediately turns and jogs across the bank to the window. My heart leaps into my throat.

      “What’s going on?” I murmur, mostly just to myself.

      “If I had to guess,” the guy says, “the cops outside are probably gearing up for an assault, now that they know how many robbers are in here and how many hostages. We should probably start trying to spread the word to the other people in here to move out of the way—behind the counter for safety in the next couple of minutes. It’s probably gonna get pretty fucking crazy.”

      My head swims. “How do you know? Why are you so calm? How do you know? Who are you?”

      The guy flashes me both a smile and a small, shiny object in the palm of his hand.

      It’s a police badge.

      “Because I’m a cop,” he whispers to me. “Name’s Gunner Hansen.”

      I gape at him.

      He glances toward the front of the bank where the robbers are peering out the window and talking among themselves in harsh, worried tones. “This is the part where you tell me your name, beautiful.”

      Normally, I find nicknames from men I don’t know to be totally offensive and grounds for an all-out verbal assault, but that word dropping from his sexy lips makes butterflies erupt low in my belly. Damn, there goes that momentary distraction again. He’s good.

      He’s a cop. He must be an undercover one. It seems so obvious and also so shocking.

      “I’m…I-Isla,” I stutter. “Isla Gregory.”

      He holds out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      I shake it. His hand is large and warm and strong and a little rough. I love the feeling of it against my skin.

      “Isla,” Gunner continues, growing more serious than he’s been since he first strolled in, “I need your help with something.”

      “What?”

      He glances toward the window. “I’ve been communicating with my team outside. In a few minutes, they’re going to start shooting until SWAT can bust in here. I need you to help me tell these people to start moving out of the way so they don’t get hurt. Can you do that?”

      No. No, I don’t think I can do that. But I nod anyway.

      Gunner’s stormy eyes gleam with pride. “I know you can. Thank you. You go that way, I’ll go this way.” Without another word, he starts belly-crawling toward a group of people to his left.

      Is this normal? Do civilians get asked to participate in these kinds of things in these kinds of situations? I don’t know, but what I do know, deep down, beyond the fear, is that I can’t let someone die or get hurt because I was too scared to tell them to move.

      I slither over toward a group of about ten people in clusters of two and three to my right. My instincts tell me now is probably not a good time to share that Gunner is an undercover cop. What if one of them yelled it out?

      “Hey,” I whisper to the man closest to me. He’s in his early sixties, if I had to guess, and he looks relatively stoic. His arm is wrapped around a frightened young woman. Her beaded braids conceal her face, but her shaking shoulders and the way her hands grasp at his lapel tell me she’s crying.

      He keeps his gaze pinned to the robbers but angles his face toward me.

      “The cops outside are about to start shooting,” I tell him. I don’t know what to say. Am I supposed to say that? “You should move. Behind a counter or at least against the back wall.”

      He lifts his brows at me. “How do you know?”

      “I heard them talking about it,” I reply, nodding toward the robbers. “Pass it down.”

      I crawl to my own place against the back wall and hug my knees. I’m relieved to see the people begin shifting toward the back. The robbers, focused on what the cops outside are doing, hardly notice.

      Meanwhile, the other group of people on Gunner’s side begin doing the same thing. Finally, one of the robbers turns around.

      “What are you doing?” he yells, lifting his gun. It’s not sawed-off like the other guy’s—this thing looks huge and long and sleek. An automatic rifle. “Did I tell you to mo—”

      A gunshot cracks through the air at almost the same time as the front window’s glass shatters. It’s so quick I can’t tell which noise happens first.

      I clap my hands over my mouth to hold in a scream and instinctively cower against the wall.

      But it’s the robber who collapses to the floor.

      And then, all hell breaks loose.
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      If I were a betting man, I’d guess that shot came from a SWAT sniper rifle. Maybe even Rhys Hartley himself, who’s back on the job after recovering from a gunshot wound. He’s always had impeccable timing.

      The people in the bank do what people usually do when they hear gunshots—fucking run. It’s both a good and bad thing, as weird as that is to say. Good because, duh. Bad because the bank becomes a madhouse with people running to and fro. When people are scared to death, they often can’t think straight, and being unable to think straight causes them to make bad choices.

      The bank robbers are no exception to this, and immediately the remaining four turn and open fire out the front window, a couple of them letting loose earth-shattering howls of what I assume is grief. I don’t mean to sound callous. A loss of life sucks, no matter whose life it was. However, I tend to experience less concern when that life once belonged to an asshat hell-bent on murdering people. I don’t have room in my heart for people like that. If that makes me an asshole, cool. I’ll take it.

      I snatch a woman in a suit as she runs past me, her eyes wide and, I’m certain, unseeing. Unfortunately she’s about to run right into the path of oncoming bullets from our side. I don’t want this lady to lose her life—she’s a wife, maybe someone’s mother, and I want her to live. But I really don’t want her losing her life due to taking friendly fire. Not on my watch.

      I swing her around toward the other direction and shove her toward the long stretch of counter that is the tellers’ stations. That’s the safest place to hide, and if they’re really smart, all those folks will escape out the back with their hands up. I whispered that to the man nearest me and told him to pass it on, so I sincerely hope he listened to me.

      I duck behind a large Roman-style column, then edge around the curve, trying to get a bead on the shooters.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Wait a minute. Where’s Asshole #1?

      There were five assholes total in the bank. One is down, thanks to the Good Guys. I saw four a second ago, when they started blasting back.

      Now there are only three assholes.

      For the first time today, a real surge of worry shoots up through my chest. Where’s Isla?

      Underneath the explosions of gunfire, my keen hearing picks up the sound of screaming.

      A woman screaming.

      Where?

      To my right and around the corner—near the short side hallway I came in through earlier.

      I take off at a dead run.

      I stop when I reach the corner’s edge and ease around it. When I see what’s happening around the corner, I don’t hesitate. I sprint toward him like I have a motor in each leg, then tackle him around the waist before he can swing the shotgun in my direction. It’s a ballsy move, considering I’m unarmed. I’m probably going to hear about this later from Sarge, actually.

      Leave that to the professionals, kids. Don’t try that at home. Et cetera.

      But it’s worth it to me, because Asshole #1 was pointing that sawed-off shotgun directly at a young woman’s face as she sits huddled on the floor, her back to the wall and her hands in the air.

      That young woman is Isla.

      I slam the guy into the ground and the shotgun goes flying. To my surprise, Isla kicks it toward the side door, well out of reach of either one of us. Then I wrangle him onto his face and dig a knee into his back where it’s meant to hurt the most.

      Now that the threat is neutralized, I allow myself to feel a strange, possessive surge of anger light up my body. I hate anytime a civilian is harmed or threatened, but something about her being on the receiving end of it really stokes the flames of rage. I mean, she isn’t really my girlfriend, of course. I made that up on the fly. But…if she was…

      I dig my knee in a little harder. The guy groans beneath me.

      I don’t have cuffs with me, but I have plastic zip ties that are just as effective, at least until a set of real bracelets can be placed on him. I zip them on and snug them tight, then shove my knee into his back again and mush the side of his face into the ground with my palm for good measure.

      “Lie still and be quiet,” I command. I use my free hand to fire off a text to Jaxson since I’m not wearing my radio that I’ve got one suspect in custody and need backup, then glance over at Isla.

      “Hey,” I say gently. “You okay?”

      Her eyes are huge, her skin pale, and she’s staring at the downed suspect as if she’s in shock.

      “Fuck her,” the suspect moans. “Get off me! Get your fucking knee out of my kidney!”

      “Isla,” I say louder.

      She shifts those jade eyes to me, then blinks several times. Her eyelashes are long and thick and move like butterfly wings. “Y-yeah?”

      “You with me?” I cock an ear toward the main part of the bank. I hear intermittent gunfire and shouting. As the seconds stretch on, the shooting lessens and the shouting increases. My phone vibrates with another text from Jaxson who says he’s coming to me now.

      “Is that one shooter dead?” she asks.

      “He was my cousin, you piece of shit,” the suspect screams.

      I ignore him, my gaze fastened on Isla. I consider “handling” her the way I would with other members of the public, but she’s not a rubber-necker, she’s a victim.

      No. That’s not right.

      Survivor. That’s what she is.

      Something in those intelligent eyes and the way her beautiful, lush, pink mouth sets in a hard line tells me bullshitting her would be a bad move. It also makes me admire her tremendously.

      “He might be,” I say. “It’s likely.”

      She nods, huddling close against the wall, arms wrapped around her body. Then she starts quaking, hard.

      Beneath me, the suspect continues to abuse me in some of the most colorful and thought-provoking language I’ve heard in a while. In another setting, I might have found it funny. But now, I’m more worried about Isla and the convulsion-like trembling that’s seized her.

      Oh, shit.

      She needs some help.
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      “Hurry up, Jax,” I hiss under my breath, watching the side entrance like a hawk.

      Exactly three seconds later, I see my partner push through the door and race toward us, three uniformed cops on his heels. Two of them continue past us into the main part of the bank. Jaxson and the other cop take Asshole #1 out of my custody and drag him outside to be tucked into one of their cars.

      I reach down to help Isla to her feet. “Let’s step outside. Get some air.”

      She comes willingly. I keep my arm around her shoulders and try not to care more than I should about the quivers I can feel trembling in her slender shoulders.

      Jaxson walks over to me, ticking his head to the side as if requesting a private word. I step away from Isla toward him. He gives me a hearty smack on the back. “Hell of a plan. We got the other three in custody. But the fifth one…he’s gone.”

      I sigh and nod. Sometimes it just can’t be helped, but it always sucks—I much prefer to see criminals like that brought to justice, not death.

      Did I mention I can be an asshole?

      Jaxson glances at Isla behind me and lowers his voice. “She all right?”

      I shake my head. “She’s pretty shaken up. I’d like an EMT to take a look at her, make sure she’s all right.”

      Jaxson nods and tilts the radio attached to the front of his vest up toward his mouth. “Let me get one for you.”

      While he walks off, I turn toward Isla and place my hand on her shoulder. “How you doing?”

      She looks at me, her forehead slightly bunched as if she’s trying to figure out how to answer my question. Finally she shakes her head. “I’m…not entirely sure.”

      An EMT comes jogging toward us, Jaxson following. Damn, he works fast.

      “I’m gonna have my friend here check you out real quick, if that’s all right,” I tell her. “You’ve had a pretty rough couple of hours.”

      “I’ve never had a gun pointed an inch from my face,” she murmurs.

      I nod. “It’s not really something you ever get used to.”

      She glances at me again, but before she can say anything, the EMT reaches her and wraps a blanket around her shoulders, then leads her toward a bench a few feet away and starts asking her questions.

      “You seem pretty worried about her,” Jaxson says.

      I turn toward him. “Huh?”

      He folds his arms and lifts an eyebrow. “You can’t take your eyes off her.”

      “Bullshit,” I argue. “I just did.” But I can’t help but turn my head to check on her again. She’s getting her blood pressure checked now.

      Jax snorts. “Right. Listen…she’ll probably need a ride home. Why don’t you take the car, and I’ll catch a ride with one of the guys? I’ll see you back at the precinct. Sarge will want to debrief with you. Then it’s death-by-paperwork time.”

      I groan. “Sounds awesome.” Ask any cop what the worst part of their job is. I will give you my entire life savings if they don’t say paperwork.

      Jaxson glances in Isla’s direction again, then back at me. “You’re welcome, Hansen.” With a little wink, he heads off toward the cluster of squad cars.

      I turn back toward Isla, where the EMT removes the blood pressure cuff from her arm and hands her a bottle of water. She looks a little less shaken now, but I know from personal experience that shit can take a while to shake off. And sometimes, it’s so hard to shake off, you need professional help.

      Once the EMT leaves her, I walk over and take a seat beside her. “So. How are you?”

      Isla sips her water. “That’s, like, the seventieth time you’ve asked.”

      I chuckle. “Well, I’m worried about you. Just want to make sure you’re all right.”

      She lifts a shoulder, her gaze pinned to her lap. “I’m probably going to have nightmares.”

      Yeah, she might. I did at first. But, as tactless as I can sometimes be, I know now is so not the time to share that with her.

      “Hey, you were really brave,” I tell her quietly, nudging her shoulder with mine. “I needed your help, and you stepped up to the challenge. You helped save all those people’s lives.”

      She gives me a little smile, and I swear I literally melt inside. She is fucking gorgeous. It’s disarming.

      “What were you doing here today?” I ask. I’m curious, but also, I’m hoping getting her talking will loosen her up a little.

      She clears her throat. “I own a small salon and spa a few blocks from here. I was making a deposit and I—” Her eyes go wide and she claps a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God. My clients!” Then she frantically pats her pockets as if she’s looking for something, but I’m sure there’s nothing else she can fit inside those jeans she wears so goddamn well. “I need my phone. I had three more appointments today. I’ve missed two already. Oh my God.”

      Isla sounds seriously distressed, almost on the verge of tears. Instinct makes me slip my arm around her shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m sure as a business owner, this is the worst thing that could happen, but I swear to you, Isla, they will understand considering what you just went through.”

      Maybe it’s the arm, maybe it’s the way I said her name, or maybe she just really needs some comforting right now, but Isla meets my eyes. Hers are wide and glistening, but the tears in them don’t fall. She gives me a one-sided smile.

      “Um, I walked here. My car is at the shop. Do you think you or someone might be able to—”

      “Absolutely.” I stand and offer my hand. “I’ll take you.”

      She takes my hand and rises. “That’s…okay? Don’t they need you in there?” She gestures toward the bank.

      I shake my head. “Crime scene will process the bank, collect evidence. I’ll have to return to the precinct, debrief with my sergeant, file a report. I totally have time for you. Whatever you need.” Then I bite my lip. Did that sound desperate?

      “Okay.” She lowers her gaze to the ground.

      “Follow me.” I smile, then turn to lead the way to the unmarked car I was cruising around with Jaxson in earlier.

      A cool, soft hand lands on my forearm, and it’s all I can do not to shiver as I face her.

      “Gunner?” she says softly.

      I could drown in her beautiful green eyes and die a happy fucking man. “Yeah?”

      One corner of her mouth curls up, and I have the worst urge to grab her and kiss those luscious, tempting lips.

      “Thank you for saving my life.”
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      Maybe I’m still in some degree of shock. Maybe I’m just crazy. But as I lay my hand on Gunner’s tattooed forearm and look into his ocean eyes, I swear it feels like…I’m falling. Hard.

      I just met him. I just met him!

      But life-and-death situations change things. Even my crazy, frightened, cloudy mind right now recognizes that. All I know is that I was literally staring down the barrel of my death. I could practically smell the gunpowder from that sawed-off shotgun. I could almost feel the explosion of fire that was about to happen in my face. I saw that masked man’s finger tightening on the trigger, the action that would end my young life at twenty-seven.

      I don’t know if I had a lifetime reel flashing before my eyes. But I do know I felt a deep, overwhelming sorrow right down in the marrow of my bones. Sorrow for my parents and my twenty-year-old brother who would grieve for me. My friends. My clients. My sorority sisters. All the people I knew and loved in my life, who knew and loved me, would lose me in that moment because one person decided it was time for me to go. It wasn’t fair. There’s still so much left for me to do. So much traveling. So much delicious food to eat. So many memories to make.

      In that moment of staring down the barrel of that sawed-off shotgun, I grieved, too. For myself.

      Suddenly, I’m crying. Hard.

      Gunner swiftly pulls me into his arms. On another day, I might be totally embarrassed for breaking down in front of a complete stranger, and then having that stranger hug me. But he doesn’t feel like a stranger. He feels like…

      Home.

      “It’s all right,” he says softly, stroking my back. “You’re a survivor, Isla. Not a lot of people can walk away from what you did. You’re a fighter.”

      “I only walked away,” I blubber, “because you saved me. You saved my life.”

      He goes still, and I swear I feel his heart beat faster beneath my palm where it rests on his chest. “I’d save you a thousand times. I took an oath to protect and serve. I’d die for you.”

      I know that “you” means any one of the general public. He would’ve laid his life down to save anyone in that bank. He took an oath, like he said.

      But I can’t help the shiver that goes through me when I hear that “you.” It feels…deeply personal. Specific—to me, and me alone. And how that makes me feel—this overwhelming, indescribable feeling of warmth—terrifies me more than anything I encountered today.

      Gunner gently squeezes my upper arms. “Ready to head to your shop?”

      I sniffle. “Is there any way I can get my bag from inside the bank?”

      “Let me go look for it,” he says. “Before it gets processed as evidence.”

      I describe the bag and where I last had it. He nods and walks into the bank. I pace on the sidewalk, trying not to have a massive panic attack about the fact that I stood my clients up. They likely have no idea where I was, even though I’m sure the news broadcast something about what happened at the bank. Granted, I’ve never missed or been late for one of my appointments before. I live by the rule that to be on time is to be late, so I strive to be at my shop, with everything ready to go, ten to fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. I hate being rushed, and I want to have a nice, serene environment for my girls to come relax in. The fact that those appointments have come and gone with no word from me makes me want to shrivel up into a ball on the sidewalk.

      “Breathe.”

      I whirl around. Gunner stands before me, holding my bag in one hand. He gives me a little smile as he hands it over. “Seriously. Take a deep breath before you pass out.”

      I comply, drawing in a shaky breath to the bottom of my lungs and releasing it slowly, then I paw frantically through my bag to locate my phone. My already shredded nerves fray even further at the sight of a dozen texts, missed calls, and voicemails flooding the screen. They range from annoyance to concern pretty quickly, but they still make me pant.

      Gunner’s brow creases and he leads me by the elbow. “My car’s over here.”

      I nod dimly, trying to respond to text messages. My thumbs keep hitting the wrong buttons. I once dated a guy a year ago—in fact, the last guy I dated—for a few years. A few months into our relationship, he would text and call me incessantly when I wasn’t at home, demanding to know where I was even if I already told him where I was going. He made me call him when I was leaving for work, when I got there, before I left, and when I got home. If I deviated from these tasks, he would rail against me and give me endless shit about not behaving in a trustworthy manner and then he’d ignore me for days on end, sometimes a week or more. It would tear me up inside, would drive me out of my mind. But what bothers me most of all—even back then—was wondering how I found myself in a situation like that.

      So why am I thinking about this now?

      The sight of the missed communications from my clients aren’t even in the same stratosphere as the messages my ex-boyfriend would send me. And I thought I put all that shit behind me when I finally freed myself from the bonds of his control and manipulation to dump him. I haven’t thought about him in at least a couple of months—so why now?

      I become aware that I’m sitting in a car. I remember this isn’t my car. I glance over at Gunner. He’s studying me with a keen look of concern.

      “At the risk of sounding like a broken record,” he says lightly, “you doing okay over there?”

      How do I answer that? How can I answer that? I just nod.

      He returns the nod, but I clearly see the doubt written all over his face. He’s not buying it, and I don’t blame him, because it’s not true.

      I give him brief directions to the shop. It’s less than a five-minute drive with the crazy traffic. The cops have the streets around the bank blocked off, but when Gunner flashes his badge—should I find that hot? I do—they wave him through.

      “This is a good time to make a joke about having friends in high places,” I say, my voice cracking a little. It’s weak, I know.

      He laughs heartily anyway. “If I’m considered in a high place, I’m guessing you don’t watch the news much.”

      I do watch the news, and shoot him a sympathetic smile. “It’s not easy having your job these days.”

      He shrugs as he slowly navigates the car around a barricade. “No, it’s not, but the shit cops who do terrible things to innocent people out of fear and stupidity make it that much harder.”

      “Are you…” I hesitate, trying to rephrase my question. “Do you…”

      He lifts his brows at me and smiles. “Yes?” He draws out the word.

      “Do you ever worry that stuff like today will be your…last day?”

      “On the job, or in life?”

      “Life,” I whisper. I’m suddenly cold.

      He draws in a long breath through his nose as he guides the car down the block, away from the chaos. “Of course. I’d be foolish not to.” He turns right at the corner.

      “Why did you want to be a cop? It’s just up here, on the left.”

      He stops in front of my little storefront. There’s a pink and white awning over the door. My logo and the shop name are on the awning: Isla Gregory Studio.

      No one’s waiting in front of the shop or in cars parked in front. I haven’t gotten replies back yet from the clients I inadvertently stood up this afternoon. My anxiety ratchets up another notch.

      We get out of the car and I dig in my bag for my keys. When I bring them out, my hand shakes and the metal jangles together. It shakes so badly I can’t put the key in the lock.

      “I got it,” Gunner says in a casual way that doesn’t make me feel like a neurotic freak. He slips the key in the lock, turns it, and opens the door. Inside, he glances around. “No alarm system?”

      I shrug, trying to get myself together as I walk inside the shop. I just need my appointment book and to make sure I didn’t leave anything hot plugged in that might burn the place down. “Not yet. It’s on the to-do list, but I always seem to forget about it.”

      “Maybe see if you could move it higher up the list,” Gunner replies, turning in a slow circle as he looks around. “Hate for something to happen to this place. It’s really nice.”

      It makes me feel good that he thinks so. The interior has the standard salon equipment—a styling station, two basins and chairs for hair washing and rinsing, a dryer seat, a pedicure chair, a desk for manicures, and tons of mani-pedi accoutrement. But on the other side, I wanted to create a living room, where my clients could hang out and chat if they came a few minutes early or if they wanted a comfy place to sit while their color processed. I set up a tufted, studded dark gray sofa and a matching armchair, glass, chrome, and white wood coffee and end tables, cool glass and chrome table lamps, and a coffee bar set up over a minifridge where I keep a variety of creamers and bottled water.

      “Thanks,” I reply. “I’m a full-service salon, but it’s just me, so I stay pretty busy. In addition to hair and nails, I do waxing, facials, lash extensions, makeup.”

      “Waxing, huh?” he says with a flirty grin.

      It puts me at ease a little, and I giggle, pointing over my shoulder toward a small room, its door closed. “That’s where the magic happens.”

      I’m curious what kind of lady-bush manicuring he’s into. Full Brazilian? Landing strip? Basic bikini? Natural? I keep my own situation bare except for a little triangular-shaped patch at the top. That one is listed on my menu of services as “the Martini.”

      Why are you wondering what kind of pubic hair style he likes?

      Now I’m even more flustered. “Um, well, that’s everything, I guess.”

      “Get everything you needed?” he asks mildly, glancing at the planner under my arm.

      Do I? I can’t remember my own name. My cheeks are hot. “Yep.”

      We head back out to the car after I triple-check the lock. He opens the passenger door for me like we’re on a date, then I direct him to the duplex I rent a few miles from the downtown area.

      “I figured you for the downtown loft type,” he comments.

      “No, I like living away from here,” I reply. “The location is good for business, but there’s so much shady crime stuff that happens, too. Hell, Triple Six had a major shooting about six months ago. Well, you probably know about that. And a car theft ring operated out of some abandoned garage only half a mile from the salon.” I blush. “You—you probably know about that one too.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, a little. I worked the case for a little while.”

      “You did?” I gape at him. “Man, I followed that story every single day. It was like something out of a book or a movie—the ex-girlfriend of the ringleader cooperates with the police and flips on everyone.”

      “It was pretty crazy,” he admits. “She’s good people, though. Lyra, that’s her name. She’s engaged to my buddy now. He led the operation to bust the ring.”

      “Wow,” I say, unable to keep a dreamy note out of my voice. “That’s kind of romantic, actually.”

      Gunner casts me a sidelong look. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      He pulls into the driveway of my duplex. My garage and my neighbor’s garage are connected, putting our living quarters on opposite sides of the building, which I am A-OK with. I moved here after breaking up with my boyfriend last year. We didn’t live together, but he moved out of the city after that and I wanted a fresh start, a place I could call my own. A place I could come and go out of any damn time I wanted. A place where he didn’t constantly rearrange things to be to his liking when he was over.

      That old feeling, the one that makes me shaky and feel gross, the one I had when I looked at my long list of missed calls and texts, drops over me again.

      “Isla?”

      I blink. Oh, yeah. I’m supposed to get out of his car. “Sorry.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” he says, hopping out. He follows me to the door, and this time I manage to work my key in the lock all by myself.

      I glance over my shoulder. “You can come in, if you want.”

      He steps inside the foyer. The space is small, but the landlord redid it before I moved in, adding cool gray stone backsplash in the kitchen and in the bathroom shower stall, replacing the old carpet with dark brown wood, painting the walls a cool blue-gray color that reminds me a lot of Gunner’s eyes.

      My taste in furniture at the shop is similar to what I have here too. I can’t help it—I love simple, solid colors and feminine touches. And it’s mine.

      He smiles. “I like it. A lot. It’s very…you.”

      It’s a compliment, and it takes me by surprise. That warm, coming-home feeling lights up my chest, momentarily pushing back the darkness.

      I don’t want him to go.

      Gunner hesitates on the welcome mat, his hands in his pockets. “I…wish I could stay longer.”

      My heart leaps up, and I take a step toward him. “I wish you could stay, too. Really.”

      He slowly licks his bottom lip, his gaze locked on mine. “Times like these, the job really sucks.”

      “You can come back,” I say softly, inching another step closer. “If—if you want.”

      “Do you want me to?” he asks, reaching for my hand.

      My heart thrums into overdrive. I swallow. “Yes,” I whisper. “I don’t want to be alone, Gunner, but I only want to be around you.”

      Did I just say that out loud?

      Before the full horror of that realization can fall over me, Gunner tugs me toward him, wraps his arms around my body, and dips his face toward mine.

      Holy shit.

      One breath away from my mouth, he whispers, “Is this okay?”

      I don’t want to waste another second on words.

      I tangle my fingers in his hair and crash my mouth to his.
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      That I’m able to walk away from Isla to my car, get in, and drive away after the hot kiss we just had is a miracle.

      But…duty. It calls.

      On the drive to headquarters, I replay that delicious, mind-blowing moment over and over in my mind. It was unprofessional of me to tell her I wanted to stay, but dammit…it was the truth. It’s still true. And I needed to know she felt the same way.

      She does.

      I read it in her eyes. The truth was evident in every line of her curvy body, in the blaze of her green eyes. She…wanted me.

      Just like I want her.

      Not only that, but I sense she really needs someone to be there for her. Tonight is going to be rough—the trauma of the day and living through what she did and seeing what she saw will very likely catch up to and crash into her, and I would hate for her to be alone.

      Her desire and her need and her fear all culminated into one forceful surge of emotion, drawing us together with a snap, and her soft mouth underneath mine was what kissing an angel must feel like.

      My hand tightens on the steering wheel as my heart beats a little faster. Her lips were delicious, but her tongue was even better. I didn’t intend on deepening the kiss, but I couldn’t help it. She was there to meet my tongue stroke for stroke, and goddamn.

      I want to put my tongue everywhere on her.

      When we finally parted, dizzy, my phone vibrating between us, I promised her I’d come back after I finished up at HQ. She told me she’d have dinner waiting. I left before I told her I planned to have her for dessert.

      I wouldn’t want to scare her. Honesty can be a beast sometimes.

      At HQ, I speed through my reports. I use less speed when sitting down with my sergeant to discuss everything that happened once I entered the bank, including Isla’s heroics, and I tell him I gave her a ride home.

      “I would have liked to talk to her about what occurred, but Jaxson mentioned she was extremely shaken up,” Sarge says.

      “She was,” I admit. “Still is.” And now she’s got me all shaken up…

      “I’d like her to speak to the detectives,” Sarge presses. “One of the assholes who was involved today somehow has a shit-sharp lawyer who, I suspect, is going to try to get a lesser charge for his client. Eyewitness testimony would be instrumental in preventing that from happening. Otherwise, he might go free after a reduced sentence. Supposedly he’s got a clean record, but I’d be willing to bet that’s because he’s never been caught.”

      “I’ll see if we can bring her in,” I say. “I know where she works and lives.” It’s probably not a great idea to mention I’ll be going back over for dinner this evening. I’m by no means lead investigator on this case, so I’m not technically breaking any rules, but the waters can get muddy if the defense attorneys believe a witness has been swayed. And though my role in the overall operation is done, hers isn’t. She can’t be forced to give a statement, but if the detectives working the case want to, they can subpoena her. It’s risky for both of us.

      But she’s worth the risk.

      Around six p.m., I’m finally on the way out to my car. I’m going to run home and shower—it’s been a long, sweaty day—and then hopefully spend the rest of the evening getting to know everything I can about Miss Isla Gregory…and maybe indulging in more of those intense kisses that immediately got my dick hard as a staff.

      “Gunner,” a voice calls out.

      I turn, seeing Jaxson jogging after me. “Hey, Jax.”

      “Where you headed?” he says in this strangely knowing way.

      I scratch the back of my head. Lying is a part of my job, but I don’t make it part of my personal life. Besides, I have too much respect for Jaxson to bullshit him. He’d know, anyway. He’s got this intense ability to read people, even more than the average cop, and it’s part of what makes him a shoo-in for sergeant the next time promotions come up.

      “You know where,” I finally say.

      Jaxson shakes his head. “Is that…smart? To get involved?”

      I shrug. “It’s not against the rules. I’m not directly involved in the investigation. I was just a means to an end for the rest of you to do your thing. I filed my reports, I gave my statements, now I’m onto the next case.” And that’s the truth—I already have several case files from Gang Unit they need help with.

      “The proximity would raise some eyebrows,” Jaxson says gently. “I’m not telling you what to do. You’re a grown man. But I’d be remiss if I didn’t tell you to slow down a little and think with your head. Not your…other head.”

      “She’s not a piece of ass, Jax.” I frown, but the surge of possessiveness that goes through me and the need to defend her catches me off guard. “I…care about her.”

      He arches a brow. “You just met her.”

      “Listen, Jax, I know you’re looking out for me,” I say, trying to rein in the annoyance I feel. “You’d do the same for Saint, for all of us, and I appreciate that. But this isn’t about my dick needing to get wet. I…feel something for Isla. Something I can’t ignore or deny. I can’t remember ever feeling this way before and you know how my last relationship went.”

      His lips tighten and he lowers his gaze. Yeah, he does remember the night I poured my heart out to him two years ago after my then-girlfriend decided life with a cop was too hard. My hours were all over the place, I worked nights, I didn’t have a traditional weekend off, I worked holidays. She wanted “normalcy,” whatever that meant to her. And that was okay. I could and can appreciate that—I just didn’t appreciate being cheated on in the process.

      Since then, dating hasn’t been a thing I wanted in my life. Truthfully, I’m terrified of getting hurt again.

      “All I want is someone to love, and to love me back,” I tell him, my voice low. I hate myself for the tremor in it. “And someone to accept me for who I am, badge and all. This life isn’t for everyone—you know that as well as I do. But there’s got to be someone out there who can handle everything that comes with loving a cop. Right? There’s just got to.”

      Jaxson sighs and gives me a look full of understanding and sympathy.

      “I can be a cynical prick sometimes,” I continue, “and I know it seems like I don’t take a lot seriously. But the feeling I felt when I met Isla and every crazy thing that’s happened to us makes me feel like…I should take this one seriously.”

      My friend blinks down at the ground, then meets my gaze. “Want to know something?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “I’ve been in love with someone for a while now,” he confesses. “And she’s someone I barely know. And…yeah. I met her on the job.”

      I cock my head. This is news. Who could he be talking about?

      “It was fleeting, but it was meaningful. I felt something when I looked at her I don’t think I’ve ever felt in my entire life. Circumstances have me at a distance, but if I could…” He swallows. “If I could, I’d go to her, too.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “Be careful, Gunner. Just…go get your girl, all right?”

      I smile at him. We aren’t blood. But he is my brother. In blue. For life.

      “Thank you,” I say quietly. We do the bro-hug-shake combo, and then I jog to my car. I have to tell Isla how I feel…as crazy as it’s going to sound. She might tell me to leave. She might ask me to stay. But she has to know. I need her to know.

      Doubt creeps in on the drive to my place, then grows as I shower, change, and make sure I smell good. By the time I reach her driveway, bottle of wine in one hand, a small bouquet of stargazer lilies in the other, I’ve convinced myself I need to just enjoy a meal with her, chat a little, and then take my ass home.

      But when the door opens, she stands in front of me in leggings that follow every shapely curve of her calves, thighs, and ass, a soft-looking sweater with a plunging, lace-edged neckline that shows the tops of her delicious breasts, and with her hair in long, loose curls, I fall even harder.

      How could any man not love this goddess on sight?

      The smell of roasting meat fills the house behind her, wafting out to my nose. It’s a comforting, homey kind of smell, and for a second, I’m transported to some moment in the future, coming home from a long, hard day at work, and finding this woman who loves me is here to welcome me home.

      “Hi,” Isla says, a beautiful smile perking her lips.

      “Hi.” Smooth, Gunner. I clear my throat. “These are for you.” I hold out the wine and the flowers.

      Her eyes brighten. “Lilies. My favorite.”

      Thank you, knowledgeable flower shop woman. “Yeah. They smell really good.”

      “Yes, they do.” Her lashes flutter a little as she meets my gaze. “Well, come in.”

      I follow her inside. The smell of cooking food grows stronger, and my stomach growls.

      “I guessed you might be a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy,” she says, deftly uncorking the wine. “Unless I’m totally off-base and you’re a vegan.”

      I chuckle. “No. You’re spot on.”

      She hands me a glass of the red wine I brought her, sipping her own. “Mm. It’s really good. I hope you’re hungry.”

      I can’t help letting my gaze travel down to her breasts, and then her thighs. “Starving.”

      Something dark flashes in her eyes that matches the note in my voice. “Gunner…”

      I set my glass down, then hers, and reach for her hand. “I’ve been thinking about you since the second I left.”

      She draws a shaky breath. “Me, too. It’s… I’m a little scared.”

      Good, I’m not the only one. “Tell me what you’re scared of.”

      “How…much I feel,” she whispers. “I—it’s been a long time. I was in a really bad relationship. You’re the first person I’ve met who’s made me feel like I want to give it a try again.”

      I want to know every detail she’s comfortable sharing about the asshole who clearly broke her heart. I want to do a background check on this fucker and pray he’s got some warrants. At the very least, I want to find out where he lives, follow him, find a reason to pull him over—and believe me, I’ll find one—and write him a ridiculous ticket.

      But more than anything, right now, I just want to know how I can be here for her.

      “Give what a try?” I ask, brushing a lock of hair away from her cheek.

      She stares at my chest, her lips tightening.

      “You can tell me anything,” I add.

      “Love,” she murmurs. “I want to give love a try again.”

      Damn.

      That’s all I need to know.
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      I tip her chin up, gaze into her surprised eyes for a second, then lower my mouth to hers. I try to keep it sweet, to communicate to her she can rely on me, trust me, but she responds hungrily. Her hands grip my shoulders, my neck, one tangles in my hair, and her lips part beneath mine. I take the invitation and slide my tongue against hers. We need this. We need each other.

      The air is filled with our harsh breaths and low moans, the wet smack of lips as we feast on each other’s mouths. My cock swells in my jeans and I can’t help grinding my hips against her slightly. She surprises me by slinging a leg around my hip, allowing me to press against that hot, sweet spot between her legs.

      “I need you,” she whimpers in my ear.

      “God, not nearly as much as I need you,” I groan against her neck. “Please tell me I can have you.”

      “Take me,” she says, and I almost come in my jeans.

      She guides me to the bedroom.

      I ease off her sweater. Underneath she wears a lacy bra. I spare a couple seconds to admire it, then undo the front clasp and slowly pull it apart. Her breasts are full and round, her nipples rosy and hard. I waste no time lowering my head to suck her nipple between my lips, using my teeth to tease it. She moans softly and grips my shoulders.

      “I’m not naked yet,” she whispers teasingly.

      I lift my head. “Is that an order, ma’am?”

      “You bet your ass. Officer.”

      “Mm.” I bite my bottom lip and lay her down on her back, then peel her leggings off. She’s bare underneath, and she’s bare between her legs except for a trimmed, triangular patch I fully intend to explore with my tongue.

      “Now you’re not naked,” she adds.

      I grin and tug my shirt over my head. “Is this better?”

      Her gaze goes over my tanned torso, clocking the ridges of muscle and the large tattoo over my left pec.

      “Not quite,” she says.

      I undo my belt, unzip my jeans, and tug them off, along with my socks. My dick strains through my snug boxer briefs. I reach down and grip it. Her eyes go wide. I’m a blessed man in that department—I’m a thick nine inches, and I want to give her every last bit of me. “Now?”

      She shakes her head slowly, one side of her mouth curving up. I nearly lose my shit when she strokes a finger between her folds. “Not yet.”

      God, she’s a sexy little thing. I’m dying to find out how wet she is.

      I tug my underwear down over my hips. My cock reaches for her.

      “That’s better,” she says breathily.

      I crawl over her, cup her hips, and pull her toward me. Then I part her thighs and push them back a little so her knees point toward her shoulders. She gasps a little.

      Her pussy is a thing of beauty. Her folds are puffy and she smells so sweet, my mouth waters.

      “I came over to eat,” I tell her in a husky voice. “And there’s nothing that looks as delicious as you.”

      I lower my mouth. I consider teasing her, but I want her on my tongue so badly, I go straight for the gold. She gasps again in response, her body tightening.

      “Oh, yes,” she moans, reaching down to grip my hair.

      I take big, greedy mouthfuls of her, reaching in deep with my tongue so I can taste every bit of her. Her skin is so smooth against my mouth, I can only imagine what it’ll feel like when I slide home. I work my tongue up and down her opening, then tease and suckle her clit. Her body grows tense under my hands, and then her hips start rolling.

      I groan appreciatively as little excited squirts of her juice, like biting into a sweet, ripe orange, land on my tongue.

      Oh, hell yes. She’s going to come.

      She calls my name as she shatters, writhing underneath me. “Gunner!”

      “Yes, baby?” I smirk as I slide up her body, stopping to dip the tip of my tongue in her belly button and tease her nipples again.

      “Let me taste you,” she begs, and shimmies down until my hips hover over her face. Before I can say a word, she’s damn near swallowing my dick, and the sensation is so intensely amazing I almost black out for a second. Her lips squeeze and her tongue licks in a perfect rhythm. One of her hands grips the base of my cock and strokes slowly while the other cups my balls and massages me gently.

      “Holy fuck,” I grunt. I reach down and place a hand on top of her head, losing myself in the sensation of her beautiful mouth. When I near the point of no return, I draw my hips back. I pull her up underneath me and bring my mouth to hers. We tongue-kiss deeply as I stroke the head of my cock up and down her soaking-wet slit, easing in a tiny bit each time. It’s the best kind of torture for both of us, and as I continue to take my time entering her, I feel her clench tighter and tighter.

      “I’m gonna—” she gasps, and as I thrust all the way in, finding her limit, she bursts around me again, moaning my name.

      “Fuck, that was so hot,” I breathe.

      “Fast, I want it fast,” she moans. “Fast and hard!”

      “Anything you want,” I whisper against her lips, and give her exactly what she asked for.

      In no time at all, she’s reaching another peak, and this time, she brings me off the edge of the cliff with her. And because I’m greedy as fuck, I suck and lick her again, bringing her to a fourth shattering climax, while I jack myself to prepare for round two. Then I flip over onto my back and lose myself in the way she rides me, her breasts dangling temptingly over my mouth, her hair brushing my face, her breathy moans the sweetest music filling the room.

      We come together again, with me buried deep, her sweet nectar splashing on my hips.

      For a long moment, we lay forehead to forehead, catching our breath.

      Isla giggles. “Your stomach is growling.”

      “Hmm.” I grip two handfuls of her amazing ass. “I guess I need thirds.”

      She swats my chest. “You need real food.”

      I quickly give up teasing, because I am hungry. “Can we eat in bed?”

      “Sure.”

      “Let me get it.” I slide a hand up to her thigh, preparing to shift her off me.

      “No, no. Stay here.”

      I watch as she slides off me and casually throws on the T-shirt I’d worn underneath my leather jacket. It just covers her ass, and I tilt my head to watch her walk out of the room.

      What a goddamn delicious sight that is.

      She makes two trips, protesting my offers to help both times, to drop off our half-drunk wine and the bottle, and then bringing plates. She offers me meatballs tossed in an onion gravy, mashed potatoes, and green beans. It smells fantastic, and it tastes even better.

      “Jesus Christ,” I practically whine, the meatball I just bit into damn near melting in my mouth. “This is the best meal I’ve had in a while.”

      She smiles, licking potatoes off the tines of her fork. I never knew mashed potatoes could be that sexy. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I stop for a sip of wine. “You’re beautiful. You’re brilliant and successful. You’re talented. And you can cook? You do realize you’re perfect, right?”

      Even in the dim lighting, her cheeks flush, and she lowers her gaze to her plate. “No. I’m not perfect.”

      I gape at her. “I’m sorry. I did say all my very solid reasons why you are out loud, right?”

      “Perfectionism is an impossible pedestal,” she says softly. “I have my share of flaws, believe me.”

      “Then you’re perfectly imperfect.” I set my empty plate on the nightstand, stack hers on top, and reach for her hand. She looks troubled, and that troubles me. I only meant to tell her how amazing she is, but it seems I’ve said the wrong thing. “I’m sorry, Isla. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I just—I think you’re fucking incredible, and I want you to know it.”

      She smiles and touches my cheek. “It’s not you. I just—bad memories I’m trying to forget.”

      Suspicion rouses in my chest. “We talking that ex of yours, here?”

      She nods. I wait. After a few moments, she says, “He was someone who believed I should try to attain actual perfection, and he let me know in no uncertain terms each time I failed.”

      I grit my teeth. “Did he…put his hands on you?” If that’s the case, then I really am going to track this prick down and fuck with him, bad.

      “No. No physical abuse, ever. And no outright name-calling. It was, like…” She gazes off toward the window. “Subtle psychological destruction. Really…insidious. That’s the best way I can put it.”

      It clicks, painfully. I clear my throat. “Actually, I know exactly what you mean. And I’m sorry. I know how fucked up that is.”

      She shifts her luminous eyes to me. “You do? How?”

      I give her a one-sided smile, but I know it doesn’t reach my eyes. “I’ve got my own bad memories I want to forget.”

      Isla says nothing, stroking the back of my hand with the tips of her fingers.

      I intertwine our hands. “I dated someone for a while who wanted me to fit into her idea of perfection, too. I guess I let her down. But you know what? I’m glad I did. She would have destroyed me. And…” I lift our hands to my lips and kiss her fingers. “I would never have found you.”

      Isla draws in a deep breath. “What I feel for you, Gunner… It scares me. It’s so fast. It’s too fast. Right?”

      “Time is bullshit,” I say with a shrug. “Or it is to me now, at least. Since I became a cop. Knowing I could die every time I go to work. It’s taught me to value how short life is.”

      Isla swallows. “You could…die.”

      Shit. Probably not a great thing to say considering what we went through today. Just goes to show how fucking jaded you can get doing this job.

      “I possess a very particular and well-honed set of skills, you know,” I say with a little mocking grin I desperately hope will put her at ease. “And I don’t mean what just happened in this bed tonight. Me dying wouldn’t be the easiest feat to accomplish, I promise.”

      Now it’s her turn for her smile not to reach her eyes.

      “Hey.” I draw her into my arms, then reach out and turn off the light. The late November moonlight streams in through the parted curtains. “What’s on your mind?”

      “I—I just…” She shivers. “Thinking about time. About risk. About today. I guess it’s catching up.”

      “Today was nothing,” I tell her. “Just another day in the life. For me.”

      “A day in…your life,” she repeats a little dully.

      I feel like I keep saying the wrong thing. “I’m sorry, Isla. I’m not trying to make light of it or diminish your feelings. I just don’t want you to worry about me. Let’s take care of you.” I stroke her back and press my lips to the top of her head. “What can I do to relax you?”

      “That,” she says softly. “Just—just hold me, Gunner.”

      So I do. I tighten my arms around her and hold her tight, hoping she knows she’ll always be safe and warm and taken care of with me. And that her imperfections could not be more perfect in my eyes.

      But the tighter I hold her, I realize as sleep steals over us both, the more it feels like she’s slipping away.
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      I wake up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding, panic seizing my throat so tight I can’t breathe.

      What was I dreaming of? All I can remember is how it feels—the terror, the pain. Not physical pain. An emotional one that cuts me deep, to the marrow. It’s the pain of loss, the death of a loved one.

      There are tears on my cheeks. Fresh tears.

      “Hey,” a deep voice says beside me. Warm hands touch my face, my neck, my back. I’m gathered into strong arms and held against an equally strong chest. Gradually, the room comes into view as I blink rapidly. I’m in my bedroom. It’s dawn. And the man holding me is strong and beautiful and brave. And alive.

      For now…

      I gulp.

      Gunner tilts my face toward his, a crease of concern between his brows. “It’s all right,” he says softly, as if he knows just what was happening in my head. “It was just a dream, Isla. You’re okay.”

      Was it just a dream? He said it himself. He could be killed every time he leaves the house. That sounds like an unbearable reality. How much time does he have left on his clock? By loving him—and goddammit, but I love him—that means when that clock runs out, it just might kill me, too.

      A shotgun barrel appears in my mind, pointing at my face, over and over and over.

      But instead of saying any of these things, I tell him, “I’m okay. Just a bad dream.”

      He kisses my forehead, then glances at the clock on the nightstand. “Let’s get some more sleep. Then I’m taking you out to a big ol’ brunch. What’s your favorite thing to eat for brunch?”

      A genuine, faint smile plays at my lips. “Probably battered French toast. With bacon.”

      “Yup. That’s exactly what you’re getting.” He kisses my temple and tugs me back down.

      It was just a dream, I tell myself, fighting against the quivers threatening to overtake me.

      But it wasn’t just a dream, and that’s the trouble. It’s too real.

      I can’t stop seeing down that damn shotgun barrel.

      I lie awake beside him for what feels like hours, but eventually, I drift off. I’m rudely awakened when I hear the bleating of a cell phone.

      Gunner jerks awake and immediately leans over to paw for his jeans on the floor. He pulls his cell phone from his pocket. “Hansen,” he says in a clipped tone that gives nothing away about the fact he was just dead asleep.

      Based on that tone and that greeting, I’m guessing that’s work on the other line.

      “Yeah.” He smacks a hand to his forehead, then swipes his palm down his face. “Yeah, I’ll be right in.” He hangs up the phone, and my heart sinks a little at the sad smile he gives me. “Well…think we can raincheck brunch? I’m needed in a meeting this morning.”

      “Of course.” I pause. “Work?” It’s a silly question since I already know the answer.

      He nods and runs a finger down my cheek. “Yeah. I’m helping out Gang Unit with some UC stuff.”

      “UC?”

      “Undercover,” he clarifies. “Kinda like yesterday.”

      I could die every time I go to work.

      He gets out of bed and dresses quickly. I stand and pull on my sweater and leggings, feeling the same strangling feeling that overtook me in my sleep creep over me again.

      We walk to my front door, and Gunner turns, pulling me into his arms. He cups my cheek.

      “Isla. You’re not okay.”

      I swallow. “I…I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      He frowns a little. “Do you want to talk about it after my meeting?”

      “I think…I need a little time,” I murmur. “To think.”

      “I understand.” He strokes a thumb down my cheek. “I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

      As long as you’re alive…

      I nod. “Yes. I know that.”

      Worry flashes through his eyes, making them stormier than ever. He kisses me. “I’ll call you later, all right?”

      I nod again and watch him walk to his car. The thought flits through my mind it could be the last time.

      The strangling feeling grips me again. I step back inside the house and shut the door.

      Yesterday after he left the first time, I felt fine. I felt on fire, due to the incredible kiss we shared before he went. I showered and started cooking, anticipating his return, and felt great.

      And after a night of the most amazing sex I’ve ever had, I should feel even better. But I don’t. I’m terrified. I thought I was ready to love again, and I already know I love Gunner. I feel it deep down in my soul, like it’s a fact. But I almost died yesterday. And he could have died yesterday. He could die today. Tomorrow. Every time he goes to work. And that scares me. Guns and danger and threats and violence are a part of his everyday life, his profession. My everyday life, my profession? Those involve shampoo, wax, eyelash extensions, hair color, and makeup.

      I know what bad love feels like. It’s not love. And what I feel for Gunner feels good and true. But I don’t know if I’m strong enough to be with someone whose chances of dying are higher than the average joe.

      Maybe it’s the fear talking. Maybe I’m losing my mind. Maybe I’m a terrible coward. Maybe I’ve been programmed to believe I don’t deserve real love because I’m perfectly imperfect.

      Maybe I don’t know who I am or what I want anymore.

      In the kitchen, I drop to the floor and burst into tears.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been five days since I asked Gunner for space. Five days since I started the worst emotional struggle of my life since leaving my terrible relationship. Five days that have felt like five months.

      I’ve taken some time this week to myself. My clients understood. I explained what had happened at the bank—they all saw the news and were shocked to know I was there—and that I was pretty shaken up and seeking some help. Being the lovely women they are, they encouraged me to take all the time I need to get back to feeling better.

      I needed to get myself some help. I love myself enough to recognize the signs of trauma—when you endure something awful for a long time and you pull yourself out, you stay vigilantly on the lookout for anything that resembles that turmoil. After I left my last relationship, I was in therapy twice a week for a year. Now I go once a month. But the day Gunner walked out of my house and I broke down in my kitchen, I knew it was time to send up an S.O.S.

      I called my therapist and had an appointment right away, and I’ve seen her every day since, including today. I walk into the house, back from our session, and everything we discussed floats around in my head. The first two days, we talked about the bank. The third and fourth days, we talked about my past relationship and what I’ve come to terms with and what I clearly haven’t come to terms with.

      Today, the fifth day, we talked about Gunner.

      The hostage situation at the bank shook something loose in my brain. Something that brought out the old me, the terrified one, the one who never thought she was good enough for anything, the one who thought she deserved the psychological abuse she took before. It made me frightened and ready to walk away from something pure and good—Gunner.

      I explained to Gunner in a text that I was having a really hard time, and that I needed a few days to get my thoughts together. He told me to take all the time I needed, but even through the phone, I could tell I’d hurt him, and that killed me.

      But like flight attendants tell you before every flight, in the event of an emergency, you can’t help anyone else until you put your own oxygen mask on. And this is me doing that.

      I just hope he’ll be willing to listen when I’m ready to talk. And if he’s not…I’ll totally understand.

      It’s Thursday afternoon, and I decide to spend some time reading a good book. I picked up a romance from a local author who’s exploded in popularity, Violet Sweet. I attended her book signing last month, and there was an incredible moment where this guy came in quoting her book and professing his love for her in front of everyone. It helped me believe good, true love exists. I’ve read all of her books since then, and am about to dive into her newest, the one she was signing at the event. Remembering that day puts a smile on my face as I boil some water for tea.

      I’ve just sat down in my favorite comfy chair by the window, my tea steeping in the mug, when the doorbell rings.

      Curious—and a little irritated my quiet time is being interrupted when I really need it—I peek through the peephole. The guy standing on the other side is a tall, really good-looking guy—and I know him. From where?

      That’s right—he was one of the cops at the bank. The one Gunner talked to a lot. His partner, I think.

      What’s he doing here?

      I open the door. “Um, hi.”

      The man smiles at me, but it’s a pretty somber one. “Miss Gregory? I’m Officer Jaxson Rivers. We met briefly last week after the situation at the bank.”

      “Yes, of course. Um…how can I help you?”

      He hesitates. The smile drops off his face.

      “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to come in and have a chat.”

      “About…about the bank? I never did give a statement.” I pull my sweater more tightly around me as an icy breeze gusts up around him. Or maybe it’s just me, because the thought of having to talk about what happened that day makes me feel ill and cold. “I guess we can do that.”

      “Sure, I can take a statement,” Officer Rivers says, “but…actually, I’d like to talk to you about Gunner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gunner

      

      

      A week is not a long time. Seven days, one hundred sixty-eight hours. Sometimes, it feels like it goes by in the blink of an eye. Usually that’s a good thing.

      But sometimes, it feels like it goes by at the speed of a fucking snail. And that sucks. Especially when you’re hurting.

      As I am.

      It’s been a week since Isla asked me for space, telling me she needed to figure some things out. I respect that—how could I not? But I’m also just a man. As the days continue to pile up with no word from her, the heavier my heart grows, and the more I wonder if the answer to my question—there’s got to be someone out there who can handle everything that comes with loving a cop, right?—is really and truly…no.

      Maybe it’s the badge, or love. But not both. Not for me.

      I’m trying hard not to wallow. I’m getting out and doing things, and in fact, I’m just getting home now from playing basketball with some of my friends. I’m trying hard to respect her need for space. I’m trying hard not to take it personally. But…it hurts.

      I love her, and it hurts.

      I suppose I loved her the second our eyes met when I walked in the bank. When I knew, watching that asshole point a shotgun at her face, that I would die first before I let anything happen to her. When we kissed for the first time inside her house. I’m old enough and have lived enough life to know what’s love and what’s lust. And while I have plenty of lust for Isla, it’s all underscored by love.

      And just when I think I’m ready to give my heart away to the one woman who deserves it…I might be on the verge of getting it broken.

      I groan at my own pathetic state as I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and guzzle it down. It’s late afternoon. Some of the guys I played ball with suggested we go out for steaks and brews tonight at the new place that opened up. They’re all married or in serious relationships, so none of them are going to be up to any bullshit. Just guy time, and maybe some red meat and craft beer will help get my mind off my heartache.

      I strip off my shirt and am about to head to the shower when my doorbell rings. I live in a small, split-level house in a quiet suburb minutes from the city. A lot of guys in the department live out here, preferring the peace to the excitement of the city. Plus, it’s a little awkward to be shopping at Target and running into someone you once arrested.

      I find my cell and access the app connected to my security system. No way in hell do I ever answer the door without getting a good look at who’s standing on my doorstep.

      I almost drop the phone.

      It’s Isla, wearing a charcoal-gray North Face jacket, a scarf, and her hair blows in the wind.

      Should I answer? Why didn’t she call? What do I do?

      I groan at my idiocy again. “Stop acting like a twelve-year-old nerd, for starters.” I clear my throat. I’m a sweaty mess from playing ball, and I’m shirtless. My gym tee’s hanging out of the back pocket of my athletic shorts, but it’s too sweaty and wrinkled to bother with. Damn. If only she’d come ten minutes from now.

      It’s cold, Hansen! Answer the fucking door and stop stalling.

      I open the door.

      Her jade-green eyes go wide and rove over my body. Okay, so maybe going shirtless was a good option. I just hope I don’t stink.

      And, fuck, but it’s so good to see her. She looks beautiful. She’s physically here. I want her in my arms so badly, but… She might be here to break up with me, once and for all, in person. I keep my hands to myself.

      “Isla,” I say softly, unable to keep the yearning out of my voice. “Wow. I didn’t realize you were coming by.” Well, no shit, Sherlock.

      She gives me a smile that makes me weak. “I know. I didn’t call. I took a chance that you might be home. Looks like you just got in.”

      “I was playing basketball at the gym,” I say. “You have great timing.” The cold air makes my nipples hard, and her eyes go wider. She’s still standing in the cold, you asshole. “Fuck, I’m sorry. You want to come in?”

      She nods and I hold the door, stepping back to let her in. I lead her up the short flight of stairs. To the left is a hallway that leads to the master bedroom, a spare room, and the guest bathroom. To the right and front of the house is the living room. Toward the back of the house on the right is the kitchen and dining area. What’s better? The kitchen feels like a natural gathering place, but the living room feels more homey.

      I gesture to the sofa. “Have a seat, please.”

      But instead, she steps forward and grabs my hands. I blink in surprise. “I really need to tell you something,” she says rapidly. “First of all, I know it’s been a whole week since we last talked. And I’m not sorry for needing that time to get my shit together, but I am sorry for any hurt it might have caused you.”

      I shrug, hoping it looks casual. “It didn’t. I mean, I’m not hurt.” That, friends, is what you call a lie.

      Isla arches a dark brow. “That’s not what Jaxson told me.”

      “J-Jaxson?” I’ll kill him.

      “Don’t get mad and kill him,” she says in a soothing tone, and her unintended clairvoyance almost makes me laugh. “He stopped by because he was worried about—well, both of us, frankly, but you more than anything. I know I’ve put you through some kind of hell and I am sorry for that.”

      “It’s—it’s okay,” I say lamely, because I don’t know what else to say.

      “It’s not okay,” she says earnestly. “I should have communicated better. I was really reeling after the bank situation. It dredged up a lot of really bad shit I thought I’d dealt with. And then you kept mentioning things about dying and getting killed and it—it really scared me. Messed with my head.”

      “I shouldn’t have said those things,” I say. “I’m sorry. It’s just something cops come to terms with, that that’s a reality in this line of work. It’s not something we sign up for, but it’s something we accept as possible reality.”

      “Don’t apologize,” she says firmly. “Do not apologize for that. You’re absolutely right—it’s something you’ve come to terms with. But I needed to come to terms with it, too. And after talking with Jaxson and understanding…” She blushes. “Understanding how you might feel about me after everything you’ve gone through in your past relationship, I felt I owed you a more thorough explanation.”

      And then she explains—everything. In detail. About her ex. The things he did to her. Everything it required of her to find the strength to break free of the bonds of manipulative, emotional abuse and put herself first. The therapy she subsequently underwent. And the fear of love, finding it and losing it, that lingered well after the fact.

      “I’ve loved and I’ve lost before,” she says quietly, “and it was for the best. Because that love wasn’t love at all, and it was breaking me down, tearing me apart, every day I stayed. But finding you…that was love I didn’t want to lose, ever, and the possibility that I could scared me to death.”

      I grip her hands tightly. “Isla, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I love you,” she says, looking me right in the eye. “I love you, and even though the reality that I could lose you based on your line of work terrifies me, the thought of letting go of the truest love I’ve ever felt for someone scares me more. Gunner…” Isla steps closer and places her hands on my bare chest. “I want to be with you. I want to find happiness with you. I want to love you past your pain, and I want you to love me past mine. I want to build a life with you. If…you’ll have me.”

      If I’ll have her?

      An immense feeling of relief and gratitude and happiness floods me, and I decide I’ll go easy on Jaxson when I administer the sound ass-beating he’s earned. Thank you, my brother…you dick.

      I sweep her into my arms. “I love you, Isla. I was yours the second I saw you in the bank. If you’ll have me, that is.”

      She kisses me, and it’s as much of an affirmation as any words she could utter. Her lips are the sweetest yes of all.

      The kiss turns from sweet to smoldering in the blink of an eye. A week is a long-ass time, like I said earlier.

      “I need a shower,” I chuckle against her lips as she cups my rock-hard cock through my flimsy shorts.

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight,” she purrs.

      “Then I guess you’re coming with me.” I lead her down the hall, stripping off her clothes as we go. In the bathroom, as the shower gets nice and steamy, I sit her on the counter, spread her thighs, and feast on her pussy like I’ve been dreaming of—and jacking off to—every night this week. It takes a disappointingly short amount of time for her to come all over my tongue.

      “I’m not done with that,” I warn as I tug her breathless form under the hot shower.

      I waste no time hoisting her into the air and pressing her back against the tiled wall. She yelps at the coldness at her back, but it melts into a moan of pleasure as I slide inside her tight, wet pussy, sucking on each of her nipples before claiming her mouth and tongue. I fuck her slowly against the wall, hitting her deep, until my orgasm creeps over me like a warm tide. As she comes on my dick, gasping my name over and over, I grunt, loud and low, as I explode deep inside her.

      We fuck hard in the shower until the water begins to cool, and then we hastily wash and get out as fast as possible. Cold showers are not so fun.

      I dry her, then myself, then carry her to the bedroom. Fuck red meat and craft beer—this is how I’m spending the rest of my night.

      We make love and nap for the next few hours, pausing to order pizza. I eat her for dessert, and I have several helpings.

      Later on, she gives me a massage. Like a massage-therapist massage, and it’s so good, not only does my dick miraculously get hard again, but I blurt out in a moan, “Marry me.”

      Her hands still. I freeze.

      You know what? Fuck it.

      I sit up and face her. She looks like she wants to laugh and cry at the same time. I need to clarify what I just said.

      “I’m…dead fucking serious,” I say, as if the thought has just occurred to me, which it has. “Isla, I love you. I don’t want to waste any more time. I believe in living life to the fullest, because…I could lose it at any time.”

      The words are dark, but she doesn’t crumble in the face of them. She climbs into my lap, her naked body warm against mine. “You really want to marry me, Gunner Hansen?”

      “I really want to marry you, Isla Gregory,” I say, gazing into her eyes. “But…saying yes to me means saying yes to the badge. And that’s a huge thing to ask of someone.”

      “It is,” she agrees softly, “so it’s a good thing I’ve had time to think it through.” She cups my face. “The answer’s yes, Officer.”

      Before, her kiss told me everything I needed to hear. Now, I channel my love, my promise, my oath to her that I’ll protect and serve her forever, and I know, based on her returning kiss, she not only believes me but makes me the same promise in return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Isla

      I wield the electric clippers deftly, shaping Jaxson’s hair with the same dexterity as a pottery maker. Ridge City PD has regulations for uniformed officers, which Jaxson is going back to from working undercover.

      “He’s reinstating his campaign to be a sergeant,” Gunner informs me from where he sprawls in one of the shampoo chairs. He runs a hand over his own freshly barbered hair. He likes to wear it longish on top and tight on the sides, which looks crazy-hot on him and it’s still in regulations.

      “That’s great,” I say, giving Jaxson a friendly smack on the shoulder. Ever since he showed up on my doorstep and told me everything going on with Gunner, I’ve had a lot of gratitude toward him. He’s a great guy. A little broody—which might be due to some kind of unrequited love situation Gunner told me about—but very nice and incredibly loyal.

      I can’t ask for a better play-brother-in-law-to-be.

      “When’s that going to happen?” I continue, making sure his edges are even. Jaxson is less trendy and boundary-pushing with his regulation cuts than Gunner is. He likes a general cleanshaven appearance and is pretty fussy about his hair being crisp. Men.

      “Probably not for a little while yet. Gotta kiss the right asses sometimes,” Jaxson says with a sigh. He smirks at Gunner. “But anything to fast-track into being your boss one day.”

      Gunner laughs loud and long. “You could never.”

      “Just wait, Hansen.”

      “Okay, now, boys,” I playfully scold. I hand over a mirror so he can inspect my work.

      “Looks good,” he says with a nod. “I was overdue for a cut, anyway. Looks like I’ll be heading to court soon.”

      “For what?” Gunner asks.

      “Murder trial.”

      “Who’d you kill?” I crack.

      Gunner chuckles, but Jaxson, ever the serious one, just says, “I was part of a big arrest. This guy had raped and killed a bunch of women a couple states over and was getting ready to do the same here.”

      I snap my fingers. “I remember that. There was a woman who was rescued, right? In the nick of time.”

      Jaxson nods gravely. “Anyway, he’s going to trial and I’ll be testifying soon.”

      Gunner cocks his head. “The woman—is she the one you…told me about before?”

      A frown creases Jaxson’s handsome face. “Yes, Gunner.” He stands up before I can brush him off and gives me a little hug. “Thanks again, Isla.” He tries to hand me a twenty, but I wave him off.

      “You know your money’s no good here.”

      He shrugs, then smacks the twenty against Gunner’s chest. “See that she gets this anyway. Later, guys.”

      He walks out, and I turn to Gunner, who’s folding the twenty and sticking it into my purse. I make a face. “You take that out and give it right back to him.”

      Gunner smiles. “You’re stuck with it. He won’t take it back from you.”

      I stick my tongue out, then meet his gaze in the mirror as I clean up the hair trimmings from the floor. “What was that about? He got…pissy. Or sad. It’s hard to tell with him.”

      Gunner sighs. “I shouldn’t have asked him what I did. That woman he saved from the murderer—I don’t know the details, but she’s the one he’s in love with.”

      I look up from sweeping. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.” Gunner shakes his head. “I don’t know what’ll happen, but I just hope he finds some peace. He’s carrying a lot of pain around that he just doesn’t really talk to a lot of people about.”

      “Not even Saint?”

      “He talks more with Saint than anyone, but even then, only so much.”

      I finish sweeping and go to sit in Gunner’s lap. “Maybe we can help him. I feel like I owe him a lot. In a way he helped us find our way back to each other.”

      Gunner kisses me. “He did. Even though you know you couldn’t stay away from me too long, baby.”

      I tilt my head back and laugh, swatting his shoulder. “I suppose you have a point.”

      He grins and brushes my hair behind my ear. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever said that.”

      “Don’t get used to it, Officer.” I kiss the tip of his nose.

      “That’s all right,” he says confidently. “You’re stuck with me, so I’ll get to hear that way more often.”

      “Forever’s a long time to hold your breath,” I murmur against his lips.

      He smiles, brushing his thumb down my cheek. “Forever’s not nearly enough time. But I’ll take whatever I can get with you.”
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        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      

      
        
        Jaxson

      

      

      I see a thousand people as a Ridge City patrol officer. Most of their faces, I forget. But a couple months ago, I rescued a woman from a man who nearly murdered her…and I’ve thought of her face every single night since. But she’s a witness now, and it would be unprofessional of me to cross that line. But when I learn she’s going to be testifying at the trial soon, I can’t help but check on her…because I’m in love with her.

      

      
        
        Hazel

      

      

      The last couple months of my life have been hell…but one of the things that gets me through is thinking about that gorgeous cop who rescued me. I was safe in his arms…and I want to be there again. I never thought I’d hear from him again, but when he calls me to check on me before the trial, I know I’ve got to see him. I have to thank him. I have to tell him how grateful I am…and how much I want him.

      

      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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        Jaxson Rivers

      

      

      I lean back in my desk chair at my precinct assembly and stretch. Paperwork sucks, plain and simple, and there’s not a cop alive who would disagree. And if they do, they’re lying to you.

      But it’s also a necessary component to doing this job well. And if I want to be promoted to sergeant, I need to do the job very well.

      Since returning to patrol, I’ve been working C shift, or the three p.m. to midnight shift. Of course, those hours are just a guideline. I’ve been on a scene until five, six, seven in the morning. I go where I’m needed and stay until the work is done. It can be tough, but like anything, you get accustomed to it after a while. Besides, I’d much rather take this shift than another officer with a family. It’s already tough when you don’t get regular weekends and holidays off, so anything I can personally do to ease that strain on others, I will.

      I don’t have a family outside my parents and my brother, who’s also a Ridge City police officer. I don’t have a spouse or anyone special in my life other than my rescue dog.

      Yes, I know how pitiful that makes me sound. I haven’t had the best relationships in the past, and when I decided I wanted to develop myself in my career, it was easier to close myself off from love.

      Until the night I met…her.

      “Jax.”

      I shake off the thoughts that have haunted me for the past two months and glance over my shoulder. Sergeant Brendan O’Brien strides toward me, a case file in his hand. He’s a man I truly admire. Twice my age, hard as nails on the job, but has incredible loyalty to his “guys,” as he calls us—this includes the women officers on our crew—and constantly makes sure we’re okay, both on and off the job. His leadership is what I intend to emulate if and when I make sergeant.

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      He pats my shoulder. “You were supposed to be out of here an hour ago.”

      Is it one in the morning already? A glance at my watch confirms that. Shit. Time flies when you can’t focus.

      I gestured toward the computer screen. “Finishing up a report. Trying to get caught up other paperwork.”

      “Go home,” Sarge says sternly. “This shit will still be here tomorrow. I’d rather you come in early than stay late. Who’s watching Cookie, by the way?”

      “Neighbor girl,” I say. “I think she likes her more than me these days, anyway.”

      Cookie is a one-year-old black lab/border collie mix I rescued last year after her previous owners—a couple of meth-heads I busted—were forced to surrender her after their arrests. Cookie was barely out of puppyhood then, but she was so timid and sweet, it broke my heart. I kept aggressive tabs on her at the shelter, and as soon as I was able, I adopted her. The only thing she kept from her past was her name, but I’ve given her a brand-new life. And she’s given my life a level of brightness I don’t think I could otherwise have found without her.

      Yes, I really love my dog. Judge away.

      “Well, go on home.” Sarge gently sets the file in front of me. “Maybe read up on this tomorrow before you come in.”

      I flip on the cover, read the first few lines of the report on top of the slender stack of documents, then turn my gaze sharply to Sergeant O’Brien. “This is the statement from…the victim.”

      I would rather call her a survivor, because that’s what she is. Hazel Summers survived the sadistic attempts of a deranged motherfucker to end her life, after he did the same thing to a number of other women.

      She refused to be his next victim.

      He nods gravely. “Ms. Summers is testifying on Wednesday.”

      I blink. “She said she wouldn’t.”

      “Well, I guess she changed her mind.” Sarge lifts a shoulder. “She said she would testify as long as the officer who saved her that night would attend while she does. I believe that’s you.”

      For a second, I forget how to speak. She…wants me there?

      Then I realize I’m staring like an idiot, and Sarge is expecting me to say words. “Uh, yes, sir.” I glance down at the report again, but I practically have it committed to memory, just like I have her committed to memory.

      Hazel Leigh Summers, age twenty-six. Shoulder-length, wavy, medium-brown hair, warm honey-brown eyes. Beautiful smile. Bachelor’s degree from Ridge City University. Worked as a project manager at the local pharma company. Was every bit a model citizen and a vibrant young woman who enjoyed her life until Howard Barber decided she was the perfect person for him to abduct and attempt to torture.

      But he chose the wrong one.

      “You’ll be called to testify at some point,” Sarge goes on. “So you should spend some time brushing up on the case.”

      Like I could forget a single detail.

      I finally say goodnight to Sarge—who should take his own advice about going home—and drive my black Ford F250 home. I have a house in a family-friendly neighborhood not far from the precinct, but far enough to allow me to breathe.

      I hear Cookie barking as I unlock the front door, and the sound puts a smile on my face, as does seeing her silly face, ears against her skull, all big brown eyes and huge smile. She’s all black except for a white muzzle and a white spot on her throat that extends down over her belly. I draw a deep, calming breath as I walk inside, then tumble onto the carpet, Cookie leaping all over me. We play-wrestle-snuggle for a little while, as is our usual routine, then I let her out in my small backyard.

      My neighbors down the street, a couple not much older than me, have a five-year-old girl, Gretchen, who’s smitten with Cookie. Little does Gretchen know, she’s due to get her own puppy this Christmas. I went with her dad to the shelter to help him choose the right one for their family. On my nights at work, Gretchen and her mom come over to feed Cookie and let her out, play for a bit, then head home. It’s not uncommon for them to also leave me a little something for dinner, because they’re just really nice people.

      Tonight, there’s a container of what looks like beef stew in the fridge along with a note written in a child’s hand that says “Enjoy.”

      I heat some up in a mug and eat it outside while Cookie frolics, watching the steam curl up into the cold, early December night sky. I think about the file Sarge sent home with me.

      I think about Hazel Summers, and that she agreed to do the bravest thing in the world by going face-to-face with the man who tried to end her life…as long as I’m there.

      My cup of stew eaten and Cookie relieved, we head inside. I lock up tight, double check the security alarm, and then head to bed. Cookie curls up at the foot of the bed. Eventually she’ll make her way to my side. In a matter of minutes, she’s snoring contentedly.

      I stare up at the ceiling.

      Every time I close my eyes, I see that determined look in Hazel’s eyes the night two months ago I found her huddled in a dark closet. I feel her arms around my neck as I carried her out to safety.

      I hear her soft voice whispering, “Angel.”

      That was the night I fell in love.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the morning, after Cookie and I go for a jog, after I’ve made coffee and eggs and bacon, after I’ve done the dishes, I stare at the case file.

      Hazel Summers’s phone number stares up at me.

      I shouldn’t do it. It’s unprofessional, and I shouldn’t fraternize with a witness set to testify in an ongoing murder trial.

      But I do it anyway, because…I have to hear her voice. I have to know she’s doing all right, and why she asked for me specifically to be there when she testifies.

      I dial the number, and when I hear a tentative, “Hello?” on the other end, my heart stops for several seconds.

      “Ms. Summers?” I say, hoping my voice doesn’t tremble. “This is Officer Jaxson Rivers.”
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        Hazel Summers

      

      

      I stare at the phone, blinking in disbelief.

      There I was, sitting at my small kitchen table, enjoying the cool, wintry, sunny morning with my coffee and a croissant, thinking of him—fantasizing, fine—and then…he manifested in the form of a phone call.

      “Hello?” he says again. “Ms. Summers? Are you there?”

      My black shorthair cat, Lieutenant Dan, who’s perched on one corner of the table waiting for croissant crumbs, blinks his yellow-green eyes at me as if to say, Wake up, dummy. It’s the man of your dreams—literally.

      Shit! I hastily bring the phone to my ear, raking a hand through my unruly brown curls. “Um. Yes. This is Haz—I mean, I’m here. Hello, Officer Rivers. How are you?”

      “I’m doing well. I was calling to see how you’re doing. I was informed that as of Wednesday, you’ll be testifying at Mr. Barber’s trial.”

      Officer Rivers’s voice is low and velvety, and it sounds exactly the way it did the night he found me a couple months ago. I’ve never forgotten it. In fact, it’s the only thing that helps me sleep at night, calling up the memory of when he opened that rotting wooden door in that rotting, dank basement where I was for a week. My hands were bound behind me, and I accepted the fact that my life would end at twenty-six. I was not going to have the future I’d wanted of building a successful career at the pharmaceutical company I worked at. I was not going to get to go to Europe. I was not going to find out the sex of the baby my older sister and her husband are having. I would never be an aunt, never get to tell my niece or nephew how much I loved them and how I would always be there for them.

      And then…he was there.

      I hadn’t seen light for a few days or so, so when the door opened and the flashlight shined in my eyes, it was like fire searing my corneas. I couldn’t see. But then, a soft, deep voice said, “You’re safe now.”

      You’re safe now.

      I was still sitting on that dirty, damp floor. I was still starved and beaten and tied up and terrorized. Nothing about where I was had changed, and yet, I believed the voice’s promise. I knew the owner of that voice would keep his word.

      I had no reason to trust him. No reason to believe he was there to save me. But something deep in my gut told me…I was safe now.

      When he pulled me into his arms and carried me out of that room, I saw him. I saw the square, chiseled jaw, clenched tight with stress. I saw the purse of his full lips. I saw the straight slope of his nose.

      I saw his eyes.

      I’m named for that shade of eye color.

      They fixed on me, and they were so full of strength and light and everything good that I knew, down to my very marrow, that I was safe.

      I blacked out then, but before darkness slipped over me to claim me, I whispered, “Angel.”

      I don’t remember seeing him again, but I do remember what I think was a dream I had in the hospital. I was lying in bed, trying to wake up because I needed to get away, get out of the bonds holding me, go get help. Then I dreamed a cool, strong hand rested on my cheek, calloused fingers stroking my face, and that deep voice that promised me I was safe saying, It’s all right, love. Just relax. Just rest. You’re safe. You’re safe here with me.

      Then I dreamed soft lips pressed against my forehead, skimmed down my nose…and then landed on mine.

      Sometime later, when I woke up, I was alone in the hospital room.

      But every night since then, I think of that voice.

      And now that voice is on the phone…with me.

      “Yes,” I say. “I agreed to testify. I want to make sure he never has the chance to do what he did to me—what he did to those other girls—again.”

      “That’s incredibly brave of you.” There’s a long pause. “My sergeant mentioned you would only testify if…if I was there. In the courtroom.”

      My cheeks heat. If this was a month ago—hell, if this was two weeks ago—I would have shriveled up into a little, desiccated, humiliated ball. But I’ve been working really, really hard in therapy because I fucking refuse to let this event define or shape me. It was my choice to testify. My therapist didn’t recommend it, but she supports me.

      But there’s only way I’ll be able to actually go through with it.

      “That’s right,” I say softly. “You—you saved my life, Officer Rivers. You found me and you rescued me, and you promised me I’d be safe. I’ve held onto that—those words. They give me strength. And I know if you’re there in the courtroom, I can be in the same room with Howard Barber. I can look him in his evil fucking face and I can tell everyone what he did to me. I can be a voice for the women he destroyed. I can get justice for us—for them.” My voice has taken on such vehemence I’m practically growling. My cheeks flame hotter.

      There’s another pause. “You,” he says quietly, “are the single bravest person I’ve ever met. And believe me when I say I meet a lot of people on this job. Of course I’ll be there for you. I promise I will. I just wanted to call and confirm I—I heard that correctly. And to check on you.”

      And to feed my fantasies. It’s hard being in love with memory. But now this memory is on the phone, speaking to me, and I feel like it’s the universe’s way of smiling down on me.

      An idea, a little whisper of a suggestion, pricks the back of my brain. At first it terrifies me. Then I consider what my therapist and I have been working on—overcoming challenges as they present themselves, whether they’re from the world or ones of my own making borne out of fear.

      This little idea that’s steadily growing louder is definitely a challenge of my own fear.

      I might never get this chance again.

      You’re safe with me…

      “Actually…” I clear my throat. “I’m beyond thrilled that you’ve called.”

      “You…are?”

      “Yes.” I chew my lip and clench one hand into a fist. I envision the fear as a little red rubber ball, the kind that bounces. In my mind, I bounce it once.

      Then I throw that bitch as hard and as far as I can.

      “Officer Rivers, are you married?”

      “Uh, no,” he says, clearly confused.

      “Are you in any kind of a serious relationship?”

      “No,” he repeats slowly.

      Halle-fucking-lujah! “In that case, would you like to get together and have dinner with me?”

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

      I have, as the kids say, done did it now.

      “Uh,” he says, sounding surprised. “Ah. Dinner?”

      “I’ve wanted to thank you,” I say in a rush, clenching and unclenching my fist. “For everything. I mean, you were the first face I saw after…after everything. You got me out of there. You made sure I was taken care of. And now you’re coming to hear me testify. I wanted to take you to dinner as a thank-you for all of that.”

      “You don’t need to thank me, Ms. Summers,” he says. “I’m doing my job.”

      Okay, yeah, I get it. He probably isn’t supposed to hang out with people he’s saved in a casual setting. Besides, he’s a cop. He rescues people and saves lives because he took an oath to do that. But there was something more there that night. It wasn’t just cold, hard math. He…cared.

      He cared.

      “Please,” I say, and I hate how faint and forlorn my voice suddenly sounds, even to my own ears. “It would mean a lot to me. More than you could know. More than I can explain.”

      “Well…” His tone is the kind that usually means a “no” is coming.

      I’m surprised at how crestfallen I feel. It’s not quite like being punched in the chest. More like… Picture someone poking you really fucking hard, right in your sternum. That’s what it feels like.

      I hate how it hurts. I hate I have the urge to cry.

      “Yes,” he says finally. “Yes. I’d love to have dinner with you.”

      My heart soars into the stratosphere. “Really?”

      I can hear a smile in his voice. “Yes. Really. Where would you like to go?”

      I don’t care! I want to scream at him. All I want is to sit close to him, to look at him, to see if he’s really the savior angel I’ve created in my mind these past couple months.

      “How about Napoli’s?” I suggest. “If you like Italian food.”

      “I love that place,” he agrees. “I work tonight, but I’m off tomorrow. Would that be all right with you?”

      Tomorrow is Saturday. As much as I want to see him now, maybe giving myself a day to chill would be a good idea.

      “That’s great,” I say. “I’ll meet you there at seven. How’s that sound?”

      As much as I’m smitten with this man, I’m rational enough to understand I don’t know him. Having dinner with him in a public place is one thing, but having him—a veritable stranger, even if I get nothing but good vibes from him—come to my house is not a smart idea.

      “That sounds fine,” he says, and I get the idea he knows exactly where I’m coming from.

      “Great,” I say. “I’ll see you then, Officer Rivers.”

      “See you then, Ms. Summers,” he says. “And—thank you for asking me.”

      “Thank you for calling to check on me.”

      We end the call. I wander over to my couch and tumble onto my back. The lieutenant leaps off the table and trots over to me, tail straight up and curled as if he’s excited about this turn of events too. Then he eyes me skeptically, sleek tail swishing.

      “It’s just a crush,” I tell Dan. “I just want to say thank you.”

      In the past two months, I’ve undergone intensive therapy. I went back to work two weeks ago, though my boss insists I only do half days from home for a while. She’s an incredible, caring woman, and she visited me every day she could while I was in the hospital. She dropped off homecooked meals and groceries for me after my sister had to reluctantly leave to go back to work after staying with me for five weeks. We lost our mom to cancer five years ago, so my boss’s motherliness toward me is particularly touching.

      I’ve worked hard to get my life back on track. Things aren’t easy by any means, but I’m committed to making sure my near-death experience doesn’t ruin my life, because I’m more than this one event that happened to me. The one thing that’s missing—that’s been missing—is love.

      I want love, and I want it with the man who saved my life.

      I want it with my hero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jaxson

      

      

      On Saturday evening, I study myself in the mirror.

      I look all right—I’ve gone for a thin, gray, crew-neck sweater, nice dark-wash jeans, black leather boots. I touched up my already-close shave, ran a handful of product my buddy Gunner’s fiancée Isla told me to use through my hair, and splashed on a new cologne that’s a mixture of spice and orange and woodsy vanilla.

      It’s inside where I feel like I’m a mess.

      For the forty-thousandth time, I ask myself what the hell I’m doing. What was I thinking, agreeing to meeting Hazel for dinner? This has got to be against some regulation, somewhere.

      And still, I can’t help being thrilled. She wants to see me…to thank me.

      It’s so mind-blowingly insane, I need to call my brother.

      I’ve already mentioned this to Saint yesterday, but I could use a bit of a pep talk at the moment. Or, someone to talk me out of what I suspect is a bad idea.

      But, as I dial his number, it doesn’t feel bad. Not at a fundamental level.

      “Big bro,” Saint says after the call connects. “I thought you had a big date tonight.”

      “I just…” I shake my head. I’m supposed to be the wiser of the two of us, even though I’m only older by a year. But Saint’s more experienced, and I’ve always trusted his judgement. Besides, he’s all settled and engaged. I guess when it comes to love, he’s the one who knows better. “I think I need to be talked off the ledge, man.”

      “What’s up, Jax?” Saint’s voice takes on a more serious note. “You think she’s not who she says she is?”

      “I believe she’s exactly who she says she is. It’s just—isn’t this fraternization? And don’t bullshit me, Saint. I know I need to cancel this.”

      It’s the last thing I want.

      Saint sighs. “It could raise some eyebrows. Sure. You’re the officer who was first on the scene. You physically removed her from that basement. You’ve already given testimony from that night. But you’re not an investigator on this. Hell, this is a federal case now, since the asshole committed murder in other states. She’s a witness in their investigation, not Ridge City’s. So, yeah. Maybe it doesn’t look great. Maybe you should cancel…but you’re not breaking any technical rules here. And besides—you want to go. Bad.”

      “I do,” I murmur.

      “Listen, it’s just dinner,” Saint says. “That’s all. It’s just a meal you’re sharing. Don’t overthink it.”

      “But isn’t it kind of fucked up that I was just pulling her out of a dungeon, and now she wants to have dinner?” I shake my head. “She should be, I don’t know, resting. With her family or her friends right now.”

      “Isn’t that for her to decide?” my brother says gently. “Yeah, she went through hell. But she decides what she wants to do. Even though you’re just looking out of her, you don’t get to make those choices for her. You have a responsibility to take care of her when you’re with her, but you don’t get to decide what she wants to do.” He pauses. “I know you know that, Jax. You’re the smartest guy I know.”

      He’s absolutely right—I do know that. It’s not up to me. It’s up to Hazel, and I need to stop talking myself out of this date, worrying about right and wrong.

      This job is so hard sometimes. So damn hard. It’s cost me relationships, friendships and romantic ones alike. Like every police officer does, I’ve sacrificed a lot in order to uphold my oath I took the day I was sworn in.

      For once, I just want to be a regular guy, having dinner with the woman I can’t stop thinking about.

      Is that too much to ask?

      “Get out of your head, Jax,” Saint says in a lighter tone. “Go have fun. God knows you need it. You do know what fun means, right? I’m not sure you’ve ever had it.”

      “Fuck off,” I say good-naturedly. “One of us needs to take things seriously.”

      “Well, I’m working tonight,” Saint says, “so let me handle that. This time, it’s your turn to enjoy yourself. Good luck, bro. I love you.”

      “Love you too, shithead,” I grouse, then hang up. Talking to my brother was a good idea. Granted, I still have some unease. I guess that’s just ingrained in me. I can’t totally escape the cop I’ve been for almost eight years. Which is a good thing, since it’s kept me alive.

      Just be a normal guy! I yell at my reflection.

      I glance at my watch. Napoli’s is about a ten-minute drive from my place in the ’burbs. Being early is the best way to ensure you’re on time, and I don’t want Hazel to spend one second wondering where I am. I want to be there early.

      Cookie’s sprawled across my bed, pouting. We usually spend my nights off watching movies on the couch, or I’ll take her with me to Saint and Lyra’s place. Tonight she’ll be on her own for a few hours, and her disapproval is evident in every line of her. She rests her muzzle on her crossed front paws and refuses to look at me.

      “Oh, come on, now,” I say, leaning over and peppering the top of her skull with kisses. “Is that anyway to say goodbye to Daddy?”

      She snorts a little, then whines.

      “C’mon, Cooks. I need some good luck, here.” I scratch behind her left ear.

      Finally Cookie lifts her head, jams her muzzle to cheek for a fraction of a second, then goes back to pouting. I swipe the wetness off my cheek and chuckle.

      “That’s better than nothing, I guess.” I give her more kisses on top of her head, then step out of the room. “No wild parties. Be home in a few—I promise.”

      I arrive at the restaurant ten to seven. There’s a dusting of snow on the ground, and Napoli’s is all lit up with Christmas lights and a big wreath on the door. I haven’t been too much in the Christmas spirit but suddenly, I feel a little stirring at the bottom of my heart.

      The area where the restaurant is situated is removed enough from the grittiness of downtown. It’s an older, cobblestoned area called Hearth Stone, and there’s a few older businesses here but a lot of old buildings that have been renovated into new, trendy eateries, lounges, and bars. There’s also a French bakery with a fireplace inside. Christmas lights are draped across buildings, offering a sort of brightly lit canopy overhead, and speakers play Christmas music. There’s also a horse-drawn carriage driven by a merry-looking dude dressed as Santa offering rides to young couples and families.

      It’s all very…romantic.

      Across the street, a car pulls up to the curb in front of Napoli’s. I notice the Lyft sign in the window. A moment later, a dark-haired woman pops out and shuts the door. She’s wearing a knee-length black overcoat, tight jeans, and boots.

      Could that be her?

      As if hearing my thoughts, the woman glances over her shoulder and her gaze finds me. All the breath in my lungs whooshes out as if yanked.

      Wow.

      Somehow, she’s more beautiful than I remember. Of course, the last time I saw her in person was in the hospital while she was unconscious. But it has nothing to do with the face that her hair is styled or that she’s wearing makeup or attractive clothing. It’s the light in her eyes, the vivacity in her face…the radiance of her smile as her full lips spread into a huge grin.

      My heart actually twinges with an intense, slightly burst that’s not exactly what I’d call unpleasant.

      Oh fuck.

      I’m in love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hazel

      

      

      My stomach is a jumble of nerves when I get out of my Lyft. I could have driven here, maybe should have, but I plan to have some wine with dinner, and, well…he’s a cop. I don’t want him to think I’m irresponsible.

      When I left my house, the lieutenant was curled on the couch where we usually snuggle, the tip of his tail flicking as he studied me through narrowed eyes. It’s hard not to feel judged when a cat looks at you like that. He also seemed unimpressed. After trying on a dozen different outfits ranging from just plain boring to trying way too hard, I settled on an outfit that’s me—tight gray jeans, a snug, soft cream sweater, and black suede ankle boots. No minidresses or sequins tonight. I want him to see the real me, and not be blinded by any flash.

      I don’t usually wear a ton of makeup, but tonight I wanted to play up my eyes, so I followed a YouTube tutorial to give myself a soft brown smoky eye. I have just enough skill to manage pulling it off—or at least, I think I do. For all I know, someone else might think I have to black eyes. But when I checked myself out before I left, I liked what I saw. The makeup put a sparkle in my brown eyes.

      Or maybe that’s just the excitement and nerves.

      I haven’t been on anything resembling a date in so long. None of the few relationships I’ve had in my life have amounted to anything—obviously. None were particularly traumatic, but all of them were boring and unfulfilling. And then my life was dumped on its head a couple months ago, and there was a short period of time right after the attack where I felt I may as well crawl into a hole and die. I thought I was never going to mend. Never going to be whole again. Never going to become a person good enough for the right guy. I thought I’d never meet the right guy.

      Well, that’s not quite accurate.

      I did meet the right guy. I just never thought I’d ever be good enough. That the passionate crush I harbored for him would ever manifest into something real.

      I’m so glad I didn’t listen to that version of myself.

      Because, as I turn around and survey my surroundings, there he is.

      Across the cobblestoned street, with people bustling about us on both of our respective sidewalks, Officer Jaxson Rivers stands with his hands in the pocket of a navy blue peacoat, the collar turned up against the slight, cold breeze.

      “Wow,” I whisper.

      He’s even more gorgeous than I remembered.

      His hair is short, slightly longer on top, buzzed on the sides. Even from here, I can tell he styled it a little—it looks tousled and windblown and hot and I want to run my fingers through it. His face is cleanshaven, which makes him look sort of boyish, but the set of his jaw gives him an edge that lets me know he’s all man.

      I can’t stop the huge grin from spreading across my face.

      He gazes back at me for a moment, then checks both ways before crossing the street. He walks with long strides, sure and confident and assertive. As he crosses, some of the women in the area—some guys, too—stop to watch him. He turns heads, but he only has eyes for me.

      Holy Jesus Christ. My stomach executes a complicated floor routine.

      When he reaches me, he walks right up to me, stopping a few inches away. He’s taller than I remembered, too. I’m only five-four, so it’s not hard to impress me with height, but he’s got to be at least six feet tall.

      He’s even sexier than what I’ve been fantasizing about the past couple of months. I swallow hard, looking up into his face, and something deep between my thighs tingles.

      “Hi,” he says, one side of his mouth curling up.

      It takes everything in me not to bite my lip. I want that mouth. On my lips, on my skin…in other places. I smile back. “Hi. It’s…wow. It’s really good to see you.”

      Then I hug him.

      I’m not sure what prompts me to do that. It’s just a natural, reflexive move. I’m so filled with happiness at the sight of him, the man who brought me out of the darkness when I never thought I’d see life again.

      I hug him tight.

      His body tenses for a second in surprise, but then he hugs me back, his arms going around me swiftly. I almost lose my breath.

      I almost start crying.

      “It’s really good,” he murmurs, “to see you too. You look beautiful…Hazel.”

      I’m so used to him calling me “Ms. Summers” that hearing my name almost knocks me over.

      He pulls back and gently cups my face in his large, warm hands. He strokes his thumbs over my cheeks. The pads of his thumbs are rough.

      A memory of calloused hands touching my face flashes through my mind.

      No way. That was a dream.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Let’s go in,” he says, and pulls open the door.

      The scents of delicious Italian food waft around us, like they’re hosts rushing out to greet long-lost guests. We’re taken to a two-person table near the back of the room by the window.

      Jaxson rests his hands lightly on my shoulders. I turn my head in surprise. His face is inches from mine. “Your coat?” he asks quietly.

      Swoon.

      I shimmy out of my coat and he drapes it over my chair, then pulls it out for me before taking his own seat. What a gentleman. It makes the thrill in my belly increase even more—or maybe that was having his face so close to mine for a second.

      I watch from beneath my lashes as he removes his own coat. Underneath he’s wearing a gray, long-sleeved sweater that shows off the shape of his heavily muscled arms and skims his body. It leaves something to the imagination, but it shows just enough to make my imagination run wild.

      No other man I’ve ever met or known in my adult life has ever made me feel like this before. My attraction to Jaxson began in the darkest moment of my life. That has to mean something.

      When he’s settled, he fixes me with a soft, almost thoughtful smile.

      I shift shyly in my chair, and I’m not normally a shy person. At all. The fact that I’ve held onto that quality about myself after everything is one of my proudest accomplishments. “What is it?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry. I guess I’m struck a little speechless. You’re so beautiful.”

      I flush. It’s not just the compliment, but the earnestness of his words. He not saying something nice to say something nice…he really means it. That kind of sincerity can’t be faked.

      A server comes to greet us, offer us menus, and take our drink orders. I go with a glass of pinot noir and Jaxson orders an Old Fashioned. We make some small talk about the weather until our drinks arrive.

      I hold up my glass and smile at him. “To…new friendships.”

      His beautiful eyes gleam at me as he gently taps my glass with his. “To new friendships.” We drink, then he sets down his glass. “So. I’m really happy you asked me to dinner.”

      “You are?” I hope I’m not coming off like some simpering schoolgirl, but I can’t help feeling like I’m sixteen on a date with my first crush, who just so happens to be the captain of the football team.

      “Yeah. I wanted to see you too. See how you’re doing,” he hastily amends, scratching the back of his neck. “You went through a lot.”

      Normally, I’m not open to discussing my ordeal with anyone but my therapist, but Jaxson is an exception for obvious reasons. And he hasn’t exactly asked a question, but the invitation to step into the topic is there, in a non-intrusive way I appreciate.

      “Yeah,” I agree, then chuckle a little. “That’s putting it mildly. It’s been the fastest and the longest, most painful two months of my life.”

      He nods, his gaze sympathetic but not pitying. I don’t want to be pitied by anyone—least of all him.

      “I think to do what you’re about to do on Wednesday is incredibly brave,” he says, stretching a hand toward mine then resting it on the table, like he catches himself.

      I lift a shoulder. “I don’t know about brave, but I want to look that bastard in the face while I tell everyone what he did to me in detail. I want him to see he didn’t destroy me. Not even close.”

      “You’re amazing,” Jaxson tells me.

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      What Howard Barber did to me doesn’t compare with what he did to the women whose lives he did end. Apart from not killing me, he never raped or mutilated me, as he did to them, but he did terrorize me, beat me, starve me. He did make me feel that my life was about to be over. He does, occasionally, still haunt my dreams.

      “Can I ask you something about that night?” Jaxson asks.

      I steel myself. “Yes. You can ask me anything.”

      He doesn’t miss that emphasis, and a look of gratitude crosses his face. “When those little girls found you in that basement—the ones who said they’d been playing in the woods and came across the shed—why didn’t you go with them?”

      I take a deep breath, recalling that moment. The basement Howard kept me in was in an old shed on property he owned in the woods. That day, he “checked” on me before heading out to do God knows what—run some errands, maybe, and he forgot to lock the door. Two girls who weren’t more than ten years old wandered across the shed by mistake, and found me tied up in the basement.

      “They tried to help me, but I wouldn’t let them,” I told him, my eyes on my wineglass as I toy with the stem. “I was too weak to run. Too weak to keep up with them. I would have slowed them down, and Howard would have found us. I didn’t want to risk anything happening to them because of me, so I decided the best way they could help me was to call the cops for me. If Howard came back early from whatever he was doing and found us, I wouldn’t have the energy to protect them.”

      It’s starting to be too much, talking about that day. It was the both the best and worst day of my life. I thought I was going to die. And then I got to keep living.

      My lungs tighten. It’s suddenly impossible to breathe, but I can smell the damp scent of the shed, fabric softener that came off the girls’ clothing, the smell of early autumn that clung to their hair like they’d been rolling around in leaves. I saw their frightened faces. Faces too young to see what they were seeing, but still determined to try to help me anyway.

      I think about those girls every single day. I never got to thank them.

      Strangely, it’s that thought that brings the tears.

      Air moves at my side, and sudden warmth encompasses me. It’s enough to jar me out of my stupor. Gentle fingers touch my chin, and my head moves in the direction it’s encouraged.

      I stare into his hazel eyes, so full of compassion and strength and sorrow and…

      If I didn’t know better, I’d call it love.

      “Hey,” he says softly. His large frame shields me from any nosy people who might be watching me meltdown right now. Not that I really care. Nearly dying tends to put things like public embarrassment into perspective. “Stay with me. Here. Can you do that?”

      His hand slides to lightly cup my jaw, and his fingers trace light, tingle-inducing circles on the side of my neck. Oh shit. That’s nice. I could fall asleep to that.

      “I’m here,” I murmur, sniffling.

      He reaches for his dinner napkin and gently blots my tears. I’m sure my makeup is destroyed, but I can’t find it in me to care about that, either.

      “He couldn’t break you,” Jaxson tells me. “He couldn’t destroy you. You were too strong for him. He can’t ever hurt you again, Hazel. I will never let that happen. I swear it on my life.” He tilts his head. “You believe me?”

      I swallow and nod. “I believe you.”

      “Are you okay to stay?” he asks. “Or would you rather leave? Go home? I’m not going anywhere. So if you need a raincheck, that’s more than okay. I’ll be waiting.”

      He would wait…for me. I smile through my tears. “No. I want to stay. I want you to tell me all about you.”

      Jaxson smiles back, tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear, and returns to his seat. He immediately reaches for my hand like it was always meant to be in his.

      Maybe it was.
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        Jaxson

      

      

      Holding her hand like she’s mine is the most natural thing in the world. Reaching for it felt like breathing—involuntary and a life-continuing action. The best part is that she wants me to hold it. If I got even the slightest hint she wasn’t okay with me touching her, I would have removed my hand and apologized profusely.

      But instead, she smiles down at where my hand cups her fingers and rests her other hand on top of mine.

      The server comes to take our orders. She goes for the shrimp scampi and I order the steak marsala.

      We talk about what feels like everything—our childhoods, our families. College. She’s curious about my criminal justice degree and what made me want to be a cop. I tell her about Saint, about how close we are, about our matching tattoos—crosses in the middle of our chests, at the top of our sternums, and the word “trust” on our uppermost left ribs. Hazel seems delighted to know that we’re as close as twins even though we’re a year apart.

      In turn, she tells me about her family—dad, one older sister, a brother-in-law, and a new baby on the way.

      “I didn’t think I was going to live to know what they’re going to have,” Hazel adds softly, “but they’re having a boy.” She smiles.

      “Congratulations,” I say warmly. “I bet your parents are over the moon.”

      “My dad is,” she says. She clears her throat. “My mom actually passed away a few years ago. She had cancer.”

      I shake my head, a twinge of pain in my heart. “I’m really sorry. Saint and I, we lost our grandpa to cancer this spring. He was like a second dad, he was so involved in our lives. He was a Ridge City cop, too.”

      “Fuck cancer,” Hazel says with enough vehemence to surprise me. She lifts her wineglass in a toast. I smile and lift my Old Fashioned.

      “Fuck cancer,” I reply, and she nods gravely. We clink glasses and drink.

      Suddenly Hazel sets her glass down as if she’s startled. She rummages through her small purse and pulls out her phone.

      Am I being fake-emergency-called? I wonder. I don’t think I’ve done anything offensive. I’m pretty sure I smell good, too.

      She frowns, then rolls her eyes at the screen before she glances up at me. “Sorry about that. I get notifications whenever my security camera gets tripped.”

      I’m instantly alert. “Is everything okay?”

      She nods and rolls her eyes again. “It’s just the lieutenant.”

      The lieu— Who?

      Hazel flips her phone around, a wry smirk on her face. I watch the camera feed. The camera points toward the front door from an upper corner in what looks like her living room. All is still for about ten seconds, then I see a small shape saunter into the frame.

      A cat.

      The cat—the “lieutenant,” I guess—actually glances over its shoulder up toward the camera, then continues his journey toward a narrow table pushed against the front window. A small Christmas tree sits on the table. The cat leaps onto the table and—wait for it—knocks it over with a single, well-placed bat of his paw.

      I burst out laughing.

      Hazel utters a dry chuckle, shaking her head as she tucks her phone away. “Lieutenant Dan isn’t too happy I left him to go on a date tonight.”

      I’m not sure what catches me off guard more—her cat’s awesome name, or the fact that she called this dinner a date. “He certainly seems like a character,” I say. “With a hell of a name.”

      “He was already called that when I adopted him,” she tells me. “He was about one when I brought him home. He’s nine now. I never asked where that name came from, and I never wanted to change it. He’s totally a Lieutenant Dan, except he has his legs. Do you like cats?”

      “I like all animals,” I answer, swirling my drink. “I grew up with dogs, cats, fish, rabbits, birds. Currently I have a dog named Cookie.”

      “Cookie,” Hazel coos. “What kind of dog is she?”

      “Lab mixed with a border collie, I think. I adopted her, too. She’s my best friend.”

      “I love dogs,” she says. “I’d love to meet Cookie. Does she like other people?”

      “Loves them.” I pause, then smile. “I think she’d like you a lot. She’s good at sensing the good in people.”

      The server brings our meals and refreshes our drinks. My limit’s always two no matter what I’m drinking, so this one will do it for me.

      The food is fantastic. Italian has always been one of my favorite cuisines. Lyra is half-Italian and can chef it up in the kitchen. She always cooks enough for four, and if I’m not eating with them, she always makes Saint bring me plenty of leftovers. My steak is tender and the sauce is flavorful.

      A moan hits my ears.

      A bite of steak halfway to my mouth, I glance up.

      Hazel’s chewing with her eyes closed, fork poised in the air like a wand from Ollivanders. Her lips pout slightly as she chews.

      I never thought I could find someone chewing sexy, but there it is. And that noise she just made…

      “Oh my God,” she says in a breathy tone after she swallows and opens her eyes. “Oh my God, that’s good. Mm.”

      I suppress a shiver. If she keeps moaning like that through dinner, I’m going to need to call it a night and go home. The sound is like warm honey. I want to find out what else makes her moan like that.

      I bet I can.

      Fuck, stow it, I chastise myself, shoving the bite of steak still suspended on my fork into my mouth.

      But now that I’ve heard her, I can’t unhear her. And the more I replay the noises in my head, the harder and harder my dick gets inside my jeans.

      “Jaxson?”

      I snap my head up. “Yes? Sorry.”

      “I was just asking how your food is.” She licks sauce off the tines of her fork.

      I stare at her tongue. Is she trying to kill me? “Uh, yeah. It’s delicious. Really good food. I’m guessing you like yours.”

      She giggles, setting her fork down. “Yeah, sorry. I tend to get a little vocal when things taste good.”

      Oh, shitty shit shit. Down, boy. Down!

      “I noticed,” I can’t stop myself from saying, and the subtle change in the timbre in my voice isn’t lost on her, either.

      Her brown eyes glow at me across the table, and I want to drown in their chocolate depths. Her cheeks are pink.

      “Dessert?” she asks, and there’s a chance in her voice, too.

      Oh yeah. But I know this restaurant can’t offer me what I really want.

      “Whatever you want,” I tell her.

      The server comes by to collect our plates and offer dessert. Hazel orders the house special, tiramisu, and he brings it back quickly. Hazel forks up a bite and leans across the table, holding it out.

      “You get the first bite,” she says softly.

      I part my lips and accept the fork as she slides it inside my mouth, our gazes locked. I swear I see little flames burst in her eyes.

      The dessert is incredible. But it takes me a minute to register the flavor because the look in her eyes sets me on fire.

      “Your turn,” I say, and take the fork from her. I hold a bite in front of those plump lips. She accepts the bite, her lips closing around the tines. Her eyes stay on me the whole time.

      I want to drop the fork and feast on her lips.

      We share a few more bites, the heat only rising between us. The server brings the check, and I immediately reach for it, but she stops me with an outstretched hand.

      “My idea, my treat,” she says, gently but firmly.

      This goes against every fiber of chivalry I have, but I also don’t want to argue with her when it’s clear she knows exactly what she wants. I relent, but say, “Can I at least leave the tip?”

      She smiles at me, pulling a credit card out of her purse. “If you want to.”

      “I do.” I pick up my glass to finish off my drink.

      “Of course,” she says, handing the folder to the server, “this means you’ll have to put out now.”

      I splutter into my glass.

      Hazel grins at me. “Was it something I said?”

      I shake my head, chuckling, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. This woman is something else.

      I add my tip to the folder once the receipt comes back for her to sign. We stand and I help her into her coat, then we walk outside.

      She turns to me. “I’m not ready to go home yet.”

      I smile. I was hoping she’d say that. “How about a carriage ride, then?”

      The brightly lit Cinderella-style carriage is just coming up the cobblestone street to drop off the latest couple. And there’s no line.

      Hazel’s eyes light up. “Yes!”

      I pay the driver, then help her inside. There’s a big, soft, furry blanket for passengers to use. The temperature has dropped a good ten degrees since we went inside, so I drape the blanket across us.

      Hazel scoots close and leans against me. “That’s better.”

      I slip my arm around her shoulders. “That’s better.”

      The carriage lurches forward, the horse trotting along. The cold air brushes my cheeks, but I’m warm under this blanket with Hazel pressed to my side, slowly rolling past brightly lit buildings, happy couples and families.

      “It’s so perfect,” Hazel murmurs. “Well, almost.”

      I’m nodding in agreement, then stop abruptly and glance down at her. “What’s wrong? Tell me what I can do to make this a perfect night for you.”

      Her eyes, so clear and open and sincere, hold mine for a long moment. Then she reaches up, sliding one hand behind my head and guiding it down to hers.

      I close my eyes the second our lips touch.

      It’s a gentle, almost tentative kiss at first. I let her show me exactly what she wants, what she likes, following her lead. We tease each other’s lips, keeping things light, but an electric current running below the surface thrums with power, with need.

      Her lips part, and the first touch of her tongue against mine it sets me on fire.

      I bury my hands under the cascade of her dark, wavy hair, using my mouth to make love to hers. Her hands clutch fistfuls of my shirt as she gives it all back to me, and by the time the carriage comes to a halt, we’re both breathless and aching.

      Out on the sidewalk, we stand with our arms around each other. I don’t want to say goodnight.

      Hazel gazes up at me. “Can I come meet Cookie?”

      I clear my throat. “Of course you can.”

      Her just-kissed swollen lips curl up. “Then take me home, Jaxson.”
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      Jaxson doesn’t live that far from me, I discover. Only about three miles away, in a really nice little neighborhood that’s quiet on a Saturday night.

      A lot of houses are lit up with Christmas lights. Jaxson’s house doesn’t have lights, and once inside his small, neat house, I don’t see a tree or anything, either.

      But I do see Cookie—and is she ever curious about me.

      She’s a medium-sized, fluffy beauty, and I stand still so she can give me the sniff-over. But her tail whips side to side as she does, so I’m guessing she finds me to be good people.

      Finally, she gives me a big doggy smile, ears flopped back, and I indulge in scratching her behind the ears, the way Jaxson said she liked.

      He stands there smiling at us for a little bit, then helps me out of my jacket. “Something to drink? I don’t have much, but I do have a couple bottles of wine.”

      “Actually, water would be great.”

      He nods. “Coming up.”

      I’m scratching Cookie’s belly when he returns with a couple bottles, and we sit and sip for a little bit. My mind jumps back to the carriage ride. I can hardly believe we were full-on making out for most of it. It was…exquisite.

      I clear my throat. “What happened on the carriage…”

      He sprawls beside me, long legs tossed carelessly in front of him, but his gaze is anything but relaxed. He watches me closely. “It was a great ride. I mean, I thought so.”

      “I thought so, too,” I say. “Jaxson…I have serious feelings for you.”

      There. Out with it. Out with the truth that’s been plaguing me for so long. Maybe it’s insane. But it feels good.

      And now that I’ve been truthful, it’s time for him to do the same.

      “You were there, weren’t you?” I whisper. “Those nights at the hospital. I didn’t dream you up. You were there.”

      He swallows and lowers his gaze. “I was there.”

      My heart suddenly lurches forward into high speeds. “You kissed me.”

      The moment his lips landed on mine in the carriage, I knew.

      It wasn’t a dream. It was real. I’d remember the feeling of them anywhere.

      He takes a deep breath. “I didn’t—I shouldn’t have violated you. But you were lying there, and you’d fought so hard. You’d been through so much. You survived something most people wouldn’t…something other women didn’t. And you still had fire in your eyes, when I opened the door and found you, after we took the call that came out after those little girls told their parents and they called the police, just like you told them too. And when…” His gaze grows distant, like he’s the one back at the scene that day now.

      “When what?” I ask softly, touching his hand.

      He shifts his eyes to me. His are full of emotion. “When you were lying in that hospital bed, your face was so still. You were so beautiful. My heart broke, just looking at you. After everything, you could still look so at peace. I couldn’t leave you without…saying goodbye. Without kissing you, just once, because I didn’t think I’d ever get another chance.”

      I lean toward him and reach out to caress his cheek. “That kiss got me through hell. That kiss brought me back to life in some of my darkest moments. And this whole time, I thought it was a dream. But it was real. And it was you.”

      “It was me,” he murmurs. “Hazel, I’ve been in love with you since the first second I saw you. I’m not supposed to be. But I am. I can’t help it or change it…and I wouldn’t if I could.”

      I’m in his arms before I even realize I’ve moved. He holds me in his lap, tight to his body, and we continue what we started in the carriage, only this time, it’s all heat. Soon, we’re both moaning and gasping as we tongue-kiss on the couch, and I grind in his lap.

      I pull back. “Jaxson, make love to me. Please, God, make love to me right now.”

      “Fuck, Hazel,” he grunts, gripping my hips. “I want you so much.”

      He lifts me up and carries me to his bedroom. He keeps the door ajar, but Cookie doesn’t follow. It’s as if she understands we need privacy.

      Jaxson lays me down on the bed and we resume our deep, wet kisses. I tug at his shirt, and he pulls it over his head. His body is beyond amazing—sculpted muscles, tattoos, smooth skin. He undresses me slowly, starting with my low-cut sweater, then my boots, socks, then my jeans. Soon I lie beneath him in just my lacy bra and panties, waiting for him to touch me. As the seconds creep by, I grow hotter and wetter.

      “You are fucking beautiful,” he says in a hushed voice, trailing a finger straight down the middle of my body from my chin to below my belly button.

      I don’t want him to stop. My skin is alight with tingles, and I’m slippery between my thighs.

      “What can I do to you?” he asks me softly, then lowers his mouth to my soft belly and kisses me just below my navel.

      I let out a soft gasp. “Keep doing that. And…go lower.”

      He lets out an aroused growl. Then his warm lips and tongue travel all over my torso as he cups my breasts through my bra. He lowers the cups to free my nipples, and takes his agonizing time playing with them and sucking and licking them.

      I’ve never been more turned on.

      He carefully unclasps my bra and pulls it off me. Then he slides his hands to my thighs and pulls them apart. He brings his mouth and nose to the apex of my thighs and licks me through my panties.

      “You taste and smell delicious,” he tells me.

      He slides my panties off, then spreads my thighs again. He kisses down the inside of one thigh, then the other, then teases all around my pussy, planting little kisses, tracing my outer folds with the tip of his tongue. My clit throbs, screaming for attention.

      Then I feel his warm tongue slip right up the middle of my wet slit, then back down, then back up. His tongue massages against me and into me.

      “Oh, fuck, Jaxson,” I moan, reaching down to cup his head. “You’re gonna make me come!”

      “That’s exactly what I intend to do,” he murmurs into my flesh. “Over and over and over…”

      Then he sucks my clit, and I’m done for, coming hard against his mouth and tongue for what feels like a solid minute.

      He lifts his head when I start squirming. “That’s the first of many. I guarantee you that, sweetheart. I won’t stop until you beg me to.”

      Oh, shit. I almost come just from hearing that. “I need you inside me,” I whimper.

      He stands up to remove his jeans and then his boxer briefs, and holy shit. I drink in the sight of him. He’s got to be at least eight inches long. When I wrap my hand around him, the tip of my middle finger and thumb barely touch.

      “You’re so fucking huge,” I whisper.

      “We’ll go slow,” he replies, running his mouth lightly against mine, then sucking on my bottom lip. “So you can take all of me.”

      I lie back, spreading my thighs wide, toes curling in anticipation as he settles himself between my thighs. He takes himself in one hand and starts slowly rubbing the head of his cock against my wet folds. Then he pushes in, a little at a time, and the feeling of him filling me is so delicious I almost can’t take it.

      “God, you’re tight,” he moans in my ear. “I fucking love that. So tight. So wet.” He pushes a few more inches and I gasp at the extreme pleasure that shoots through me. He’s hitting every square inch inside me, and it’s so good.

      “I was made for you,” he whispers against my lips. “And you were made for me. You’re mine, Hazel. And I’m yours. All. Yours.”

      He pushes home on those last two words, and I cry out, my nails digging into his back. This slow torture is too much, and not enough. I need him to move.

      “Fuck me, please,” I whine. “Please fuck me.”

      He moves his hips. “Show me how you want it.”

      I guide him to pace I like, somewhere between fast and slow. “And hard. Fuck me real hard, Jaxson.”

      And boy, does he.

      I’m coming hard after half a dozen strokes, clenching tight around him and crying out his name.

      His full bottom lip is between his teeth like he’s holding back a smirk, but he doesn’t stop moving. “That’s it. I want another one. Come for me, baby.”

      And like magic, as if my body is tuned to be on cue with him, I feel the tension pulling again, tighter and tighter, until I explode once more. The fourth time I come, I cry out into his mouth as he kisses me deeply.

      I roll over on top of him and brace my hands on his chest, then ride him slowly and take him as deep as I can. He grips my hips to guide me along, and grunts deep in his chest.

      “Wiped that smirk off your face, I see,” I say between moans.

      “You feel amazing,” he tells me, his hands squeezing my curvy hips hard. They grow insistent, tugging me and moving me faster and faster on his dick. I love watching him lose control beneath me, and the look on his face when he comes, when he says my name, is so sexy it makes me come, too.

      I collapse onto his chest, and he holds me there, stroking my back. I lavish in the attention for a few minutes, then pull myself off him reluctantly to use his bathroom—hospital-grade clean—and wash up a little.

      He’s not in bed when I get back, but I hear the back door opening and shutting, and his voice murmuring to Cookie. Then he comes back in, wearing just a pair of sweatpants low on his hips that he immediately shucks.

      When he slips back into bed beside me, he rolls me onto my belly and proceeds to give me the best back massage I’ve ever had, and that counts professional ones, too. It’s so good…I fall asleep.

      And that night, in Jaxson’s bed, in Jaxson’s arms…I have the sweetest dreams.
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      You know how in romantic movies, when a couple falls in love and spends the night together, the guy stays up to watch her sleep?

      I always thought that was so creepy. I have younger cousins who tell me that’s what they want in a guy, that’s why they love reading romance, et cetera. I always told them if they woke up next to a dude staring them in the face, they needed to get out of the house and call me or Saint immediately.

      I guess…I’m that creepy asshole now, because I think I got about two collective hours of sleep last night. The rest of the time, I couldn’t take my eyes off the queen in my arms. I stroked her soft skin, traced the contours and planes of her beautiful face to memorize every line, ran my fingers through the dark silk she calls hair. She was so at peace. It humbles me to think that maybe I had something to do with that.

      Around nine, I slide out of bed to tend to Cookie, who’s whining softly outside the door. I let her out, fix her breakfast, then decide I need my own breakfast. Back in bed, I can’t hold back any longer. I hate to disrupt her rest, but I’m so hard it hurts, and I want to taste her again. I slide under the blankets, kissing a path down her body, then I hook my arms under her hips and feast on her delectable pussy. It’s soft and puffy and wet and delicious, and I suck and lick her greedily, until she comes awake and then…comes.

      Hazel coming will be an experience I’ll never get enough of. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, the way her body tenses, breasts thrust up in the air with her nipples peaked. She reaches down and with equal greed grabs a handful of my hair to keep me in place while she grinds on my tongue, wringing every last bit of pleasure she can, using my mouth for the vehicle of satisfaction it is. She releases a breathy moan that carries my name.

      “Jaxson!”

      I could be her slave, and die a happy man that way.

      When she squirms away from my mouth, I slide up her body, stopping to worship those full breasts of hers with their tight nipples. I drag my cock against her wet slit as I tease them, smiling at the sound of her impatient little whimpers.

      “Can I have you on your stomach?” I murmur in her ear. “I want to feel that soft ass pressed against me while I drive you fucking crazy.”

      “Only if you spank it and pull my hair while you’re at it,” she tells me saucily, rolling over onto her belly.

      I lower my mouth to the smooth slope of her back and run my tongue along her spine, from the base of her nape down to the crack of her ass. I angle her hips up, running my fingers through her thick, juicy folds. Oh, she’s ready for me…

      I guide my cock to her. That first moment of her body opening just for me, just enough to let me squeeze in, and that second moment of that exquisite grip like a vise on my dick, has got to be comparable to walking in the gates of heaven. It sends a ripple of goosebumps over my skin, a surge of electric pleasure shooting through every fiber of my body.

      As I knew it would, her ass looks and feels amazing pressed against me while I work on her pussy. Hazel arches her back, letting out a little grunt as I find my seat deep inside her and pull back, drawing every inch of me out slowly so she feels it all, so I feel all of her. I manage to keep up the torture for a few minutes, feeling her clench around me tighter and tighter.

      Finally she pushes herself back onto all fours, back arched and thighs wide. She gazes at me over her shoulder, her hair tousled and sexy, eyes full of desire.

      “Give it to me, hotshot,” she teases.

      My brother Saint has a rep for being the exact opposite of his name, but I have my own little inner demon, that apparently is only prompted to show itself when a sexy, curvy, spirited woman I’m desperately in love with taunts me.

      I bite my lower lip, grasping her hips tight in my hands. “Just remember—you asked for it.”

      I give her everything I have, using my thick, slightly curved, eight-inch cock to its full advantage. I find her G-spot over and over with the tip of my dick, working it relentlessly until she explodes, droplets of her exquisite juice soaking my thighs. I fuck her through it. She doesn’t tell me to stop, so I won’t.

      Her ass ripples under my enthusiastic smack, and she moans, somehow growing even wetter. Locks of her hair slide over my fingers as I grip a firm handful near her scalp, bracing myself to drive us both home.

      “Come for me again, baby,” I tell her. “One more.”

      “Fuck me like this.” She shifts onto her side and lifts her leg. I pull it over me, so the back of her knee rests on my shoulder. She’s spread wide open under me and grips two handfuls of the bedsheets. “I’m so close, Jax, don’t stop!”

      I will myself to hang on. But she’s so slippery and tight, and my dick feels like a cannon with the lit fuse dangerously close to the gunpowder.

      Her head drops back. “Fuck! That’s it!”

      Her body seizes like a too-tight guitar string, and with just a few more deep, hard strokes, she snaps. Hazel cries out as her body trembles, and I gratefully bear down on her, feeling my dick harden to the point of no return before I burst inside her with a roar.

      I brace myself on my hands so I don’t crush her, struggling to catch my breath before I drop besides her. “Was that satisfactory, ma’am?”

      “It was a good effort.”

      I lift my head. “Huh?”

      She bursts into peals of giggles. “Just kidding. You’re…wow. Amazing doesn’t begin to cover it. I didn’t know I needed that…but I needed that.” She runs her fingers up my arm. “I needed you. Jaxson, what you said last night…”

      “Which part?” I ask her softly, playing with her hair. “The part where I told you how beautiful you are? Or the part where I said I’m in love with you?”

      She sucks in her breath, rolling onto her side to look at me. “Yeah. That part.”

      I tighten my jaw. “If that was too much, I’m sorry—but only if I made you uncomfortable. I can’t apologize for being totally honest with you.”

      She cups my face. “I don’t want you to apologize. I want you to know how much that meant to me. I told you last night I have really strong feelings for you. I didn’t want to scare you away by calling it love. It’s still hard for me to…be vulnerable. I’m working on that.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I say quietly, making sure she hears me. “Not a thing. You don’t owe me words you’re not ready to say. You’re not obligated to do anything. If I can make a request, all I want from you is to let me love you. To let me help heal you, in whatever way I can. If that means giving you space, I’ll do that. If that means you need me nearby more often than not—baby, you’ve just answered my prayers. But all I want you to do is tell me what you want. Tell me what’s good for you, and I will move heaven and earth to give it to you, as long as it’s legal and within my power.”

      I wasn’t joking about the last part, but she smiles a little, then starts giggling, and then we’re both laughing, holding each other, and it’s the perfect moment.

      She quiets, then sighs, blinking thoughtfully. “Okay. I can do that.”

      I kiss her forehead. “Then I’m yours to command, Your Grace.”

      “You’ve been watching a lot of Game of Thrones. First…we need to love on Cookie for being such a good girl. Then, can we get coffee and head to my place so I can tend to the lieutenant and shower and change? He’s probably so royally pissed I didn’t come home. And then…”

      I stroke her hair away from her face. “And then?”

      She grins at me. “We need to get you a Christmas tree, Officer Grinch.”

      I chuckle. “Can’t argue with that.”

      We finally haul ourselves out of bed. Cookie, who has spent the night on the floor just outside my bedroom, is overjoyed to see us. After we let her out, I change my clothes, we head out to grab coffee, then drive to Hazel’s place.

      Her home is a cozy two-bedroom split-level, and she is certainly no Grinch. Her holiday decorations are tasteful and attractive, and I feel pretty good about giving her free rein at my house. I help her clean up the mess her cat caused, and then I come face to face with the lieutenant himself, perched on the kitchen counter, his tail swishing back and forth as he studies me through narrow yellow-green eyes.

      “If you feed him, he won’t want to dismember you,” Hazel explains. She points to the pantry closet. “He eats freeze-dried raw nuggets. Just add some warm water and then break them up with a fork when they’re soft. Make sure the water isn’t too hot or too cold, or Lieutenant Dan will be pissed. Okay, off to shower!”

      She whisks out of the room, her giggles following her down the hall.

      I laugh to myself. She’s bossy, and I love it.

      I fix the lieutenant’s meal as directed and dubiously set the ceramic dish before him. The cat gives his food an equally suspicious sniff, then, when he’s determined I haven’t poisoned it or whatever, he digs in. When I stroke his back while he eats, he purrs.

      Okay. Best buds.

      My phone suddenly vibrates in my pocket and I quickly pull it out.

      Sergeant O’Brien’s calling.

      I frown. Sarge never calls his officers on their off days. He’s a huge believer in work life balance. He told me a long time ago he’d only bother me on my off day in case of an emergency.

      This is the first time in almost eight years he’s called me on my off day.
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      I answer swiftly. “Sarge? What’s up?”

      “Hey, Jaxson,” he says. “Are you busy?”

      “Um…” I glance down the hallway. I can faintly hear Hazel singing in the shower. “Yes and no.”

      “Well, if you can, I’d like to meet with you to talk. In person.”

      He’s phrasing it in a way that leaves the option open, but I know better. Something’s up.

      “I’m on my way,” I tell him. “Am I meeting you at HQ?”

      “Actually, why don’t you meet me that pub place, Dregs? They do a great Philly cheesesteak for lunch.”

      Sarge wants to meet…for lunch?

      Now I’m really concerned.

      I agree to the meet and head to the bathroom. Hazel is has a towel wrapped around her middle and is applying something that smells nice to her wet hair. She smiles at the sight of me and turns to face me.

      “Oh, Officer,” she says in a breathy voice, her hands in the air. “I didn’t mean to rob the bank. The money’s under my towel. I won’t fight you, I promise. Is there anything I can do to get out of a ticket?”

      Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have missed a single beat. But worry gnaws at my insides, so all I can muster is a weak smile.

      Hazel drops her hands. “Sorry—you’re probably so sick of cop jokes.”

      “No, no,” I say hastily, putting my hands on her shoulders. “I mean—yes, but not with you.”

      Hazel tilts her head, studying me. “You all right?”

      “My sergeant just called me,” I tell her. “He said he needs to meet with me. I think it’s important—he’s never, ever called me on my day off before.”

      Her brow wrinkles. “Oh. That sounds serious. Um—do you need to go?”

      I nod. “I’ll call you later, okay?” I lean forward and kiss her lips.

      “Okay,” she says, a note of concern in her voice.

      I turn and jog toward the front door, pausing to scratch Lieutenant Dan on top of his head. He slow-blinks at me, and then I hurry out the door.

      Saint likes to tell me I need to loosen up and pull the stick out of my ass. He’s one of the most laid-back people I know, except when the situation calls for the utmost seriousness. I tend to be serious most of the time. In fact, the lightest I’ve felt in years has been the past eighteen hours with Hazel. But now, that seriousness falls back over me like a blanket. I’ve always been a direct person. I don’t like throat-clearing when it comes to news or information I need to know. I’m a give-it-to-me-straight person, so Sarge’s strange behavior has me questioning everything.

      I pull up to Dregs fifteen minutes later. I spot Sergeant O’Brien’s car, a black Nissan Altima, parked out front.

      Inside, it’s pretty quiet. There don’t seem to be many patrons except for a couple of grouchy-looking old timers sniping at each other about what’s on CNN, and Sergeant O’Brien, who’s talking with the very attractive, dark-haired brunette behind the bar. It’s hard to miss the hefty piece of hardware on her ring finger—and oh yeah, Sarge is married, too.

      I lift an eyebrow as I approach him. “Sergeant O’Brien.”

      “Ah, Jaxson,” he says, reaching out to shake my hand. It’s weird to see him out of uniform. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him out of uniform, actually, but here he is in jeans and a Ridge City PD hoodie. “Do you know Serena? Dominic’s fiancée.”

      Dominic…Black, the vice detective. I don’t know him super well, but his track record precedes him. And I did hear he got engaged recently.

      I smile politely at the woman behind the counter and extend my hand. She gives it a shake and offers a friendly smile. “I told Brendan your first round of beers is on the house.”

      “Thanks.” I nod, still unable to force a genuine smile. I’m too wrapped around the axel about what my sergeant wanted to discuss over Philly cheesesteaks and beer because it’s so unlike him. I respect Dominic a lot, and I hope his lady doesn’t think I’m being a prick, but I really just want to cut to the chase.

      Sarge seems to be able to sense that. He motions me over toward a booth near the back of the restaurant.

      “What’s going on, Sarge?” I ask intently.

      He draws a long breath. “I’m going to ask you something, and it’s going to be a personal question. I don’t want you to take offense, but I do want you to be honest. Where were you this morning?”

      “I was at home.”

      He tilts his head. “Who’s home?”

      Shit. I should have known.

      “Is that what this is about?” I ask in a low voice. “Hazel Summers?”

      “The star witness in a murder trial,” Sergeant O’Brien says gently. “Yeah, this is about her. I happened to be out with my wife last night. We deicded to have a nice dinner out. It’s been a while since I took her on a date.” He pauses. My stomach sinks. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out where he’s going with this. “We happened to go to The Table.”

      The Table is a farm-to-table gourmet restaurant that happens to be in Hearth Stone, right across from—you guessed it—Napoli’s.

      I glance away.

      “I couldn’t help noticing you and a very lovely young lady standing outside waiting for one of those horse-drawn carriages.” Sergeant O’Brien folds his hands in front of him. “Also couldn’t help noticing how much like the star witness your date looked.”

      Serena brings over our beers at that moment. She serves us quickly, takes our order from Sarge, and then heads back to the bar, as if she knows we’re having a serious discussion and doesn’t want to interrupt.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, I went to dinner with Hazel last night. She invited me after I called her to see how she was doing and why she wanted me at her trial.”

      Sarge sighs softly. “Why would you call her?”

      I look him square in the eye. “Because I’m in love with her, Sarge, and I have been since the day I found her in that shed.”

      He doesn’t look shocked. He doesn’t look angry. He looks…like he understands.

      How could that be?

      “I’ve kept my distance,” I go on. Except for the hospital… “I let it go. I had feelings, but I knew there was nothing I could really do. And then you told me she was going to testify next week…and that she needed me there. I had to know why. I’m an officer of the law. But I’m a man first. I care about her. A lot. And she cares about me. This isn’t something we can walk away from.”

      After a long moment and a long pull of his beer, Sarge nods. “I understand, son. I really do. But you also have to understand this is, in a way, a conflict of interest.”

      “I’m not investigating this case,” I tell him. “You know as well as I do this is a federal investigation at this point. I didn’t even arrest the guy—I was the first officer on scene responding to a call. I carried her out of there and got her to the EMTs. I wrote my report, and I went on with my life.”

      “I’m not saying you personally are the conflict of interest, but with everything at stake, the defense is going to try to poke holes in everything they can,” Sergeant O’Brien says. “Don’t give them fuel. What do you think will happen if they find out the officer on the scene has developed a personal relationship with the witness? They’ll argue it as a form of witness tampering. And then we face a whole new set of problems. We can’t let this murdering psychopath get away with what he’s done. We just can’t, son.”

      “What are you asking of me?” I say woodenly.

      “I’m asking you to please cease your relationship with the witness…at least until after the trial. She’s the final witness. The prosecution wants to end proceedings before Christmas.” He pauses. “You’ve met my wife a few times at crew events. We’ve been married twenty-five years, Amy and I. Want to guess how I met her?”

      I cock my head. “How?”

      “When I was a young patrol officer, a rookie, really, I took a domestic violence call. A young woman had been assaulted by her newlywed husband. He was a piece of work, a real animal. That young woman’s younger sister was there to comfort her, to protect her, to fight the husband if she had to. I’d never seen someone more enraged than that young woman. I pulled her aside to talk to her, to try to calm her down and get some information about the situation. I wanted this piece of shit to go to jail for what he’d done to this poor woman’s sister. So I started asking her questions. First one I asked was what her name was.” He pauses for a sip of beer, then gives me a one-sided smile. “Guess what she said.”

      I huff out a small laugh. “Amy.”

      He nods. “The husband ended up claiming that Amy’s sister was the one abusing him. They both pressed charges on each other, so they went to court. It killed me to stay away from Amy, but I did it anyway because I could not afford for the prosecution to get wind the arresting officer had a relationship with the victim’s sister. Slightly different circumstances than yours, but you’ve been a cop and to court long enough to know how the defense will look for any thread to tug. Don’t let them have it.”

      I shake my head slowly, staring down into my beer.

      Serena brings our Phillies to us. They do look incredible, but my stomach is so knotted it’s hard to want to eat.

      Sarge reaches across the table and pats my wrist. “I know it’s hard. I can tell you’re serious about your feelings, and, to be honest, the way you two were looking at each other last night… I can recognize love when I see it.”

      I look up at him sharply.

      He shrugs and takes a bite of his sandwich. “Don’t bullshit me, son.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “I love her.”

      “Love her enough to take a step back and make sure she gets her life back,” Sarge says quietly. “Real love will wait.”

      It’s the right thing to do, like he says. I don’t want to be the reason why anyone would doubt Hazel’s story or even consider that Howard Barber might be innocent. But it kills me to have to tell her I can’t see her until after the trial. What hurts the most is that I told her, in so many words, she was safe with me.

      And now it feels like I’m turning my back on her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hazel

      

      

      On Wednesday, I stand in the women’s bathroom in the courthouse, staring at myself in the mirror and trying not to break down.

      Today’s the day I’ve been looking forward to and dreading. I have to sit in the same room as the man who wanted to torture and kill me—like he did to other women. Before, I was on fire for this moment. I felt I might rush the table where he sat and try to punch him, to do anything to give vent to the rage I feel when I think of him. How dare he try to decide when my life should end. How dare he feel he could do this to anyone. How dare he take the lives of seven innocent women.

      But that was before I got my heart broken.

      When Jaxson left my house Sunday morning, he promised to call me. And later that day, he did. I was worried for him. He said his boss’s behavior was out of the norm, so I thought something might be wrong. Turns out, I was right.

      He explained his boss was aware of our relationship, having seen us together, and that he advised Jaxson we not see each other until the trial ended. Optics, and stuff. And the rational part of me understands. The rational part of me also does not want to do anything that might prevent the jury from taking me seriously that Howard Barber is a monster who needs to be locked in a cage. I can’t exist in a world where a man like that goes free…I just can’t. And I won’t.

      But the not-so-rational part of me, the part of me that’s all heart and feelings, the part of me that’s light…is shattered by that.

      I was prepared to face the hardest moment of my life alone—of course, my sister, who flew in on Monday, and my dad will be there, but I was essentially on my own because they didn’t know the ins and outs of everything. Not until I tell that part of the story.

      But when I met Jaxson and we connected, I realized I had someone who got it. Who saw me. Who understood as much as an outsider could what I was going through. He might not have experienced anything like what I did, but he’s seen a lot of ugliness and evil. And I realized I had someone who was truly in my corner, who I could let down my walls with.

      And then he backed away.

      Intellectually, I understand.

      Emotionally, it hurts. A lot. I’m terrified.

      And I’m alone—in this bathroom, in my thoughts, in my fear. I’m all by myself.

      I walk out of the bathroom on shaking legs. A bailiff stands outside the courtroom door with my lawyer, Julie. She’s a brilliant prosecutor, and I could not be in better hands. I told her I wanted zero press. I did not want my name released to the public. I did not want any cameras inside the courtroom. I have no idea how she made it happen, but while media coverage about him is high, my name hasn’t been printed anywhere.

      When I reach her, she gives me a quick hug. “Doing all right?”

      I nod. “As much as I can be.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I’m going to be right there. When I ask you questions, you just look at me. Just like we talked about. And when the defense questions you, know that I’m going to have your back. I’m not going to let him get out of line with you.”

      I know she won’t. I trust her.

      I take in a few deep breaths. “Well, it’s now or—”

      “Hazel.”

      The sound of that voice brings me up short.

      Julie glances over my shoulder. “Oh, Officer. What can I do for you?”

      I slowly turn around.

      He’s resplendent in his service blues, a neatly pressed long-sleeved dark blue shirt, a tie, perfectly pressed trousers. The badge pinned to his chest even looks shiny, like he polished it that morning.

      Jaxson has never looked more devastatingly sexy than he does right now. I want to be in his arms so badly I can practically taste it.

      He nods politely at Julie. “I was wondering if I could have a word with Ms. Summers for a moment.”

      Julie gives him an equally polite nod. “Well, I suppose that’s up to Ms. Summers, all due respect.”

      “Ms. Summers?” Jaxson asks softly.

      I nod at Julie. “Just—just give me a minute, okay?”

      “A minute,” she murmurs, “but not too much longer than that. The judge doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      She turns her back, and I walk a few steps away with Jaxson. It’s as much privacy as we’re going to get.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, trying not to sound too accusatory. “I thought this was against the rules or whatever.”

      He winces, ever so slightly. “I’m here for you, Hazel. You said you needed me here to testify. I’m here.”

      “Are you just making sure I’ll go through with what I said?” I fold my arms.

      A hurt but understanding look passes through his eyes. “I’m here because I promised you I would be.”

      “That was before you decided it was best for you to back away. So what changed?”

      He takes my hand. A risky move, considering where we are and who’s around. But I can’t find it in myself to pull away. “Nothing has changed. Absolutely nothing.”

      My eyes burn, threatening to fill with tears. Oh, no. I won’t. “I don’t know what that means, Jaxson.”

      “It means I love you,” he says in a low voice. “Me loving you was never a question. I hate this, Hazel. All I want to do is be with you, but there’s too much on the line. Your safety. Your happiness. I told you before—I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me to.”

      “Hazel,” my lawyer calls. “We’ve got to go.”

      I nod, then turn to Jaxson.

      “Can we please…can we please talk later? Please? When this is resolved, or close to it?” His beautiful hazel eyes are earnest. My hard feelings start to melt a little.

      He’s done a lot for me. Made me feel things I didn’t think I’d be able to. Kept promises he made me when…he’s not really supposed to.

      He promised to wait for me. I can do the same for him

      “Yes,” I say softly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The smile he gives me nearly takes my breath away.

      “Into the lion’s den I go,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head. “No. You are the lion. And don’t ever forget that, Hazel Summers.”

      He gives my hand a tight squeeze, his thumb caressing the back of my hand.

      When I go into the courtroom to face down the man who tried to destroy me, it’s with a roar in my heart.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been a terribly long day. Like…horribly long. And easily the most emotionally trying of my life, all things considered. The lengths Howard Barber’s attorneys went to paint me as the psychopath, claiming to be obsessed with him and orchestrating the whole thing, down to the two girls who found me, to get his attention and pay him back for “breaking up with me,” were absolutely disgusting. There’s a special, extra-hot place in hell for those assholes.

      My dad and my sister wanted to keep me company, but the only thing I want right now is to be alone. I just want to cuddle up with Lieutenant Dan and process everything.

      I just want to cuddle up with Jaxson.

      It feels like a betrayal to my family, but if I were going to be around anyone, it would be him. He provides a different kind of comfort. He understands me.

      And I miss him.

      I tell my family I’ll see them tomorrow. We’ll be together only until Sunday, so I want to make the most of things with them.

      Just not tonight.

      When I get home, I change into sweats, a cami, and a loose sweater that hangs off one shoulder. I throw my hair up into a bun and set about fixing the lieutenant’s food. My own stomach grumbles for the first time that day, but I don’t have any food in the house, nothing to make a meal out of. And I’ll be damned if I leave the house again today. For one thing, I’m drained. For another, it’s started to snow outside.

      “Guess it’s pizza, then,” I tell my cat, who dives, purring, into his food bowl.

      Before I can pick up the phone to order, my doorbell rings.

      I immediately pull up my security app to see who’s at my door. It’s a tall, bundled shape holding what looks like a white, plastic bag. I use the app’s microphone device.

      “Who’s there?” I try to sound intimidating, like I’m the kind of woman who keeps a piece under her pillow or at least, a butcher’s knife at the ready.

      “Jaxson,” the man replies.

      Oh, shit.

      “I just wanted to drop off some food,” he adds hastily. “I thought you might be hungry. You’ve had a long day.”

      “Hang on.” I set the phone down and hurry to the door, unlock it, then throw it open.

      He smiles at me, his face almost lost inside his puffy hood. He holds up the bag. “Napolis. Shrimp scampi.”

      I purse my lips. “Is there two entrées there?”

      “Two shrimp scampis. So you don’t have to cook tomorrow if you don’t want to.”

      I tilt my head. “Why don’t you come in? I mean…can you?”

      He nods. “I’d like that, but I have Cookie with me.” He gestures to where his truck is running in the driveway. Cookie is in the passenger seat, ears cocked with interest as she watches us.

      “Bring her in,” I tell him. “Stay and eat with me. Please.”

      He doesn’t argue, just hands me the bag and hurries back to his car. The snow is really coming down now. It’s the soft, powdery stuff, but the temps will be well below freezing tomorrow, so it might turn into ice soon.

      I glance at my cat. “You’re going to have a new four-legged friend in here. Don’t lose your shit, LD.”

      He blinks slowly at me. I swear, if he had human eyebrows, he’d be raising one and gesturing to himself with a claw. Who, me?

      Cookie seems to be a little timid as Jaxson brings her inside. She spots Lieutenant Dan and freezes. He remains on the counter, studying her, then sprawls out. He’ll come around; he likes to take his time.

      The food is still piping hot. “Did you just pick it up?”

      He nods, shucking his coat. He changed out of his uniform into a RCPD gray hooded sweatshirt and jeans. “You should eat hot food when it’s hot.”

      We sit and eat together. My appetite returns with a vengeance and I finish the whole meal. Jaxson looks pleased.

      I pour some red wine and hand him a glass. We sit hunched in our chairs, our bodies angled toward each other, sipping in silence for a moment.

      “I can clear off if you want me to,” he says, reaching out to stroke my forearm. “I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

      “I am,” I admit. “I’m tired, but I can’t relax.”

      He cocks an eyebrow, smiling. “Wait here.”

      I watch in surprise as he heads to my bathroom. A moment later I hear the bathtub water running. He pokes his head out and beckons me.

      Curious, I follow him, then smile when I reach the bathroom. He’s run me a bath, obviously, but he’s added some of the special, pH-balanced bubble bath I keep under the bathroom sink and lit the merlot-scented candle I keep in there specifically for bathtime. Bubbles create frothy mountains on top of the steaming water, and just looking at it makes me melt.

      “Your Grace,” he murmurs, pulling me to him by the waist. “May I help you out of your royal robes?”

      “You may.” I giggle, letting him pull my sweater off, then the cami, underneath which I’m wearing nothing at all. His hands drop to my waist and he slowly tugs my sweats off my hips, letting them drop to the floor.

      I’m not wearing anything under those, either.

      I bite my lip, watching him watching me with a look in his eyes that’s as steamy as the bathwater. I place my hand on his shoulder and push lightly.

      “Bend the knee,” I say softly.

      His lips curl into a feral grin as he sinks to the floor. He props my foot on the toilet seat, then leans in. He cups my ass for stability while he eats me like I’m on the dessert menu.

      I reach behind me and grab the counter with one hand and place my other hand on his head for balance and guidance, gasping with pleasure.

      Everything—falling in love with him, needing him, wanting him, the stress of the day, the stress and anxiety of the last couple of months—culminates in one powerful twang of release as I come on his tongue. My legs immediately go boneless and I slide to the floor. He catches me and stands up, cradling me, then helps me into the tub.

      “Just relax, now,” he says. He scrubs my back with a loofah until I’m completely relaxed, then ducks out of the bathroom to give me some privacy.

      When I emerge forty-five minutes later, I’m wrapped in my fluffy robe that hangs on the bathroom hook and I feel more human. More like myself. I cross the room and straddle Jaxson’s lap.

      “So, is it safe for us to be us, again?” I murmur.

      “Probably not,” he replies, his gaze fixed on my lips. “But I’m finding it damn near impossible to stay away from you.”

      “We don’t have much longer,” I whisper, bringing my mouth to his. “I was the last one to testify. Closing arguments are tomorrow. They could have a verdict before the weekend.”

      He kisses me fully on the mouth. His lips feel like coming home—he is home.

      His hands drop to my robe’s belt and tug the ends. I’m bare underneath, my skin soft and supple from my bath. He slowly pushes the robe off my shoulders and drags his fingers along the sides of my chests and breasts. The sensation makes my skin tingle, makes my nipples hard, and I lean back as he ducks head to suck them.

      I feel him, hard and ready between my thighs. I help him pull his shirt off, then I tug his jeans and boxers off. I bring my mouth to his, licking into his mouth as I sink onto his thick cock, gasping at the sensation of it opening me, filling me.

      I ride him slowly, our mouths fused together, his arms tight around me, his body warm against mine.

      Yes. Home.

      I pull my mouth away only so I can look him in the eyes. “Jaxson. I love you.”

      One side of his mouth curls up. “I love you, Hazel.”

      Outside, the snow falls and the ground freezes, and the cold tears through those brave enough to weather it.

      But here, inside with him, I’ve never warmer, or safer, or more sure of anything as I am that Officer Jaxson Rivers is my hero…and the love I’ve always wanted.
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        Hazel

        New Year’s Eve

      

      

      I’ve never been to a cop party before. I mean, that’s probably obvious.

      But Saint, Jaxson’s brother, and his fiancée, Lyra, are hosting a whole bunch of them at their house for New Year’s Eve. There’s me and Jaxson, of course. And then there’s Saint’s buddy Rhys Hartley, who’s on the SWAT team, and his fiancée Violet Randall, who I realize I know as Violet Sweet because I freaking love her romance novels. Their friend Dominic Black, a vice detective, is there with his fiancée Serena. And rounding out the crew is Jaxson’s old baker partner Gunner Hansen and his fiancée Isla, whose salon I visited recently to get my hair and nails done. She’s amazing.

      It seems like the party theme is “cops and their fiancées,” since literally everyone there is engaged. Dominic and Serena’s wedding is in the spring. Saint and Lyra plan to tie the knot early summer. The other couples seem fluid on their wedding dates, but I’ve never been surrounded by so much love before.

      The handcrafted cocktails flow, the music is bumping, and the food is beyond delicious. It’s a little crazy this is a cop party. I don’t know what I expected. Maybe for them to all be uniform reading policies and procedures to one another?

      The ladies are all so different, but so friendly. A bartender, a novelist, a graphic designer, an esthetician…and me. What am I? I’m a project manager, I guess. I love the corporate world. I love managing projects and bringing ideas from discussion to production. But what am I?

      I’m a survivor.

      As I look around at everyone, who I suspect based on the bonds that connect these police officers, these heroes, are a sort of family in their own way, I realize they’re sort of like my family too. After all, they love Jaxson…and so do I.

      Since the day I testified, he and I haven’t been apart for more than a day. He’s been staying at my house with Cookie more often than not. He even met my sister before she left to go home, and we spent Christmas with my dad and with his family. It hasn’t been long, no. But both our families know we are serious.

      The best Christmas gift I received was a unanimous guilty verdict for Howard Barber on seven counts of first-degree murder and one count of attempted murder. He’s going to serve eight consecutive life sentences—one for each of the women he killed and one for me, who he tried to kill.

      The second-best Christmas gift I got was a private meeting in a small conference room in the courthouse with the two little girls who effectively saved my life, and their parents. I’ve never sobbed so hard with total strangers, but we’ve vowed not to be. I got invited to attend the girls’ school holiday concert, and I sat in the front row with their parents with huge bouquets of flowers and only a small handful of people knowing that I wasn’t just an old friend of their mom’s from college.

      My gaze finds him where he stands with all the guys, his brother beside him. He’s beaming. His sergeant informed him he passed his sergeant’s exam with flying colors, and to expect that promotion to come inside a couple weeks. It’s all Jaxson’s wanted—to follow in the footsteps of the great leaders before him and manage a crew of talented, caring officers who want to do nothing more than protect and serve, just like him.

      He called to tell me that news this afternoon first, before he even called his brother or Gunner.

      One minute to midnight, Lyra goes around to shut all the lights off so we can watch the ball drop in downtown Ridge City on TV in all its bright, high-def glory. There was no way we were going to talk a bunch of cops to going to a crowded downtown area, so this was the compromise, and it’s a better one. There’s something intimate about sharing the birth of a new year with friends.

      Jaxson comes to stand behind me, snaking an arm around my waist and handing me a glass of champagne.

      “What’s your wish for the new year?” he asks me, nuzzling the side of my neck.

      I tilt my head back against his shoulder. “Good health for my loved ones. Peace. Continuing to grow in my happiness and find out new things about myself.” I turn my head toward him. “Love. Lots and lots of love. With you.”

      “No need to wish for that,” he says, then kisses me. “You’ve got me.”

      “What’s yours?” I ask, but just then, everyone begins shouting the ten-second countdown.

      Onscreen, a huge, glittering silver ball begins its descent down a flagpole.

      “…three, two, one!”

      “Happy New Year, baby,” Jaxson says into my ear, sending tingles down my spine. He tips my chin toward him and we share our first kiss of the new year.

      It’s going to be hard to beat. I hope he’s up for the challenge.

      “You were asking about my wish for the new year,” he goes on when we part for air.

      “Yes,” I say, stroking his cheek. “Tell me.”

      “I wish you’ll marry me.”

      I whip my head around to stare at him, my heart pounding. “You what?”

      “I wish,” he says, and I realize the room has fallen deadly silent and every pair of eyes is on us, “that you’ll marry me.”

      And with that, he sinks to one knee, drawing a small box from his pocket, popping it open, and holding it out to me.

      “Hazel Summers,” he says with a soft smile, “will you marry me?”

      I think I say yes, but all I know is that I’m in his arms, my legs around his waist, and I’m kissing him silly.

      Once I let him put me down and slide the ring on my finger, the room erupts with cheers. I’m hugged by every single person in the room at least three times.

      “Welcome to the family, little sis,” Saint says with a huge smile. He is over the moon for his big brother, and it’s so touching to see. “And I don’t just mean the Rivers family. I mean, the blue family.” He points around the room. “Every single person here who wears the badge or not—now that you’re part of the family, we will always have your six.”

      “No one more than me,” Jaxson promises, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear.

      “Good.” I beam at him. “Because I’ll always have yours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          LUCA

          Bonus Badge Bunnies Story

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Read this bonus story for free here!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Luca

      

      

      As a homicide detective in Ridge City, I see a lot of ugliness. Seeing that ugliness in the neighborhood I grew up in is ever worse, but duty calls. I never thought it would bring me back to the doorstep of Mykie Mancini, the woman I love…who hates me for doing my job and tearing her family apart in the process. I want to give her the space she demanded from me six months ago, but as the investigation takes a dangerous turn, I realize things might not be as they seem…and Mykie might be in danger.

      

      
        
        Mykie

      

      

      Our family restaurant is built on one simple tenet: love. I love my family, and up until six months ago when he put the cuffs on my uncle for a crime he didn’t commit, that love included Luca Romano, too. I haven’t been able to forgive him for what he did, but when he shows up at the restaurant needing to see our security camera footage, I can’t refuse him. Someone, though, doesn’t like me helping the cops…and Luca’s arms might be the only safe haven for me.

      
        
        Read on for an exclusive excerpt!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

        Luca Romano

      

      

      I’ve lived in Ridge City’s Little Italy my whole life. I was born in the hospital in this neighborhood, I went to school here, and after I graduated from Ridge City University, I stayed here to work. It’s a family community, one that’s near and dear to my heart.

      So when people get murdered here, I take it very personally.

      Luckily, I get paid to take that personally, because I’m a homicide detective on the Ridge City police department.

      I walk into a small café this afternoon in the heart of the neighborhood. I ask the college-age young woman behind the counter if I can speak to the manager. With wide eyes, she nods and disappears to a back room to get her.

      I hate making people feel uncomfortable, but it sort of goes with job. I’m wearing a tailored suit, but it’s not hard to spot my gun and holster on my hip under my jacket, or the brass I display on my belt.

      The manager returns a moment later, looking confused at the sight of me. Now that the initial shock is over, the young barista eyes me openly. Not to sound like a cocky asshole, but because I’m a young, dark-haired Italian guy, I tend to draw women’s attention. Some are polite with their interest, others brash. None of it matters to me, because I only have eyes for one woman.

      It’s really too bad Mychaela Mancini—Mykie, as I’ve known her since we were kids—hates my guts.

      She’s always on my mind, but especially when I’m in the same neighborhood as her family’s restaurant, Mancini’s Cucina, which happens to be right across the street from the café. Every time I drive past, I think of the last time Mykie and I exchanged words. It mostly involved her shouting at the top of her lungs at me.

      “Can I help you…Detective?” the manager asks.

      I glance around and pitch my voice low, so only she can hear me. “I’m investigating a murder, ma’am,” I tell her, and her eyes get huge. “The owner of the jewelry store a few blocks away—A Gem It Is—was murdered late last night. We’ve been piecing his timeline together, and according to phone records and eye-witness testimony, he was spotted at a bar two doors down from here with a male companion about eleven o’clock last night. They would have passed right in front of your shop. You have security cameras, I’m guessing?”

      “Yes, of course,” she says, and together we pull up last night’s feed. Sure enough, at two minutes to eleven, parts of two men’s shapes come into view, but it’s impossible to see them in totality based on the positioning of the security camera and the placement of their bodies.

      I growl in frustration. “Dammit.”

      “Across the street,” the manager says, as if something has just occurred to her. “The Mancini restaurant across the street. I know they have a great security camera. I talked to Angelo, one of the owners, about it just last month. I bet you could see everything from their camera.”

      Angelo Mancini, Mykie’s dad. He’s not real fond of me, either.

      But I guess that’s to be expected, since I helped set up his brother, Mykie’s uncle, earlier this year to be arrested on racketeering charges. I worked with a couple of FBI agents because I’m from the area, and my sergeant put in a good word for me. Since I might have the tiniest little dream of going to the FBI one day, it was a dream come true…until I realized who they wanted my help with setting up.

      Hence that night Mykie screamed at me—and then slapped me when they took her uncle out in cuffs. It’s a wonder I walked away on my own two legs that night.

      “And I saw Mychaela go in about an hour ago,” the woman continues. “She’s there, even if they’re not open now.”

      She’s going to be thrilled to see me in second. But…duty calls.

      I thank the café manager and politely refuse the cappuccino she offers me, but promise to come back when I’m not working.

      Then I muster up all the courage I have, cross myself, and head across the street to the restaurant.

      I pause in front of the building. I used to have great memories here. The food at Mancini’s used to all be cooked by Mykie’s grandmother, born and raised in Sicily. She passed away about four years ago, but her recipes remain. While new recipes get added to the menus occasionally, the original ones stay the way her grandmother cooked them, with strict rules to follow each one down to the teaspoon.

      The last time I was here, though, was six months ago, when I helped the FBI put Nino Mancini in cuffs as his horrified family watched on. He’s accused of stealing jewels—from none other than A Gem It Is—and then reselling them at a much higher mark-up. His trial was swift, and he started his twenty-year sentence in federal prison two months ago.

      The look on Mykie’s face that day, when she turned her tear-filled brown eyes to me… It still haunts my sleep. The whole thing does. Nino was like an uncle to me, too.

      I peer through the window. It’s a Monday, and they’re only open Tuesday through Saturday. Still, I know Mykie’s here most days of the week, tending to different things, helping bake pastries and bread for the pastry cases.

      I only see a woman sitting at the bar, a plate of lunch before her as she looks over sheets of paper.

      She’s beautiful—easily the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. But then again, I’ve never seen someone who I thought could ever measure up to Mychaela Mancini.

      She’s wearing a snug-fitting burgundy dress that reaches below her knees and follows every one of her luscious curves. Her dark, glossy hair is arranged in waves down her back and pinned up on one side—my favorite. I used to love running my hands through her thick locks. I used to love tugging them as I took her from behind—her favorite.

      That ship sailed a long time ago. It’s my fault I still yearn for her.

      Seeing her sitting cross-legged at the bar, one high heel on the rung of the stool, the other dangling from her toes, writing away on the papers with one hand and twirling a lock of hair with the other, makes that yearning resonate deep inside me with an aching pang.

      I’ll never get over her, but all I want is her forgiveness.

      And today, I need her help.

      I just hope she’s not packing heat under that tight dress, or I’ll be in trouble.

      The sign says closed. But I know from the past she has a bad habit about leaving the door unlocked during non-business hours when she’s here. I used to give her hell about that, especially when I became a cop, but she would only laugh at me and ask rhetorically, “Who would ever have the balls to break in here?”

      I give the door knob a gentle twist, just to see. Old habits never die.

      With a deep breath, I push open the door and walk into the lioness’s den.
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