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Devil’s hour, noun: the hour when the demon or devil who leads hell is at its strongest.

 

Born on the wrong side of the tracks, Royce Locke is no stranger to scrapping and fighting for the things he wants. What he desires most is Sawyer Key—his partner on the force and the man he’s falling in love with. After asking Sawyer to take a chance on him, Royce will need to back up his pretty words with fearless action instead of being his own worst enemy.

 

Someone is harassing the mayor of Savannah, and Locke and Key are tasked with finding out who. The investigation quickly takes a twisted turn, leading them to an enemy who thinks purification by fire is the only way to save the city. Scarier than The Purists’ elusiveness is their ability to turn public opinion in their favor, creating unrest and threatening anarchy by fanning flames and fear. When you play with fire, someone is bound to get burned.

 

When menace becomes murder, the two detectives will race the clock against the devil to save their beloved city from becoming a raging inferno. Royce will need to draw on his grit now more than ever if he hopes to realize the dreams that are finally within reach. The rag is lit, the Molotov cocktail is tossed, and the zero hour is upon them. Challenge received and accepted.

 

Devil’s Hour is the second book in the Zero Hour series, which follows Locke and Key’s investigations and evolving relationship. This is a series that must be read in order. Devil’s Hour has a happy-for-now ending with no cliffhanger. It contains mature language and sexual content intended for adults 18 and older.
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“Quit playing around and suck my dick, asshole,” Royce groused, watching his favorite appendage twitch with indignation from being teased awake, then ignored. The man who had dominated his thoughts—his life—for nearly two months mumbled something in response, but it was inaudible since Sawyer had one of Royce’s balls crammed in his mouth, sucking on it as if his life depended on it. Royce didn’t need to utilize his badass detective skills to know what Sawyer had said though. “That’s Sergeant Dickhead to you now, baby.”

Sawyer released Royce’s right nut with a loud, wet pop, then slowly licked his cock from base to tip, stopping to swirl around the crown to gather the precum beaded there and moaning lustily when he got his first taste of Royce. His eyes danced with a wicked carnality Royce never would have guessed existed when they first met. “It’s not official until the ceremony this morning, and since I dragged you out of bed for an early workout, we have plenty of time for me to show you how proud I am of you before we report for duty.”

It was impressive how serious and sincere Sawyer could look on his knees in the shower, his wet hair plastered to his scalp and his lips swollen from passionate kisses in between workout rotations in his home gym, which had become Royce’s favorite room in Sawyer’s house. The thing was, Royce knew Sawyer meant every word. When he’d shown up on Sawyer’s doorstep pleading for him to give them a chance the day after getting shot, Royce knew he wanted Sawyer Key in a way he’d never wanted anyone else, but he hadn’t realized just how deep his feelings were then, and they’d only intensified since. These emotions were so new, so vibrant, and so fucking foreign to him he couldn’t put a name to them. He not only physically craved Sawyer, he liked him and wanted to be with him all the time, even when they weren’t having sex. Gone were the days when he pulled out, tucked away, and bolted. Most importantly, Royce trusted and admired Sawyer, and those were honors he gave to very few people. The more he got to know Sawyer, the more he questioned what the man saw in him.

“Now, where was I?” This time, Sawyer bypassed Royce’s cock and balls and went straight for sucking on Royce’s taint. All thinking ceased.

“Damn, baby,” Royce moaned. “Who knew that could feel so fucking good?” Sawyer raised his hand, so Royce yanked the smartass’s hair a little in retaliation. Sawyer’s moan vibrated the erogenous zone between his sack and pucker, making Royce’s legs tremble even more. Liked that, did he? Even after seven weeks of the most passionate, earth-shattering sex, Royce was still discovering things about himself and his lover. Royce tugged Sawyer’s hair again, a little harder and longer, and was rewarded with another lusty moan before Sawyer broke away from his taint to lave his balls with his tongue before sucking on the base of his cock. Never had he met a lover who enjoyed sucking cock as much as Sawyer did. “Baby, I’m begging you to put me out of my misery.” So much for being in charge.

Eyes the color of melted chocolate met his pleading gaze. Sawyer released Royce’s cock and licked his glistening lips. “If you want my mouth, then take it.”

Challenge received and accepted.

Gripping Sawyer’s hair with one hand, Royce fed his cock into Sawyer’s eager mouth with the other. Knowing he wouldn’t last long, he rocked in and out of Sawyer’s mouth in short bursts. Sawyer placed his hands on Royce’s thighs, signaling Royce could do whatever he wanted. The level of trust the adorable control freak showed him was as much of a turn-on as the expert suction around his pulsing dick. During sex was the only time Royce had ever seen Sawyer lose control, and it was the hottest fucking thing ever. Sawyer’s gaze implored Royce to take off the kid gloves and fuck his face, and who was he to deny the man who’d taken such expert care of him while he’d been recovering?

Fisting both hands in Sawyer’s hair, Royce gave in to what they both wanted, snapping his hips forward and slapping his balls against Sawyer’s chin. Sawyer hummed happily in his throat, sending pulsating pleasure along Royce’s shaft. If that wasn’t enough, Sawyer gave up on his hands-off approach, reaching between Royce’s thighs to tease his pucker.

Royce’s head fell back, and he cried out. “Finger me. You know how much I fucking love it.” He wanted to experience more than a finger, but they hadn’t breached the subject. Pun intended. There were many things they’d talked about during Royce’s recovery, but some critical issues they’d danced around, choosing to enjoy their isolated bubble of happiness as long as they could. Royce bottoming was one of those topics. He wanted Sawyer to pin him to the bed and fuck him until he was a quivering moaning mess, but he hadn’t found the words to express it. So much for being fearless.

Sawyer reached up with his free hand to find the lube, knocking bottles of shower gel, shampoo, and conditioner off the shelf in his eagerness. Royce would’ve laughed if he wasn’t using all his concentration and energy staving off his orgasm. Then Sawyer’s slick finger was pushing through Royce’s pucker, past the tight ring of muscles, and sliding through his channel to peg his prostate.

“Unh,” he grunted, bucking his hips forward and making Sawyer gag a little. “Baby, I’m sorry.” Royce began to withdraw from Sawyer’s mouth, but he lightly scraped his teeth along the underside of Royce’s cock, stopping his retreat. Sawyer’s eyes glistened with arousal, encouragement, and a need to see Royce come undone from his touch and skill. His gaze mirrored the challenge he’d issued just moments prior.

Gripping Sawyer’s head, Royce gave in to his instincts and fucked Sawyer’s face, holding nothing back. The triple threat of Sawyer’s expert sucking, prostate-pegging prowess, and the filthy expression in his eyes took Royce to the edge faster than he wanted. Unable to hold back his climax, he let go—physically and emotionally—allowing Sawyer to see the way he unraveled him and turned him inside out. At the last moment, Royce pulled his cock out of Sawyer’s mouth, painting his lips and dark, weekend stubble with his cum.

Royce dropped to his knees, then kissed Sawyer, sharing his salty release with the man who’d come to mean everything to him. The great sex was only a small part. Sawyer made him want to be a better man in every way that counted, including being a considerate and unselfish lover.

“My turn,” Royce growled against his lips, then licked them one more time. “On your feet, Detective Key, and give your sergeant a proper salute.”

Whatever Royce lacked in experience at sucking dick, he more than made up for it with exuberance. It wasn’t long before Sawyer was a quivering mass of muscle and man, spilling down Royce’s throat.

Royce slowly rose to his feet afterward, pulling Sawyer into his arms. “Maybe mornings aren’t so bad.”

Sawyer snorted. “You say that every morning.”

Royce shook his head. “Only the ones I begin with you.”
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“There he is,” Detective Jackson Blue said when Royce strode into the bullpen. Blue was one of his favorite people on the planet. The African American man was built like a giant grizzly but had the personality of a teddy bear. His contagious smile lit up the world around him, and his booming laugh and quick wit were a sure way to improve the worst of moods, which wasn’t Royce’s current predicament. His challenge was keeping his personal and professional lives separate while at the precinct because his days as Sawyer’s partner would abruptly end if the chief found out they were dating.

“And wearing his dress uniform too,” said Detective Shawn Ashcroft as he sat on the corner of Blue’s desk. Ashcroft, a short, redheaded man who was losing his battle with the middle-age spread, was Blue’s opposite in every way and the biggest pain in the ass Royce had ever known. Caustic, crude, and crass, a person needed Blue’s positive energy to restore their faith in humanity after spending more than five minutes with Ashcroft. In spite of the three Cs, Ashcroft was a damn good detective, which was the only kind thing Royce could ever say about him.

Ashcroft had to be a great detective to make it in Chief Rigby’s major crimes unit. She handpicked the detectives from the four precincts: Northwest, Southside, Eastside, and Central, which some, including Sawyer, referred to as Midtown. Some officers, uniform and detectives alike, saw them as Rigby’s dancing puppets. Anyone who worked directly for her knew better. In addition to Savannah PD, there was the county law enforcement, a state presence with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, and the surrounding police departments like Garden City and Thunderbolt, which made for a lot of swinging dicks and pissing contests. Royce was comfortable both in his skin and with the size of his dick and never felt the need to swagger or boast. Ashcroft, on the other hand, loved to whip his dick out, pissing all over everything and everyone by throwing his weight around on crime scenes.

“Get your ass off my desk, Sipowicz,” Blue said, making a shooing motion. Ashcroft hated it when someone compared him to the fictional character from NYPD Blue, but if the cheap suit fit…

Ashcroft gave a mock sniffle and wiped pretend tears away from both eyes. “And you’ve been so nice to me while Locke was on maternity, I mean, medical leave.” Royce pretended not to hear Ashcroft indirectly call him a pussy. There was no fucking way he’d let the dipshit ruin his day.

“My boo is back now and looking so fine,” Blue said, blowing a kiss at Royce, who pretended to snatch it from the air.

Ashcroft rolled his eyes and climbed to his feet, clapping Blue on the shoulder before turning to face Royce. “In all seriousness, I’m glad you’re not dead, Locke.”

Royce placed his hand over his chest. “Aww, thanks.”

Ashcroft chuckled and headed to the breakroom.

Once he was gone, Blue said, “You do clean up nice.”

Sawyer had said something similar after he’d been the one to button Royce’s shirt before tucking it into his pants and tugging his zipper up. For a week after his surgery, he’d needed Sawyer’s help getting dressed, but Sawyer’s attentiveness that morning came from a place of pride due to Royce’s promotion to sergeant, not necessity.

After two weeks of healing and five weeks of intense physical therapy, Royce had recovered enough to pass both his physical and psychological exams and return to active duty, although his physical therapy would continue for an additional seven weeks to get his full range of motion back. While he was on medical leave, Chief Rigby had received the results of his written sergeant’s exam and the oral interview he’d taken prior to getting shot. David Wembley, a former Army Ranger, had used his .308 Winchester to take out Wayne Miller for killing his daughter, Caroline, and her fiancé, DeShaun Benson, and injured Royce in the process. Knowing the kind of scum Miller was made it hard for him to hold a grudge against Wembley. The bullet had exploded Miller’s head like a melon and passed through Royce’s shoulder, miraculously missing arteries and only causing minor damage to muscles and tendons.

He’d been lucky—so fucking lucky.

Born on the wrong side of the tracks with a dirty spoon in his mouth, Royce had never associated the word lucky with himself until Chief Rigby had forced him into a partnership with Sawyer Key. Sawyer had woken something profound from slumber deep inside him, a piece of himself he’d never allowed to surface. He’d resisted with Sawyer, too, but it had been entirely futile, and for the first time in so long, Royce started to believe that maybe something more significant than chance was at play here.

“Thanks, but don’t expect me to wear this every day. I’m only doing this for the pinning ceremony, then I’m changing back into my usual clothes.”

“Whatever you say, Sarge,” Blue quipped. “Where’s your partner? He usually arrives before you.” Blue’s dark eyes shimmered with curiosity that had nothing to do with Sawyer’s punctuality. He’d overheard bits and pieces of an argument between Royce and Sawyer when they were still fighting their attraction and had connected enough dots to see their relationship taking shape.

Good question. They’d left the house at the same time. Royce shrugged and said, “Beats me.” Then he pivoted to Blue’s case load, a much safer topic that didn’t require him to be so guarded.

Not two minutes later, Sawyer strode into the bullpen with a gorgeous woman on his arm. Royce would never forget meeting Evangeline O’Neal the afternoon he’d signed himself out of the hospital against his doctor’s wishes.

Sandwiched between Sawyer and Bones, Royce had crashed hard and woken a few hours later to the most delicious smells wafting into the bedroom. He’d borrowed a pair of Sawyer’s sweats, tugging the waistband down a bit to show off his defined pelvic muscles that Sawyer couldn’t seem to resist. He regularly had hickeys there these days to prove it.

“I smell cornbread,” Royce said, rounding the corner from the living room into the kitchen. He skittered to a halt when he realized they weren’t alone. “Oh.”

“Indeed,” Evangeline O’Neal said, raking her gaze over him. Nothing about her perusal was sexual or made him feel uncomfortable. It was the natural reaction one had when a half-naked person appeared unexpectedly in the same room. Evangeline turned to Sawyer, and a wicked grin spread across her face. “You little devil. You let me babble on this entire time about reheating instructions so you could take this over to Royce’s—” She cut off and looked back at Royce. “Is it okay if I call you Royce?”

“Of course.” She could call him anything she wanted when she was armed with food smelling so divine it had to have been prepared by angels.

Evangeline briefly aimed her megawatt, supermodel smile at him before addressing her son again. “He was here this entire time. Why didn’t you just say ‘Mother, I have a hunk in my bed. Thank you for the food, but please set it down and leave so I can get back to him.’”

Sawyer threw his head back and laughed in a way Royce had never seen or heard before, and he decided to do any-fucking-thing on the planet to see it more frequently. Daily. No, scratch that. Royce wanted to see and hear it at least once an hour. He wasn’t the only one enthralled by Sawyer’s response. Evangeline’s smile practically radiated sunbeams. “You’d box my ears if I ever told you to drop the food and get out after you spent hours making your finest dishes from scratch.”

“True,” she said with a shrug. Then she turned her attention to Royce, crossing the room to stand in front of him. “Let me take a look at you. I’m sure Sawyer has properly checked over some of your parts, but I want to make sure he isn’t ignoring the shoulder injury.”

“Mom,” Sawyer groaned. “Really?”

“Hush. Be useful and make this gorgeous man a plate of food before he falls over from hunger. He just got shot, Sawyer. He needs lots of rest and amazing Southern comfort food to make him feel better.” Behind his mother’s back, Sawyer’s smile said he knew precisely what Royce needed to feel better. He couldn’t disagree with him.

“I’m not sure his cholesterol would agree,” Sawyer quipped, but he moved to the cabinet and opened the door. “Are you joining us?”

“Me? Of course not. I made the meal for Royce. I’d have to live on the elliptical machine for a solid month if I ate that food.” She took Royce’s face in both her hands and gently turned his head to the left and right. “You have a lot of scratches, but they look clean. Sawyer—”

“Wash them with antibacterial soap and apply a thin layer of antibacterial ointment. Got it, Mom,” Sawyer said without looking up from scooping food onto his plate.

Evangeline looked at the bandage on his shoulder. “It’s clean with no sign of seepage. You’ll want to make sure it stays that way. Keep it out of water.” Sawyer’s head came up and met Royce’s gaze, both of them remembering the shower they’d shared. They exchanged rueful smiles but didn’t argue with Evangeline’s instructions. “Sawyer, make sure he takes his meds on time.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

“No, Mother.”

Evangeline met Royce’s gaze, then rolled her eyes. “He didn’t use to be such a smartass.”

“It’s my fault. I’ve been a horrible influence on Sawyer.”

She smiled up at Royce. “On the contrary, you were just what he needed. It looks like you guys have everything under control here, so I’m going to head on out.” Then she stunned Royce by wrapping her arms around him for a gentle hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I’ve been worried sick because someone wasn’t answering their phone again. Now that I know it was for a damn good reason, carry on.”

“Back off my man, cougar,” Sawyer said, walking toward them. “Maybe give him a little room to breathe so we don’t scare him away.”

“You’re not scared, are you, honey?” Evangeline asked Royce.

“Not in the least. It’s kind of nice having someone fuss over me. And the food…” Royce’s stomach growled, emphasizing his hunger and how great her food smelled.

“That’s it. I’m out,” Evangeline said, then kissed both men’s cheeks one last time. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Evangeline,” Royce said. “It’s okay if I call you by your first name, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely. Goodnight, darlings.”

Royce was watching Sawyer’s face closely, so he didn’t miss the goofy grin and pink blush spreading up his neck as he watched his mother leave. Royce turned around to see what she was up to, but he was too late. Evangeline was already on the front porch, pulling the door closed behind her.

“What was that all about?” Royce asked.

“She gave me two thumbs up and mouthed ‘attaboy’ at me.”

“I like your mom,” Royce said.

During his recovery, Royce had learned a lot about Evangeline from Sawyer, which gave him a severe case of mom-envy Sawyer had teased him about until he learned Royce’s mom had died when he was ten.

“Ms. O’Neal, it’s good to see you again,” Royce said. She’d visited the precinct often since Sawyer joined the unit and was patently kind to everyone.

“I’ve told you all to call me Evangeline, but none of you listen,” she said, giving him a wry smile.

Before he could comment further, Sherry Rigby, the chief’s wife, entered the bullpen with a large bakery box. Royce’s heart filled with hope as she headed straight for him. Please let there be bear claws. Sherry made them from scratch a few times a week, and they were the best Royce had ever eaten. His obsession with earning one of the golden brown, buttery pastries from the chief had kept the precinct entertained for years. It took Royce getting shot before he got his first taste. When Sherry found out her wife had been tormenting him with the pastries, she threatened to stop baking them for the chief.

“Good morning,” Sherry said, stopping in front of him. She’d twisted her long red hair into a top knot, and her cheeks were flushed pink either from baking all morning or the oppressive August heat and humidity. Summertime brought out more freckles on her pale skin, giving her a youthful appearance. “I hear congratulations are in order, Sergeant.”

Royce smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Rigby. It’s not official until Chief pins the new badge on my uniform, but thank you.”

“Bah,” Sherry said, waving her free hand. “The badge is just a ceremonial thing, honey.”

Detective Kyomo Chen joined the small group. “What’s in the box, Mrs. Rigby? Bear claws?” he asked hopefully, earning a glare from Royce. “I’ll be happy to take those off your hands.”

“Careful, Ky,” Royce warned. “I outrank you now.”

Chief Rigby exited her office and made a beeline for her wife, a delighted smile on her face. She’d also chosen to wear her dress uniform for the ceremony. “I should’ve known you were up to something,” the chief said to Sherry, then greeted Evangeline. “How nice to see you again, Evangeline. Have you come for the ceremony?”

Say yes, Royce thought, surprised by how much he wanted her to be there. He wanted to be worthy of Sawyer in her eyes.

Always cool, she said, “I’d stopped by to see Sawyer, but I’d love to stay if that’s okay with you.”

“Of course,” Rigby said. “Sherry, honey, do you remember meeting Evangeline O’Neal at the benefit a few months ago?”

“I remember. You cornered her son and convinced him to come work for you,” Sherry teased, adding a wink at Sawyer. “It’s lovely to see you again, Ms. O’Neal.”

“It’s lovely seeing you again too. Please call me Evangeline.”

“Are you staying for the ceremony too, love?” Chief asked Sherry.

“If you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. Let’s get started, shall we?”

They followed Chief Rigby to a small room used for occasional press briefings. There were rows of chairs lining the center of the room and a podium sandwiched between two long tables in the front. Royce did a double take when he noticed the tall, handsome man standing in the rear of the room wearing a camera around his neck. Felix “Fleabag” Franklin, the journalist from the Savannah Morning News responsible for making Sawyer’s life miserable by writing stories detailing his battles with the homophobic Chatham County sheriff. Beside him, Sawyer made a low growl in his throat, but not the sexy kind Royce provoked from him. Fleabag gave them both a jaunty, two-finger salute, which they ignored.

The ceremony itself was brief with the chief detailing some of Royce’s notable career highlights while working for her. Royce’s gaze had connected with Sawyer’s a few times, and the pride he saw in Sawyer’s eyes made his heart swell. He expected some of his fellow detectives to jeer and make comments, turning it into more of a roast than a pinning ceremony, but everyone was on their best behavior. Royce suspected he had the reporter to thank for that small mercy but also knew it wouldn’t last. The ribbing would start as soon as Fleabag and the ladies left. After Chief pinned his new sergeant’s badge on his chest, they posed for a few pictures for Felix, and everyone except the reporter headed back to the bullpen to celebrate with coffee and bear claws.

“You each get one, and I’m taking the rest home since this is my celebration,” Royce said, hovering near the box in case someone got greedy and took more than their share.

“Oh my goodness,” Evangeline said after biting into the flaky crust. “This pastry dough rivals some of the best I’ve had in France.” Sherry blushed and quietly thanked her.

Ky, thinking Royce was distracted, reached in the box for a second bear claw. “Drop the pastry and step away and no one gets hurt,” Royce said sternly. Instead of doing what he asked, Ky held the pastry to his face and licked it.

“I licked it, so now it’s mine,” Ky said, beaming with pride for outsmarting Royce. Royce fought the urge to look at Sawyer, who’d never heard of the phrase until meeting Royce. He wanted his expression to convey “see, I told you,” but it would probably tell everyone in the room Royce had licked every inch of Sawyer’s body to lay claim to him, and Sawyer had done the same to him.

“I’ll remember this when it’s time to hand out assignments,” Royce quipped.

Ky hesitated for a second, then shrugged and took a big bite of the bear claw, signaling he’d take his chances.

An unexpected arrival cut their teasing and laughing short. Mayor Lynette Goodwin and a young man Royce assumed was her assistant came to an abrupt halt in the bullpen.

“Is this a bad time, Chief Rigby?” the mayor asked, sounding as severe as her prim suit looked.

“Of course not, Mayor,” Chief said, dusting the powdered sugar off her fingers. “We just completed a badge pinning ceremony for Sergeant Locke and are sharing a pastry together before all hell breaks loose.”

From the pinched expression on the mayor’s face, it already had.
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“Let’s talk in my office,” Rigby said with a professional smile, gesturing toward her open door. “Carry on,” she told everyone gathered in the bullpen. Knowing the mayor was within listening range put a damper on the celebration. Sherry and Evangeline both hugged Royce and congratulated him once more before departing, and everyone else meandered back to their desks.

“Drinks at Joe’s tonight to celebrate Sergeant Locke,” Sawyer said to the room. “First round is on me.” In deference to the mayor’s arrival, Sawyer’s offer was met with silent gestures of approval—thumbs up, chair dancing, and fists punching the air.

Royce polished off his pastry and locked his gaze with Sawyer’s. “I’m going to change into something more comfortable.” A low whistle came from the vicinity of Ashcroft’s desk. Royce rolled his eyes and held up his middle finger about the time the chief stepped out of her office. Fuck. She’d seen them flip each other off or overheard them teasing and cursing one another plenty of times. It was a coping mechanism and something she understood well after decades of serving. Their unit had never felt like they needed to put on airs around Rigby, but he didn’t want to make her regret her decision to promote him. Way to go, Sergeant Dumbass.

“Sergeant Locke, will you join us, please?”

“Absolutely, Chief,” Royce said. As soon as she disappeared in her office again, he met Sawyer’s gaze. “I’m counting on you to guard my bear claws. Don’t let me down, Key.”

Sawyer saluted. “You can count on me, Sarge.” Could he ever.

Not wanting to keep Chief and the mayor waiting, he tossed a quick thanks over his shoulder before crossing the room. To say he was curious was grossly underestimating the energy pulsing through him. Stopping just inside the doorway, he said, “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

“Yes. Come in and close the door, please.” Rigby formally introduced Royce to the mayor and her assistant, Ryan Tedrick. After they shook hands, she waved him over to her desk. “I need you to look at this.” Royce could see a large freezer bag with what appeared to be a piece of paper inside. When he rounded her desk, he saw someone had cut out letters from magazines or newspapers to form words. The words formed ominous sentences that chilled his blood.

Dear Dishonorable Mayor Goodwin,

You promised crime reform and city revitalization. You vowed to be a good steward to the most impoverished communities and not turn your back on them. What happened to “We all win with Lyn?” Was it all a lie? An act to get elected? Do you know what happens to dishonest people? Allow us to give you a hint.

Liar, liar, now the city’s on fire. Soon you will be too.

The Purists

“Is this really necessary, Ellie?” the mayor asked, pulling Royce’s attention away from the letter. Ellie? Royce had never heard anyone refer to Ellen Rigby so casually, not even her wife.

“I’m afraid so, Lynette. I think you know it, too, or you wouldn’t have slipped it inside a Ziploc bag and brought it to me this morning.” She opened a drawer and pulled out two pairs of nitrile gloves, which she and Royce slipped on before Rigby pulled the letter out of its protective baggie.

“I feel so foolish,” the mayor said quietly. “This is probably a prank or harmless scare tactic.”

Royce looked at the neat rows of evenly sized letters and knew it was no prank. Whoever sent this letter was meticulous, and he thought the mode of communication was a smokescreen.

“I want you to leave that to us to determine,” Rigby said, carefully studying the letter before handing it to Royce.

The sender had pasted letters on copier paper, but it was heavier than what the city bought the PD to use. That told him the person was particular and valued quality. Royce flipped the letter over and studied the back, finding absolutely nothing notable—no smudges, food stains, or a stray fiber he could detect with his eyes. It was highly unlikely they’d be able to pull prints unless they belonged to the mayor or someone else close to her who might’ve found the letter first.

He glanced up and met Mayor Goodwin’s green eyes. She smoothed a hand over her sandy brown hair in case some defiant strands had managed to escape her tight bun. It was as close to a fidget as he’d ever seen from the unflappable woman. “Where and when did you receive the letter, Mayor Goodwin?”

“My husband found it this morning when he opened up the newspaper,” she said, sounding as calm and cool as ever. “He pulled the paper out of its plastic wrapper, unfolded it, and the letter fell faceup onto the table.” Royce found it odd her husband hadn’t accompanied her to the police station to report the incident but filed it away to address later. “Skip didn’t pick up the letter until he put on a pair of disposable gloves he keeps around for cleaning. He placed the letter in the Ziplock freezer bag and sealed it.”

“You didn’t touch it at any time?” Royce asked.

“No, Sergeant Locke. I found the letter on the kitchen table after I woke up and came downstairs for coffee. Skip threw out the rest of the paper, which is why I didn’t bag it and bring it also.” That seemed strange to Royce. Mr. Goodwin realized the letter might contain fingerprints but not the paper it was delivered in?

“Mr. Goodwin didn’t wake you up?”

She paused before answering, which felt significant to him. Why would she need to weigh her answer? “No. He decided to let me sleep in because I haven’t been feeling well.” Making his absence especially curious.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mayor,” Royce said.

“As am I,” Chief Rigby added.

“Mayor, how is your paper delivered? To a newspaper box attached to your mailbox, on your front porch, or slid through a mail slot in your door?”

She chuckled a bit. “Our papers are launched toward our home from the street and usually fall midway between the sidewalk and the front porch. Sometimes it lands on the concrete walkway and other times it lands in the grass. On more than one occasion, they were destroyed by the lawn sprinklers before Skip had a chance to retrieve them.”

“Do you know the name of your newspaper delivery person?”

“Of course,” she said. “I write him a check for Christmas each year. His name is Dusty Donovan, and he’s been delivering our papers for decades.”

Royce filed the information away for later. “Does Mr. Goodwin always retrieve the paper in the morning?”

She smiled wryly. “I’m not a morning person, and to be honest, I’ve stopped reading the paper since I was elected mayor.”

Royce found that interesting. “Why?”

“I’m aware that I’m late delivering on certain campaign promises, but reading angry editorial posts isn’t the tone I wish to set for my day. People have no idea how hard it is to accomplish anything in today’s politics, myself included when I ran for office. It was not my intention to mislead anyone or sway votes by pandering to minority voters. I’ve simply learned my best intentions can only get me so far, especially when my opponents on the city council battle me on every single thing, even when it hurts the constituents they serve. So, I choose to avoid editorial pieces.” Her statement sounded more practiced than honest, but Rigby hadn’t called him in to judge the mayor’s efficacy in office.

“Have you received any correspondence from The Purists before now?” She shook her head. “What about something similar in tone? An email, phone call, or letter expressing disappointment?” Royce recalled the boxes upon boxes of hate mail The Putz had received in addition to the tens of thousands of emails.

Mayor Goodwin snorted. “Only every day, but nothing like the tone in this letter.”

Royce nodded. He wanted to ask if she disregarded those without reading them also but didn’t want to risk alienating her and took a different approach. “Do you save the correspondence and voicemail messages?”

“We do, Sergeant.” She turned toward her assistant, acknowledging him for the first time since Royce strode into the office. “Can you copy everything onto a flash drive for Sergeant Locke?”

“Of course. I’d be happy to do so,” he said. “Give me a few hours.” Then he pulled a business card from a leather portfolio and handed it to Royce. His smile was affable, but the look in his eyes was somber. Royce got a weird vibe from the pair but realized it could just be from the stress of the situation. Someone had just threatened his boss.

“Ma’am, I’d also like to speak to your husband. Mr. Goodwin might have seen something significant this morning without realizing it.”

“That won’t be necessary, Sergeant. I’ve already talked to Skip at length, and he claimed nothing unusual happened.” Claimed? Royce thought it was an odd word choice. Mayor Goodwin rose to her feet and gestured for Ryan to do the same. “I don’t have anything else to contribute, so I am leaving this in your capable hands and moving on with my day. Give me a call if you have any other questions.”

“Please sit down, Lynette,” Chief Rigby said kindly but firmly. “The Purists have just threatened you and our city. I cannot overlook that, and I would think you’d feel the same.”

She softly huffed and dropped back in the chair as did Ryan. “This is absolutely ridiculous. It’s just a silly letter with cutout letters glued onto copier paper. It’s only one step above construction paper and crayons. I can’t take it seriously, and I refuse to be intimidated.”

“How can Sergeant Locke reach Skip for a brief interview today?” Rigby asked, both her voice and expression unyielding.

The mayor rummaged around in her briefcase and pulled out one of Mr. Goodwin’s business cards, then set it on the desk. “He’s working from home today. I only ask that you call ahead and make an appointment with him since he might have several phone conferences scheduled for today. He’ll be willing to help however you like. Is there anything else?”

“Not at the moment, ma’am. Thank you,” Royce said.

“Call my office if you need to speak to me again. Ryan will arrange a meeting.”

Chief rose from her chair and walked them out of her office. Royce overheard her say “I’ll keep you posted” before returning to her office and closing the door to ensure privacy.

Alone again, Royce and Rigby stared at the letter.

“What do you think, Locke?”

“I think the mayor’s assessment of the situation is wrong.”

Chief nodded her agreement. “There’s no way in hell I’m ignoring this kind of threat because she doesn’t want closer scrutiny on her record. I want you to look into this, but keep it low-key for now. The last thing we need is for the press to get wind of this. Thank God Felix Franklin had already left before she arrived, or he’d be crawling up our asses.”

“Agreed, Chief.”

“Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“The first thing I noticed is the quality of the paper and meticulous care put in to drafting the threat. Someone went to great pains to cut out letters in similar sizes so the individual words lined up straight, then made sure the sentences in the paragraph were evenly spaced. This is the kind of person who takes pride in whatever they do, and probably has a touch of OCD. The use of “us” and the signature at the bottom is plural, so we could be dealing with more than one person. The tone of the letter is sophisticated, even if the format is supposed to look crude. I find the dichotomy interesting, and I think it’s a deliberate attempt to mislead us.”

“I agree,” Chief said, nodding. “What else stands out to you?”

“‘Liar, liar, now the city’s on fire.’ Present tense. Doesn’t it imply the city is on fire now?” Royce ran his thumb over his lip while rereading the line. “They’re not threatening future fires; they’re laying claim to current fires. Past fires?”

“That’s the literal interpretation of the sentence, but what if they don’t mean physical fires? It could be referring to spikes in violence and crimes. It could also refer to anger and rage. Maybe they plan to scorch her,” Rigby said.

“I don’t know, Chief. The letter feels direct and to the point. She failed to do what she promised, and these people have started setting the city on fire, and she’s next.” Royce shook his head. “But if The Purists love the city as much as they claim, why take their anger out on the innocent? How does that make anything better?” Then it hit him like a bolt of lightning between the eyes. “Purification by fire.” Sawyer had recently watched a show on History or Discovery about various sects who believe fire is healing and purifying. At first, Royce had been worried it was an hour of his life he’d never get back, but now he was grateful he stayed awake through most of it. He told her about the documentary and said, “Some farmers even burn their fields after a harvest. It destroys old crops and improves the soil for new ones.”

Rigby blew out a long breath. “Do you think The Purists are going to take matters into their own hands? Raze the criminal elements to make way for the good and pure? Some vigilante religious sect?”

“It sounds to me like whoever they are, or whatever their methods, they’ve already started. With your permission, I’d like to bring Blue on board since he’s our arson guy and works with the fire investigation division of SFD. They can compile a list of suspicious fires, and maybe we can find a pattern. Stein would also make a great addition. Her vice connections might help us if there’s any chatter on the streets about this group.”

“Sounds like a good plan. I want you, Key, Stein, and Blue to be the only four investigating this for now. Blue will pique the fire investigator’s curiosity when he starts asking questions, so he needs to choose one he can trust to keep this quiet.”

“I’ll pass along your wishes, Chief.”

“I want an update at the end of the day or sooner if you uncover something I need to know.”

“Will do.”

Rigby pulled an evidence bag out of her desk drawer and placed the letter inside it. Both of them dated and initialed the seal. “I’ll take this over to our lab, but I won’t hold my breath hoping they find anything.” They removed their gloves and tossed them in the trash before exiting the office together.

He gestured for Blue and Sawyer to join him in the conference room. He quickly brought them up to speed. “I’ll text Stein to call me when she’s free.” Holly’s role as a vice cop with frequent undercover assignments often kept her at odd hours with the rest of the department. “Chief wants us to keep this between the four of us for now. Blue, do you know a fire investigator we can trust to keep their mouth shut?”

“Yeah, I know a guy,” Blue said. “He’ll keep our conversation private.”

“Great,” Royce said, slapping Blue’s shoulder. “Let me know right away if you find something.”

“Roger that, Sarge,” Blue said, saluting him before he left.

“And what can I do for you, Sergeant Locke?” Sawyer’s question was loaded with innuendo, and Royce felt his temperature rising.

“You can drive while I make phone calls.” Needing to escape the room before he did something stupid, he pivoted and headed to the door. “But first I need to change.”

Sawyer placed his hand on the door before he could open it. “That’s a task I’d love to assist you with, sir,” Sawyer whispered huskily, dropping a quick kiss on Royce’s nape, then stepping back. “Helping you dress this morning will have to be enough until we’re alone again.”

No, Royce. You cannot drag him into the locker room for a quickie.

Behaving had never felt so wrong.
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“Mr. Goodwin, this is Sergeant Locke with the Savannah Police Department. I’d like to speak to you about the threatening letter you found this morning. It’s important you return my call at your earliest convenience.” Royce rattled off his cell phone number and disconnected. Noticing they were still stopped at a stop sign, he glanced over at Sawyer, who was looking at him with a mixture of carnal lust and pride. He had to fight the urge to fidget in his seat. “What?”

“I expected you to say Detective Locke out of habit, but Sergeant Locke rolled naturally off your tongue after only an hour of earning the new rank. That’s pretty impressive.” Sawyer smirked before returning his attention to the intersection so he could make a right turn. “If I didn’t know better, and we both know I do, I would suspect you practiced saying your new title in the mirror before going to work.”

“Asshole,” Royce mumbled, shaking his head.

“I guess you might’ve practiced when we drove separately to the precinct. Even though I was right behind you for most of the trip, your illegally tinted windows wouldn’t allow me to see if you were psyching yourself up with a pep talk.”

Royce reached over and ran his fingers along Sawyer’s thigh. “I was psyching myself up all right, but it had nothing to do with my new title and everything to do with keeping my hands to myself.” He continued inching his hand higher up, stopping just short of Sawyer’s groin. “We can see how well that’s going.” Sawyer shivered and released a soft whimper that almost made Royce forget his promise to behave and leave their personal relationship at home. Almost. He withdrew his hand before he took things too far.

“Dickhead,” Sawyer hissed.

It was a surreal situation to find himself in. Royce was usually the one pushing envelopes and testing boundaries while Sawyer crossed every T and dotted every I. Regardless of the fact that Royce now outranked him, Sawyer would’ve been the wiser choice to lead The Purists investigation.

“Where’d you go just now? I insulted you, and you didn’t respond. Are you feeling okay? Did you eat too many bear claws and make yourself sick?”

“I just thought you would’ve made a better choice.” Royce looked at his handsome profile once more. Damn, the man was gorgeous with his chiseled cheekbones and jaw and full, kissable lips.

Sawyer briefly met his gaze and Royce saw confusion in his brown eyes. “For?”

“Running this investigation.”

Sawyer shook his head. “Rigby doesn’t make bad decisions. You’re the man for the job…among many others.”

Royce wasn’t an insecure man who lacked confidence or wasted energy doubting his value to the force, but this investigation was different. If he made the wrong move, it could blow up in his face and the chief’s by proxy. The hard truth was Rigby had seen something in him early in his career that others hadn’t and letting her down wasn’t an option.

“Damn, you’re especially horny this morning,” Royce said, focusing on Sawyer’s innuendo to change the topic. “Ah, now I know why you arrived to work later than me. You got all worked up over one of your audiobooks and needed a minute to get yourself under control.”

Sawyer’s face turned a telling shade of red. Royce had only been teasing him but realized he’d hit the nail on the head. “It wasn’t that. Not quite,” Sawyer added, giving his head a slight shake. “The truth is even more embarrassing.”

“All the more reason why I want to hear it.”

“If this gets around, I’ll never live it down,” Sawyer said, sounding so miserable Royce wanted to hug him.

“You know damn well your secret is safe with me.”

Sawyer snorted. “You’re the somebody who will tease me mercilessly.”

“Come on. You can trust me.”

“Only if you promise to laugh and get it out of your system now. Once we arrive at Savannah Morning News headquarters, you’re going to let this go and never bring it up again.”

Royce didn’t bother to hide his grin. “I can’t promise that, GB.” Sawyer hated anyone calling him Golden Boy, even Royce who no longer meant it as an insult. Shortening it to GB was something they could both live with. “You’ll feel better after getting it off your chest.” That’s what he’d heard in his mandated therapy sessions anyway.

“Damn you, Royce,” Sawyer groused, but Royce knew he was about to confess. “I got so caught up listening to a car chase scene I ran a stop sign and got pulled over.”

Royce blinked a few times, then laughter burst from him as he pictured the look on Sawyer’s face when the officer approached his car. “I don’t believe it,” he said in between gasps.

“Believe it,” Sawyer groused. “You can stop laughing now. It isn’t that funny.” Sawyer’s grouchiness only made Royce laugh harder.

“Stomach hurts,” Royce managed to wheeze out while winding down and wiping the tears from his eyes. He looked over at Sawyer again, and his dark scowl triggered another round of laughter. “Did you get a ticket, or did you show your badge?”

A smile curved on Sawyer’s gorgeous face as he turned on to Chatham Parkway. “I didn’t need to show my badge.” He sounded smug, which wasn’t like him at all.

“Well, you are kind of famous,” Royce agreed.

Sawyer turned into the Savannah Morning News parking lot and found a spot near the main entrance. “Nah, I gave him a blow job.”

Royce choked on his next breath.

After putting the Charger in park, Sawyer looked at him, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “That shut you up.”

Turning to look out his side window, Royce groused, “Evil bastard.”

“Hey, look at me,” Sawyer said. When he had Royce’s full attention, he said, “I was just joking. You don’t actually think I’d fuck around behind your back?”

Royce reached over and cupped Sawyer’s face, running his thumb over Sawyer’s bottom lip before releasing him. “Not my GB. I’m only pissed because you reminded me how good it felt sliding my dick in and out of your mouth this morning.” Sawyer’s eyes darkened, and his nostrils flared, making Royce smile. “Asshole.”

Sawyer killed the engine and released his seat belt. “But I’m your asshole,” he said right before he got out of the car.

Yes, he was, Royce thought when he exited the car and followed Sawyer inside the newspaper building.

They had to wait for the editor-in-chief to finish a phone call, so they walked around the spacious lobby looking at some of the antique printing equipment on display as well as the framed front pages spanning from 1850 when the paper was called Daily Morning News to modern day. The headlines chosen showcased the changing landscape of Savannah, both physically and politically, over the centuries, with focus on the city’s ability to be both eccentric and traditional at the same time. Sawyer softly groaned when he saw the front page featuring his cold case arrest. Royce knew he was proud of solving the case but wished it had come with less fanfare. He’d said the attention should’ve been placed on the victim and her family, not him.

Royce turned when he heard high heels clicking rapidly on the polished floors. He’d never seen a photo of the editor-in-chief, but with a name like Minerva Driscoll, he had expected someone more…matronly. He expected Betty White and got Marilyn Monroe—bold red lips, curvy figure, and all. It took himself an extra second to shake off his surprise and address her. “Miss Driscoll?” Royce was glad his surprise wasn’t evident in his voice.

Her nod was as brisk as her stride. All business and no bullshit. She and Sawyer would get a long great. “Mrs. Driscoll, but please call me Minerva. What can I do for you?”

“I’m Detective Locke, and this is my partner, Detective Key.” She shook both their hands and looked at them expectantly, but Royce wasn’t willing to conduct the interview in the lobby where anyone entering or exiting the building could overhear them. “Is there someplace we can speak privately?”

Her mouth tipped up on one corner. “Locke and Key? Really?”

“Really,” Sawyer replied with a warm chuckle.

She relaxed her posture slightly. “Let’s chat in my office, then.” Without waiting for them to respond, Minerva pivoted and headed in the direction from which she came. “I have a phone conference scheduled in thirty minutes. Should I ask my assistant to reschedule or will that be enough time for us to speak?”

“Thirty minutes is more than adequate,” Royce said.

The paper’s motto, “Light of the Coastal Empire and Lowcountry,” was painted in an elegant script on one wall of the hallway leading to the offices, and more framed headlines adorned the opposite wall. Royce wished he had time to look at each one because the daily newspaper was a big part of his childhood. His father had started each morning with black coffee laced heavily with whiskey, half a pack of unfiltered Marlboros, and the Savannah Morning News. His mother, and later his aunt, never threw them out. They’d found numerous things to use them for around the house from washing windows to helping fruits and vegetables ripen.

“Delivering newspapers was my first job,” Royce said when Minerva Driscoll stopped at her office door. He’d loved earning money to buy cool stuff like comic books and enough ice cream to make himself sick. Royce had taken pride in delivering his papers on time, earning both praise and bigger tips from his paper route customers. The job had kept him out of trouble until he’d figured out the cool things his dick could do. Some things never change.

Minerva ushered them inside an elegantly decorated office that suited her and shut the door to give them privacy. “The newspaper industry on the whole played such a huge role in our nation’s history and development, and it makes me sad to think of a time in the not-so-distant future when it will no longer be relevant. So much has changed from the way we get our news to the integrity of the people reporting it.”

“Very true,” Sawyer said, and Royce could tell he was thinking about her star reporter, Fleabag Franklin.

She gestured to a cozy sitting area consisting of a loveseat, club chair, and coffee table tucked in the corner. “Is this okay?”

“It’s perfect,” Royce said, sitting on the loveseat beside Sawyer while Minerva gracefully lowered herself onto the club chair across from them, crossing her incredible legs.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

Without giving her any particulars, Royce began asking questions about the process from printing the papers to bagging and delivering them to homes in Chatham County. She told them the newspapers were printed off-site and delivered in large bundles each morning. “Delivery personnel—commercial and residential—are responsible for sorting papers for their own routes. Our commercial carriers leave them in the bundles and cut the strings when they stack the retail shelves or load them into machines. Our residential carriers count, fold, and place each paper in a bag before setting out to deliver them. Our carriers begin their day at four in the morning.”

With the papers arriving in large bundles, there would be no way someone at the printing company could know which paper would be launched toward the Goodwins’ door. That left the carrier or someone who came along after the newspaper was delivered. If it was the latter, The Purists either tampered with the Goodwins’ paper or quickly swapped it out with one they brought with them.

“Can I ask why you’re curious?” Minerva inquired. “Is one of our employees a suspect in a crime?”

“We’re not able to comment on an open investigation, ma’am,” Sawyer said kindly.

“That’s neither a yes nor a no,” she replied, shifting her gaze to Royce. She looked hopeful he might be more forthcoming.

Royce smile apologetically. “It’s the only answer we can give you at this time.”

She nodded, then rose from her chair. “Well, if there’s nothing else I can help you with, I need to prepare for my conference call.”

Royce and Sawyer rose too. Sawyer smiled politely and wished her a good day, and Royce thanked her for her time and help.

Once alone in the hallway, Sawyer chuckled. “Man, she’s not at all what I expected when you told me we were coming here to meet someone named Minerva. I was thinking Harry Potter not some fifties pinup model lookalike.”

“Well, that will teach you not to make assumptions about people based on their names and job titles,” Royce said smugly.

“You’re so full of shit,” Sawyer said. “You practically swallowed your tongue when you caught sight of her. You weren’t expecting her to be so hot and young. Hell, you even forgot to use your new fancy title.”

“Fine, she caught me by surprise, but I didn’t swallow my tongue.” Royce’s bisexuality was one of those important things they’d skirted around. Royce knew that needed to change, but it would wait until they had privacy. “I was thinking Betty White,” he admitted.

“Golden Girls Betty White or Hot in Cleveland Betty White?” Sawyer asked, sounding just as relieved as Royce to change the subject.

“Golden Girls. My mom loved the show. Aunt Tipsy and I used to watch reruns of her favorite episodes together on her birthday while eating Mom’s double chocolate cake. Aunt T taught me how to bake it.”

“It sounds like a beautiful way to remember someone you love,” Sawyer said, lightly bumping his good shoulder. “We also need to have a conversation about why you’ve been holding out on me for seven weeks. I love double chocolate cake.”

Royce usually only baked it once a year on his mother’s birthday, but he’d make an exception for Sawyer. “I’ll introduce you to my double chocolate cake soon.” He also decided it was time to stop avoiding potentially sensitive conversations too.

Sawyer stopped in the hallway suddenly, causing Royce to pull up too. “I didn’t mean anything by my comments about Minerva. I don’t want you to feel as if you need to walk on eggshells every time a pretty woman is near. People in a committed relationship still notice attractive people.” On the one hand, Royce was grateful his bisexuality didn’t seem to be a problem for Sawyer, but on the other, he hated the idea of Sawyer noticing other men. “Attraction doesn’t mean action.” Then Sawyer started laughing. “You should see your face. You look like you’re ready to club me over the head and drag me back to your cave. I’ll tell you a little secret,” Sawyer said, stepping closer and lowering his voice. “I think your caveman routine is hot. I shouldn’t, but I do. Right now, you’re thinking about taking me to bed and imprinting yourself on my brain so I couldn’t possibly notice any other men, let alone want them.”

“It wasn’t your brain I was thinking about, GB.” Royce inhaled a shaky breath and stepped back. They hadn’t touched each other in a sexual way, and their proximity could be explained by them not wanting to be overheard, but Royce knew things could quickly spiral out of control. “We need to change the subject to something more appropriate.”

Sawyer resumed walking, and Royce fell into step beside him. “What’s next for our investigation, Sarge?”

Royce told him he’d ruled out anyone at the printing press and wanted to speak to the Goodwins’ newspaper carrier. “Mayor Goodwin said they’d had the same one for decades. His name is Dusty Donovan. I’m also hoping Mr. Goodwin calls soon. We could canvass the neighborhood. Maybe someone captured our perp on their Ring doorbell.”

“Doubt we get lucky twice,” he teased, pulling out his cell phone as they stepped outside the building. “I’ll call the station and see what information we can get on—” His words and steps faltered suddenly.

Royce followed Sawyer’s glare and groaned when he saw Fleabag leaning against their Charger. “He’s not going to leave without talking to us, so let’s get it over with and be on our way.”

Sawyer hesitated for a few seconds, then followed him.

“Get off my car,” Royce groused when he reached Felix. “You’ll scratch it.”

“Not like you’ll be paying for it personally, Sergeant Locke.” He shifted his attention to Sawyer. “No calls. No messages. Not even a go-fuck-yourself email. I expected better from you, Sawyer, especially after the magnificent night we shared.”

Royce knew he must’ve misheard Fleabag, or the reporter was deliberately instigating trouble by choosing loaded words. One look at Sawyer’s pinched expression though and he knew he hadn’t misheard or misunderstood.

Sawyer had a personal history with Fleabag Fucking Franklin, the man Sawyer swore wasn’t his friend and the guy Sawyer promised he hadn’t leaked information to when things blew up at the sheriff’s office.

All the trust issues Royce had managed to push aside because he was so caught up in Sawyer came roaring back. “It’s obvious the two of you need to talk. I’m just going to get in the car and make some calls.” He held out his hand for the key fob, and Sawyer handed it to him.

There was no way in hell Royce was going to stand around and listen to Fleabag whine because Sawyer had ended things between them. The nagging voice in his head cautioned him not to rush to judgment, but Sawyer could’ve told him about Felix during one of the occasions they’d discussed the reporter. Why hadn’t he? Because he felt guilty about something. Royce felt betrayed. Omissions felt like lies, and Royce found himself teetering on the edge of rage.

Royce had a sobering feeling that his luck had run out.
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As Royce’s mood plummeted, so did his grip on his emotions, leaving him to feel as if he were on a runaway train. He decided to seize control of the situation as much as possible and walked around to the driver’s side of the car. Once inside, he blasted the air-conditioning on high and pulled his phone out of his pocket to text Holly but couldn’t tear his gaze away from the confrontation in front of him. So much for seizing control.

Felix hadn’t budged from leaning against the hood of the Charger, and though they were roughly the same height, the casual pose put the reporter at a disadvantage, giving Royce a direct view of Sawyer’s thunderous expression. He couldn’t see Fleabag’s face but could tell by his body language and gesturing hands that he was the one doing all the talking. As for Sawyer, he looked angrier and angrier by the second.

Royce had irritated Sawyer plenty of times, but he’d never seen him look so tense. The full lips he loved to kiss and nibble on had flattened to a grim line, and Sawyer’s eyes looked cold, hard, and flinty instead of his usual warm and inviting expression Royce was used to seeing. The transformation was so shocking if felt like he was looking at a stranger. The car’s air-conditioning was quick to cool off the interior on a hot, humid day, but Royce knew its efficiency wasn’t responsible for the goose bumps spreading over his skin.

When Sawyer’s lips finally moved, Royce didn’t need to hear him to know what he’d said. Sawyer had spoken slowly and enunciated carefully. “Go fuck yourself.” Felix threw his head back and his body vibrated with laughter. Sawyer moved lightning quick, snatching him by the shirt and yanking him away from the car. Then he spun them, reversing their positions, giving Royce his first glimpse of Fleabag’s face since the conversation began, and he wasn’t laughing anymore. Royce couldn’t see Sawyer’s expression and wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad thing. Sawyer released Felix as quickly as he grabbed him, and the reporter stumbled backward a few feet, scowling, pointing, and running his mouth. Some people never learned when to shut the fuck up, and Fleabag was obviously one of them. Either that, or he was trying to goad Sawyer into taking a swing so he could write about it. He clearly knew how to push Sawyer’s buttons in a way Royce had never seen.

Setting aside his riotous feelings, Royce opened the door and stepped out. “Get in the car, asshole,” he said firmly. “This loser isn’t worth the expended energy.”

Sawyer stiffened at hearing Royce’s voice, then backed away from the fucker, arms raised in a hands-off gesture. Sawyer turned and got in the car while Royce remained locked in a silent staredown with the reporter, waiting for the clock to strike so they could draw their weapons on each other or whip their dicks out to see whose was bigger. After a few seconds, Fleabag gave him a jaunty finger wave, then broke contact with Royce to pucker his lips and make a kissy face at Sawyer. Royce got back in the car and slammed the door.

“If he doesn’t move, run his ass over,” Sawyer snarled. Whoa. There was a big story here, and Royce would get to the bottom of it when he was calmer. After a long pause, Felix turned around and walked toward the building. Royce turned his head to study Sawyer and noticed his color was returning to normal and he didn’t seem as tense. Sawyer turned his head and met Royce’s scrutiny. “I know you’re pissed, and I know you have questions.”

“They’ll wait,” Royce replied tersely. He could tell Sawyer wanted to argue, but instead, he took a few of his calming breaths, then nodded.

Royce pulled out of the parking spot even though he’d forgotten where he planned to go next. In theory, postponing the conversation until they were off the clock sounded great, but it allowed Royce’s mind to run wild and imagine things he didn’t want to see, like Sawyer and Felix in bed together. Royce knew damned well the kind of skilled lover Sawyer was, and it was apparent Fleabag was pissed he didn’t get a repeat.

As if reading his mind, Sawyer said, “It was just once, and it happened a long time before I met you.”

Royce bit his lip to keep from growling. “Sawyer, I said—”

“I know what you said, Royce, but you’re over there grinding your gears and your teeth while imagining the worst and thinking I lied to you.”

“Knowing you lied to me is the worst. Omissions are lies, Sawyer.” Royce knew what Sawyer was going to say next and cut him off before he could voice his objection. “Don’t give me your legal-geek speak right now either. I’m not talking about what’s admissible in a court of law. We discussed Felix the Fleabag more than once, and you claimed not to have a personal connection with him.”

“I told you we weren’t friends.”

Royce gripped the steering wheel hard enough to break it. “Semantics. I just got done telling you not to play word games with me. I also told you I didn’t want to talk about this right now. Chief Rigby has trusted me with something she feels could be very big, and the last thing I want to debate with you right now is your idea of what constitutes friendship, and I sure as fuck don’t want to hear the details of your hookup with Fleabag.”

Mad wasn’t even the right adjective to describe how Royce felt. Rage? No. That wasn’t right. Hurt? Yes. It hurt that Sawyer hadn’t trusted him with the whole truth about his past with Fleabag.

Sawyer sighed. “Okay, fair enough, but I do need to share the parts of the conversation I had with Felix that might impact our investigation or jeopardize our partnership.”

“Fuck me,” Royce groused.

“If we can’t talk about my past transgressions on the job, then I certainly can’t fuck you,” Sawyer replied, trying to lighten things up inside the car, but Royce wasn’t budging from his foul mood. Another calming breath and Sawyer blew his world apart. “Felix was still in his car when the mayor arrived. He could tell by her body language that something was going on, so he waited. Knowing the chief would put one of her prized pets on the case right away, he chose not to follow Goodwin when she left.”

Dread settled in the pit of Royce’s stomach. “He followed us.”

“Yes, and he saw you caressing my face before we went inside to meet with Minerva. He claims to have a picture of us and wouldn’t hesitate to send it to the chief unless I tell him what we’re investigating for the mayor. Luckily, he thinks she’s pissed about some editorial piece and is stupid enough to think the chief would get involved in gutter politics.”

“Fuck him,” Royce growled. “The worst the chief will do is reassign us new partners.” As much as Royce didn’t want that to happen, it wouldn’t be the end of the world…or their relationship. He might be pissed at Sawyer, but he wasn’t willing to walk away.

“That’s what I told him, but now that I’ve had a minute to calm down, I realize he’s smart enough to put two and two together if Minerva tells him what we asked her.”

“He might guess someone had slipped a threatening letter in her paper, but he’d never guess the bigger picture and without someone corroborating the details, he isn’t likely to print a story. Felix is an asshole, but he’s a good reporter, which means he will be dogged and won’t give up until he gets to the bottom of the story.”

“And I have no doubt Felix has sources inside the department. If this gets outside our immediate circle, then it’s bound to get back to him,” Sawyer cautioned.

“We are doubly fucked.”

“We call that double penetration,” Sawyer said. His second attempt at humor also fell short.

“I know what goddamned double penetration means, Sawyer.” Royce felt terrible for yelling and started to apologize, but his phone rang. The day had started out perfect but had gone to hell in a hurry. Glancing at the caller ID, he said, “It’s Skip Goodwin.” Royce cleared his throat, then accepted the call. “This is Sergeant Locke.”

“Yes, hi, Sergeant. This is Skip Goodwin calling; you requested to speak to me?”

“Thank you for returning my call, sir. My partner and I would like to ask you a few questions. Mayor Goodwin expressed how busy your schedule is today, so we’ll come to you and keep it as brief as possible. When would be a good time?”

The mayor’s husband released an annoyed sigh. “I have back-to-back appointments all day long and need to leave for the airport at three thirty for a conference in New York City. I could meet with you during my lunch break. Will noon work for you?”

“We’ll make it work, sir. Thank you for getting back to me.”

Royce shook his head when Goodwin abruptly disconnected the call. “Even if the man’s Boston accent hadn’t given him away, I would’ve known he was a Yankee just by his poor phone manners. No self-respecting Southerner just hangs up the phone without saying goodbye.”

Sawyer attempted to smile but failed miserably. “What time do we meet him?”

“Noon, which gives us a few hours to dig up what we can on the newspaper carrier. We can search SMN’s website for recent fires and start making a list to look for similarities. The fire department must not have noticed a pattern, or they would’ve called in Blue. Fresh eyes might help find something they missed. We’ll canvass the Goodwins’ neighborhood after we speak to Mr. Manners to see if any of their neighbors noticed anything unusual. Which one do you want? Searching SMN’s site or digging for info on Dusty Donovan?”

Sawyer gasped dramatically. “You’re giving me a choice of tasks?”

“I’ll pull rank when there’s a particular task I hate. Besides, banging your superior officer should come with some perks.”

Hurt flashed in Sawyer’s eyes before he blinked it away. Surely, Sawyer knew he meant more to Royce than a bang? If not, the situation with Felix the Fucker wouldn’t have upset him so much. Maybe tabling the conversation was a bad idea. “Technically, you weren’t my superior officer when you blew your load all over my face.”

Damn, Royce loved it when Sawyer talked dirty. When Royce pulled into the station parking lot, he didn’t shut the car off. “I should’ve let you explain the situation with Felix rather than cut you off. As hard as we try, it won’t be possible for us to separate our working and personal relationships. I can see why Rigby has the rule in place. I still don’t think now is the best time to hash things out, but I don’t want anger to fester all day long either. Tell me what you wanted to say, GB.”

Sawyer’s tension faded at hearing the nickname. He unbuckled his seat belt and angled his body toward Royce’s, and Royce did the same thing. They weren’t touching, but at least they were looking at each other. “I had sex with Felix one time. I was in a horrible place after Vic died, battling loneliness and heartbreak and waffling between never wanting another man to touch me and desperation for intimacy. The latter was always followed by guilt for feeling unfaithful to Vic. I should’ve been mentally stronger than my hormones. I never meant for it to happen—not with Felix at least. It happened more than a year before he exposed what went down between me and Sheriff Wheeler. At no point have I ever discussed my tenure there with Felix—neither on nor off the record. Felix wasn’t my friend, Royce.

“I thought he was years ago, but then again, he could probably have said the same about me. He wanted more from me than I was willing to give, so I just shut him out. I made a mistake by having sex with him and forgive me for not wanting to broadcast all my past mistakes to the man I desperately want to keep in my life. Maybe a subconscious part of me did worry you wouldn’t trust me if I told you about our past hookup, but I didn’t lie to you, and I didn’t feel like I omitted information either. I haven’t asked you to name your past partners, and you don’t have the right to do the same with me either. I never told you I was celibate after Vic died.” Sawyer puffed out a short breath. “There’s a lot more to the story, which I’ll tell you about tonight. I just needed to get this part off my chest. I don’t want us to be mad at each other all damn day over a simple misunderstanding.”

Royce briefly covered his face and groaned. “God, you’re right. I told you I was going to be bad at this stuff.”

“You’re not bad at this, babe. I would’ve been just as upset had our roles been reversed.” Every once in a while, a babe or baby slipped into the conversation instead of their usual pet names—asshole and dickhead. It was usually during sex but making up after their first argument was a nice place to slip in the endearments.

Sawyer wouldn’t have reacted without giving Royce the chance to explain, but he appreciated Sawyer trying to make him feel better. “I hate not being able to do what I want right now.”

A ghost of a smile tugged at Sawyer’s lips. His warm eyes softened with forgiveness, patience, and understanding. “Yeah? What would you do if we were alone right now?”

Talking about feelings and voicing things he wanted other than sex was new to him, but Royce was trying to be the kind of man Sawyer deserved. “I’d pull you into my arms and kiss you until I reassured myself that we are okay.”

“Mmmm. It sounds perfect to me.” Sawyer smiled. “Don’t be surprised if I drag you out of Joe’s early tonight. I need to know we’re okay too.”

“I’d rather celebrate alone with you than with a crowd anyway.”

Sawyer closed his eyes briefly. “I know you don’t believe it, yet, but you’re so good at this, Royce.”

“I believe we need to get inside the station and focus on the case so I can give the chief a detailed report this afternoon.” Royce killed the engine and reached for the door handle, but Sawyer stopped him before he could get out.

“I wasn’t too pissed to catch the caveman standoff between you and Felix, by the way. If it’s any consolation at all, your dick is bigger. Thicker too.” Sawyer chuckled at Royce’s stunned expression, then got out of the car.

The click of the door closing jolted Royce out of his stupor, and he hastily exited the car. “I don’t believe it,” he called out to Sawyer, who was striding across the parking lot like he hadn’t just dropped that bomb.

Sawyer stopped, turned, and smiled at him. “I guess we can ask Felix to prove it.”

“Not that part,” Royce said. “I can’t believe you didn’t shout it out where the Fleabag could hear it too. Makes me want to dial him up and put him on speakerphone.”

Sawyer tipped his head back and laughed heartily, and Royce smiled for the first time since he saw Felix leaning against their car.

Yeah, they were okay.
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Royce and Sawyer spent the next sixty minutes working at their desks. Royce glanced up when Sawyer stretched his neck from side to side, then flexed his shoulders and knew they needed a break. Neither of them bitched about the tedious aspects of the job, but there was no doubt they’d rather be in the field instead of staring at a computer monitor.

“Hey,” Royce said, snagging Sawyer’s attention. “Coffee break?”

Sawyer pushed his chair back from his desk. “God, yes,” he dramatically replied as if he were caffeine deprived. Royce knew for a fact he’d consumed four cups already.

With most of the detectives out in the field, the bullpen was quiet, so they were able to speak inside the breakroom without fear of being overheard. Royce could sneak in a quick peck on the lips, too, but he wouldn’t, even if he was dying to taste the caramel in Sawyer’s kiss. He razzed Sawyer mercilessly about his obsession with the creamer but was secretly becoming a big fan himself. Sawyer’s gaze flickered from Royce’s lips to his eyes, and he knew his golden boy was thinking not-so-golden thoughts too.

Sawyer took another sip but not before Royce saw his lips twitch as he fought off a smile. Clearing his throat, Sawyer said, “My search turned up three brief mentions of fires over the past four weeks. The only details provided were the street names and block numbers, so there was no way for me to recognize a pattern beyond the similarities of the neighborhoods. They’re in the poorest communities surrounding the historical districts where the mayor has tried and failed to initiate revitalization efforts.”

“Failed because her idea of revitalization is to push out the minority families who have lived there for generations so they can raze the old homes and build replica Victorian McMansions and make the area whiter,” Royce said, barely containing a sneer. “Oh, did I say that out loud? I meant safer for our families and the tourists who visit our city.”

“I think you unknowingly just rattled off The Purists’ mission statement,” Sawyer said, saluting him with his Duke University coffee mug before taking another drink. “The paper also identified each location as unoccupied, vacant, or abandoned.”

“Those terms are similar but don’t mean the same thing.” Unoccupied had the broadest description but generally meant the owners or occupants weren’t home at the time of the incident. They could’ve been on vacation, out for the evening, or had recently moved. Vacant implied the structure was empty for a longer period, while abandoned was typically used for derelict homes that were left to the elements.

“They’re similar enough that they are frequently interchanged. The reporter might’ve just been trying to change things up, or the usage could be deliberate. We’ll know more once we dig deeper. What did you find out about the carrier, Dusty Donovan?”

“I found two men with the same name, Dustin Donovan, and both go by Dusty. One is forty-eight with a list of petty crimes as long as my arm, and the other is seventy-nine with no criminal record. According to bail bond records, the younger Mr. Donovan lives with the elder, who is listed as his father and employed at SMN.”

Sawyer looked at his watch. “We have a while before our appointment with Skip Goodwin. Do you want to check in with Blue or head over to interview Mr. Donovan?”

“Check in with Blue and go from there. Maybe he can meet us for an early lunch so we can go over what little we do know before meeting with the first person to find the letter.”

Sawyer set his coffee cup down and called Blue. “Hey, big sexy,” Sawyer said once Blue answered. “You’ve been gone for hours. What’s going on?” Sawyer picked up his cup and took a drink while listening to Blue. “Sarge just suggested the same thing. What sounds good to you?” Sawyer asked, then nodded when Blue answered. “Perfect choice, and I know Sergeant Dickhead is a big fan too.”

Royce lightly jabbed Sawyer in the gut, but since he telegraphed his move, Sawyer had enough time to tighten his core to shield the blow. With his hands full, Sawyer’s only way of retaliation was with his legs, which Royce easily dodged when Sawyer tried to kick his shin. Unfortunately, he sloshed coffee all over his shirt in the process.

“Damn it,” Royce groused, narrowing his eyes at Sawyer like he’d been the one to start it.

“We’re going to head out and interview the newspaper carrier and then meet you at Clancy’s.” Just hearing the restaurant name perked Royce up. He pointed to his shirt and signaled to Sawyer he’d be a minute, then headed to the locker room to change again.

He pulled the shirt over his head and dropped it on the bench in front of his locker on his way to the sink to wash off the stickiness before putting on a clean shirt. Otherwise, it would be like changing your underwear after a wet dream without washing off your sticky dick first.

In the mirror above the sink, Royce’s gaze snagged on the puckered scar on his chest. He ran his finger over it, noting how the tissue had softened and lightened from an angry red to dark pink. He heard the locker room door swing open and recognized Sawyer’s footsteps as he searched for him. Seconds later, the man appeared behind him in the mirror. Sawyer’s eyes immediately went to the exit scar next to his shoulder blade. He lowered his head and kissed the scar before sliding his arms around Royce’s waist and resting his chin on his shoulder.

“Have you forgotten where we are?” Royce teased.

Sawyer held his gaze in the mirror. “Nope. This just felt more important after the fight we had.” Sawyer looked at the scar a few inches above Royce’s heart. He ran his fingers over it just like Royce had, then rested his palm on his chest over his heart. “I almost lost you.”

“I’m not going anywhere, baby.”

Sawyer raised his eyes to meet Royce’s in the mirror again. “That isn’t a promise you can keep,” he whispered. Royce knew he was right. Victor Ruiz never would’ve chosen to leave Sawyer.

“If given a choice, I’m going to pick you.” It was the best he could offer—the best anyone could. It wasn’t the first time they’d had a variation of the same conversation nor would it be the last. It usually ended in a lot of kissing and tender sex, but it wasn’t an option right now. Royce’s gaze shifted down the long row of empty shower stalls, and he contemplated putting one of them to good use until Sawyer chuckled and took a step back.

“Get dressed so we can get on the road. I’ll treat you to your favorite catfish sandwich for lunch, Sarge.” Appeasing his stomach was a close second to his cock.

“Deal.”

Royce had used his last spare T-shirt after changing out of his uniform and had to settle for a navy blue polo with the SPD crest on the chest. He kept a few of them on hand for occasions when his casual attire wasn’t appropriate. Once he caught the appreciative gleam in Sawyer’s eyes, he decided to wear them more often. Considering his promotion and new responsibilities, maybe it was time to retire the T-shirts for good.
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The Donovans lived in a neighborhood similar to the ones where the recent fires had occurred. With the middle class shrinking every day, income and jobs decreased while crime and violence increased. It was the same affliction facing every state in the union. The rich got richer while the poor got poorer.

The Donovan home on Stillwood Drive in the Colonial Oak neighborhood was the tidiest and the best maintained for two blocks. It was apparent they took pride in what they owned, even if it didn’t seem like much to others. It was something that resonated with Royce because his mother had felt the same way. They might’ve been poor as fuck and had to wear secondhand clothes from Goodwill, yard sales, or wherever she found them, but they were always clean and tidy. Their house wasn’t much to look at, but his mother kept it spotless even with unruly kids and a husband who didn’t care about anything except when his next meal and drink were coming.

When Royce and Sawyer exited the Charger, they noticed an older couple having a spirited discussion on the front porch.

“Missus, I want you to go inside and rest. I’ll take care of pulling the weeds for you,” the man said, leaning over the beautifully manicured flower beds. “I’ve been doing it all summer long.”

The woman sat in a rocking chair wrapped in an afghan blanket, which seemed out of place for August. “Sometimes you pull things that aren’t weeds, dear heart. I feel fine, and it makes me feel better helping in some small way.”

Dusty Donovan Sr, Royce assumed, stood up and put his hands on his hips. “Your idea of helping isn’t the same as mine, woman.”

His wife was too busy watching Royce and Sawyer’s approach to respond. Noticing her distraction, Dusty turned around and flinched.

“He’s not here,” Dusty said gloomily. “The boy hasn’t been here in six months.”

“We’re not here looking for your son, Mr. Donovan,” Royce said. “I’m Sergeant Locke, and this is my partner, Detective Key.” Mrs. Donovan chuckled while Mr. Donovan continued to watch them through weary eyes that had seen too much. “We’d like to speak to you for a minute if that’s okay.”

“Me? Well, I guess that’s all right.” He removed his straw hat and gloves, tossing the latter inside the hat and setting it on the porch.

The woman slowly rose from the rocking chair. “Would you gentlemen like some freshly squeezed lemonade or iced tea?”

“Missus, you need to be resting. Your treatment will catch up to you tomorrow, so you need to rest and be ready to fight,” Mr. Donovan pleaded.

“Okay then,” she said, nodding her head and lowering herself back in her rocker. “Please get these men and yourself a cold drink. I don’t know who you’re talking to in that tone, anyway. Who’s the one pulling weeds out in this miserable weather. There’s a reason I always wait until after supper before I work in my garden.”

“Okay, okay,” Mr. Donovan said, holding up his hands in surrender. He turned to face Royce and Sawyer once more. “Iced tea or lemonade?”

Royce wasn’t really in the mood for either but accepting his hospitality could help Mr. Donovan relax. “I’ll have lemonade if it’s no trouble.”

“It’s not,” Mrs. Donovan said from the porch.

“I’ll have the same,” Sawyer said.

“All right. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Mr. Donovan said. “Is there anything I can get you, missus?”

“You can find some manners and invite these gentlemen inside the house where it’s cooler. You can sit at the table and have a discussion.” She steepled her hands in front of her chest and looked up at the sky. “Lord help me with this man. I’ve been asking for your intervention for sixty years now, and I’m not sure you’re listening.”

“Almost sixty-one,” Mr. Donovan said with a smile, then climbed the porch to help his wife out of the rocking chair. Opening the screen door, he gestured for them all to enter the house before him.

Mrs. Donovan showed them to a small kitchen in the rear of the house. She pulled the lid off a large Tupperware container. “I have cookies too. Lemon icebox cookies, chocolate chip, and snickerdoodle. I get nervous before my treatments and baking helps calm me.”

“Turns our house into an oven too,” Mr. Donovan groused but helped himself to one of each.

“I haven’t had a lemon icebox cookie in years,” Sawyer said. “My grandmother made them.” Mrs. Donovan handed him three cookies and gestured for Royce to help himself.

Mr. Donovan removed glasses from the cabinet while his wife removed the pitchers from the refrigerator. They moved effortlessly in the cramped space from years of practice. Sixty-one years married to the same person. Not that long ago, Royce would’ve cringed at the thought, but now he had the urge to reach for Sawyer’s hand the way Mr. Donovan did with his wife.

After everyone had their drinks and ate their cookies, Mr. Donavan looked at Royce and said, “What can I do for you?”

“I would like to know if you saw anything suspicious this morning when delivering papers in the Victorian District.” He named the Goodwins’ street as well as two others so it wouldn’t be too obvious they were singling them out. “There were some reports of vandalism overnight and early this morning, and I’m hoping to find a witness.”

“I’d love to help you, but I didn’t deliver papers today. My Macy had a breast cancer treatment this morning, so a substitute carrier filled in.”

“Do you know who?” Sawyer asked. “We’d like to ask them the same question.”

“There are a few different people who pick up my route when I need to take time off, so I don’t know for sure who you need to speak with.” He snapped his fingers. “Let me call my supervisor to find out which one.”

“That would be great. Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Donovan rose from his chair and went into the other room to make the phone call.

“Your cookies are so delicious, Mrs. Donovan,” Sawyer said. “Just like my nanna made them. I’ll have to ask my mother if she has Nanna’s recipe.”

“If not, you come back here, and I’ll give you a copy of mine.”

“How are you feeling today? I remember how hard chemo treatments were for my mom,” Royce said.

“Today isn’t so bad, and tomorrow will be passable, but the five days after that will be hard. I worry more about my Dusty though. It’s hard seeing him so upset. I know he’d give anything to take away my pain, but that’s not how life works.”

“No, it isn’t,” Royce agreed. “My mom drank beverages with ginger in them to help with nausea. Ginger ale was her favorite.” He remembered the look of relief on her face after the first sip. “She also knitted to take her mind off things like you bake. I still have some of her blankets.”

Some of the sadness he felt must’ve leaked into his voice because Mrs. Donovan patted his forearm. “I’m sorry, honey.” Royce smiled and nodded at her.

Mr. Donovan came in a few minutes later. “Hector Rodriguez filled in for me today. I don’t know his address, but I know where he lives, so I wrote down directions. Hector is a good egg. If he saw something, he’ll tell you.”

“Do you know if Mr. Rodriguez sticks to your delivery schedule?” Sawyer asked, taking the paper from him and tucking it in his pocket.

“As far as I know,” Mr. Donovan said. “And trust me, customers don’t hesitate to let me know if their paper was late in my absence. I’m usually in that area between five thirty and six.”

Royce and Sawyer rose from their chairs and shook hands with the couple.

“Thank you so much for your hospitality and the information,” Sawyer said. “Wishing you a speedy recovery, Mrs. Donovan.”

Royce wished her the same, and they left the couple in their kitchen.

Once outside, Sawyer bumped his arm against Royce’s. “We have three suspicious fires, another person to interview, and once we find out what time Skip Goodwin picked up his paper from the lawn, we can narrow down the window of time our jackass tampered with or swapped-out newspapers, which will help with the neighborhood canvass.” Sawyer glanced at his clock. “And it’s not even noon. Not a bad start, Sarge. If you’re really lucky, you’ll be tackling a suspect by two.”

“Shut up and feed me, asshole.”
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Blue was already waiting for them at Clancy’s when Royce and Sawyer arrived, but he wasn’t alone. The African American man sitting beside him appeared to be Blue’s opposite in both build and personality. The man was several inches shorter than Blue, leanly muscled, and wore a more reserved expression than the gregarious smile gracing the face of the gentle giant everyone loved. Royce noticed the fire department patch embroidered on the guy’s red polo shirt, identifying him as a firefighter, but that wasn’t what held his interest. Blue had his arm draped over the back of the man’s chair and was leaning toward him in a way that screamed intimacy, and somehow Blue’s larger-than-life grin was impossibly bigger and brighter when he looked at the mystery man.

Two things struck Royce: Jackson Blue was in love, and Royce envied his ability to openly and publicly show affection to his guy. It was a dumb thing to be jealous over because the only person holding him back was himself.

Both men looked up as Royce and Sawyer approached. Blue smiled proudly while his guest looked slightly less confident about his welcome. Royce and Sawyer sat across from them and waited for Blue to introduce them. When Blue just sat there grinning like a sappy fool, Royce took the initiative and extended his hand to the handsome fireman with the amber eyes. “I’m Royce Locke.”

The man shook his hand. “Ezekiel Blevins. My friends call me Zeke. It’s nice to meet you, Royce. I’ve heard a lot about you, so it’s nice to put a face to the name. Blue told me you were promoted to sergeant this morning. Congratulations. Or maybe I should offer my condolences since you’re now in charge of this guy.” Zeke placed his hand on Blue’s shoulder.

“It’s good to meet you too, Zeke,” Royce said. “I’ve had the honor of working with Blue for the past three years, so I’m used to his shenanigans and have his number.”

Blue met Royce’s gaze and said, “Best three years of your life.”

Royce laughed. “Let’s not get carried away, Blue.” Royce briefly placed his hand on Sawyer’s shoulder, and even such a simple touch seemed to sear Royce’s skin. “This is my partner, Sawyer Key.”

“Good to meet you, Zeke,” Sawyer said, shaking his hand. “I’m the newest member of the major crimes unit.”

Zeke chuckled. “I’ve heard plenty about you, too, but mostly the ways you irritate this one,” he said, tipping his head at Royce.

“I get under his skin every chance I can get,” Sawyer returned coolly.

Royce nearly choked on his saliva when Sawyer’s blasé remark triggered memories of Sawyer fingering his ass that morning in the shower. The restaurant had become uncomfortably warm, so he hooked a finger under his collar and pulled his polo shirt away from his skin. “Have you guys ordered yet?”

“Nah, we were waiting for you,” Blue said, turning and raising his hand to grab a waitress’s attention.

“Afternoon, fellas, what can I start y’all off with to drink?”

Since they had limited time, Royce got down to business as soon as they gave their drink and food orders to the waitress.

“Zeke is not only the most amazing boyfriend, but he also happens to be a brilliant fire investigator,” Blue said. Zeke snorted beside him, gaining Blue’s attention. “What part of that isn’t true?” Zeke just laughed and shook his head. “Anyway,” Blue said, smiling at Royce and Sawyer, “we can trust him to keep the investigation secret for as long as it’s ethical for him to do so.”

“Absolutely. We understand your first obligation is to Fire Chief Winegard, and we wouldn’t ask you to do anything to risk your career,” Sawyer said, always the golden boy.

“It’s likely that Chief Rigby will bring in Winegard herself if necessary. They have a good working relationship,” Royce added. “Knowing her, she wants some facts first before she takes that route.”

“That makes sense,” Zeke said, nodding. “Based on the information Blue gave me, I have come up with three recent fires that could be more than malicious mischief.”

“Le Grande Street, Habersham Street, and Florence Street?” Sawyer asked.

Zeke smiled appreciatively and nodded. “Those are the three. All empty. All are believed to have been used for drug dens or manufacturing and selling meth. I pulled the reports and discovered that the details were pretty bare beyond the time the fire department arrived, the condition and occupancy of the building, and the time the engines rolled up their hoses and drove off.”

“That matches the few details printed in the paper about them,” Sawyer said.

“Is that common, Zeke?” Royce asked.

“It shouldn’t be common, but it is under the circumstances. The properties were vacant and most likely uninsured, so without a property owner or insurance company breathing down their necks, the lieutenant didn’t expend a lot of energy writing the report.”

“Were all three reports written by the same lieutenant?” Sawyer asked. Royce smiled, liking the way he thought.

“They weren’t. Matt Jacobs wrote two of them, and Tim Samuels wrote the third. I’d love to say something unique sticks out about the reports or their behaviors, but it doesn’t. I think it’s human nature to only do what’s required in a lot of situations.”

“Aren’t all suspicious fires supposed to be investigated by your team though?” Royce countered. “That seems kind of odd to me that three drug dens or former meth houses caught fire, but no one saw a pattern.”

“I agree with you,” Zeke said, nodding.

They paused when their waitress dropped off the drinks at their table and assured them their food would be right out.

Zeke continued once she moved on to her next table. “Suspicious fires are assigned a priority number for our team to investigate. It’s similar to how the ER doctors examine patients. People with heart attacks are seen before someone with a sore throat. The highest priority in our system is ten, and the lowest priority is one. Again, the priority rating has a lot to do with occupancy, pressure from insurance carriers, and certainty of a crime. Fires with a fatality are the highest priority.”

“I can understand the need for a priority system, but I need to be sure these three fires weren’t ignored because they occurred in poor neighborhoods,” Royce said flatly. “If our suspicions are correct, we have a vigilante group of arsonists who might’ve been caught had the fires been taken seriously and investigated right away.”

Zeke nodded. “I agree a hundred percent.”

“So, who is in charge of assigning the investigations?” Sawyer asked.

“Lieutenant Larissa Danson,” Zeke replied after hesitation. “She’s my immediate supervisor.”

“How does Lieutenant Danson assign which houses you investigate?” Blue asked Zeke.

“Seniority,” he replied dryly. “Just like every job, the rookies get the crap assignments.”

“These three fires would be classified as crap assignments?” Royce asked.

“Due to the condition of the houses, yes. Wading through the remains of a drug den is terrible. Trash, detritus, and drug paraphernalia every damn place, increasing the risk of injury or even secondary fires. Then there’s a potential for a tweaker to show up higher than a kite ready to fight you because their stuff is gone.”

“Has that ever happened to you?” Sawyer asked.

“More than once,” Zeke said. Blue placed his ham-sized hand on the back of Zeke’s neck. “We have two rookies that should’ve been assigned to investigate these properties.”

“And?” Royce pressed.

“Lieutenant Danson didn’t assign the fires to them. Instead, she teamed them up with senior investigators for additional training, which is common when things are slow.”

Sawyer nodded. “How often would you say that happens?”

“How often do things get slow?” Zeke asked to clarify. Sawyer nodded. “Not very often, and if I’m frank, we’re not experiencing a slow period right now.”

“Why do you think your lieutenant has ignored these three fires?” Blue asked respectfully rather than accusingly.

“Honestly, I can only think of a few possibilities,” Zeke said, then paused when the waitress arrived with overloaded plates of food.

Blue lowered his face over his bowl of shrimp and grits and inhaled deeply. “Heaven in a bowl.”

Royce and Zeke had both ordered fried catfish sandwiches and kettle chips. Sawyer had chosen lobster salad on a French roll with an order of fries. The men took a few minutes to appreciate the delicious food before picking back up where they’d left off.

After a long drink of sweet tea, Zeke said, “We can’t ignore the fact that firefighters are often involved in serial arsons. The way I see it, we’re potentially looking at negligent indifference or criminal intention on Danson’s part. She either doesn’t care or is involved, either directly or indirectly. Maybe she’s not setting the fires herself but is paid to look the other way or stall the investigations.”

“Why would The Purists want her to bury their handiwork? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of a vigilante group? Don’t they want the attention?” Blue asked.

“Typically, yes,” Sawyer said, pursing his lips. “We don’t know enough about their agenda right now to predict their motives or next move accurately. Maybe stalling was the right tactic until they were ready for the city to know what they were up to.”

“Could’ve been test runs too,” Zeke added. “They wanted to test response time and see what kind of attention the fires would get.”

“Or lack thereof,” Royce added. “If The Purists are concerned that the poorest communities are overlooked and ignored and feel their world is burning around them, then why not prove their point by highlighting the disparities between fires in wealthy neighborhoods and poor ones.”

Blue tipped his head slightly while studying Royce. “You think this is a class war?”

Royce shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I just get the feeling The Purists are trying to be the people’s champion.”

“Like real-life superheroes,” Sawyer said absently, sounding lost in thought.

Royce turned to face him, then grinned when he saw the smear of mayo on the corner of Sawyer’s mouth. Yep, he was so busy running through the possibilities that the meticulous man wasn’t aware he was wearing his food. Without thinking, Royce reached over and swiped Sawyer’s mouth, and instead of wiping the mayo on his napkin, Royce sucked it off his thumb. The gesture snapped Sawyer out of his reverie, and he stared at Royce’s mouth before turning and looking at Blue. Realization dawned on Royce, and he too studied his friend’s reaction.

“No wonder you looked so chipper this morning,” Blue said, chuckling. “I’m happy for you both. The chief won’t learn about it from me.”

“Thanks, Blue,” Sawyer said, resting his hand on Royce’s knee under the table to calm him.

“I’m not out yet,” Royce said, stunning himself further. “Not at work or to my family.”

Royce knew Blue had noticed something was sparking between them, he’d confirmed Candi and Holly’s suspicions during his recovery, but he’d kept everyone else in his life in the dark for various reasons. His family had a history of settling arguments with their fists, and all hell would break loose when he announced he was bisexual and in a relationship with a man. He needed to be mentally and physically ready, and he wasn’t there yet. Royce also worried they’d retaliate against Sawyer. He knew Sawyer could take care of himself in a one-on-one situation, but at least one of his brothers played dirty, and the idea of Sawyer getting ambushed made Royce violently ill. His brain added the scenario to the subconscious reel of nightmares along with such classics as reliving the day he found Marcus dead in his car and getting shot almost two months earlier.

The bold words he’d spoken to Sawyer when he’d asked for a chance came to him unbidden, taunting him.

“They call you relentless, but do you know what they call me?” Sawyer shook his head. “Fearless. I choose you over the fear of the unknown, Sawyer.”

But had he really, or had he just hidden from the world for seven weeks while he recovered, selfishly soaking up every ounce of affection Sawyer lavished on him without giving him anything in return? Sawyer said he understood his hesitation and reminded him he was patient and relentless when it came to what he wanted. Sawyer had decided he wanted Royce, and he would wait until Royce was ready to come out. But for how long when so many men would sacrifice one of their testicles to be with him openly and honestly? Vic Ruiz sure as hell hadn’t kept Sawyer waiting.

Sawyer squeezed his knee, jerking him out of his thoughts. Realizing everyone was watching him, Royce said, “Sorry. I zoned out there for a second.”

“I’m sorry too,” Blue said, shaking his head. “I just delivered one hell of a pep talk, and you weren’t even listening.”

“I’m sorry, Blue. I’m ready to listen now.”

Blue sighed dramatically. “I’m not sure I can work up the same amount of passion and emotion. I’m spent now. Drained.”

Zeke snorted. “You’re so full of shit.” He laughed and briefly leaned into Blue before straightening up in his seat. “He said one sentence, which was ‘We can relate to what you’re going through.’ Blue and I have been dating for three years, but I just came out a few months ago.”

“Zeke’s dad is a Baptist minister,” Blue said softly, which explained Zeke’s hesitance. “It’s taken some time for him to accept things.”

“But he is coming around,” Zeke stressed. “I didn’t think there was any way he would, but he’s trying. My parents invited Blue over for dinner last night, and they liked him a lot.”

“They’d like me a lot more if I were a woman,” Blue teased.

“True, but Dad said I’d chosen a good man. That means the world to me.” Zeke looked at Blue and swallowed hard. “The secret really strained our relationship the past three years, huh, babe?”

Blue grimaced slightly. “I’d say tested instead of strained. I was never giving up on you, no matter what.”

“A part of me says I could’ve saved Blue and me a lot of heartaches if only I’d come out sooner, but there’s no way for me to be certain how my parents would’ve reacted. You’ll know when the time is right, Royce,” Zeke said gently. “In the meantime, you’ve got us, and we’ll have your back.”

Royce smiled at Zeke, then turned to look at Blue. “You’ve found a keeper, Blue.”

Blue’s smile was so blindingly bright Royce wished he hadn’t left his sunglasses in the car. “Damn right, I have.”

Realizing they needed to leave for Skip Goodwin’s house soon, the guys set aside the chitchat and dug into their food. Once he finished, Royce wiped his face and sat back in his seat, sated and full. “Zeke, could you look around those three fire sites to see if you can find any similarities between them? It’s doubtful there’s any viable evidence at this point since the properties weren’t secured and were instead abandoned to the elements—human and natural. Every kid in the neighborhood has probably tromped through the homes.”

“I’ll probably have to do it off duty to avoid detection, but yeah.”

“I’ll help you, babe,” Blue said. “I don’t want you there by yourself anyway. I can’t say for sure there’s a vigilante group hell-bent on purifying the city, but I don’t want you getting caught up in something.”

“I agree,” Sawyer said. “We’ll give you our numbers too. If Blue can’t be there, give us a call. We need to watch each other’s backs.”

They all nodded, then Zeke exchanged numbers with Royce and Sawyer before parting ways.

Once outside the restaurant, Sawyer snatched the key fob for the Charger out of Royce’s hands.

“Hey,” Royce said. “What’s that for?”

“I need something to do with my hands,” Sawyer said, his voice low and rough, making Royce’s dick twitch.

“Yeah?” he asked, sliding into the passenger side. “Why’s that?”

Sawyer started the car and gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. “Because I always follow the rules, remember?”

Royce balled his hands into fists to keep from reaching for him. “Which rules are you tempted to break?”

Sawyer turned his head and met Royce’s gaze, allowing him to see every emotion Sawyer felt for him—lust, admiration, friendship, and something so much stronger. “When it comes to you? All of them, and it would be worth every fucking consequence.”

Sawyer turned his head to look out the windshield, shifted the car into drive, and eased into traffic like he hadn’t just rocked Royce’s world.
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The Goodwins lived on Whitaker Street in Victorian District West overlooking the southwest corner of the famed Forsythe Park. The tall, narrow Victorian home with its turret tower, soft peach paint, white gingerbread trim, and a wraparound porch invited a person to escape the scorching summer heat to watch the world go by in a rocking chair while drinking lemonade, sweet tea, or mint juleps. Like the homes in the Victorian District, the Goodwins’ stately manor was built in the 1800s and had withstood unimaginable hardships, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at her. Royce thought the old dame would have some fantastic stories to share if she could talk.

Mr. Goodwin opened the front door before they reached the top porch step. He dressed like an accountant with a dull, pale blue, button-up shirt and a pair of khaki pants. Goodwin also wore the retro, thick rectangular eyeglasses men preferred these days, but his frames were a dark gray instead of the usual black and set off his blue eyes. Skip Goodwin greeted them with a warm smile even if he hadn’t been happy about the intrusion earlier on the phone. Smoothing his hands over his thick, auburn hair, the man released a long breath, like he’d been running nonstop all day and was grateful for the break.

“Sergeant Locke,” Royce said, shaking the man’s hand, noting his firm grip and seeming reluctance to let go. “This is my partner, Detective Key,” he added, forcing the man to shift his attention to Sawyer and drop his hand.

“Good to meet you, sir, although I wish it were under better circumstances,” Sawyer said politely.

Goodwin’s eyes slightly widened when meeting Sawyer’s gaze, and his smile grew bigger when they shook hands. “Call me Skip,” he said, then tilted his head slightly while studying Sawyer. “I feel like I know you from somewhere.”

“I just have that kind of face,” Sawyer quipped.

“No,” Call Me Skip said, slowly shaking his head. “That is definitely not true.” The entire encounter felt off and not what Royce had predicted based on his tone and attitude earlier on the phone. What had changed in the few hours since they’d spoken? As if sensing Royce’s heavy scrutiny, Call Me Skip aimed a conciliatory smile his way. “I apologize for my brusque demeanor this morning, Detective.”

“Sergeant,” he corrected, although he had no idea why he bothered. Yeah, Royce knew why. He’d had to stand there while Call Me Skip eye-fucked Sawyer. He should be used to it, but he wasn’t and probably never would be. It was a drastic change from his former “no strings” lifestyle to his “do not so much as look at my man” attitude, leaving him dizzy and stunned one person could impact his life so much.

“Ah, yes. You did tell me that twice. Won’t you come in?” He stepped back and to the side so they could enter the home.

Stepping inside the home was like taking a trip in a time machine. The formal sitting room consisted of ornate woodwork, including a gaze-grabbing fireplace, luxurious fabrics in fussy prints, and curvy, fragile-looking furniture that reminded him of the kind in his sister’s dollhouse growing up. The color theme was ivory, beige, and various shades of peach. Royce hoped like hell Call Me Skip didn’t want to talk in there because a chair would crumble beneath his weight, and replacing it would probably cost more than his next paycheck. On the opposite side of the hallway was their formal dining room with another stunning fireplace and a long table with enough chairs to seat a dozen people or more.

“Would it be rude if I asked if we could conduct this interview in the kitchen while I eat?” He lifted his arm and checked his watch. “I don’t have much time left before the next conference call.”

“It’s no problem,” Sawyer said agreeably. “You’re the one doing us a favor.”

Royce bit the inside of his cheek to keep from snorting. Doing them a favor? He’d found a letter in their morning newspaper that threatened the city of Savannah in general and his wife specifically and hadn’t cared enough to escort her to the police station to report the incident. Royce had gotten a weird vibe from the meeting with Mayor Goodwin, and this encounter with her husband felt just as bizarre. Why? It could’ve been his aversion to politicians in general, but it felt like more.

The kitchen that Call Me Skip showed them to was large and modern, unlike the parts of the house they passed through to get there. There was a bow window over the sink, allowing a lot of sunlight to filter in to nourish the fresh herbs sitting in the windowsill and the potted plants spread throughout the room. They’d painted the walls a sunny yellow, the only spot of color besides the plants in the otherwise white room. Where the rest of the house looked like a museum, the kitchen showed signs of a well-used space. A butcher block cutting board, darkened from age and stained from use, sat on the white tile counter with precisely diced tomato and cucumber on top of it. Noting the presence of the large, serrated knife, Royce sized up the rest of the room, taking in the mix-matched coffee cups hanging from pegs above the coffee pot, and the copper pots and pans suspended from a heavy metal rack over the kitchen island cooktop where a skillet sat with a piece of seared chicken in it. If Royce hadn’t known better, he would’ve sworn he’d walked into a different house.

Mr. Goodwin gestured to an old, battered oak table tucked in the corner of the room. “Why don’t you guys have a seat. You can ask your questions while I finish putting together my grilled chicken salad. I would kill for a greasy cheeseburger and fries, but not with my age and cholesterol levels.” Royce knew Skip Goodwin was in his mid-fifties, but he looked ten years younger.

“Let’s start with your morning,” Royce said, watching as the man pulled a bag of salad and a bottle of ranch dressing from inside the refrigerator.

“Started like any other.” Call Me Skip poured the salad in a bowl, added his tomatoes and cucumbers, then topped it with the piece of chicken before pouring a generous serving of dressing on top. “I hit the elliptical at six, showered, started the coffee pot, then went to retrieve the paper.” He returned the salad and dressing to the refrigerator, then removed a fork and knife from a drawer inside the island. “I made blueberry and banana oatmeal while the coffee was brewing.” Skip carried the salad to the table, then sat across from Royce and Sawyer. “I should’ve asked if you wanted some. I’ve lived in the Hostess City long enough to have learned proper Southern graces.”

Not on the phone, Royce thought. “We already ate, but thank you.”

“I guess I’m more rattled by what happened than I realized. I thought the letter was just a dumb joke, but you’re not smiling.”

“We never smile on Mondays.” Sawyer’s attempt to make Mr. Goodwin relax worked. His posture lost its rigidity, and he loosened his white-knuckled grip on the utensils.

“I know the feeling,” he quipped while slicing the chicken breast into long, even strips. “Anyway, I feel bad that I didn’t go with Lyn to the police precinct this morning. It would’ve saved us all time this afternoon.” It was very telling that Mr. Goodwin was more concerned about time management than providing moral support to his wife, which said a lot about the state of their marriage. “It probably looks bad that she went by herself.” Skip turned the bowl and began cutting the chicken in the opposite direction, turning the strips of chicken into uniform cubes.

“She wasn’t alone,” Royce corrected, then waited for a reaction.

Call Me Skip’s hands stilled, and he glanced up, briefly meeting Royce’s eyes before returning his focus to the chicken. Nodding, he said, “Of course, Ryan went with her. He’s a good kid. Reminds me of his dad.”

“His dad?” Sawyer asked.

“My brother-in-law, Travis Tedrick,” he said, setting his knife down and spearing a chunk of salad and popping it into his mouth.

“Ryan is your nephew, then?” Sawyer asked, then waited for him to chew before answering. Even though Sawyer hadn’t asked a gotcha question, it occurred to Royce that Call Me Skip’s need to meet while eating was convenient. It afforded him the chance to think about his responses under the guise of chewing. Police officers were trained to watch body language, and a person’s hesitancy to answer a question often spoke louder than words.

“Only by marriage. Travis was married and had a kid before he met my sister. I think Ryan was five when Regina and Travis got married. Lyn needed someone she could trust to assist her during the campaign and then again later when she won the election. Ryan was fresh out of college with degrees in political science and mass communication and the perfect choice. It also helps that they just click.”

Royce thought of the stiff way both the mayor and Ryan had sat in Chief Rigby’s office. She hadn’t so much as made eye contact with Ryan or acknowledged him until she needed him to perform a task. No one would have ever guessed the mayor had known him since he was a small child or described them as two people who clicked.

“What time did you retrieve the paper?” Royce asked.

“Seven-ish like every day except Sunday,” Goodwin said, forking another bite of salad. “I refuse to get out of bed before nine on Sunday.”

“Did you see anything out of the ordinary this morning? Maybe a parked car that didn’t belong or a person walking their dog that you’d never seen in the neighborhood before this morning?” Sawyer asked.

Still chewing, Call Me Skip shook his head.

“Did you hear anything unusual? A neighbor’s dog barking incessantly or abnormally? An unfamiliar rumble of a vehicle or truck that seemed out of place?” Royce pressed.

Goodwin swallowed his bite. “None of those things.”

“What about the paper itself,” Sawyer tried. “Were there any sections missing?”

He tipped his head to the side and thought about it. “Now that you mention it, the paper bag was a different color plastic. It’s typically clear but was blue today.” They wouldn’t know if that detail was significant until they tracked down Hector Rodriguez.

“Can I ask why you had the presence of mind to save the letter but discarded the newspaper it arrived in?” Royce asked.

Skip shrugged. “To be honest, I’m surprised I had the presence of mind to preserve the letter, Detective.” Royce didn’t care for his mocking tone of voice or the way he deliberately addressed him incorrectly. The man hadn’t forgotten; he wanted to needle Royce, but he wouldn’t take the bait.

After a few more questions, Royce and Sawyer thanked him for his time, then left him to eat while they headed toward the front of the house. Royce saw the security keypad by the front door and had a thought. He held up his finger for Sawyer to wait, then backtracked to the kitchen. Skip had his cell phone out and was furiously typing when Royce stepped into the room. He might’ve been responding to an email, but Royce would lay down money he was texting someone about the interview. Who? The mayor?

“One last thing,” Royce said, startling Call Me Skip.

“Oh!” he said, placing a hand on his chest. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Royce said, aiming his most disarming smile at the man. “I noticed you have a security system. I’m going to recommend you upgrade to a package that includes video surveillance. I wish I could assure you this is an isolated incident, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Call Me Skip raked his gaze slowly over Royce from the top of his head to his combat boots. “Thank you, Sergeant. I wanted to add cameras once Lyn was elected mayor, but she didn’t want to ruin the aesthetic of the home. I bet she’s sorry now.” He sighed and shook his head. “I appreciate your concern for our well-being.”

Unnerved by the odd turn, Royce nodded and returned to Sawyer. “I think that guy just hit on me,” he whispered as they stepped onto the porch.

“You think?” Sawyer quipped, shutting the door behind them.

“His handshake was a little aggressive in the beginning, but I thought he was trying to establish the tone. He was totally checking you out. And that bit about recognizing you,” Royce said, grinning from ear to ear. “I thought we were going to have another fight in the car about a past hookup or something.” Royce lowered his voice to a huskier tone and said, “‘I feel like I know you from somewhere.’”

Sawyer scowled at him. “He didn’t sound like that, and he wasn’t flirting with me.” He paused. “Much.”

Royce laughed as he headed down the steps. “I’m not sure what to think about their marriage. He could be bi like me and just flirty, or…”

“Mayor Goodwin is his beard.”

“Yep. I know I’m no expert, but their marriage feels peculiar to me. His decision to keep the letter but not the paper and his unwillingness to support his wife stand out to me.”

“No two marriages are the same, but you’d expect a spouse to show more care. Do you think he’s indifferent or involved somehow?”

“I don’t have enough information to form a guess. What’s your take?”

“I think there’s something off here, but I’m not sure he’s the one who sent the threatening letter to his wife. What’s his motive? The method doesn’t seem to match someone of his intelligence.”

“You’ve only heard my description of the letter, so you can’t fully appreciate the tidiness of it. I’m almost certain the method of communication is a smokescreen.” Royce stopped on the sidewalk and waited for Sawyer to catch up. “Accountants have an exacting personality, right? Things need to be perfect?”

“If they don’t want their clients fined or sent to jail,” Sawyer said.

“Did you see the way Call Me Skip cut his chicken into those even bites and notice how precise the diced tomatoes and vegetables were?”

“Call Me Skip?” Sawyer asked. “You really don’t like the guy, huh?”

“Nope. I don’t have anything more solid than a hunch right now. The only potential clue might be the color of the plastic bag the paper was supposedly in.”

“That’s actually a big clue,” Sawyer said. “The Savannah Tribune sends their weekly publication in blue plastic bags, and they’re delivered each Wednesday.”

Royce knew that because it was a free publication delivered to his house and thousands of others each week. The tidbit didn’t factor as significant until Sawyer pointed it out. “The Purists probably cut out the letters out of last week’s Tribune to make the message, bought a copy of Savannah Morning News from a convenience store or gas station this morning, then repurposed the blue bag for a quick swap.”

Sawyer nodded. “That would be my guess too. Let’s canvass the neighborhood and see if we can catch a break.”

Most of the neighbors were either not at home or hadn’t seen anything, not that Royce expected a different outcome. As they approached the end of the street, a tall, skinny white guy slinked out from between two houses. Everything about his demeanor from his tense alertness to furtive glances at his surroundings screamed his guilt or shame. The guy glanced in their direction, froze, then bolted down the sidewalk.

“All right. We got ourselves a live one. Now’s your chance, baby,” Sawyer said excitedly. “I’ll get the car and try to head him off.”

Royce could tease Sawyer about his slip later, but right now, all he could think about was catching the guy who was putting significant distance between them in a hurry.

“Police! Stop!” Royce yelled as he pursued the runner.

Instead of stopping, the guy turned on his jets, darting between two houses before he reached the end of the block, heading toward Howard Street, which ran parallel to Whitaker. Behind him, he heard Sawyer start the Charger and flip on the sirens. Instead of driving toward him, Sawyer headed in the opposite direction to go around the block. Royce followed the same path as the runner, cutting through side yards and back yards, leaping over children’s toys, ducking beneath clotheslines, then bracing his right hand at the top of a chain-link fence and using his momentum to catapult himself over it. The jarring thud when he landed on the other side sent bolts of pain to his left shoulder, but he gritted his teeth and continued his pursuit.

Catching sight of his runner after dodging a bedsheet blowing in the wind, Royce kicked it into a higher gear, noticing that the weeks of lounging had taken their toll on his stamina. His dogged determination must’ve counted for something because he started to close the gap as the man cleared the house on Howard. Rather than cut and run down the sidewalk, the guy ran straight into the street and right into the path of a black Honda Civic. The driver slammed on the brakes hard, but it wasn’t enough to avoid a collision. Screeching tires were followed by a solid thump when the bumper hit the runner. The momentum of the impact was enough to roll him up onto the hood and off the other side. He was lucky he hadn’t gone fully airborne.

Royce rounded the hood of the car and knelt beside the man, who was writhing in pain but thankfully not seriously wounded. Traffic stopped all around them, and people started to gather around to see what happened, guaranteeing a video of the incident would show up on the internet. The driver, a young Asian woman not more than twenty years old, got out of the car sobbing.

“Oh my God,” she said. “I tried to stop, but the guy came out of nowhere. I’m so sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” the skinny white guy said, clutching his leg with a compound fracture. “You broke my fucking leg.”

Royce glanced up at the young woman and said, “None of this is your fault.” Then he glared at the jackass on the ground. “You broke your leg when you decided to run out in the street like a stupid idiot instead of stopping when I identified myself as a police officer. You could’ve at least turned and ran down the sidewalk.” Royce looked up when he heard Sawyer arrive. He had to stop several car lengths back thanks to the traffic jam. “Bring the first aid kit,” he shouted when Sawyer jumped out of the Charger. Royce whipped out his phone and called dispatch for an ambulance and a patrol unit to process the accident.

Sawyer dropped down beside the writhing man and applied a tourniquet above where his bone protruded through the skin. Royce grimaced when the guy cried out in pain. Sawyer then started patting down the prone man looking for weapons, drugs, or a clue why he’d bolted. The search came up empty except for his cell phone and a wallet with an ID and bank card. Sawyer showed them to Royce. Their runner was Ray Johnson, who was nineteen and lived a few streets over.

“Officers and EMT are already en route,” Royce said, not surprised someone had already dialed 911. “While we wait, why don’t you tell me why you were running from us.”

“I thought you were my girlfriend’s dad coming home from work early,” he cried. “The dude hates me.”

“Is your girlfriend’s dad a cop?” Royce countered. The guy just shook his head. “Then why didn’t you stop as soon as I identified myself?”

“I’d already committed to running,” the smartass said.

Royce snorted. “Look how well that turned out.”

“How old is your girlfriend?” Sawyer asked. Royce knew where his mind had gone.

The guy flipped Sawyer off. “She’s eighteen. I ain’t no pervert.”

“A word of advice, Ray,” Royce groused. “If her family hates you so much you’re willing to run into oncoming traffic to avoid them, you might want to rethink things.”

“After I sue your ass, I’ll have money to set us up somewhere away from her stupid family anyway. We’re in love, and no one can stop us from being together.”

“A modern-day Romeo and Juliet,” Sawyer replied dryly.

The patrol unit arrived almost immediately, and they heard the ambulance sirens in the near distance. Royce had to bite the inside of his cheek when he saw Diego Fuentes and his partner were the responding officers. Just great. He remembered how the tall cop’s demeanor had changed when Sawyer arrived at The Putz’s crime scene on his first day with the SPD. The kid stood taller, puffed out his chest, and aimed his jockstrap-melting smile at Sawyer. They’d run into Fuentes several times since then, and his attraction and admiration for Sawyer lit up his face like a neon sign. It flashed messages like “take me,” “let me drop to my knees for you,” and “I already carved our initials in a tree. DF+SK 4ever.” Christ.

“Hello again, Detective Key,” Fuentes said while eye-fucking his man. “Twice in one day. Maybe I should buy a lottery ticket or something.”

Sawyer laughed, but Royce could tell it was forced, and he looked a little embarrassed. Wait. Twice in one day? How was that possible? They’d spent the entire day—Ohh. Fuentes was the cop who’d pulled Sawyer over for running the stop sign.

Fuck you, universe, for shoving this out-and-proud hunk in front of my guy while I hide behind my old letterman jacket in the closet.

Fuentes tore his gaze away from Sawyer and nodded at Royce. “Good to see you too, Detective Locke.”

“Sergeant Locke,” Royce corrected, raising his voice to be heard over the ambulance sirens as it pulled up to the scene. Thankfully, they turned them off as soon as they parked.

Fuentes turned back to Sawyer. “That’s right. You did mention his pinning ceremony this morning.” Just how long had they chatted during the traffic stop? Recalling Sawyer’s joke about giving the cop a blow job to get out of a ticket made Royce want to punch Fuentes’s smug mouth when he grinned at him. “Congratulations, Sergeant.”

“Can I get some help here?” the guy on the ground asked, pulling everyone’s attention to him. “I hate to inconvenience anyone, but I did just get run over by a car. I could end up with permanent damage.” The driver started sobbing louder.

Royce waved the EMTs over and stepped aside. “We’ll turn this scene over to you, fellas,” Royce said to Fuentes and his partner.

Fuentes interviewed the shaken driver while his partner, Bergman, asked Royce and Sawyer about the incident as the EMTs loaded Ray into the ambulance and drove him to the nearest hospital.

“Any idea which house he’d snuck out of?” Bergman asked. “I’m not willing to take his word for it that the young lady is a consenting adult since his reactions were so extreme.”

“No,” Royce said. “I can’t even say for sure which street.”

“We’ll head to the hospital to get his statement, and I’ll snap his picture with my phone so I can knock on some doors in the neighborhood.” Royce admired his gumption. He glanced over at Sawyer, who’d moved off to the side to take a phone call. “So that’s the guy Fuentes won’t shut up about, huh? Is he single?”

Down, boy, Royce chided himself. “Nope. He has a boyfriend, and he’s crazy about the guy.”

“Really? Fuentes will be bummed.”

“Yeah, really,” Royce said, unable to look away from Sawyer, who was grinning at something he heard on the phone. “Too bad for Fuentes.” Feeling his attention, Sawyer glanced over and smiled.

Bergman chuckled. “Ah, I see.” Good. Royce hoped like hell Bergman convinced his partner to abandon his crush on Sawyer. “Well, I got everything I need. I’ll call you if I think of something else.”

Royce tore his attention away from Sawyer to shake Bergman’s hand. “Sounds good.”

Sawyer disconnected his call and joined him a few seconds later. His smirk did nothing to improve Royce’s suddenly shitastic mood.

“Not a word out of you,” Royce said, turning toward the Charger.

Sawyer scoffed. “I wasn’t going to say…much.”

Royce scowled at him. “Asshole.” He was never going to live this incident down.
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“Congratulations, Sarge,” Sawyer said, tapping his bottle of beer against Royce’s.

“Thanks, partner.” Royce tipped the bottle back and took a long drink. His first day back had been colorful as hell—a promotion, vigilante arsonists, and a foot chase ending in near disaster.

Royce and Sawyer had tracked down every lead, including Hector Rodriguez, the carrier who filled in for Dusty. Hector hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary on his route, and as Dusty had said, he seemed like a good egg. Another avenue closed.

Nada. Zip. Zilch. That’s what Royce had to go on.

They’d found nothing to point them toward a specific person or direction. Royce would’ve been happy with a general vicinity instead of looking through the proverbial haystack. The only thing left was to examine the letters and listen to the voicemails on the flash drive they had picked up from Ryan Tedrick after the Goodwin neighborhood canvass went tits up. Royce had felt slightly dejected when he met with Chief Rigby at the end of the day because he’d hoped to have more.

“We won’t always find our perp holding a smoking gun, or match in this case,” she had replied. Royce knew that, of course, but he’d still wanted to impress the woman who always seemed willing to take a risk on him. “The three fires your team discovered are promising, and maybe the flash drive will give you new leads tomorrow.”

“I can start on the flash drive tonight, Chief.”

She’d shaken her head. “Right now, all we have is vague threats. Save your eagerness to stay late for when we have credible leads to run down.” Royce had wanted to point out the flash drive could be just that, but Rigby’s tone said it wasn’t up for debate. He decided to make a copy of the flash drive to take with him. Royce never knew when his nightmares would strike. If one of his restless nights were to occur, he would put the time to good use. “Get out of here and go celebrate your promotion with the team. I would join you at Joe’s if I didn’t have prior commitments.”

Royce was relieved the chief hadn’t been as disappointed as he was about his progress and pleased she genuinely seemed bummed she couldn’t attend his celebration. But if she had joined them, Royce wouldn’t have felt as bold as he did when tucked away in a dark corner of Joe’s with Blue, Zeke, and Holly, who he’d finally managed to track down. Want and need pulsed through him, and he couldn’t resist Sawyer’s pull another damn second. Royce placed his hand on Sawyer’s knee under the tiny table they were crammed around. It wasn’t much, but the touch would get him through the last few hours before they could be alone together. Against the ice-cold bottle, his mouth twitched when Sawyer’s muscles bunched in surprise, then relaxed as his legs parted slightly, giving Royce more access. Did he dare? Fuck, he wanted to but decided not to push his luck, then Sawyer covered his hand and slowly moved it to where they both wanted it—right between Sawyer’s legs. Royce was dying to feel the heft of Sawyer’s bare cock in his hand but settled for a firm squeeze before pulling his hand away. Chances were, they wouldn’t be able to hide in the corner all night, and he wasn’t about to walk around the bar with an erection straining his pants. They’d only been at Joe’s for twenty minutes, and Royce was ready to get the hell out of there and start their private celebration. Unfortunately, he had to bring everyone up to speed, and by some miracle, Royce managed to keep the desire out of his voice while doing it. Luckily, only a few other members from their unit had arrived already, and like their group, they gathered around a table to eat juicy burgers and steak fries and drink a beer, so they were left pretty much uninterrupted.

“I haven’t heard anything on the street about a group of firebugs wanting to purify the city,” Holly told them. “Doesn’t mean they’re not real, but my sources are either unaware of the threat or aren’t taking them seriously. Seems to me that the criminal elements would be super chatty about some vigilante group wanting to clean up the streets.”

“Any chatter about recent house fires at drug dens or meth labs?” Zeke asked. “If a manufacturer’s shops are getting destroyed, it would get some attention if a pattern was recognized.”

“Not that I’ve heard, but then again, I’m currently undercover at The Alley Cat,” Holly told them, earning lecherous whistles from all the guys. “Fuck all of you. I hate every single minute of it.”

Hearing the name of the strip club where Marcus had met his girlfriend was a punch to the gut because it was the last place Marcus was seen alive, and recalling what Crystal said about that night made him want to puke.

She’d told him Marcus had spent the night at her apartment. Crystal had been excited because overnight stays were rare since he had a wife and three children—a fact that hadn’t bothered her because they were in love and had been seeing one another for three years. Three goddamned years.

“With his wife and kids out of the way, we were able to fuck all night long. The next morning, I made him pancakes and bacon before he went home and…”

Crystal had burst into tears for the umpteenth time during the impromptu interrogation that had cost him hundreds of dollars for time alone in a private room and ended with him getting the shit kicked out of him by the club owner. He had busted through the door and found his stripper sobbing in the corner of a small loveseat in the room. What the fucker had thought Royce could’ve done to her with his hands cuffed to the chair was beyond him. Asshole must’ve decided to spy on them through a hidden camera or peephole after they’d been in the room for so long. Fuckface didn’t give a damn about the stripper’s safety; he only wanted to find out why his top earner was taking up so much time with one guy.

Beneath the table, Sawyer squeezed his hand. Of course, he knew where Royce’s mind had gone. Both Sawyer and Holly had read Royce’s notes and added their own as they’d searched in vain for the truth about Marcus for the past seven weeks. Was he a dirty cop or just a lousy husband? Maybe he was both, Royce thought sadly.

“Yeah, but are you any good at working the pole, Holls?” he teased, jumping back into the conversation.

“Best they have,” she said smugly. “I’ve been taking lessons for years as part of my normal workout routine. People can say what they want, but it’s excellent exercise.” Royce raised his brow in surprise. He’d known the woman for more than two decades and still learned new things about her.

“How are the tips?” Blue countered.

Holly shuddered. “I hate that part the most. The tips are excellent, but I hate their filthy hands touching me when they slide the money in my G-string. I made a thousand dollars the last few weeks, but I’ve given it all to organizations that help victims of domestic violence.”

“You’re good people, Holls,” Royce said affectionately.

“I appreciate you saying so, Ro, but I want to wrap up this investigation because bathing in bleach isn’t good for my skin.” When the guys grimaced, she chuckled. “I’m not really doing that, but I feel like scrubbing my skin raw to get clean afterward.”

“You’re not forced to give private dances, are you?” Royce asked. He knew that’s where the money was, and the sleazebag owner would want to get the biggest bang for his buck with Holly, who was an absolute stunner.

“Nah. I wasn’t overplaying my skills. I wear extravagant costumes, wigs, and makeup or masks to avoid recognition from the customers. Word has gotten around about my shows, and I’ve started to draw a big crowd on the nights I’m there. I have to say, as slimy as Savage is, there’s no evidence so far that his club is a front for illegal prostitution. Most of the dancers seem like decent people.” Savage’s real name was Allen McGraw, and Royce had zero doubts the scumbag was up to something illegal. He trusted Holly to find the evidence SPD needed to bring the man down.

Royce had so many questions he wanted to ask her. Having Holly on the inside meant they might finally get some answers about Marcus. He’d made zero headway into his friend’s activities before his death other than tracing him to the strip club through low-level drug runners who’d said Marcus was a regular client there. In his heart, Royce knew the club was the epicenter of it all. Maybe Marcus had started sneaking off to the club for cheap thrills that turned into an affair, or perhaps he went there for another purpose. Either way, his relationship with Crystal stemmed from whatever drove him there. Fuck! Just thinking about Marcus and Crystal infuriated him and broke his heart all over again.

As desperate as he was for answers, his inquiry would need to wait until they were alone. Royce trusted Blue with his life, which meant he trusted his judgment about Zeke, but he wasn’t willing to risk Candi and the kids’ future. Holly caught his gaze and winked. She knew exactly what he’d been thinking, and it was her way of saying “I got your back.”

The rest of the MCU finally arrived, some brought their significant others while some, noticeably Ashcroft, came stag. Then again, Ashcroft always came alone, and a few of the detectives joked he’d made his wife up. The ring he wore on his left hand never stopped him from flirting with the ladies, not that they reciprocated his attention. Ashcroft really did resemble Andy Sipowicz, and while the TV character landed a sexy wife, real life wasn’t as kind to Ashcroft. Or so Royce guessed since he’d never met Mindy Ashcroft.

Sawyer bought a round of drinks, then asked everyone to raise them for a toast. “To Sergeant Locke,” he said, raising his voice over the happy chatter, “may his promotion not go to his head and make him a bigger dickhead than he already is.”

“Hear, hear,” the unit said together, then knocked back a drink or shot.

Royce traded in his intimate gathering in the corner for making the rounds to accept congratulations and good-natured jabs in equal measures. He’d hoped like hell to wrap up the party early so he and Sawyer could have their private celebration, but the team seemed content to buy him drinks and chat. Royce played pool, threw darts, and drank more than he’d intended, but Sawyer had offered to be his designated driver, so he wasn’t worried about it. The reason Royce switched to drinking water after six beers was because there was something he wanted from Sawyer, and the man would turn him down flat if he thought it was the alcohol doing the talking.

After Amelia Chen beat his ass again in darts, Royce turned to her husband and said, “Ky, I’m feeling hustled right now. You said she had played in the past and was probably a little rusty.”

Ky tipped his head back and laughed, pulling Amelia into his side. “That is her playing rusty. She would’ve annihilated you back in college.”

“I went easy on you since it’s your celebration,” Amelia teased, rising on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Congratulations, Ro.” She turned to Ky and said, “As much as I love being away from our precious angels for a bit, the sitter needs to get home early. I can go on home and relieve her if you want to stay.”

“Nah,” Ky said, hooking his arm around Royce’s neck and pulling him in for a hug. “I will see this guy plenty now that he’s back to work.”

The Chens began making the rounds to say goodbye, and Royce headed to the bathroom to relieve himself. When he returned to the bar, he saw that Diego Fuentes and his partner, Bergman, had arrived. Diego, of course, was taking advantage of the noise to lean in closer to speak to Sawyer, who didn’t seem to mind the proximity. A possessive snarl rumbled in his chest. Fuck, Royce had it bad for Sawyer. Love was right there waiting for him to fall into if he’d only release his death grip on fear and let himself take the plunge. Crossing the room to lay claim to Sawyer would be a great start, but he stayed there scowling at Diego Fuentes’s boldness.

“Wipe the damn pout off your face before your boyfriend sees it and gets pissed because you don’t trust him. I doubt Sawyer Key is the kind of man who gets off on possessive beasts.” He loved Holly, but she didn’t know Sawyer the way he did. At his core lived a primal animal who loved to mark and be marked.

Boyfriend. Why did his heart race with excitement over such a juvenile word? Maybe because having one was something Royce had wanted for more than half his life, and he’d hit the jackpot with his first boyfriend at thirty-three years old. God had surely broken the mold when Sawyer was born because he’d never met anyone finer. And somehow, that remarkable man wanted him.

Trust. She reminded Royce of their first fight earlier that day and how they’d both wanted assurance they were okay. Their relationship was still new, and their dynamics untested since they’d existed in an insulated bubble. Royce was going to miss the comfortable existence, but it wasn’t enough to sustain them. Sawyer deserved better, and so did he.

Royce did that breathing thingy Sawyer relied on so much and had to admit he felt calmer. This was it. He was done hiding. “I’m not pouting, Holls. I was planning on when to make my move.” Just then, Diego looked up and locked eyes with Royce. Even from across the room, Royce saw the dare in the younger man’s dark gaze.

Challenge received and accepted, motherfucker.

“Uh-oh,” Holly said. “What are you going to do about him?”

“You’ll see,” Royce said, then kissed her cheek. “You free for pizza at my place tomorrow so we can catch up?”

“Yep. It’s my night off.”

“See you at six, Holls. I’ll call you if we’re running late or something. Right now, I need to set this clown straight.”

“Go get ’em, tiger.”

Royce started across the bar with long, confident strides, never taking his eyes off his man. He paid no attention to Fuentes because he was of no importance. Sensing him, Sawyer turned his head and raked his gaze over Royce’s body. Was he mapping every inch of skin he’d kissed or touched? Sawyer’s eyes widened slightly from the intensity he saw on Royce’s face.

“Hey there,” Sawyer said when Royce reached him.

Royce responded by firmly cupping the back of Sawyer’s neck and kissing him. Sawyer’s lips parted, and he softly gasped into Royce’s mouth. He took advantage and slid just the tip of his tongue inside Sawyer’s mouth to tease him instead of deepening the kiss like he wanted to. The world faded until only the two of them existed. The bar might have erupted in cheers or boos, but Royce wouldn’t have known, and he certainly didn’t care about anything except the man melting into his touch.

Royce gently squeezed Sawyer’s neck, then broke the kiss. Sawyer looked dazed and deliriously happy when he opened his eyes. “Ready to go?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sawyer said breathlessly.

They left without saying goodbye or acknowledging anyone at the bar. Reality returned to Royce in bits and pieces when they stepped outside Joe’s. He heard the bass of a car stereo, the laughter of young ladies walking down the sidewalk, and police sirens a few blocks away. Mostly, he became aware of how hard and loud his heart was knocking in his chest. Could Sawyer hear it too? Did he have the slightest clue how he affected Royce or the lengths he’d go to keep Sawyer in his life? If not, he would. Two more fingers slipped from the ledge, and Royce dangled precariously above the abyss, but it didn’t feel as scary as it once did.

Reaching for Sawyer’s hand, Royce pulled him close. “There’s only one thing that could make this night more perfect.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

Royce pressed his lips to Sawyer’s ear. “I want to feel you inside me and know I’ve held nothing back from you. Don’t ask me if I’m sure. Don’t imply I’ve had too much to drink. Take me home and fuck me.”

Sawyer smiled wickedly. “It’s about fucking time.”
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They didn’t run to Sawyer’s car, but they walked briskly, only stopping once in the alley to make out against the exterior brick wall of Joe’s when going another foot without touching and kissing became too much. Hidden in the shadows as they were, it would’ve been easy to let themselves get carried away. So fucking easy. It wouldn’t have been the first time a horny couple found quick release in the alley, but that wasn’t what Royce wanted—needed—with Sawyer. So, he broke the kiss, hooked his finger inside Sawyer’s belt loop, and pulled him away from the wall.

Once inside the car, the air was as thick as Sawyer’s erection Royce was tracing with his finger. “I can’t wait to stretch around you,” Royce said, giving Sawyer’s cock a good squeeze through his jeans. He wasn’t sure if it was his words or touch that made Sawyer moan and fidget, but he loved the reaction and wanted more. “I’ve obsessed about you taking me for weeks—soft and slow while looking into my eyes and hard and furious while bending me over anything that would support us.”

Sawyer made a noise that was part strangled breath and part euphoric cry. Royce loved how he could reduce this polished man to incoherent rambling. At a red light, he unbuckled his seat belt and leaned over the console to lick Sawyer’s neck and nibble his ear.

“You’re killing me, dickhead,” Sawyer moaned. His foot slipped off the brake, and the car rolled into the intersection, but luckily, he recovered before they hit someone. A driver honked, and Sawyer held up his hand to apologize. Then he gently shoved Royce toward his seat. “Get your ass over there before we end up having an accident.”

Royce straightened and put his seat belt back on, but that was the only reprieve Sawyer got. Royce returned his hand to Sawyer’s crotch, stroking him through his jeans. “Don’t worry. Your buddy Fuentes will probably swoop in and take care of things.”

Sawyer snorted and briefly glanced over at him before accelerating when the light turned green. “Is that what tonight was about? You thought Diego was moving in on your turf, so you had to mark your territory. It was fucking hot, but there was no need for you to out yourself at work because of him.”

“I outed myself over you and everything you make me feel,” Royce said. “Not because of him.” Not just because of him.

“Is this the alcohol talking?”

Royce released Sawyer’s cock and pulled his arm back to his side of the car. He knew Sawyer would go there, but how could he blame him? It was a quick reversal from Royce stating he wasn’t ready to be out at work to kissing Sawyer in front of everyone in the bar, specifically his unit. The few team members who had already left were probably informed about Royce’s bold move before he got more than a few feet outside of Joe’s. In the South, the only thing that moved faster than the speed of light was gossip.

“Don’t pull away,” Sawyer said when Royce remained lost in thought too long. “I didn’t mean to sound like I was questioning your decision or doubting you. It was just…”

“Fast. Unexpected.”

“Yeah,” Sawyer said softly. “But in the best fucking way.”

Royce turned his head and looked at him. “Just like your sudden appearance in my life. Fast. Unexpected. So fucking good. I’m not as adept at talking about things as you are, and the more something matters to me, the quieter I seem to get. I think it’s because I don’t want to risk fate finding out they’d made a mistake when they put you in my path. Like ‘Whoops! He wasn’t meant for you.’ I want you, and I want us more than I’ve wanted anything in my life.”

Releasing a shaky breath, Sawyer reached over and covered Royce’s hand resting on his thigh. “Oh my God. You’re so fucking good at this.”

“I bet I’m saying the same thing when you’re balls deep inside me.” Sawyer was a perfectionist who never stopped until he was confident he’d wrung as much pleasure from Royce as possible.

By the time they reached Sawyer’s house, they were both ready to explode. As soon as the garage door closed behind them, Sawyer pushed Royce up against the hood of his car and attacked his mouth. They reached for one another’s belt buckles simultaneously and stopped just as quickly when they heard scratches on the garage door coming from inside the house.

Laughter rumbled in Royce’s chest while Sawyer groaned and mumbled, “Cock blocker.”

“Feed the beast, then join me in the shower?”

“Purrrfect,” Sawyer said.

Royce didn’t head straight for the shower though, because he couldn’t just walk by Bones like he didn’t matter. The beast had stolen his heart right away and seemed to be just as crazy about him. He gave ear and chin scritches while Sawyer mixed wet and dry food for Bones’s dinner.

They went to the master bathroom together, stripping off their clothes while the water heated. Once beneath the spray, they reveled in washing each other. Royce loved gliding his soapy hands over the planes and contours of Sawyer’s sexy body. As soon as they rinsed off, Sawyer dropped to his knees and took Royce’s cock to the back of his throat, and it required every ounce of willpower Royce had not to fuck his face. Sawyer slid his fingers along Royce’s ass crack, teasing his hole with every pass until Royce’s legs shook.

“Fuck me already,” he gritted out.

They ended the shower and quickly dried off on their way to Sawyer’s bed. “Hands and knees,” Sawyer told him. “I’m going to take my time stretching you open, and I promise I’m going to make your first time amazing.”

Royce positioned himself in the center of the bed, not feeling the slightest bit awkward with his ass in the air. He heard Sawyer retrieving condoms and lube, then felt the mattress dip when Sawyer climbed onto it behind him.

“Let me know if this position irritates your healing shoulder.” Not bum shoulder. Not busted shoulder. Healing shoulder. Sawyer always knew the right things to say in every situation. It was both pleasing and annoying, depending on the circumstance. “There are plenty of positions for me to do what I want with your sweet ass.”

“I’ll let you know if it gets to be too…much.” Royce’s breath hitched, and he’d barely remembered to finish his sentence because Sawyer smoothed his warm hand over his back from his nape to the crack of his ass, sending electrifying shivers throughout Royce’s body.

Sawyer leaned over him, careful not to put his full weight on Royce, and pressed a light kiss against the back of Royce’s neck. “That goes for anything we do tonight. If at any time you don’t like something or it becomes too much, we stop.” Something in Sawyer’s voice penetrated Royce’s lust-fogged brain, and he wanted to stop and ask him about it, but Sawyer’s tongue began retracing the path his hands had taken. He didn’t just stop at the top of his ass crack though. Sawyer gripped Royce’s ass cheeks in both hands and spread them as wide as he could, exposing his pucker to Sawyer’s eyes and mouth.

Royce groaned as Sawyer’s wicked tongue licked over his hole, stopping at his taint to suck the sensitive flesh, then licking back up to circle his pucker. “Fuck. You know how much I love it when you do that.”

Sawyer’s laughter vibrated against his sensitive nerve endings, making Royce needier. “I do, and that’s why I plan to stay here until you’re nice and relaxed.”

“You’re going to make me beg like you do when you want my cock inside you, aren’t you?”

Sawyer sank his teeth into Royce’s right ass cheek. “Hell yeah. I bet you beg louder.” That was a bet Royce wasn’t willing to take.

True to his word, Sawyer tormented his sensitive pucker, starting with teasing flicks with just the tip of his tongue, making every one of those nerve endings come alive. Then Sawyer flattened it out, licking hot swipes from Royce’s taint to the top of his ass before wiggling the tip inside his hole, stretching him enough so Sawyer could aggressively fuck Royce’s ass with it. Sawyer’s hot breath ghosted over his stretched flesh as he growled and hungrily rimmed him.

“Christ,” Royce moaned. Sawyer’s animalistic responses to him were as much of a turn-on as the physical pleasure. His brain was threatening to melt down from the sensory overload. “More, baby. Give me more.”

Sawyer released his right ass cheek and reached between his legs to fondle his balls. Dropping his head forward, Royce looked down the length of his body to watch Sawyer massage them. A long stream of precum trailed from the tip of his cock.

“You got my dick leaking so hard. I want you so bad.” Sawyer continued tongue-fucking him until Royce’s moans and whimpers turned into begging. “Please, baby. I need you.”

Sawyer pulled his tongue out of Royce’s ass and reached for the lube by his feet. The familiar snick of the cap opening was one of his favorite sounds in the world. He expected Sawyer to begin lubing up and stretching his hole immediately, but instead, Sawyer rolled over and eased himself between Royce’s spread legs, sucking Royce’s dick while coating his fingers with lube.

Sawyer moaned loudly. “You really want my dick.” Then he eagerly sucked the precum.

“I’m going to come if you keep that up,” Royce warned. Sawyer had kept him on the verge of climax the entire time he’d prepped him.

Sawyer eased off and lay beneath him, playfully licking at the head of his dick and teasing the slit. He slipped a well-lubed finger inside Royce’s ass, expertly pegging his prostate, making him leak even more on Sawyer’s tongue. Watching Sawyer take such carnal delight in his body amped up the experience even more. To be craved and desired so much was a beautiful gift.

Royce sucked in a breath from the slight sting when Sawyer added a second finger, working them in and out of his tight clench. Sawyer rotated his wrist, stretching Royce and showing more love to his prostate. Sawyer sucked the head of Royce’s cock again to distract him from his discomfort, and it worked like a charm.

“Fuck me,” Royce demanded. “I’m ready.”

Sawyer let Royce’s cock slide from his mouth. “You’re not ready. You’re too tight still.”

He took a deep breath, held it, and released it, willing his body to relax so Sawyer would fuck him.

“That’s better,” Sawyer said, then went back to licking and sucking the crown of Royce’s dick until his discomfort was a distant memory.

Sawyer removed his fingers from Royce’s ass, leaving him empty and needy. Royce watched him add more lube to his fingers and braced himself for more pain.

“Try to relax for me,” Sawyer said. “Push against the intrusion.”

Royce followed his suggestions, but three fingers, even well-lubed, hurt like a son of a bitch, and his erection flagged a little. He briefly debated calling it off until Sawyer licked and sucked his taint and balls. It wasn’t long before Royce started rocking his hips back into Sawyer’s thrusting fingers, fucking himself and moaning for more. Sawyer bit the inside of his thigh, making him shiver hard.

“Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me,” Royce chanted with every thrust. Sawyer’s fingers were deep enough to tease his prostate, but he needed more, and he needed it right now.

Sawyer eased his fingers out and scooted from beneath him. “Roll over and get comfortable.” He added a sharp smack to Royce’s ass before he rolled on a condom and got into position, spreading Royce’s legs wide. Sawyer grabbed a pillow from the top of the bed and placed it under Royce’s hips, then slid between them, leaning over Royce and bracing his weight on his forearms on either side of Royce’s head. Not happy with any space between them, Royce wrapped his arms around Sawyer’s shoulders and pulled him the rest of the way down.

“I’m fine,” Royce groused when Sawyer protested the added weight on his shoulder. “Fuck me just like this.”

Sawyer stopped resisting and captured Royce’s mouth in a scorching-hot kiss while frotting against him, reminding Royce of their first shared orgasm in the gym. Royce groaned into Sawyer’s mouth, expressing how much he loved feeling their bodies gliding together and quickly approaching the point of no return.

Royce broke the kiss, panting against Sawyer’s lips. “I’m going to come. Fuck me.”

Sawyer eased back, lubed his cock, then returned to Royce’s arms. “Nice and slow,” he whispered against Royce’s lips.

Royce wanted to scoff, but the girth of Sawyer’s dick was wider than his three fingers, and the stinging burn briefly diminished his confidence.

“That’s it,” Sawyer whispered when the head of his dick breached him. “Feel me stretching you open? Feel me making you mine? I’ve wanted this too, and now I’m going to have you.”

“Yes. Yours.”

“Breathe and relax. I promise your body was made just for me.” Royce arched his neck, exposing it to Sawyer, who couldn’t resist kissing and sucking on his flesh. “That’s it, baby. Show me how much you want me.”

Royce breathed through the discomfort and reveled in the affection Sawyer showered on him. It didn’t take long for the burning to lessen, and for him to relax, allowing Sawyer to sink deeper inside him.

“Nice and easy,” Sawyer murmured against his lips as he patiently rocked his hips, easing in one inch at a time until he was buried to the hilt inside him. “Mine, all mine.”

Royce slid his hands inside Sawyer’s hair, gripping his head with strong fingers. “Show me what you got, GB.”

“I’ve been fantasizing about this since our eyes first met.” Sawyer’s wicked smile was the only warning Royce received before his patient, sweet lover gave in to the primal beast clawing inside him. Gentle at first to ensure Royce’s comfort, Sawyer rocked in and out of him, changing angles and swiveling his hips to drive Royce to the brink of madness. And once Royce was a quivering mess, he pulled back to kneel between Royce’s thighs. Sawyer lifted Royce’s legs, propping his ankles on his shoulders, then lifted Royce’s ass in the air, sinking his cock much deeper in this new position.

“Oh! Fuck! Yes! Give it to me.”

Never one to back away from a challenge, Sawyer canted his hips and fucked Royce hard and deep, making him cry out, beg for more, and moan deliriously. Royce’s body tightened as his orgasm built, and all his focus was on chasing that sensation. His cock bounced, slapping against his stomach and dripping precum. He’d never leaked this much in his life.

“It’s mine,” Sawyer said thickly. “All of it.”

Snapping his gaze up to meet Sawyer’s, Royce recognized the hungry look in his lover’s eyes. Sawyer would lick every bit of cum from his body when he finished fucking him. Just the thought was enough to catapult him over the edge.

“Oh. Oh God. Fuuuuck.”

Sawyer held his thighs in a bruising grip, hammering Royce’s prostate until he had nothing left to give. Royce felt like he melted into the mattress while Sawyer came undone, snapping his hips forward a few more times before spilling inside him. Royce loved the way Sawyer’s corded muscles flexed beneath his skin, showcasing his man’s strength. The dark brown eyes staring at Royce were warm and tender.

“How’s your shoulder?” Sawyer asked, lowering Royce’s legs.

Royce wrapped his legs around the back of Sawyer’s thighs, keeping Sawyer tucked inside him. “It’s fine,” Royce said, caressing Sawyer’s face. “Why don’t you come down here and see for yourself?”

Sawyer lowered himself down to lick the cum off Royce’s chest and abdomen, working upward until their lips met. They kissed until their bodies cooled and their hearts settled into a normal rhythm. Royce reluctantly released his hold on Sawyer so he could ease his dick out of him. Then they walked on shaky legs to the shower to clean off. Sawyer had always been attentive with him, but he was even more so when he insisted on looking at Royce’s hole.

“I’m okay,” Royce said, fighting off embarrassment when Sawyer dropped to his knees in the shower, which was silly when he thought about it. He encouraged Sawyer to stick his tongue in his ass but got weirded out when Sawyer wanted to be sure he was okay after bottoming for the first time. “You’re so fucking good at this. I would’ve told you when you were balls deep inside me, but you fucked out my ability to think. I’m probably going to feel you for a day or two, but I love that, especially after my bold move at the bar. They’re all wondering who tops and bottoms now anyway. I can make you limp the day after. Keep them guessing.”

Sawyer laughed and slapped his ass, then rose up to wrap his arms around him. “At least Fuentes knows to move on now.”

“Hell fucking yeah.” Royce turned around so he could kiss Sawyer, then noticed the slight frown marring Sawyer’s forehead. “Baby, what’s wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong. How could there be after what we just shared?”

Royce thought back to the moment in the bedroom when something in Sawyer’s voice triggered an alarm, added it to his over-the-top concern about his ass, and drew a conclusion that made him sick to his stomach. “Was your first time a bad experience?”

“Figured that out, huh?”

“I am a detective,” Royce countered. He tightened his hold on Sawyer, wanting to ask but afraid to know the answer.

“I wasn’t assaulted. I consented to have sex with a college senior when I was a freshman. He assumed I was more experienced than I was, probably because that’s how I played it. He was too rough with me.”

“I want his name,” Royce growled.

“No way. If you get kicked off the force, they’d probably promote Fuentes to be my partner. I can’t handle the knuckle-dragging that would follow. You’d probably piss on my leg each morning before I left for work.”

In spite of the serious subject, Royce tilted his head back and laughed at the image Sawyer’s words stirred, which had been his aim. “Golden showers are not anywhere on my list of things to try. That goes for giving or receiving.” He sobered then. “I’m glad you didn’t let the insensitive bastard ruin something you love.”

“It took me years to get over it. I was a committed top until—” Sawyer’s eyes widened slightly. Talking about Vic seemed to make him uncomfortable as if he wasn’t sure how much to say.

“Until you met Vic,” Royce said softly, finishing the sentence for him. Sawyer hesitated for a second, then nodded. He cupped Sawyer’s face and leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “I don’t ever want you to stop talking about him. If you want to tell me a story about Vic, then I want to hear it. Do you think I’m mad he helped heal a damaged part of you? Fuck no. I love what we share, and it might not be possible if not for him.”

“You’re the only one other than Vic that I’ve given myself to since losing my virginity. The only two I trusted with all of me.”

Tears stung the back of Royce’s eyes. “Me? I was such a dick to you.”

“Yeah, but you were an honest one. Something about you just clicked for me. I was just going through the motions of life until I met you, Royce. Don’t ever doubt your importance to me.”

“I won’t. I’ll also try not to overreact when we run into another of your hookups.”

“God, you make it sound like there were so many, dickhead. I didn’t have a revolving bedroom door like you,” Sawyer quipped.

“My prowess was greatly exaggerated, asshole.”

“Think we should do something about our pet names for each other?”

“Fuck no. It’s who we are,” Royce replied. “I mean, our last names are about as cheesy as it gets for a couple.”

“True.”

Laughter led to kissing and touching, but both men were still too spent to do much more than that. They watched TV in bed while Bones gave himself a bath by their feet. Royce fell asleep during The Late Show or The Late Late Show and slept peacefully without nightmares until a ringing phone woke him up.
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Royce picked up his phone and saw it was Chief Rigby. “Fuck,” he groaned, knowing something big had happened if she was personally calling him at an ungodly hour. “Chief?”

“The Purists have struck again.”

Royce’s brain sparked to life with her words. “Another fire at a vacant structure?”

“Not this time,” she said tersely. “I’m currently standing outside the mayor’s house.” Royce let out a sharp whistle.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Do you want me to wake up the others on the task force?” One of those members sat up in bed beside him and turned on his bedside lamp after hearing Royce’s somber tone.

“That’s not necessary. I’ll call Blue, but you can brief the others in the morning. There’s no use in dragging everyone out of bed at this time.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“See you soon,” Chief told him before disconnecting. That’s how you end a phone conversation, Call Me Skip.

“The Purists?” Sawyer asked when Royce set his phone back down.

He threw back the covers but didn’t get out of bed yet. “Yeah. Chief wants me at the mayor’s house.” Royce repeated what he knew so far, including the personnel she requested on site. Cupping Sawyer’s neck, he pulled him forward for a quick kiss. “Go back to sleep.”

“Yeah, right.” He flopped back down and burrowed under the covers, but Royce knew his brilliant mind would toss around every scenario. He’d give up before long and hit the gym. “Who’s the golden boy, now?”

Royce chuckled at his playful pout. “I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as possible.” Then he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. Ouch. He still felt Sawyer, all right. Stifling the urge to gasp, Royce strode toward the bathroom to brush his teeth and splash cold water on his face.

Behind him, Royce heard Sawyer make a strangled sound, which was followed by rustling sheets. He spun around and noticed Sawyer had pulled the covers up, hiding the bottom half of his face. The dim lighting caught the wicked glee in Sawyer’s dark brown eyes. Then his body started shaking and muffled sounds came from beneath the covers.

Narrowing his eyes in disbelief, Royce said, “Are you laughing at my discomfort?”

Sawyer pulled the covers up over his head. “No,” came his muted voice.

“Sure sounds like it.”

He pulled the covers down. “I’m laughing at your attempts to hide it from me.”

Royce rolled his eyes. “I didn’t want you mothering me and smearing cream on my asshole or something.” Sawyer’s laugh turned into a giggle. “I’ll be fine,” Royce said, walking away with as much dignity as he could muster. “It’s mostly just stiff muscles.” Maybe yoga wasn’t such a bad idea.

When he exited the bathroom, he was surprised to see the bed empty. Then he smelled coffee and quickly got dressed in the clothes he’d brought over when they dropped his car off the previous night before going to Joe’s. Sawyer was doctoring a travel mug for him when he reached the kitchen.

“Is this your attempt at an apology?” Royce asked, accepting the mug.

“Sorta. It was rude, but it’s all your fault.”

“Because I don’t practice yoga like you?”

“No, because you made a comment about the detectives in our unit guessing who’s topping and bottoming. I bet there’s a pool. They bet on everything else.”

Royce groaned. “Damn, you’re probably right. No way we’re letting them win that easy.” Royce kissed Sawyer soundly on the mouth, wishing he could linger.

Sawyer opened a kitchen drawer and pulled out a gold house key. “Here,” he said, extending it to Royce. “In case you get done early enough to come back here and start the day as we’d planned.” Royce stared down at the metal object too long without moving, so Sawyer naturally mistook his hesitation for panic and began to retreat.

Royce reached up and snatched it from his hand and slid it in his front pocket. “I wasn’t freaking out.” Sawyer snorted. “Okay, maybe a little, but it was more like feeling overwhelmed by how right this feels.”

Sawyer sucked in a sharp breath. “So fucking good at this. Now get the hell out of here before you piss off the chief by being late.”

One last kiss and Royce headed to his car. If it weren’t for the fucking vigilante group, he might’ve skipped. Then again, if it weren’t for The Purists, he’d still be where he truly wanted to be—in bed with Sawyer.
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He had told the chief he’d make it in fifteen and made it in twelve, but the fire trucks and police cars blocking the street prevented Royce from parking close to the property. He illegally parked his Camaro and headed down the street at a brisk walk since his shoulder was smarting from the foot chase yesterday.

“Sir,” a stern voice yelled from behind him. “You can’t park there. Move it, or I’ll have it towed.”

Royce stopped and pivoted, showing his badge to one of the cops assigned to keep the crowd back. “I’m Sergeant Locke with the major crimes unit.”

“Sorry about that, Sergeant. I saw casual clothes and assumed you were a civilian. Or a nosy reporter,” he added. Royce stowed away his snarky thoughts about the officer overlooking his shoulder holster. It was better to make friends than enemies with the uniforms.

“Ouch,” Royce said with a grimace. “Easy with the insults, kid.” He turned back around and headed to find Blue, leaving the laughing officer behind him. The hair stood up on the back of his neck, and Royce felt someone watching him intently. He turned his head and locked eyes with Fleabag Franklin, who gave him a little finger wave before lifting his camera and snapping a picture. It hit him then that he forgot to mention to the chief that Felix had followed them. Fuck! Then again, it was going to be hard for the mayor to keep this under wraps if The Purists were escalating their attacks.

With the spotlights aimed at the structure, the old dame stood gleaming and proud in the predawn hours. There were no outward signs of a fire—no broken windows, no soot marring the pristine paint, and no smoke coming from anywhere in the house. For all Royce knew, the fire could’ve started at the back of the house, but he doubted it. There was no sense of urgency among the fire personnel on the scene.

He spotted Blue talking to Zeke on the periphery of the gathered crew. Glancing in his direction, Blue spotted Royce and waved him over. “It’s about damn time. I thought you told the chief you’d arrive in fifteen minutes.”

“I made it in twelve but had to park down the street and hoof it. Then I got stopped by a rookie uniform who mistook me for a reporter.”

“Ouch,” both men said, echoing his reaction. They followed it up with a grimace.

“That’s what I said too. I should’ve gotten his name so Chief could put him on the Do Not Promote list,” Royce teased.

“Blevins,” another fireman shouted. “Talk dirty to your man on your own time.”

Zeke rolled his eyes and smiled at Blue. “I’ll see you later, love.”

“Yes, you will,” Blue replied with a knowing smirk.

Royce clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you, Blue.”

“I’m happy for you too, Locke. I’ve sensed the sparks coming off you and your partner from the very first day, but now you’re wearing his clothes to crime scenes.”

Royce looked down and noticed for the first time he’d grabbed Sawyer’s Emory University T-shirt by mistake when he packed an extra change of clothes. It had fond memories for him. Sawyer had worn it to stake out a suspect in their first case together. It had been a last-minute decision, and he’d grabbed whatever was clean, which happened to be this faded, almost threadbare shirt. It was too small on Sawyer, clinging to his pecs and toned arms. Royce had almost swallowed his tongue the first time he saw him wearing it. He’d worn it home from Sawyer’s after an overnight stay and had never given it back. He loved the way the worn cotton felt against his skin, but he’d never purposely wear it to work.

“I was in a hurry and grabbed the first thing I could put my hands on.”

Blue chuckled and gestured for Royce to follow him inside the house, signaling that their personal chitchat was on hold for the moment. “You’ve probably noticed there are a shit ton of firemen here for what amounts to a tiny fire.”

“I did,” Royce agreed. “Slow night?”

“It could be, or it might have something to do with the fire being at the mayor’s residence, or it could be the messages the arsonist left us.”

“Messages?” Royce asked. “Where’s the mayor?”

“Inside speaking with the chief.”

Royce groaned and looked down at his shirt.

Comprehending the situation, Blue said, “I’m sure she won’t notice.”

“You did.”

“True,” Blue conceded.

They let the subject drop when they crossed the threshold. The vibe in the house was completely different from his first visit. Crime scene techs were collecting potential evidence, dusting for prints, and photographing the—Royce screeched to a halt when he saw the reason for all the attention at the mayor’s house. A one-word message had been burned into the light oak hardwood floors.

“Whore?” he asked in a hushed whisper. “Mayor Goodwin?” Royce recollected everything he knew about the woman. Mid-forties, medium height, slender build, worked as a professor at Savannah State University, where Royce had obtained his criminal justice degree using the money from his GI Bill. Lynette Goodwin had mousy brown hair she kept pulled back from her face in either a bun, ponytail, or a braid. The woman wore minimal makeup and dressed modestly. When she ran for mayor, her campaign was threefold: family values, cleaning up crime, and restoring the city she loved to its former glory. Nothing about Lynette Goodwin said whore, not that Royce thought any woman should be labeled as one.

“Turns out, the mayor wasn’t home alone.”

“Her husband told me he was flying to New York.”

“He did, and their twin daughters are on a trip out west before returning to college soon.”

Royce’s brow furrowed. “You mean…”

“Her family values aren’t as solid as she’d have us believe.”

Royce looked up and down the hallway. “This is the only fire?”

“Someone broke in while the mayor was asleep or otherwise engaged and wrote out the message with an accelerant, then set fire to it. The smoke alarms went off, and the company who monitors the mayor’s security systems dialed 911 without calling the mayor first.”

“Where is she now?”

Blue tipped his head, gesturing for Royce to follow him into the living room where the mayor had gathered with both Rigby and Fire Chief Winegard. He almost didn’t recognize Lynette Goodwin with her mussed, long hair cascading around her shoulders. He’d never seen the woman with her hair down or dressed in anything as casual as the sweatpants and SSU shirt she wore now. Mayor Goodwin raised her head and met his gaze. She looked stunned, scared, and defiant.

In the opposite corner of the room sat Ryan Tedrick looking every bit as disheveled. He looked up when Royce and Blue entered the room, then quickly averted his gaze as a telltale flush crept up his neck and cheeks. Holy shit. Mayor Goodwin was having an affair with her sister-in-law’s stepson, a man she’d known since he was a kid.

Chief Rigby looked up too, then did a slight double take when she noticed Royce’s shirt. He inwardly groaned because there was no way in hell she didn’t recognize it from the night Sawyer arrested Carl Hanover for killing The Putz. Rigby’s left brow rose before she shifted her attention back to the mayor, who was speaking softly and wildly gesturing while tears streaked down her face.

“Over here,” Blue said, standing next to a gold table with curved legs. He handed Royce a pair of gloves. “Our perp left this behind.”

After snapping the nitrile gloves in place, Royce accepted the clear evidence bag from Blue, then stepped closer to the tall floor lamp with the crystals and tassels hanging from the shade so he could see it better. The letter was an identical style to the one the mayor brought to the precinct, but the message was vastly different.

Dear Dishonorable Mayor,

You’ve made vows you haven’t kept—both as a public servant and to your husband and children. Let’s start with the way you betrayed your family first. Tell me, Lyn, does your husband know you’re sleeping with his sister’s stepson? This should make for some exciting family reunions. You ran on a campaign that preached family values but look at the way you shamed yours.

As for cleaning up crime, what have you done? Nothing! You’ve attended ribbon-cutting ceremonies and meaningless celebrations. Name one campaign promise you’ve kept. You can’t, can you?

We got tired of waiting for you to step up and do your job and took things in our own hands. The city has allowed vacant houses to become drug dens, but we’re taking care of that. Thanks to us, there are three less of them.

We’re giving you the chance to step up and do what’s right by resigning as mayor. If you don’t, we’ll expose you as the predatory whore you are, and we’ll cleanse this city in the purest way—with fire.

Sincerely,

The Purists

“Detectives,” Chief Rigby called.

Royce returned the evidence bag to the desk and faced Rigby. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Mayor Goodwin has had quite an ordeal this morning. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to conduct the interviews now so she can try to get some sleep. Sergeant Locke, I’ll ask you to take Mr. Tedrick home on your way to the station.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Royce said, but he was groaning inwardly.

“Ryan is completely innocent of this,” the mayor said. “Leave him be. I’ll answer any questions you have, but please leave him alone.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Chief Rigby said. “Whoever threatened you also knows his identity, which puts his safety at risk. We need to get to the bottom of this before someone gets seriously hurt or killed in the fires, Lynette.” The mayor glanced at Ryan while worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.

Ryan met her gaze with confidence and calm. “I’ll be fine, Lyn.”

“Do you think they’re telling the truth about the fires?” the mayor asked.

“I do. It matches information our investigation uncovered today. This is a serious situation. I cannot and will not sweep this under a rug.”

She stared at Ryan for a few moments longer before looking back at Chief Rigby. “Okay, Ellie. I trust you and your detectives.”

“They’re two of my best, Lynette,” Chief assured her.

Royce could bask in her praise later; right now, he needed to keep his brain sharp, which was hard to do with little sleep and no caffeine. “Let’s go someplace where we can speak to you individually.”

The mayor’s nerves returned with his remark, and she needed additional assurances from Rigby before agreeing. Mayor Goodwin chose her home office, which was a continuation of elegant fabrics and furniture that was borderline tacky with all the gold brocade trim and gilded legs.

“I can’t believe this,” Mayor Goodwin said, running her hands through her hair. “I wasn’t even supposed to be home. I had planned to go with Skip to New York and canceled late this morning.”

“Who all knows you decided to stay home?” Royce asked, getting right to the point.

“My husband and Ryan.”

“Why did you change your mind?” Blue asked.

“Circumstances changed it for me, Detective.”

What the hell did that mean? She got horny? “Would you like to elaborate?” Royce asked.

“I discovered it wasn’t a stomach bug that made me feel ill this morning. I’m pregnant.” Holy fuck. Mayor Goodwin took a calming breath and met Royce’s gaze. “I never meant for this to happen.”

“The pregnancy?” Blue asked to clarify.

She emitted a strangled laugh. “Most definitely the pregnancy, but I meant my relationship. It wasn’t like I was stalking Ryan as he grew up, waiting for my chance to fall in love with him.”

Fall in love. Royce focused on keeping his expression neutral. “When did the affair begin?”

“It’s not an affair, Sergeant,” Mayor Goodwin replied. “I’m in love with him. I am going to leave Skip to be with Ryan, and we’re going to have a baby.” She stressed the words slowly and clearly, as if they weren’t overly bright. All the smarts in the world wouldn’t make it easier for Royce to accept the situation. It wasn’t the difference in age that bothered him; it was the power dynamics. It felt predatory, regardless of her claims. He tried not to judge the things consenting adults did, but this one hit him hard.

“When did your relationship begin?” Blue asked.

The mayor’s chin went up a notch. “He was old enough to know what he was doing.”

“That isn’t what Detective Blue asked,” Royce stated.

“It began last year after he graduated college.”

“Is it possible that someone knows about your relationship with Ryan?” Blue asked.

“No.”

“He hasn’t told anyone?” Royce asked.

“No, Sergeant,” the mayor said stubbornly. “He was just as shocked as I was this morning. First the letter in the paper, then the confirmation that we’re expecting a baby, and now the fire and latest letter left behind.”

“Left behind where?” Blue asked.

“On the desk in the living room. I discovered it once the smoke cleared.”

“Did you touch it?” Royce asked.

“I did, yes. I know it was wrong, but it just caught me off guard, and I picked it up without thinking.”

“What about Ryan? Do you recall if he touched the letter?”

She thought about it for a second, then shook her head. “Just me.”

“There are no signs of forced entry, Mayor. Did you leave a door unlocked?”

“No, but we kept a key under the flower planter on the porch. So stupid.”

“What about your security alarm system? It never went off?”

“I must have forgotten to set it. My life is pretty hectic, and I’m guilty of doing that sometimes. If Skip…” Her voice trailed off again. “If Skip is the last one up, the alarm is always set.” Mayor Goodwin dropped her gaze to the desk. “He takes care of everything,” she mumbled softly but Royce still heard her.

“Taking care of everything implies a level of dedication Mr. Goodwin hasn’t shown today,” Royce said.

The mayor snapped angry eyes up to meet Royce’s. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Blue squirmed in his seat, but Royce pushed on. “He didn’t care enough to come with you to the police station, and he seemed more concerned about time management than your safety when I spoke with him.” The mayor sucked in a sharp breath. Maybe he’d been too harsh, but Royce was quickly running out of patience with both Goodwins.

The mayor released a long sigh. “I can understand how it would appear odd to you. Things are complicated between us, but I can promise you Skip would never hurt or threaten me.”

“Not even if he found out about your relationship with Ryan?” Blue asked.

“Not even then,” she replied adamantly. “For once, the husband didn’t do it.”

Royce wasn’t convinced, but badgering her would get them nowhere. He couldn’t think of more questions to ask her right then, not ones pertaining to the case anyway. He looked at Blue, who discreetly shook his head. Feeling that they’d gotten as much information from her as they could at the moment, Royce retrieved a card from his wallet and slid it across the ivory top on her desk. “If you think of anything…”

“You’ll be the first to know, Sergeant. Can I ask a favor, please?” Royce nodded. “I’m not a fool, and I know how horrible this situation looks to someone outside our relationship, but please be kind to Ryan. None of this is his fault.”

“You have my word, ma’am,” Royce replied solemnly.

“Goes the same for me,” Blue added.

She slowly rose from her desk. “I’ll send Ryan in.”

“I’m still trying to decide if you’re ballsy and brave or just dumb,” Blue said.

Royce looked over at Blue, who dwarfed the elegant chair he’d chosen. “I’m fearless.” He waggled his brows, making Blue grin. “I can’t believe the chair didn’t break when you started squirming.”

“Are you calling me fat?”

“Fuck no. You’re a giant bear of a man sitting in a chair built for a dainty woman. The odds aren’t in your favor, my friend.”

“You better not have cursed me just now, dickhead.”

“Hey, only Sawyer is allowed to call me that. Some people say baby, sweetie, and honey. We call each other asshole and dickhead.”

Blue chuckled and shook his head. “If the pet name fits…”

Ryan entered the room a few minutes later. He sat stiffly in the mayor’s vacated chair and placed his arms on the desk.

“We hear congratulations are in order,” Blue said. Royce was eager to judge the younger man’s honest reaction to pending fatherhood.

A ghost of a smile curved Ryan’s lips, which somehow made Royce feel worse about the entire situation. The kid—guy—was happy, and Royce shouldn’t judge, but he was having a hard time letting it go. “Yeah. We’re expecting her in May.”

“Her?” Royce asked.

“It’s just a gut feeling. I’m convinced we’re having a girl.”

“Ryan, have you told anyone about your relationship with Lyn?” Royce asked. It felt odd addressing her informally, but he wanted to make the interview feel like a casual conversation. Throwing in Mayor Goodwin was a sure way to make the kid feel tense and ruin that vibe.

“I haven’t told anyone,” he said vehemently. “People won’t understand. I can tell by your body language you don’t either.”

“It doesn’t matter what my personal feelings are,” Royce said. “What matters is the crime that was committed here. You and the mayor are consenting adults. That’s enough for me.” Ryan nodded and relaxed. “Is it possible someone has overheard you speaking to her, or could you have possibly left something out for a roommate or a friend to find?”

He shook his head. “No. I don’t have a roommate, and my friends are all busy settling into their new careers. I talk to my parents and Lyn.”

They continued asking him the same questions they’d raised with the mayor. He confirmed how long they’d been dating, although they could’ve rehearsed that before Royce and Blue arrived. He said no one had ever threatened or even hinted they knew about his relationship with Lynette Goodwin. He had certainly pissed off a lot fewer people in his twenty-something years than the mayor had, so they wrapped up the interview quickly.

Ryan said a private goodbye to the mayor and silently followed Royce to his car. Luckily, the onlookers had dispersed and the nosy reporter was nowhere in sight by this time. Ryan said nothing beyond giving instructions to his apartment near the college campus where he’d graduated, and Lynette Goodwin still taught part-time. The low-fuel warning light popped up on Royce’s dashboard, so he pulled into a gas station at the next intersection.

“I’ll be just a minute.”

“No problem. I don’t think my boss is expecting me at work on time,” he said wryly.

Royce pulled his card out of his wallet, then saw the note taped over the card reader. It read: Bankcard system is down. Must come inside to pay. Wondering if it was a sign of how his entire day was going to shape up, Royce filled his Camaro with gas, then went inside and stood in line with a dozen other frustrated people. After paying for gas, he headed back outside to his car. Royce was busy turning over the facts in the case and didn’t notice the tall, handsome man approaching him from behind.

“Nice shirt. You going to wear it to work?”

Royce whirled around and was greeted by Sawyer’s smiling face. He suspected his boyfriend had been too nervous about giving him the house key to notice what Royce was wearing. Then Sawyer broke eye contact with him to briefly look at the front passenger seat where Ryan Tedrick sat. Sawyer would’ve recognized him as the mayor’s assistant, but there was no way he’d guess the bomb they’d had dropped on them in the predawn hours.

Quirking a brow, Sawyer said, “This ought to be a good story.”

“Lifetime movie worthy. I’ll tell you all about it after I drop the kid off and change my shirt. It seems I can’t help outing myself.”

Sawyer smiled broadly, then looked at his watch. “I’ll meet you at your place.” There was so much heat in his expression it was impossible for Royce to mistake his intentions.
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“Chief wants to see us in her office right away,” Blue said the minute Royce stepped inside the bullpen. He had done his best to wipe the sex-blissed expression off his face before entering the precinct but knew he failed when Blue gave him a once-over that ended with a knowing smirk.

Blue shook his head, but the grin never left his face until they were sitting across the desk from Rigby, who looked beyond stressed and tired.

She opened a desk drawer and took out the Tupperware dish she used to store her baked goods. “Every day that ends with Y calls for pastry but some more than others.” She removed the lid and held the container toward them. Royce was only slightly disappointed when he discovered there were no bear claws inside. He was never going to pass up Sherry Rigby’s baked goods though.

“Chelsea buns,” Chief said.

Royce thought they looked like cinnamon rolls with icing drizzled on top. They also reminded him of the stripes of cum he’d painted over Sawyer’s ass before they quickly cleaned up and came to work. There was nothing more invigorating than a hard fuck in the morning. It was just too lousy that reality insisted on ruining their post-coital glow. He took a bite of the pastry and bit off a moan. Still not better than sex with Sawyer.

It didn’t take them long to devour their Chelsea buns, then Rigby got straight to the point of the meeting. “I just got off the phone with the mayor who wishes to close the case and pretend the vandalism never happened.”

“Vandalism?” Royce asked. “What about the threat to expose her if she didn’t resign?”

“She’s choosing to call their bluff.”

Blue and Royce exchanged a glance.

“What’s our game plan, Chief?” Royce asked.

Chief Rigby sighed deeply. “We’re going to honor her wishes.” Royce would’ve been less stunned if she’d tasered him in the nuts. He’d always thought of the chief as a principled, ethical woman. A wry smile split her face. “While your team secretly investigates, of course. She’s out of her mind if she thinks I’m going to let a group of vigilantes destroy my city just to keep her affair with a man-child secret.” A hard shudder worked through the chief. “I try not to judge what adults do, but I feel like I need a shower after this morning.”

Blue covered his chuckle with a cough. “I feel ya, Chief.”

“Here’s how this is going to play out. You,” Rigby said, gesturing to Blue, “are going to continue working these arsons. Chief Winegard is currently investigating the breakdown of protocol in his firehouses and has personally assured me it will not happen again. He has vowed to turn over any evidence he uncovers that could point to one of his investigators being more than a lazy asshole. His word his good enough for me. Zeke’s number one priority is assisting us. Two sets of eyes are better than one. All evidence gets rushed to the lab. Let’s hope these guys used a unique accelerant or incendiary device to start the fires or left behind some other calling card that helps us catch them before they can do it again.” Rigby turned to Royce. “I have someone inside the GBI who can help us begin to piece together a profile on this group. They have tools to analyze words and phrasing to help us figure out what sort of zealot we’re dealing with here.” Royce must’ve made a face because Rigby chuckled. “Jonah St. John is a great guy who happens to be my nephew. He won’t try to take over your case, Locke. You and Key have an appointment to meet him at nine thirty.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Royce said.

“I want you to give him the flash drive so he can run the letters and voicemail messages through his supercomputer. He’ll also have access to search engines we don’t. Maybe this group has struck elsewhere. Maybe it’s just a root of a bigger crazy tree. He can also compile a list of paroled arsonists with the evidence Blue and Blevins may find, which could give us solid leads. Sometimes it’s easier to unravel a group because there’s almost always someone who can’t keep their mouth shut. That’s who we need to find, gentlemen. There’s too much at stake to bury our head in the sand and hope it will go away. The only reason I’m pretending to appease the mayor is because I want to keep this out of the press. The last thing we need is mass anarchy in our streets,” Rigby said. Royce’s heart sank.

“We also don’t want to risk disgruntled citizens encouraging The Purists either,” Blue said. “Their brand of justice will appeal to a lot of disenfranchised people.”

Chief nodded. “Agreed, Blue.”

“I think it’s too late for that,” Royce said humbly. “Felix Franklin already badgered Sawyer for information yesterday.” Royce told them about Fleabag following them from the precinct and talking to them afterward, leaving out the part where Felix threatened to expose their relationship. “I should’ve said something during my update yesterday afternoon, Chief. The omission wasn’t deliberate.”

“All he can do is speculate, bluster, and bully unless he finds an inside source. Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen by keeping this task force as small as possible. I trust Chief Winegard’s discretion. If he believes Zeke Blevins is trustworthy, then so do I.” Royce wasn’t sure if Chief Rigby knew about Blue’s involvement with Zeke, but he didn’t feel like it impacted the integrity of their investigation.

“Chief, for the sake of full disclosure, I need to tell you that Zeke is my boyfriend,” Blue said.

“Yes, Blue, I know. I trust you to make the investigation your top priority right now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

This was when Royce should’ve made his own confession, but he kept his mouth shut. His career wasn’t the only one at stake, and it wasn’t fair to blurt things out to the chief without giving Sawyer a heads-up first.

“As for the annoying reporter,” Rigby said, pulling Royce from his thoughts. “Should this group carry out their threats and expose the mayor’s private business, they’ll most likely go straight to the press. There’s no way to keep this secret forever, and the mayor should know better. Just keep an eye out for Felix dogging you. Don’t make his job easier for him by giving shit away.”

“Aren’t you worried about the backlash and accusations you covered up the incident at the mayor’s home?” Blue asked.

Rigby scowled, making Royce fight the urge to fidget, and he wasn’t the one who questioned her decision. “I’m not covering anything up, Blue. I’m actively investigating the threats to our city to the best of my ability and in a manner that doesn’t incite panic and chaos. No level-headed person would fault me for putting the safety of the citizens first. The mayor’s relationship with Mr. Tedrick isn’t criminal, or I would’ve arrested her myself. We don’t police cheating spouses. She hasn’t, at least to my knowledge, violated any oaths of office either. I can’t make her press charges for something she views as pesky harassment. Hell, I can’t even prove someone broke into her home since there was no sign of forced entry. At this point, my only concern is stopping The Purists before someone ends up killed. These things always escalate, and innocent bystanders get caught up in their path. I want them stopped before that happens.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What is the mayor officially saying about the early morning visit from the fire department?” Royce asked.

“She hasn’t shared those details with me, but I suspect it will be something minor and she’ll thank the fire department profusely for putting it out before significant damage could occur.”

“Sounds about right,” Blue said, shaking his head.

“This is your only case right now,” Chief said firmly, meeting both their gazes.

“Yes, ma’am,” they both said.

“I want daily updates, Locke.”

“You got it, Chief.”

“Blue, that’s all I need to discuss with you right now. If you don’t mind, I want to have a private word with Locke.”

“No problem,” Blue said, slapping Royce’s good shoulder when he passed.

Once alone, Rigby pulled a large envelope out of her drawer and slid it across the desk to him. It had her name and the word “private” printed on it. Royce glanced up at Rigby, but her stoic expression gave nothing away.

“Open it,” she said.

She’d opened the one end with a letter opener, so Royce tipped the envelope, and a photo slid onto her desk. Not just any picture but the photo of Royce caressing Sawyer’s face in the newspaper parking lot the previous day. Fucking Fleabag Franklin was his first thought. Damn, we look good together was the second.

Royce slid the picture back inside the envelope while trying to choose the right words. Apologizing for his relationship was out of the question because he wasn’t sorry, and he wasn’t going to lie and say he was. “Chief, I—”

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I am a wife, a mother, and a cop, which is the trifecta of badass. I see and know everything, Locke. Keep your relationship away from the job, or I won’t hesitate to assign new partners for both of you.”

Grinning, Royce said, “Yes, ma’am.” There was a hell of a lot worse she could do to them.

“After I bust you down to reading meters for six months.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Quit wearing his clothes to crime scenes and do not frame that photo and put it on your desk.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Get the hell out of my office.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Royce replied, unable to keep the grin off his face. He snagged the envelope from her desk and got out of there before she changed her mind.

Sawyer wasn’t in the bullpen when he stepped out of the chief’s office, but all other eyes in the room were on Royce, reminding him of his stunt at the bar the previous night. He met their gazes and only saw open curiosity and amusement staring back at him. No scorn. No disbelief. No disgust. “What the fuck are you all looking at?” he said, breaking the ice. “Get back to work.”

As if a movie director yelled “action,” everyone continued as they were before he entered the room.

“Bunch of knuckleheads,” he mumbled when he dropped down into his desk chair. He stowed the photo that Franklin had sent to Rigby in his top desk drawer until he could show it to Sawyer later, then booted up his computer.

He knew Sawyer was someplace in the building because he’d followed him to work this time instead of the other way around. His guy had safely arrived to work without running stop signs and getting pulled over. Rather than wonder what Sawyer was up to, he decided to get a jump start on searching the internet for anything he could find on The Purists. He typed the words, hit enter, then immediately regretted it. Every ounce of pleasure he’d found that morning with Sawyer dissipated when he discovered the vigilantes had started a web page. It was pretty basic and crude with only their name and flames shooting up the screen. It kind of reminded Royce of those screensavers with the burning logs people used around Christmas. What snagged and held his attention was a digital clock at the top of the site ticking down. It switched over from four hours to three hours and fifty-nine minutes. Royce glanced at his watch, noting the clock was counting down to noon.

High noon.

But for what? Royce really didn’t want to find out.
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After notifying Rigby about the website, Royce followed her directive to choose a member of the cyber unit for his task force. Picking Kelsey Hightower was a no-brainer, and when he headed to her unit to bring her on board, he also found Sawyer.

So that’s where he got off to.

Sawyer and Kelsey were so caught up in conversation they didn’t notice him observing their interaction. They were two peas in a pod who had hit it off the moment they’d met, and their bond continued to grow.

Sawyer lowered his coffee cup and leaned toward her, lowering his voice so even Royce couldn’t hear him from where he stood only ten feet away. Kelsey thought whatever he said was hilarious because she started giggling, which made Sawyer smile because he loved the sound of her laughter.

“I hope you’re not talking about me.”

Two heads snapped in his direction so quickly it made his neck hurt.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kels said. “Congratulations on your promotion, Sarge. I’m sorry I didn’t track you down yesterday.”

“You can make it up to me by taking me to that Mexican restaurant Sawyer hasn’t stopped talking about since his first lunch there.”

“Deal,” she said. “Let me know when you guys are free. My schedule is a lot more flexible than yours.”

“It was before today,” Royce quipped. “How eager are you to work on a top-secret task force?”

Kelsey’s eyes widened, then she looked at Sawyer. “Is he teasing me?” Sawyer just chuckled because he had no idea why Royce was there seeking her help. Kelsey narrowed her eyes at Royce. “Are you playing me right now?”

“I’m full of bullshit and shenanigans but never when it comes to work or someone else’s ambitions,” he said. “If you’re interested, Kels, you can’t discuss this case with anyone, not even your supervisor. I was hopeful you’d join me, so, I asked Rigby to call Lieutenant Delpher to inform him I’m stealing you for the foreseeable future.”

“Yes, absolutely. You can count on me, Royce.”

He smiled. “I know I can. I just wanted to point out that it might cause friction within your unit.”

Kelsey shrugged. “Seeking others’ approval about bettering myself isn’t my style. I’m so honored you considered me for the task force because there are longer-tenured techs in the group.”

“It all comes down to trust, Kels,” Royce reiterated. “Would you prefer to stay here and work in your space or join us in the MCU bullpen?”

Kelsey replied by logging off her computer and retrieving her purse from the bottom desk drawer. “I should be able to access the programs I need on any computer in the department.”

“If not, we’ll make it happen,” Royce assured her. He glanced at his watch and noted the time. “We need to get you set up and bring you up to speed quickly because Sawyer and I have an appointment with a GBI agent.”

“We do?” Sawyer asked soberly. “You’re not the only one who needs to be debriefed, Kels.”

Royce only told Kelsey what she needed to know to do her job and kept the stuff about the mayor’s personal life classified. Then he showed them both the new website with the clock ticking down.

“Oh wow,” she said, leaning closer and studying the screen. Then her fingers flew over the keyboard, logging in to her programs and doing her thing. “Let’s hope these guys are amateurs and not genius hackers like Anonymous.”

Royce glanced at his watch again and then looked at Sawyer. “We need to go. Kels, call me the minute you know something, if you have questions, or if something changes with the website. Right now, it kind of looks like a ‘coming soon’ sort of thing, but I imagine it will change when the clock hits zero.”

“You got it, Sarge,” she said without tearing her eyes away from the screen, her fingers continuing to dance over the keys.

Once in the car, Royce filled Sawyer in on what transpired in Rigby’s office—professionally and personally—as they made the short drive to the Savannah GBI office.

“That son of a bitch,” Sawyer growled.

“The Purists or Fleabag?”

“Both, but I’m furious at Felix. What did he hope to accomplish with his stunt? Did he think causing trouble for me at my new job would somehow make me regret not sleeping with him again?”

“Now might be a good time to tell me the rest of your history with Fleabag.” Royce wanted to be patient and wait for Sawyer to volunteer the information, but Felix had upped the stakes by ratting them out to Rigby.

“Felix and I go back to before I met Vic. We attended undergraduate school at Emory University. We weren’t great friends, but we were friendly. I think Felix wanted more, but I’ve never been into him like that. After graduation, we lost touch until I started investigating the Chasity Blake cold case. The press spent a lot of time making me out to be this avenging angel, but in reality, I just had old evidence retested with new techniques and re-interviewed friends, family, and witnesses. Yes, I was determined, but I didn’t invent new techniques to solve the case. I didn’t even think outside the box.”

“The camera loves your face, and the media needs a handsome hero in shining armor to be the focus of the story. The victim is never enough to hold their interest for long. Other than writing the stories about you, where does Felix come into the equation.”

“Felix isn’t just a journalist; he hosts true crime podcasts. He’d done a series about Chasity Blake’s disappearance and the eventual discovery of her body. It was compelling, thoughtful, and he had some insightful suggestions because people who were afraid of the police were willing to speak to him. I reached out to Felix and asked him to introduce me to the witnesses. One of Chasity’s friends confided to me that she was seeing an older, married man. Previously no one mentioned a boyfriend to the cops. Chasity’s parents were unaware of the situation, and her friends had kept her secret, even though it meant her killer escaped justice for all those years.”

Royce shook his head. “I’ll never understand that logic.”

“Me either. That was the thread I needed though, and I kept pulling until things started to unravel. I took a deep look at the older, married men in Chasity’s life and eventually nailed the fucker.” Adam Dunskeep was a retired cop and a deacon at the church the Blakes attended. He was a man who had abused his position and the trust her family placed in him. Chasity had fallen in love with the older man and wanted him to leave his wife and kids for her, but Dunskeep had no intention of doing so. He’d only wanted the thrill of fucking around with a woman barely out of childhood. He panicked and killed her when Chasity told him she was pregnant. There was a special place in hell for bastards like him where the flames burned hotter and the pain was more profound.

“So, Felix felt like he played a part in capturing Dunskeep. Did he think you owed him something?” Royce asked, signaling to turn into the GBI parking lot.

“He did play a critical role, which is something I never downplayed. I credited both his series and his assistance with the witnesses in the interviews I gave, including the one I did for his podcast.”

“What’s his problem, then?” Royce groused. They still had ten minutes before their appointment with St. John, and he wanted Sawyer to finish before they went inside. He had no idea how long they’d be meeting with the agent, and he didn’t want to keep stewing about Fleabag all fucking day long.

“We bonded over the case and became friends, or so I thought. I introduced him to Vic, and the three of us started hanging out together. He was there for me a lot after Vic’s diagnosis when others kind of pulled back, acting like his cancer was contagious.” Sawyer blew out a sharp breath. “Once Vic realized his cancer was terminal, he focused his energy on making sure I was set up okay. His biggest fear wasn’t dying; it was that I would stop living. He’d made it clear he wanted me to find someone special and be happy.” More proof that Vic was a better man than him. Royce could never be so selfless. He’d haunt the fuck out of anyone who dared to sleep with Sawyer or even get too close to Bones. “I didn’t know it until after I had sex with Felix, but Vic had confided his worries to my supposed friend, who in turn told my husband he was in love with me and had been for a long time. He asked Vic for his blessing to pursue me once I was ready to date again, and Vic, believing Felix was a good guy, gave it to him.”

“Felix threw this up in your face after you had sex?”

Sawyer nodded. “I… He was the first guy after Vic. I was so fucking lonely, physically at least. I needed someone I could trust, and I thought Felix was that someone. I told him I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and I only wanted relief. I’m not proud of my behavior or that I used him, but I was honest about what I was willing to give him. Felix said he was okay with it. Afterward, I stumbled home and vomited from guilt and shame. Felix kept reaching out to me, and I kept ignoring him, hoping he’d go away.”

“He didn’t.”

“Hell no. Felix doubled down by telling me about the conversation he’d had with Vic the week before he died, thinking that would either lessen my guilt or make me see him in a new light because Vic had approved.”

“That son of a bitch.”

“Yeah,” Sawyer said. “I wanted nothing to do with him after that. To get even, he made trouble for me by writing those stories and slanting them to look like I was the one leaking the information to him. Now, this.”

“He’ll cross the line, and we’ll nail his ass,” Royce growled, wishing he’d chosen a different phrase. He didn’t like reminders that Sawyer had indeed nailed Felix’s ass. Shoving aside his irrational jealousy, Royce focused on his anger instead. Maybe it wasn’t healthy either, but he could use it for the greater good where jealousy just corroded his relationship with Sawyer. Royce didn’t need to dig deep to find the well of rage inside him. Fuck that son of a bitch for manipulating Sawyer with such a devious tactic, and then threatening his career when he didn’t get his way. And damn him for earning Vic’s blessing to share a life with Sawyer—something Royce would never have.

“Anyway,” Sawyer said on a sigh. “Now you know his problem.”

“He’s just a whiny, jealous bitch who doesn’t know when to back the fuck off.” But he will. Royce was going to fix that bastard’s problem once and for all, even if he didn’t yet know how. “Let’s go meet with this guy Jonah, who happens to be Rigby’s nephew.”

“Jonah St. John?”

Royce scowled. “You know him?”

Sawyer snorted. “Not like you’re thinking, dickhead. He did a seminar on building criminal profiles and supercomputers with artificial intelligence.”

“What’s he like?”

“Smart,” Sawyer said, but Royce could tell he left off other adjectives. Jesus. He wasn’t that fucking insecure. Usually. “I never knew he was Rigby’s nephew.”

“Let’s head inside and get this meeting started. Rigby sent him a copy of the letters so he could get a head start on analyzing them. He’s also supposed to compile a list of potential suspects from paroled arsonists or perps known to dabble with fire. I hope we come up with something because so far we’ve got nothing.”

“They’ll screw up and leave a clue. They always do,” Sawyer said.

Yes, but at what cost?

It was clear right from their introductions that Jonah St. John was as smart as Sawyer stated, but his attractiveness was also equally noticeable. Royce had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing when the tall bruiser strode toward them. While he had no doubt Sawyer found a brilliant mind attractive, there was no way he hadn’t noticed St. John’s sexiness. More intriguing than his squared-jaw good looks was a wicked scar slashing diagonally across his face from above his right eyebrow to the left corner of his mouth. Instead of it diminishing his looks, the marred skin enhanced them, making him look mysterious.

“Chief Rigby sent over copies of the letters, and I’ve uploaded them into Stella,” St. John said after showing them into his spacious office where the typical desk setup was at one end and a larger computer and a small conference table took up the other side. He gestured toward the massive computer. “Meet Stella.” St. John’s voice was soft and smooth, the exact opposite of his appearance.

“What does Stella stand for?” Sawyer asked.

Jonah chuckled. “It’s not an acronym. I named her after the nosy neighbor who lived beside my family. Stella never missed anything, loved puzzles, and had the talent to combine bits and pieces to make predictions that were eerily accurate.”

Royce and Sawyer laughed.

“We haven’t given Stella many pieces to work with yet,” Royce said.

“True, but some of the phrases or even the sentence structure might be a start,” Jonah offered. “As you uncover evidence, I’ll plug it in, and we’ll start to see a clearer picture evolve.”

“It’s rather fascinating,” Sawyer said. “I know it’s still early, but do you have anything yet?”

“Stella thinks you’re looking at someone with at least a post-secondary degree based on vocabulary and sentence structure alone. Factoring the tidiness, you’re looking at someone who not only is OCD but thinks they’re smarter than law enforcement by cutting out the letters and gluing them on the page to dumb down the appearance. People mistakenly believe we can only analyze handwriting, but that’s not true. The person is a meticulous planner and possibly someone in management. They’re likely orchestrating these attacks but aren’t personally involved in carrying them out. Relying on others wouldn’t be easy for them, but they don’t have a choice because getting dirty is beneath them.”

Royce nodded. “That lines up with what we were thinking. What about the second letter where the writer chastises the mayor for betraying her family values. Did she mention whether the sender might be religious, or are they just calling out her hypocrisy?” A person didn’t require religion to detest hypocrites—no one likes them. In Royce’s experience, the ones claiming to stand on higher moral ground were usually the biggest charlatans of them all.

“She hasn’t completed her full analysis, but my background says you are dealing with someone who is moralistic and highly smug about it. There’s a superiority here we can’t ignore. The other thing I picked up on is the volatility. The writer demanded the mayor resign but didn’t give her a deadline. It could be a deliberate attempt to keep her guessing, or it could be subconscious. This is a person who believes that someone’s word is their oath, and if they’d given a deadline to the mayor, then they’d have to abide by it.”

“You think that’s what the countdown clock is for?” Sawyer asked Royce.

“Could be, or they might be doing a live feed or launching a complete website,” Royce said, trying to squelch the sense of urgency rising inside him. Without knowing what they needed to stop, his brain spun with all the possibilities.

“Chief Rigby said you have a flash drive containing threatening letters, emails, and voicemail messages,” St. John said.

“I do,” Royce replied, handing it to him.

“I’ll upload these to Stella, and she’ll search for phrasing similar to what The Purists put in the letters.”

“Hopefully, we’ll get a hit.”

“I may not have provided much of a profile yet, but I can give you these.” St. John handed over three sheets of paper. Each one contained a mugshot and list of crimes—suspected and convicted—as well as the contact info for the parole officers.

“These three men were paroled within the last six to ten months and meet most of the criteria. John Bennett is a former bank manager who succeeded in keeping his pyromania hidden until he was caught setting fire to properties foreclosed on by his bank. During his testimony, he claimed the bank had targeted minorities and illegally foreclosed the properties, and he was trying to diminish their chances of selling the real estate to make a profit off their misdeeds.”

“I remember that,” Sawyer said. “It triggered a massive bank investigation that ended in a class-action lawsuit and fraud convictions when Bennett’s claims turned out to be true. Each of the affected families was awarded more than a hundred thousand dollars. Bennett tried to claim a Robin Hood–type defense, but he couldn’t overcome the amount of evidence the prosecution presented at trial. When the police had finally zeroed in on him, they discovered his pyro trophy room in the attic, including photos and videos of the homes in various stages of burn. Most of what they found wasn’t even tied to the bank scandal and dated back to when he burned down his family’s shed when he was a teenager.”

“His father is a deacon, so he also has a religious background,” St. John added. “Curtis Pullman was a shift supervisor at a hardware store, so he has management experience. He targeted empty warehouses instead of residential structures and nearly killed a few squatters. I didn’t see anything about a religious background, but I included him because of his high IQ. In the notes about him, it says he routinely underperformed and just did the minimum in any task. It further states that it was a deliberate attempt to blend in and manipulate those around him. If people don’t expect much, then they won’t ask for much either. It would be wise to keep him on your radar. The final guy, Archie Grange, has neither the intelligence nor the cunning the first two have, but he’s called The Weasel because he’s willing to do anything for a buck, and he’s slippery as hell. He wasn’t on anyone’s radar as a thug for hire but fucked up by not paying his parking fines. Once they added up, they issued a warrant for his arrest. Guess what the cops found in his trunk when they pulled him over to take him in?”

“Evidence he was hired to torch the properties of those not paying their loan shark, Lonnie Alvarez,” Sawyer said, reading the paper in his hand.

“You got it.”

“This is very helpful,” Royce said. “Gives us a place to start. Thanks.”

“My pleasure. I’ll let you know if there’s anything else Stella comes up with. Give me a call if you uncover information I can input to help us paint a clearer picture of our perpetrator.”

“Will do,” Sawyer said.

They exchanged phone numbers and shook hands before showing themselves out.

“He is definitely…smart,” Royce said when they were out of earshot.

“Shut up,” Sawyer said, playfully jabbing Royce with his elbow.

He wanted to assure Sawyer he wasn’t a possessive beast, but he thought it might be a lie. Royce was in an entirely new universe where he wanted things he never dreamed possible, and each of them centered around Sawyer. It scared and thrilled him in equal parts. Instead of saying any of that, he went with “Stella is badass,” when they exited the building. “Add her capabilities to old-fashioned police work, and I like our odds.”

“It’s the future of police work. We have to stay current with the technology criminals are using,” Sawyer said absently.

Royce noticed Sawyer stiffening but didn’t say anything until they were inside the Charger. “What’s wrong?”

“Felix is parked near the right corner of the parking lot.”

“Little fucker,” Royce snarled. “If we can’t shake him, then we need to mislead him.”

“Agreed.”

Felix stayed back a few car lengths but was miraculously able to make it through all the lights with them, which gave Royce no alternative other than to flip on his lights and sirens so he could put some distance between them.

“Take that, fucker,” Royce said, grinning when he imagined Felix’s irritation.
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The parole officers, Jasmine Peppers and Miguel Esposito, were curious as hell about why the detectives were interested in Bennett, Pullman, and Grange, but they didn’t balk on assisting them when Royce and Sawyer declined to answer their questions. Peppers and Esposito told them where the guys lived, worked, and played. Esposito was the PO for Bennett and Grange while Pepper wrangled Pullman. They said each of the parolees had spotless employment records and were never late for their check-ins. By all accounts, they were acclimating to life outside of prison well. Both POs were seasoned vets and changed up their schedule for random home and work visits to stay unpredictable, which made it harder for the men to fool them. Esposito gave them Grange’s and Bennett’s work schedules, and Peppers placed a call to Pullman’s supervisor to find out where his painting crew was working that day. If Royce or Sawyer called the man, he could’ve tipped Pullman off that the cops were looking for him, but Peppers routinely called to find out his location. If Pullman’s boss gave him a heads-up, it worked in their favor and guaranteed he’d be on the job that afternoon.

To keep Felix off their backs, Royce called Chen and asked him to bring them a different car from the motor pool, a tricked-out black Chevy Tahoe with tinted windows. It was a hybrid SUV specifically designed for law enforcement. Ky didn’t ask questions, even though Royce knew he was curious as hell about their hushed investigation. If required to expand the task force, Ky would be his first choice.

“This car is fucking badass,” Royce said, giving it gas as he pulled out of the parking lot. “These dark windows will help us thwart Fleabag.”

“Thwart?” Sawyer asked.

Royce snorted. “I know words, GB. I went to college and everything.”

Sawyer reached over and placed his hand on the back of Royce’s neck, squeezing gently before releasing him. “I didn’t mean to imply you aren’t smart or don’t have an expansive vocabulary; it just reminded me of one of my audiobooks, is all.”

“Yeah?” Royce asked, his voice sounding deep and as thick as molasses. “I have learned a lot from listening to your books.” He even kept a list of things he wanted to try on his phone.

“Knock it off,” Sawyer said, shaking his head. “Stop using that voice when we’re at work.” Reaching between his legs, Sawyer adjusted himself. “You make me want to test out the effectiveness of the dark tint.”

“You know, testing the suspension wouldn’t be a bad idea either,” Royce added. “We never know the terrain we’ll find ourselves in.” He was thinking about the Benson-Wembley case when they, along with dozens of others, performed a two-hundred-mile search that included remote spots you could only access on dirt roads, and there were some stretches you could barely classify as cow paths leading to swamps and marshes.

“You tempt me in ways no other human ever has,” Sawyer said huskily.

“You’ve never been tempted to have a nooner?”

“Not in a police-issued vehicle in public where anyone could come across us, and never without regard for consequence.” Sawyer swallowed hard. “The thing is, you could pull over in that grocery parking lot and bend me over the backseat before it even registered what we were doing. Even then, the only thing I’d regret is not feeling you pump your cum inside me. I’m annoyed by the latex barrier between us and want it gone. What do you think about us getting tested?”

Royce jerked his head to look at Sawyer. “Really?”

“Watch out,” Sawyer yelled.

Returning his attention to the road, Royce slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting a Prius that had stopped suddenly in front of him. “Fuck! You choose now to discuss us fucking bareback?”

Sawyer laughed, seeming to love the power he had over him. Royce got the last laugh when he checked the side mirrors, noted the gap in traffic, and whipped the SUV into the other lane. He turned into the same grocery store parking lot Sawyer had just pointed to as a potential fuck zone. “Um…”

Royce parked in the rear of the parking lot. “Not feeling so bold now, huh?” Sawyer just blinked so Royce continued. He held up one finger. “I would love nothing more than feeling your ass clench my bare cock when I’m fucking you.” Two fingers. “I want you to pump me full of cum too.” Three fingers. “Tell me when and where I need to get tested.” Four fingers. “I’m not disrespecting what we have by bending you over anything when there’s a chance for someone else to watch. No fucking way, asshole.” Five fingers. “Keep an eye out for Bennett.”

“Huh?” Sawyer said, looking and sounding adorably dazed.

“This is the grocery store where John Bennett works. According to Esposito, he bags groceries, retrieves shopping carts, scrubs the bathrooms, and cleans spills in the aisles.” A mighty fall from a bank manager. “He’s currently on duty, the cart corral is full, and it’s only a matter of time before he comes out to get them.”

Sawyer swallowed hard and looked out the windshield. “They’ll have more than one bagger working. Maybe we should go in and talk to him.”

Royce shook his head, even though he was anxious because of the ticking clock. “I don’t want to make things harder for him if he’s not our guy. His supervisor won’t like cops showing up and asking him questions.”

“Good point.”

“Yeah, well, some people do change after serving time.” It didn’t happen often, but sometimes people took their second chance and ran with it. Royce refused to fuck that up without cause. He pinned Sawyer with a firm look that only made Sawyer grin. “Keep your grabby hands and filthy mouth to yourself and your dirty mind on the job.” Royce looked at his watch. “Ninety minutes until noon.” Not that he expected to solve the case in that short amount of time.

“Yes, Sarge,” Sawyer said, saluting him. “You bring out sides of me I didn’t know existed.”

As much as Royce loved hearing him say that, he also feared it. Sawyer was the definition of a control freak—everything in its place. Royce was messy, and his arrival into Sawyer’s life had been one upheaval after the other. He didn’t want Sawyer to resent him because of the chaos that always seemed to surround him. Right now, things were new and exciting. They craved each other and couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. This level of intensity couldn’t be maintained for long, right? What then? Royce’s fingers clung tighter to the fictional ledge, unwilling to trust the fall yet.

“And I freaking love it,” Sawyer said as if he read Royce’s mind. He risked looking at him and saw only sincerity in Sawyer’s dark eyes. “Okay, maybe you need to turn down your fuck-me pheromones before the chief busts us down to reading meters like she threatened.” They both knew Ellen Rigby wasn’t the kind of person who issued idle threats; she didn’t speak just to hear her voice.

Royce gave him a cocky grin. “I can try, asshole, but I make no promises.”

They exchanged heated smiles, then Sawyer turned his attention to studying the man’s face in the picture. “The past ten years in prison have not been kind to John Bennett.” He handed the paper to Royce. With snowy white hair, deeply etched wrinkles, and saggy jowls, Bennett looked sixty-eight instead of forty-eight.

“I don’t know anyone who’s come out looking better after visiting Club Fed.”

“Maybe pull up closer,” Sawyer said. “We look like we’re up to no good back here. Who the hell parks at the furthest point from the front door in August heat?” Even though August was almost over, the heat and humidity would linger a while longer. “If we have to wait long, the manager might call the police. I’d bet a hundred blow jobs that Felix has a scanner. He’ll hear the responding officer clear the call and make some scornful remark about dumb detectives, and then he’ll investigate to see which dumb detectives can’t conduct a proper stakeout. Then we’d have to give up this badass ride to try and shake him again.”

“He’s going to regret it if he fucks with our investigation again,” Royce groused, shifting from park to drive and pulling up closer to the fullest cart corral. He wasn’t one to abuse his position of power, but Felix following them would ruin their attempts to stake out suspects. “Better?”

“Much.”

The move turned out to be unnecessary because Bennett came out to get carts not more than five minutes later.

“Here we go,” Sawyer said, sitting up straighter in his seat. “How do you want to play this?”

“Nice and nonthreatening,” Royce said. “No need to get his hackles up.”

Royce and Sawyer got out of the car and walked toward the cart corral. Bennett was so busy trying to pull apart two carts that were stuck together to notice their approach.

“John Bennett?” Royce asked, keeping his voice firm but neutral.

Bennett snapped his head up and immediately began assessing them as a threat—a skill someone quickly learned in prison if they wanted to survive. His eyes narrowed when he saw their badges and shoulder holsters.

“What the fuck do you want?” he asked. “I served my time. Leave me alone.”

Royce had to bite down the urge to give him a snappy reply, but it would only serve to make him even more hostile. John Bennett was a guy who went from earning a comfortable salary as a bank manager to the guy who retrieved carts, pushed a broom, and cleaned up after other people’s shit—literally.

“We’re not here to harass you, Mr. Bennett,” Sawyer said.

He fumed, crossing his arms over his chest in an aggressive manner. “Yeah? If that were true, you wouldn’t have shown up here at my job.”

“Listen up, wiseass,” Royce said. So much for nice and nonthreatening. “If we wanted to make trouble for you, we would’ve gone inside the store and asked your manager if we could speak to you. We didn’t do that because people do deserve a second chance not to fuck things up.”

The tension in Bennett’s body eased slightly, but his light blue eyes remained hard and suspicious. “So ask your questions, then.”

Royce deliberately kept the information about the three arsons vague because he liked it when suspects accidentally filled in the blanks with information only the perpetrator, or their accomplice, would know. Bennett didn’t take the bait, adamantly denied knowing anything about recent fires, and claimed to be completely reformed.

“You’re getting therapy for your addiction?” Sawyer asked.

“It’s part of my parole stipulations, Detectives, which I suspect you already know.” They did. “I will do anything to avoid going back to prison,” he said, dropping the hostility altogether. “It’s hell on earth.”

Royce then asked for his alibi for the three arsons at the vacant properties and the previous night when someone vandalized the mayor’s house.

The look in Bennett’s eyes grew even harder. “I was sleeping,” he said tersely.

“Is there anyone who can confirm that?” Sawyer asked.

“No. My wife divorced me, my kids refuse to speak to me, and not too many women are willing to give a felon a chance, not the kind of woman that turns my head, anyway. Do you know if someone has invented a dating app for someone like me?” he asked. His bark of laughter was dry and brittle.

“Not that I’m aware of, but it’s probably only a matter of time,” Royce remarked.

“Maybe you could invent it,” Sawyer suggested.

“Me? My computer skills are pretty damn basic. I know how to search for things, but coding an app is beyond my abilities,” Bennett said.

Sawyer removed a business card and extended it to him. “If you hear any noise about these fires, will you call me?”

Bennett just stared at the card for a few moments before accepting it with a curt nod.

“Have a good day, Mr. Bennett,” Royce said before turning and heading to the SUV.

“Well?” Sawyer asked once they were inside.

Royce shrugged. “He’s a hard one to read.” He glanced over at Sawyer. “I like what you did with the dating app thing. Nice way to find out what kind of skills he has.”

“It’s not likely that the arsonist and website developer is the same person, but it pays to be diligent.”

“He lives near the three fires and has no alibi, so he remains a person of interest,” Royce said.

“Yeah, I agree.”

Curtis Pullman was next, and although he didn’t live near the fires, his current jobsite was near all three locations. After Peppers confirmed Pullman’s location with his supervisor, she told them he’d been working in the neighborhood for going on two months. The painter who had hired Pullman was currently under contract to paint several apartment complexes in the area. Pullman had the knowledge and access to accelerators like paint thinner.

Pullman was leaning against his truck, smoking a cigarette when Royce pulled into the complex parking lot.

“There’s our guy,” Royce said, nodding in his direction.

Pullman watched them exit the car and walk toward him with no outward changes to his demeanor. He didn’t tense or look belligerent or nervous. Unlike Bennett, Pullman didn’t strike a combative stance when Royce and Sawyer introduced themselves. He nodded politely and shook their hands.

“How can I help you?” he asked.

Royce waited for his attitude to turn defensive when the questions started, but he answered each one without qualms. Pullman claimed he hadn’t read about the fires in the paper, and like Bennett, attended therapy. He flatly stated he wasn’t responsible, but also couldn’t provide a witness to confirm he was home sleeping during the fires. He accepted Royce’s card and said he’d call them if he heard something important.

“No alibi and access to paint thinner,” Sawyer said when they pulled out of the parking lot. “He stays on our radar.”

“Agreed.”

Archie Grange worked third shift at a gas station, so he wasn’t too pleased when they woke him up from a dead sleep to ask him questions. Royce figured he’d earned the name The Weasel for more than just his shady behavior. With his slicked-back hair, beady eyes in a small face, and slender stature, Grange closely resembled the animal.

“I’m out of that life,” Grange said as soon as the questions started. “If I don’t keep my nose clean and my mouth shut, I’ll end up dead. I might not have a lot to boast about right now, but I’m proud of what I do have. I earned this shitty apartment and my secondhand clothes honestly.” Unlike Bennett and Pullman, Grange had a solid alibi. He had worked on the nights The Purists struck and provided the names of his coworkers who could confirm it.

Of the three, Grange had been Royce’s number one suspect due to his history with Savannah’s criminal underbelly. Even though his crimes encompassed more than arson, fire had been his weapon of choice. After interviewing Grange, he fell to the bottom of the list until they could confirm or poke holes in his alibi. He refused to take a card because talking to the cops about anything could be misinterpreted as him rolling on a crime boss.

“Now what?” Sawyer asked when they drove away.

“We head back to the station and find out if Chief wants us to tail them based on the little information we’ve gathered. Then we wait for the clock to strike noon.”

Sawyer’s phone rang, and he groaned when he checked the ID. Blowing out a breath, he plastered a smile on his face and accepted the call. “Hello, Mom.” Sawyer went quiet as he listened to whatever Evangeline had to say. Royce glanced over and noticed his cheeks looked flushed. “I forgot to ask him. We had a crazy day yesterday, and it slipped my mind.” Sawyer made assenting noises as he listened some more. He snorted rudely. “Of course, I’m not embarrassed by my family. Mom, we’re working this insane case. I promise to ask him. Hmm?” From Royce’s periphery, he saw Sawyer turn and look at him. “Yes, I’m with him right now. No, Mom. I will ask him as soon as we hang up.” Sawyer groaned. “Just give me fifteen minutes, okay? I’ll text you.” Sawyer was nodding even though his mother couldn’t see him. “Love you too, Mom.” Sawyer disconnected the call and laughed.

“So, what do you want to ask me?”

“I probably should’ve told you this sooner about my mother, but I’m telling you now before our relationship goes further. It’s not too late for you to run for the hills.”

Royce wasn’t sure how to respond, so he just chuckled. “Lay it on me. I’m not afraid of Evangeline O’Neal.”

Sawyer snorted. “So you say now.”

“Spit it out.”

“She’s big on celebrations, my mother.”

“And?” Royce asked, unsure where he was going.

“She wants to celebrate your promotion,” Sawyer said sheepishly. “You can say no, Ro.” Sawyer didn’t use the shortened version of his name often, but Royce liked it when he did. “You’re important to me, and my mother knows that. She’s also tired of me hogging up all your time and not allowing the family to get to know you.” Sawyer’s words were rushing together like he was afraid he wouldn’t get them all out if he waited. “We can tell her no if it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

By this time, they’d reached the precinct. Royce swallowed past the lump of emotion in his throat as he put the SUV in park. It meant the world to him that Evangeline wanted to celebrate his promotion. His mother would’ve made a celebration dinner with all his favorites had she been alive. The tiny nagging voice in the back of Royce’s brain, the one who questioned his worthiness of Sawyer, thought maybe Sawyer was the uncertain one in the equation. Forgetful was not a word anyone would use to describe him. Had he really forgotten or was he stalling? “Do you feel uncomfortable about me meeting your family? Is that why you didn’t say anything?”

“Not at all,” Sawyer said adamantly. “I am dying to show you off to them and for them to get to know you. When Mom first mentioned the idea, I was worried it was too big of a step since you hadn’t come out at work or to your family. I had promised not to push you beyond your limits, and I meant it, but I had every intention of asking you yesterday. The Purists happened, and then you stalked across the bar and kissed me in front of everyone, then offered up your ass to me afterward. I was very distracted for all the right reasons and forgot about her dinner invite.” Sawyer took a deep breath and smiled at him. “Royce, would you like to join my family for dinner?”

“Yeah, that sounds nice,” Royce said.

Sawyer’s smile grew bigger. “Yeah?”

Royce briefly caressed Sawyer’s face. “Call your mom before the clock strikes noon, and The Purists own our asses for the unforeseeable future.”

Sawyer tapped out a quick text and then tucked his phone away. “I told her dinner was a go, but we’d need to get back to her later about the date and time.”

Speaking of time, Royce glanced at the clock on the dashboard. T minus ten minutes and counting.
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Chief Rigby asked Royce, Sawyer, and Kelsey to join her in her office moments before noon. She had the website up on her screen, and Royce had a hard time looking away from the ticking tock.

“Is it me, or have the flames grown brighter and bigger?” Sawyer asked. Royce agreed the flames looked more intense than they had earlier, and the tallest ones were licking along the bottom edge of the digital clock.

“It’s not you,” Kelsey confirmed.

“Have you had any luck tracing the origin, Ms. Hightower?” Chief asked.

“Not yet, Chief. I’d hoped we were dealing with an amateur here, but our hacker slash web designer knows their sh…stuff.”

“It’s perfectly fine to cuss in front of me,” Rigby said. “Bullshit times call for strong language.”

“What kind of preventative measures has the hacker taken, Kels?” Sawyer asked. “I think those are clues Jonah should feed to Stella to see what she comes up with. We think we’re looking for more than one individual, and it’s unlikely the person assembling the letters is the same as the person setting the fires. What if there’s another person in charge of the cyberattack?”

“Excellent idea,” Chief said. “I’m putting you in charge of that when we’re done.”

“A few hours seems like a lot of time to give you the full picture, but it isn’t when you’re dealing with someone this skilled. I’ll give you what I know about hacking in general and what I’ve specifically learned about this particular hacker so far. The first thing to keep in mind is our hacker doesn’t just pull out a MacBook Pro and start terrorizing the internet. They start by using Linux machines and then build layers of infrastructure as a buffer between them and us. There are huge networks of hackers out there navigating through these virtual machines hosted in countries that make it difficult for us to track or trace them. And because the machines are constantly switched out, it’s easy for the hackers to cover their tracks. They don’t just use the standard browsers as we do; they use Tor, which was engineered for hacking. You’ve heard of the dark web, right?” Everyone nodded. “Tor is one of the key tools that makes it possible. A talented hacker can also spoof IP addresses, sending us to false locations.”

“What can you tell us specifically about this website?”

Kelsey cringed. “While I can’t say they’re equal to the infamous group Anonymous, this is the best hacking I’ve personally seen. The IP address keeps changing almost as quickly as the countdown clock, bouncing between the virtual machines I mentioned. Thanks to Tor, no legitimate domain has been used, so there’s no one for us to contact to shut it down.”

“Christ,” Rigby said, rubbing her eyes. “You’re saying we’re good and fucked.”

Kelsey grimaced. “Possibly, but I am still working on it. If they make the tiniest mistake, I will catch them.”

Royce loved her confidence. “Has the mayor been made aware of this site?”

Rigby nodded. “Yes, I did call her. She adamantly denied it could have anything to do with her and said it changed nothing. She refuses to let bullies pressure her into resigning.”

When the clock struck noon, the digital clock showed four zeros. The hungry flames overtook the page for a few seconds before it turned solid black.

“That was anticlimactic,” Royce said.

“It’s the calm before the storm,” Kelsey whispered.

Though the screen remained black, a soundtrack began to play, and it wasn’t what Royce would’ve predicted. The unmistakable sounds of a man and woman having sex came through Rigby’s built-in computer speakers.

“Christ,” Rigby said again. “Could that be any louder? It sounds like we’re engaging in an orgy in here.”

Kelsey started tapping keys to lower the volume. “Um, what’s happening here?” she asked about the time the woman hit her climax.

“Don’t stop! Don’t stop! Fuck, don’t you dare stop!” the mystery woman begged.

“No way, baby. Never,” the guy replied.

Royce was tempted to answer Kelsey’s questions with a joke to shatter the awkward tension in the room, but then recognition hit him. He turned widened eyes to the chief, who looked shell-shocked.

“Christ,” she squeaked. Royce had never known her to be at a loss for words until now.

The black screen changed to an out-of-focus video of a hallway. The sex sounds got louder as the images came into sharper focus. Whoever was filming was doing so while moving, making the footage a bit bouncy.

“Harder!” the woman demanded.

“Like this?” The man’s question was followed by the sounds of bodies slapping together faster and harder on the other side of the door with the placard that read: Lynette Goodwin, The Honorable Mayor.

“Oh fuck,” Sawyer said, then covered his mouth.

“No one hearing this would know for certain the identity of the man with her. Hell, no one can even prove it’s the mayor in there having sex,” Chief said. “It could be the maintenance crew taking advantage of her empty office after hours.”

No sooner had the words left her mouth, the screen changed again to show a montage of images. All of them featured Lynette Goodwin and Ryan Tedrick in provocative positions. Some looked as if they were taken through the cracks in the window curtains to capture them mid-coitus. Royce could pinpoint the ones from her home based on the fussy fabrics and prints. Others were taken when the couple had engaged in car sex behind a building or a secluded spot, or so they thought. The rest were images they’d snapped of themselves as a couple or selfies they’d taken in various stages of undress, including solo sex acts they’d sent to each other with some very bold messages.

“My eyes,” Kelsey said, covering her face.

Royce would never be able to look at dildosaurus again without thinking that Sawyer and the mayor liked to use the exact same dildo. He and Sawyer exchanged brief glances before refocusing on the video. As much as he wanted to shut it off, Royce couldn’t. It might contain valuable clues or hints about what they planned to do next.

Royce didn’t think it could get any worse until the montage changed to show images of Lynette and Ryan together over the years from when he was just a little kid until present day when he was engaging in sexual acts with her, painting the mayor as a child predator. Until Royce had evidence to the contrary, he would believe the mayor’s statement that she hadn’t begun her affair with Ryan until he was an adult. It didn’t make it less gross to Royce, but there was a difference between morally questionable and illegal acts. The video continued, depicting family gatherings and sleepovers Ryan had with her daughters, who were only a few years younger than him, and special occasions like birthdays and graduations. During the entire time, the soundtrack of them having sex continued to play until the last picture came up, which showed Ryan standing on the stage with her family on election night while she gave an acceptance speech. The look of adoration on his face was evident even then, but without knowing the truth about their relationship, he just looked like a young man who was proud of his aunt. The audio switched to her addressing the crowd. She touted her family values and commitment to all the citizens of Savannah, even the forgotten ones. The audience began chanting, “We all win with Lyn.”

The video faded to black once more before the flames appeared again along the bottom and sides. A message started scrolling in the center. The Purists outed Ryan’s relationship to the mayor for those who didn’t already know, referring to him as her nephew and conveniently leaving off the part about there being no biological connection between them. Royce disliked the bullshit, half-truth tactics prevalent in politics, and he hated them when they were used to stir up an angry mob. Peaceful protests were one thing, but riots were a completely different beast. This kind of propaganda triggered hostile environments where people got hurt and property got damaged or destroyed.

The Purists went on to recap their sentiments from the letters about how the mayor betrayed the citizens and her family. They vowed to play the footage on an endless loop until she resigned, promising the entire world would know about Lynette Goodwin’s misdeeds before they finished with her.

“Goodwin’s career is over,” Sawyer said. “Maybe she’s being honest about their relationship not starting until recently, but no one is going to believe her after this. People are going to flay her alive.”

“And leave her for the fire ants,” Kelsey added.

Noticing the chief hadn’t responded, Royce turned his head and looked at her. “What do you want us to do, Chief?”

“I want you to kick over every fucking rock until we’ve rounded up The Purists. The mayor will be calling or dropping by any minute now, so is there anything I can tell her?”

Royce had nearly brought her up to speed about their three persons of interest before her assistant buzzed to let her know the mayor was on the phone.

“Please close the website, Ms. Hightower,” Chief said as the video began to cycle through again. “I can’t take seeing or hearing it a second time. Let me talk to the mayor in private, then I’ll discuss our next steps with you, Locke.”

“Yes, ma’am,” all three said before making a quick exit.

Once they reached the bullpen, Kelsey realized the mistake she’d made when they saw several of the MCU detectives gathered around her computer. All of them wore expressions in various stages of shock and horror. “I didn’t close the browser before we went into Chief’s office,” she said, groaning and covering her face with her hands. The mayor’s moaning got louder in the recording, drowning out Kelsey’s misery.

“How the hell were you to anticipate a pornographic video would pop up?” Sawyer asked.

There was no way she could have since Royce hadn’t given her all the facts, but maybe he should’ve predicted it. He’d known the mayor’s secret, and he’d known how angry The Purists were about it. Still, predicting it wouldn’t have changed anything. The detectives were going to find out eventually because this situation wasn’t going to just go away like the mayor hoped. A particularly loud moan made the detectives jerk and snapped Royce out of his thoughts.

“Shut that shit off and get back to work,” he commanded. There was no mistaking his outrage and disgust, and the other detectives scattered.

Kelsey skirted by him and headed for her temporary workstation, quieting the computer, then dropping in the chair. Royce followed her, leaning against the corner of her desk.

“What can we do next, Kels? Is there anything you’ve found that can help us identify this group?”

“Not yet, but the program is still tracking the site. We’re not talking hours, Royce. We could be talking days or weeks, if we get any viable information at all.” She released a long sigh. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think we need bigger guns for this.”

“Such as?” Royce asked, dreading her response.

“FBI,” Sawyer said quietly. “We’re looking at cybercrimes that could involve multiple states at best and have international reach at worst.” Royce knew Sawyer was right but hated dealing with the feds.

“Come on,” Royce said, shaking his head. “We’re not dealing with some asshole in Moscow who has an ax to grind with Goodwin. We’re looking at some local fuck face who is power tripping right now because they think they have the mayor right where they want her.” And they did. There was no way in hell Lynette Goodwin was going to wait this out. Even so, he wanted to minimize the number of people who saw it. “Is there any way to shut this down?”

Kelsey shook her head. “The only person who can take it down is the domain owner.”

“And they haven’t used the normal avenues,” Royce said, recalling what Kelsey had said in the chief’s office. “How can we minimize the impact?”

Kelsey cringed. “We can hope word doesn’t spread faster than a wildfire. People will only stumble across it if they go searching for it.” She gasped. “Unless…” She pulled up Google and began typing ferociously. One search after the other brought up a link for the site. Anyone searching anything to do with Savannah would see it at the top of the page. “This is worse than I expected.”

“So much for keeping this as quiet as possible,” Sawyer said.

“Locke,” Chief said firmly from her doorway. Royce snapped his head up, noted her pinched expression, and didn’t keep her waiting.

“There are times I wish I kept hard liquor in my desk,” she said when he entered her office and shut the door. “The mayor is furious that we don’t have any leads or answers for her. She’s accused me of not taking it seriously and stated she’s personally calling the FBI because these vigilante bullies have hacked their phones and computers. I think her world is imploding, and it’s easier to lash out at me since she can’t get at The Purists. I didn’t remind the mayor of her blasé attitude when I informed her about the site.”

“Sorry, Chief. I feel like I’ve let you down.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Locke. It’s damn hard to fight an invisible enemy, so I didn’t bring you in here to chew your ass. I want to discuss strategy going forward. Until the FBI physically shows up to take over the case, we’re proceeding as normal. A thought occurred to me while the mayor was lamenting that this wouldn’t be as big of a deal if she were a guy.”

“What’s that, Chief?”

“We need to take a closer look at the mayor’s enemies. This seems especially personal to me. I want you to look at the former mayor and the city council members who oppose her at every turn.”

“And Skip Goodwin,” Royce added. He couldn’t shake that there was something more going on there.

“Yes,” she agreed. “What does Skip know about Lynette and Ryan’s relationship, and when did he know it?” Chief took a deep breath and released it. “If you’re a praying man, request divine intervention to help us keep this site quiet until we get it shut down. I know the mayor is hedging her bets that people won’t stumble across it, but—” Chief’s words cut off when she saw Royce’s grimace. “What is it?”

Royce blew out a breath and told her what Kelsey had discovered. “I’m not a computer geek, but it looks really bad.”

“She’s finished,” Rigby said.

“I don’t even know if that’s the extent of the damage because you called me in just as we discovered it.”

“The Purists could’ve linked it to any type of porn search or even how local governments work,” Rigby said, sounding stunned. “It won’t be long before the newspapers and radio stations pick up on it. I need you to get out there and beat the pavement. Pull all personnel who aren’t working priority cases.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s find out if Blue has any updates for us,” she said, hitting the speakerphone button and dialing his number.

He answered on the second ring. “Hello, Chief.”

“I have Locke with me, Blue. We’re checking in to see how the investigations are coming along.”

“We just started the third location, Chief. There isn’t a lot of physical evidence remaining, but the origin and burn patterns are identical to the first two locations. We’re looking at the same arsonist. We’ll wrap up the third location and report back to you, ma’am.”

“Thanks, Blue. I want the two of you back here to compare what you found to the fires from convicted arsonists. I have three potential suspects I want you to look hard at. Locke’s team will conduct neighborhood canvasses at all three locations.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Blue said.

They said goodbye, and Rigby disconnected the call. “You have your orders, Locke.”

“Ma’am,” he said with a curt nod. “What about surveillance of our three suspects tonight?”

“I’m going to need something stronger than speculation before I can authorize it,” she said wryly. “Call your team together, debrief them, and assign interview responsibilities.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I want updates. Lots and lots of updates. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to call the commissioner.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, then quickly left her office. Sawyer glanced up when he approached. “Call Jonah and give him the latest information. He can plug that nightmare video into Stella and see what else we get.” Glancing around the bullpen, he saw that all eyes were on him. Word had gotten around because everyone was present except for a few of the vice detectives who were undercover and unavailable to go knocking on doors. “Listen up, grab something to drink and meet me in the conference room for a debriefing so I can pass out assignments.” Energy buzzed through the bullpen as the team members reacted to his command.

Royce felt Sawyer staring at him, so he turned and met his gaze. Sawyer blinked, clearing the emotion from his eyes, but not before Royce saw arousal in their dark depths.

“You’re so good at this,” Sawyer whispered.

Sawyer liked it when Royce flexed his authority, and Royce liked that Sawyer liked it. At least the day wasn’t a total shit show.
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Chief wanted them to beat the pavement, and they did. Royce split them up into teams; some were interviewing the mayor’s enemies and others were canvassing neighborhoods where the arsons took place. Sawyer was in the first camp, and Royce was in the latter. As the day wore on, Royce realized they were facing an uphill battle. The three arsons were committed in some of the poorest neighborhoods where cops weren’t respected or trusted. Royce chose the first fire scene, sending Ky to the second and Ashcroft to the third. He encountered a variety of reactions—none of them flattering or surprising. Some slammed the door in his face, an elderly woman told him to get fucked, a few remained polite but said they hadn’t seen anything, many demanded to know why the police suddenly took an interest in their neighborhoods, and three refused to answer their doors even though Royce could see them sitting inside their living rooms through the screen door. When Ky and Ashcroft called to check in, he learned they’d encountered the same reactions.

Interviewing the people who would gain the most from Goodwin’s resignation yielded nothing. They were good and fucked. Jonah didn’t have anything new to add either. Stella hadn’t found any similarities between the stuff on the flash drive and the two communications from The Purists. Royce’s update to the chief was the low point of his career. He might as well have said, “I got nothing. I know nothing.”

His lack of sleep the night before and battling the hot sun and humidity had taken its toll on him. The chief sent him home to rest up so they could take a swing the next day. He wanted to swim in Sawyer’s pool, preferably naked, and follow it up with cold beers, good food, and sex. So much sex. Royce would’ve forgotten all about Holly coming over for pizza if she hadn’t called to remind him to order a side salad.

Royce snorted into the phone. “Of course, Holls.” He switched lanes to make a right at the next intersection and double back toward his house instead of driving to Sawyer’s.

“You forgot all about our plans, didn’t you?” she asked wryly.

“Yeah, but not for the reasons you’re thinking. I’m sure you’ve heard about the mayor’s situation, right?” Someone had tipped off the radio station and the news affiliates in the surrounding area. Any attempt to keep her affair quiet while they tracked down The Purists had exploded. Patrol officers were dispatched to her home and her office to disband rowdy crowds that had gathered. The angry mob outside her office left without much of a fuss when they realized they could be arrested for protesting without a permit. They moved over to her house to join the others who had gathered on her neighbor’s property. At first the older woman wanted them gone until she found out why they were there. Royce heard she’d served the protesters lemonade and joined them on her lawn.

It was a big fucking mess.

“Who hasn’t heard about it,” Holly said. “It’s all they’ve talked about on the radio today. I would’ve come in, but Crystal called in sick, and I have to work tonight.”

Just hearing the woman’s name sent rage and heartbreak spiking through him, adding to an already horrific day. Everything about Marcus still felt raw. Less than six months had passed since Royce found Marcus dead inside his running car in the garage, and since then, he’d had a hard time reconciling the boy Royce had known and the man he’d worshipped as the same guy who cheated on his wife for three years and committed suicide to avoid a potential Internal Affairs investigation. As much as he wanted to forget about Crystal, he couldn’t. He’d committed to learning the truth about Marcus, and like it or not, she played a pivotal role.

“I’m on my way home now, Holl. Let me phone in the pizza order. Sawyer was just wrapping up interviews when I last talked to him, so he won’t be far behind us.”

“Are you sure, Ro. Maybe you need a night to—”

“Nah. I need pizza, cold beer, and time with my best guy and best girl.”

“Be there in fifteen.”

“See you then.” He called Sawyer next. “I forgot about Holly coming over to my place for pizza. I’m going to place an order when I get home. How much longer will you be?”

“I didn’t forget about pizza night with Holly and already placed the order. I figured you’d forget her salad.”

“I would’ve remembered.” Probably not. “So, you forgot to invite me to dinner with your family, but you didn’t forget about pizza. I’m not sure what to think about this.”

“Ro, you’re not still stuck on that, are you?”

“No.” Maybe. “I just like giving you a hard time so you’ll give me one in return after Holls leaves. It’s how we work.”

“I’ll show you hard.”

A shiver of want worked its way down Royce’s spine. “Thank fuck.”

Sawyer chuckled. “I’ll pick up our order on my way over. I won’t be far behind you,” Sawyer said, sounding tired. “See you soon.”

“The sooner, the better,” Royce countered.

Holly was waiting for him when he arrived. She greeted him with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “You look exhausted, Ro.”

“I feel like I’ve been run over by a train, but a night with my favorite people is what I need.”

They escaped the oppressive heat by going inside his cool house. Royce went straight for the refrigerator to get them cold drinks while Holly headed over to his battered and scarred dining room table. It had come with the house he’d inherited from his aunt Tipsy, and he loved rubbing his hand over the wood, remembering the day she’d bought it and the matching chairs at a flea market. She’d been so excited to have a dining room set that matched. Whenever someone pointed out the burn marks, dents, or grooves, she’d tell them it had character like her.

Holly sat down and opened the file he kept on Marcus. After realizing he’d added nothing new, she closed it and looked up at him as he approached with a can of Minute Maid pink lemonade for her and a cold beer for himself.

“I’d much rather have a beer,” she said, sighing.

“But duty calls,” he said, sitting across from her.

“Speaking of duty,” Holly said, her eyes sparkling with curiosity and mischief. “How’d things go today after your big stunt at the bar last night? That was so fucking hot. I’d smack your ass and yell attaboy, but Sawyer might walk in and get the wrong impression.”

Royce repeated the brief conversation he had with Chief, then mentally kicked himself in the ass for not bringing the photo home to show Sawyer. He skipped over the story with Felix because it felt too tangled up with Sawyer’s past, which was only Holly’s business if Sawyer said it was. Instead, Royce told her about the moment he stepped out of Rigby’s office and found nearly every member of their unit staring at him. He chuckled and shook his head.

“You must feel relieved to have it out in the open now,” she said, reaching across the table and squeezing his hand.

He nodded, even though he still had a huge hurdle to leap.

Holly narrowed her eyes and stared at him. As the friend who’d known him the longest, she could almost read his thoughts. “It doesn’t matter what they think.” Royce knew she was referring to his father, brothers, and sister. “You don’t owe those deadbeats a goddamn thing. You escaped from that life, and they can go fuck themselves.”

“You’re such a lady, Holls.”

She pointed her finger at him, which meant she was getting worked up. “And fuck you too, Ro. For the life of me, I will never understand why you keep setting yourself up for heartbreak. They only call you when they want something. They insult your job, our chief, your friends, and your partner, who happens to be your boyfriend. Choose yourself for once, and stop answering their phone calls. Who gives a fuck if they stop talking to you?”

“You’ll be proud to know I ignored Benton’s phone calls and text messages today.” Holly was right; Benton only came around when he was out of money for drugs or booze or ran into trouble with the law. He hadn’t yet figured out that, family or not, Royce wasn’t enabling his addictions or jeopardizing his career to get him out of trouble. He hadn’t fixed so much as a parking ticket for Benton, and he never would. “I haven’t talked to Jace since the week after I got shot.” Once his biggest defender and greatest ally, Jace was emotionally aloof and distant most of the time. He’d seen too many ugly things during his many tours in the Middle East as a scout sniper. These days he tried to drown his sorrows in booze and fast women instead of getting help for his PTSD.

Holly bristled at hearing Royce’s oldest brother’s name. The two of them had a complicated history even he didn’t fully understand. There was a brief moment in time when Jace had cleaned up his act, and it looked like his brother and Holly were finally going to make a run at a real relationship, but it crumbled the moment Jace fell back into old habits. As much as Holly liked to lecture Royce on walking away, he found it ironic she hadn’t managed to do it either, not cleanly anyway. Sometimes people were in your blood, and you couldn’t shake them no matter how hard you tried.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said fiercely. “I’m not a hypocrite. I stopped taking Jace’s calls a long time ago.” Yeah, but Royce thought Holly hated like hell that his brother had given up without more of a fight. “Sawyer is crazy about you, Ro. You won’t be able to keep riding the fence forever. You’ll have to choose a side. Your deadbeat family or Sawyer? Being partners with Sawyer in the field or partners in a relationship?”

Royce nodded because he knew what he needed to do, but it wasn’t going to be easy. Telling his family he was bisexual and dating Sawyer could have repercussions, and he couldn’t take retaliation off the table. Sawyer was a strong man, but anyone could be caught off guard or outnumbered.

A quick double knock sounded on his front door seconds before it opened, and Sawyer walked in carrying two pizza boxes and a plastic bag with Holly’s salad in it. “I have dinner.”

“Thank God,” Holly said dramatically. “I’m starved, and this one doesn’t have a damn thing to eat here.”

Royce scowled at her. “I have plenty to snack on.”

“I don’t even need to search your refrigerator or cabinets to know the best you could offer me is bologna lunchmeat and instant ramen noodles. Neither count as real food. Come to mama,” she said, gesturing at the pizza boxes.

Sawyer chuckled and set them down in the middle of the table before cupping Royce’s face in both hands. “What a fucking day, huh?” He leaned forward and brushed his lips over Royce’s.

“It’s better now,” Royce replied, noticing the huskiness that had entered his voice.

Sawyer went in for a longer kiss, one that made Royce melt in the chair and forget his own name. “So fucking good at this.” It was ridiculous how much he liked hearing Sawyer praise him. Another kiss, but this one included a little tongue play.

“Okay, fellas,” Holly said, laughing. “That’s enough. Queen of the Lonely Hearts is getting jealous.”

“It’s because you have horrible taste in men, Holls,” Royce said without breaking eye contact with Sawyer.

“Now, you’re a dating expert?”

“Play nice, you two,” Sawyer said. “Let’s eat some pizza and see if we can come up with a game plan to figure out what Marcus was up to since we have someone on the inside now.” He winked at Holly. “I left my laptop in the car, but I’ll go out and get it after dinner. My notes are easier to read than Locke’s chicken scratch.”

“Deal,” Holly said, rubbing her hands together before she opened the top box. Holly suddenly burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Royce asked, turning the box around. His mouth fell open, then he stammered out, “Is this a joke?”

“I was expecting cheesy bread knots, not bread—” Sawyer’s words faltered, and he gestured to the box.

“Dicks,” Holly squeaked out, then laughed some more. “Sawyer bought us bread dicks.” She poked at the twisted knot on the bottom of one that resembled a ball sack.

Royce shook with laughter while Sawyer continued to stare down at the box. “I’ve never seen bread dicks before.”

Holly wiped her eyes. “It’s probably off their secret menu. You can order bread dicks for special occasions where worshipping them is appropriate. Either that or they knew the order was for Ro, so they made a box of bread dicks for the king of dicks.”

Royce laughed harder. “Maybe they heard I came out at work.”

“Instead of a gender reveal party, it’s a coming-out party?” Holly asked.

“Yeah, maybe.”

“You two are crazy,” Sawyer said. “A bridesmaid is opening up their box and pissed because they’d ordered bread dicks for a bachelorette party, not bread knots.”

“No bride is having her bachelorette party in the middle of the week. I don’t know who ordered the bread dicks or how we ended up with them, but I am so grateful. I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard,” Holly said. “Do you know what would be even funnier? We all pile into Sawyer’s car and watch as he scares the shit out of the smartass who decided to have a little fun tonight.”

“Oh, that does sound like a good time,” Royce agreed.

Sawyer snorted. “I should probably call the store manager and report this. These bread dicks aren’t suitable for kids.”

Holly reached inside the box and picked one up. “They’re suitable for my stomach.” She bit down harder than necessary and savagely tore off the crown of the bread dick. She chewed with wicked delight in her eyes while Royce and Sawyer squirmed uncomfortably. “Best dick I’ve had in ages,” she said with her mouth full.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to talk with a dick in your mouth?” Royce asked. “I might be the most inexperienced one at sucking cock in this group, but even I know it’s not proper blow job etiquette.”

“And easy with the teeth,” Sawyer said, shuddering. They both laughed, and Holly flipped them off with one hand while continuing to eat her bread dick with the other.

Royce turned to Sawyer. “What kind of sauce did you get to dunk the dicks in?”

“Pizza sauce and garlic butter.”

“I call dibs on the garlic butter,” Royce said, grabbing two dicks from the box and the container of garlic butter. Then he turned the pizza box around to open it. “Meat lovers. How appropriate for the three of us.” Their laughter grew more raucous. Apparently, the bread dicks had reduced them to middle schoolers.

Sawyer retrieved paper plates and napkins from Royce’s kitchen and passed them around.

“What is happening here? Royce Locke is going to use a paper plate instead of just eating the slice over the open pizza box?” Holly teased. “I honestly thought it would take longer for Sawyer to domesticate you,” Holly said before biting into a slice of pizza.

“Domesticate me?” Royce asked in disbelief.

“Only took me a few weeks, which was much shorter than with Bones,” Sawyer told Holly, who nearly choked on her pizza. “He wanted to hiss and bite me for nearly two months.”

Royce narrowed his eyes. “Smartass.” Royce would hiss and bite Sawyer plenty as soon as they were alone.

They dug into their dinner and nearly demolished the extra-large pizza and bread dicks. Holly didn’t leave so much as a piece of shredded red cabbage in the bottom of her container. Then Royce dodged Holly’s domesticity barbs while Sawyer went to retrieve his laptop.

“Maybe we’re just chasing our tails here,” Holly suggested when Sawyer returned. “Sawyer, none of your CIs turned up any new information, right?”

“Nope.”

“I know you’re hoping I’ll find answers at the club, but everyone is private and tight-lipped there. I expected the ladies to be catty and trash one another behind their backs, but I was wrong. It’s probably the reason no one has been able to prove the rumors about Savage McGraw. The only thing any of the women have said about Crystal is she hasn’t been the same since her boyfriend died,” Holly said gently. “You can see the sadness in her eyes. She’s just going through the motions. I’ll never condone what Marcus did to Candi, but Crystal did care deeply for him.”

“Internal Affairs has to know something we don’t,” Royce said. “They don’t waste their time and energy on bullshit. If we could find out where they’re looking or how they were tipped off…”

“Or you could let it go,” Holly suggested. “Marcus is gone. Let him rest in peace.”

“Candi needs the money, Holls. I don’t believe IA has created a bogus case to save the department from paying out benefits, so I need to get some answers. I hope like hell I can clear his name, but getting the truth will at least be closure so we can heal.” So I can heal, Royce thought.

Sensing the hurt rising inside him, Sawyer leaned in and kissed Royce. “If we can find out which judge signed the warrant, I could—”

“Hell no. You’re not using your connections on this. I won’t have your reputation tarnished because of me.” Then again, Sawyer risked that just by dating him.

“If Marcus wasn’t dirty, then what could he have been into? What motivated him to start going to The Alley Cat?”

“A strained marriage?” Holly asked. “Three kids and two parents who work full-time and often on different shifts. People have strayed for less.”

Holly had an excellent point. Marcus had confided in him that his marriage to Candi was in trouble. Royce knew Marcus hadn’t wanted more than two kids, and they fought hard about the third pregnancy. The week before Marcus committed suicide, he had told Royce he was determined to do right by Candi. What the hell had changed? If Royce could trace Marcus’s activities during his final eight days, he was sure he’d find the answer to what had really been going on with him. IA had confiscated Marcus and Candi’s computers, so they wouldn’t be able to do a history search.

Sawyer cupped his face, stroked his thumb along Royce’s jawline. “We’ll figure it out. Maybe not tonight, but we will find answers. I’m relentless, and you’re fearless, remember?” Royce nodded, and Sawyer leaned in, giving him a languid, lazy kiss. Lost in Sawyer’s words and touch, Royce hadn’t heard the front door open.

“I knew you’d turned into a faggot too.”
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Royce jumped away from Sawyer, realizing too late his reaction could be mistaken for guilt or shame. “Benton,” he said with a growl. “What are you doing here?”

“Came to check on my big bro. You didn’t answer my calls or texts, and I was worried.”

“There’s my cue to leave,” Holly said, rising to her feet and grabbing her purse. “Thanks for dinner, guys. I’ll call you later.” She sauntered past Benton without looking in his direction. Benton, on the other hand, turned to watch her walk out of the house.

“Damn, that girl gets hotter and hotter.” He spun around and faced Royce with a leering smile on his face. “Is she single? If Jace isn’t going to tap that, then maybe I should.”

“Stay away from her if you know what’s good for you.”

Benton covered his heart with both hands. “You hurt me, big brother.”

Royce bristled with anger. “Jace will be the one doing the hurting this time.” Their older brother might be wrestling with a ton of demons, but Royce knew the man was crazy about Holly. “What. Do. You. Want?”

“I already told you. I’m here to check on you.”

Benton walked closer, and Royce could see the telltale signs of withdrawal. The sweatiness, twitching, and dilated pupils all pointed to his condition, but more than that, his younger brother looked feral and spoiling for a fight. He recognized the look well. Benton wasn’t here because he cared about Royce; he was here to get money so he could score drugs. Tension radiated off Sawyer, and Royce could tell he was coiled tight and ready to spring into action. He remembered the way Sawyer had lovingly kissed the fading bruises on his abdomen the night they stopped fighting their feelings for one another. Royce had told Sawyer he’d gotten them in a fight during a family dinner, but he never told Sawyer he’d gone into battle because of him. The memory of Benton’s cruel words reared its ugly head.

“Too bad you got stuck with the whiny, crybaby pussy for a partner. Better not turn your back to him.” Benton sneered at him across the table. “Unless you like that sort of thing.”

“Key is a good detective. I could’ve done a lot worse in partners.” Royce kept his tone neutral to avoid giving away how much Benton’s words angered him. Sawyer wasn’t just a good detective; he was a good man who didn’t deserve to be talked about in such a hateful way.

Benton snorted. “You must like his dick in your mouth.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Royce said flippantly. “You sure seem to obsess about what other men like to do with their dicks though.”

“You calling me a faggot?” Benton demanded to know.

Royce shrugged. “I don’t use that kind of language, but I think your obsession is curious.”

Benton stood up so fast his chair crashed to the floor. Pointing at Royce, he said, “You better watch it, or I’ll fuck you up.”

Royce got to his feet and met his brother’s furious glare with his own. “You can try.”

“Sit down and shut up or take it outside,” their father bellowed from his seat at the head of the table. He banged his fist on the scarred wood when neither of the brothers seemed willing to listen.

Both men sat back down and resumed eating, but the animosity between them never faded. By the end of dinner, Royce was spoiling for a physical outlet to relieve the tension that had been building inside him from fighting his attraction to Sawyer and finding out IA had been investigating Marcus. A backyard fistfight was just the thing to make him feel better. It wasn’t long before he got his chance.

“I wouldn’t get too used to having him as a partner,” Benton said. It was their turn to wash and dry dishes after dinner, giving his brother the perfect opportunity to pick right up where they left off.

Royce dropped the towel on the counter and faced Benton. “Are you threatening him?”

Benton pulled his hands out of the sink. He’d lost the coin toss and had to wash. “I don’t need to because God will sort his ass out just like He did the pansy’s husband.”

Royce saw red. He cocked his arm back and let his fist fly, landing a solid blow to his brother’s nose. Blood gushed down his chin and onto his shirt.

Benton covered his nose. “No damage to the face, asshole.” It was their one steadfast rule at the Locke Family Fight Club.

Royce followed it up with a blow to his brother’s stomach, and the fight was on. They tumbled out the kitchen door and into the back yard, exchanging kicks and punches until they were both out of breath. Royce’s midsection was battered, but he’d still come out on top.

Bending down over his prone and gasping brother, Royce said, “Shut your fucking mouth about my partner.”

The warning had bought Royce peace that lasted for nearly two months, but the reprieve was over.

Benton’s steps faltered when he glanced over at Sawyer. “Well, well, well,” he sneered. “Looks like the sissy boy wants to take me on too. You’ll have to settle for a fight because I don’t take it up the ass.”

“Let’s do it. You and me, Benton. Isn’t that how you like to settle disputes?” Sawyer balled his hands into fists and started to step around Royce, who was temporarily distracted by the corded muscles in Sawyer’s forearms. He snapped out of it when Benton laughed with wicked anticipation. “Do you want to see what this sissy boy is made of, because I’m itching to teach you a lesson?”

In a fair fight, Sawyer would take Benton any day of the week, but with adrenaline and desperation coursing through his brother, Royce knew it was too much of a risk. Benton wouldn’t hesitate to pull a knife on Sawyer. Royce would rather die first than let that happen.

“I think you should go home, Key,” Royce said tersely, pulling Sawyer’s attention back to him. “I want to talk to my brother alone.”

Hurt briefly flashed in Sawyer’s eyes before he shut it down, gutting Royce. “If that’s what you want,” he said calmly while gathering his stuff. “Talk to you later, Locke.” Locke. Not Royce. Not Ro. Not even dickhead. Just an impersonal, passionless Locke like the first day they’d met.

“I’ll call you in a bit,” Royce said when Sawyer reached the door. Sawyer flipped up his hand in a wave and kept going without a backward glance. Fuck. He was in so much trouble. Royce turned his attention to Benton as soon as they were alone. “Don’t show up here unannounced and don’t insult my boyfriend.” Fuck me. This feels right. He just hoped he retained the title after tonight.

“Dad always accused you of being a pussy, but I didn’t know just how right he was until now.”

“Why do you insist on talking like an ignorant twelve-year-old?” Royce asked. “What I do with my free time and whom I choose to do it with is none of your fucking business.” Benton narrowed his eyes as the gears in his brain started to grind as he tried to form a rebuttal. Before he could respond, Royce said, “I don’t have pain pills left over from my surgery, I don’t keep cash on me, and there’s no fucking way I’m giving you my bank card to pull money out of an ATM. You’re crashing hard. You can go to the clinic for help, or you can go back to Dad’s and try to sleep it off, but you’re not staying here.”

“Heartless, greedy bastard. You have so much,” Benton sneered. It had always been a massive bone of contention between Royce and his siblings that Aunt Tipsy had left the house to him.

“Stop blaming other people for your addiction, Benton. Do you want nice things? Get cleaned up once and for all and get a fucking job.”

“My, aren’t you a smug son of a bitch suddenly? I guess the fancy man is rubbing off on you. Literally.”

“I’m surprised you even know what literally means,” Royce countered. “Get out of here.”

“You’re going to regret choosing him over your own family. Mark my words.”

If given a choice, I’m going to pick you. His declaration to Sawyer echoed in his mind, mocking him. Sawyer probably thought Royce hadn’t chosen him tonight, but his safety was Royce’s top priority. Royce held his brother’s glare and said, “You’re going to regret it if you don’t stay away from Sawyer. Mark my words.”

It felt like a declaration of war, but Royce wasn’t backing down. Benton flipped him off and slammed out of his house. He heard tires squealing moments later. Royce immediately called Sawyer because he needed to know they were okay. Sawyer didn’t answer the first time, the second, nor the third. He was probably pissed, and Royce couldn’t blame him.

“Damn you, Royce. Stop being a dumbass.” Royce grabbed his keys and headed to his Camaro, where he noticed a new scratch down the entire length of his car.

“Goddamn it, Benton.” The fucker had keyed his car from bumper to bumper. He’d have to recoup his insurance deductible in a pound of Benton’s flesh because the fucker had no assets or money.

Royce tried Sawyer’s cell again and then growled in frustration when he didn’t answer. Dropping the phone in his cupholder, he slammed his palm a few times against the steering wheel. “Fuck!” Royce yelled, so angry with himself he was starting to see red.

The song on the radio ended, and though Royce didn’t usually pay attention to the DJs, this one said something that caught his attention.

“There’s been much speculation since the sex scandal broke earlier today, but we’ve received word that Mayor Lynette Goodwin is officially announcing her resignation tomorrow morning at ten.” She’d held out longer than he’d thought.

Royce’s phone rang, but the person he wanted to speak to the most wasn’t the one calling him. Forcing cheerfulness in his voice, he accepted the call and said, “Hey, Candi. What’s up?”

“‘Hey, Candi. What’s up?’ That’s it? No cutesy name? Am I chasing you off with my constant whining about my problems?” She tried to strike a humorous tone, but Royce could hear the tears in her voice.

“I could never be tired of you, honey. Returning to work has been insane.”

“If you’re with Sawyer, maybe I should call you back—”

“No way, Candi Cane. You don’t call unless it’s important. What’s up? Do you need me to watch the kids while you work?”

Candi broke down and started crying then. “You’re so good to me. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through this without you.”

“I love you and the kids, you know this. Besides, Marcus was my best friend, and he’d never forgive me if I didn’t look out for you. Just tell me what you need, and it’s yours.”

“I need a miracle, Royce.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure I can help you out there, but I can come over, and we can talk. I give great hugs, and maybe I can help you sort some things out.”

“The bank is going to repossess my van, and I’m in jeopardy of defaulting on our home equity loan too. It’s bad, Royce. Really bad.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Hang tight.”

“Okay,” she said through tears. “Thank you.”

Rage and sorrow pummeled his heart after they disconnected. Why, Marcus? Then guilt moved in because it hurt to be this angry with someone he’d loved so much, someone who couldn’t defend their actions, even though they seemed indefensible. Marcus was dead, and no amount of shouting or raging would bring him back. All he could do was be there for Candi and the kids.

He tried Sawyer’s phone once more and started to worry when he didn’t pick up. Sawyer wasn’t the kind of guy to ignore a problem. He faced things head-on. So why wasn’t he giving Royce hell if he was mad or hurt? Then again, why wasn’t Royce leaving messages?

He dialed Sawyer once more and didn’t hang up when the call rolled over to voice mail. “I’m sorry that I mishandled the situation with Benton. I didn’t ask you to leave because I’m ashamed of us, Sawyer. I just wanted you away from my tweaker brother who wouldn’t hesitate to pull a knife on you. I was on my way over to your house to talk in person, but Candi called. She’s in big trouble and needs my help. Please call me back. I choose you. Always.”
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Royce entered through the sliding glass door off the dining room in Candi and Marcus’s house. He tried to focus on how much he loved Candi and the kids instead of thinking about the awful Saturday afternoon when he’d entered through the same door and found his best friend dead inside the garage with the car running. He once loved this house so much but now hated it with a passion. Not only was it the place Marcus had chosen to end his life, but Royce had learned the home was built on lies, at least partially so. The man who’d patiently scraped off ugly wallpaper and repainted the walls whatever color Candi had chosen wasn’t the same man who lived a double life for three years. The man who’d cried tears of joy when he brought Marc home from the hospital wasn’t the same person who’d been indifferent when he brought Bailey home seven years later.

Royce had learned the hard way that Marcus was flawed, but he still loved and missed him every day.

A loud thump on the second story followed by boyish giggles popped Royce’s dark mood like a needle to a balloon, and he smiled. Those little boys were two of the reasons he was there, and his pain was immaterial. Candi loved the house and wanted to keep it, so Royce wanted that for her too.

“Candi,” Royce called out as he walked through the dining room toward the front of the house. A Disney cartoon played on the television in the empty living room. Toys, shoes, and a variety of clothes were strewn all over the place. Empty cups and dirty plates lined the coffee table and the matching end tables bracketing the sofa, and dust covered any bare spots. It looked like a hurricane had gone through it. Their house had always been lived in, but this was extreme.

From above, he could hear Candi speaking softly to the boys, which meant she probably had just laid Bailey down in her crib. With Candi working twelve-hour shifts at least three times a week, their routine and schedules were in chaos. He was no fucking expert, but he knew kids needed structure. With her world spinning out of control, Candi needed it too, whether she realized it or not. She’d been too damned determined to prove she could do it alone and not accept more help than she deemed necessary, which meant she wasn’t getting enough sleep.

A few minutes later, Candi came down the stairs. He hadn’t seen her in a few weeks and was shocked by the changes in her appearance. Her usually glossy hair hung limply around her starkly pale face, making the dark circles under her green eyes more prominent. Candi’s clothes hung on her body, emphasizing a significant weight loss her already-slender frame couldn’t afford. He had never been more worried about anyone than he was about Candi. Guilt slashed at his heart because he hadn’t been around as much to help her.

Candi smiled, but she didn’t fool him. She looked like the slightest wind would blow her over and the smallest upset would be the final straw that broke her. Royce knew her spine was made of pure steel though, even if she’d forgotten. He was done letting her blow off his concerns and offers of help—financially and around the house. Independence was one thing, but running herself into the ground was a costly mistake she couldn’t afford.

“We need to have a serious talk.”

Candi glanced around the living room, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears of shame when they met his again. “I promise it’s not usually this bad,” she said, mistaking the reason for his gruff voice. “I picked up a few additional shifts to make extra money, even though it puts me in a higher tax bracket, and the government takes more. I can’t dig myself out of this hole no matter how hard I try.”

Royce crossed the room and gently gripped her biceps, becoming even more scared when he realized how much thinner her arms were. Jesus. She was practically skin and bones. How had he not noticed her decline? Had it been occurring slowly since Marcus’s death, or was it more of a recent development he’d missed because he’d been spending most of his free time with Sawyer? What the fuck kind of friend was he? He’d let them down, and he was grateful he could step it up before things got too grave, or at least he hoped that was the case.

Leaning forward, Royce kissed Candi’s forehead. “I’m not judging you, honey. I didn’t mean to imply I was going to lecture you. I’m going to help you, and you’re going to let me.”

“But you do so much already, and I—”

Royce cut her off by briefly covering her lips with his forefinger. “I’m not one to tell a woman to be quiet, but this is no longer up for debate. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to send the boys down here. I’m going to supervise them picking up this mess while you take a long soak in the bathtub.” She opened her mouth to argue but he pinned her with his “bad cop” expression. “I’m also going to order you dinner from someplace nicer than a pizza joint.” Royce just didn’t know from where yet. “Then we’re going to sit down at the dining table and eat a real meal together. Afterward, the boys can either go outside and play in the back yard or go up to their rooms so we can work this out.”

Candi briefly closed her eyes and sighed. “A bath sounds like heaven. I haven’t had a long soak since before I was pregnant with Bailey.”

“Well, tonight is the night,” Royce emphatically said, turning her around to face the stairs. “Send those ragamuffin boys down here to me.”

“Boys, Uncle Royce wants to see you downstairs,” Candi called down the hallway once she reached the top of the stairs, eliciting a chorus of cheers and the sound of running feet. Royce cringed, worrying they’d wake up their sister, but she apparently had learned to sleep through anything…except the night. His little angel still had her nights and days mixed up.

“Slow down before you reach the stairs,” Royce yelled, grinning when the running turned into power walking. He loved those little boys so much he thought his heart might explode. “Easy on the steps,” he said once their feet and legs came into view. “I came to have fun tonight, and that doesn’t include a trip to the ER.”

Marc and Daniel held on to the rail and slowly descended the steps until they reached the bottom, then they launched themselves in his direction with exuberant shouts of “Uncle Ro. Uncle Ro.”

Royce squatted down so he could scoop them both up in a bear hug and kiss their cheeks. “How are my best boys? I’ve missed you.” He clutched them tight until their combined weight and wiggling made his bum shoulder throb, forcing him to set Marc and Daniel down.

“Miss you too,” Daniel said, wrapping his arms around Royce’s leg. Of the kids, Daniel was the biggest daddy’s boy and was having a harder time coping, and he often clung to Royce during his visits. Royce didn’t resemble Marcus in any way—looks, stature, or even demeanor—so he figured Daniel was responding to another male in the house.

“Where ya been?” Marc asked with hands on his hips. He’d always acted wiser than his age, but losing Marcus seemed to age him even faster. Royce knew more than one asshole had given him the bullshit man-of-the-house speech. Marc wasn’t the man of the house; he was a seven-year-old boy and should be able to live as one. That didn’t mean he could take advantage of his mother’s exhaustion and throw his shit anywhere he wanted.

“I started back to work, and I’m going to therapy to fix my shoulder,” Royce told them. “Plus, I have a boyfriend now, and I’m spending a lot of time with him.”

“What’s a boyfriend?” Daniel asked, tipping his head to the side.

“It means I’m dating a guy instead of a lady.”

“Josi Haskell in my class has two dads, and Micah Canderwell has two mommies,” Marc said, studying Royce with curiosity. “Does this mean you’re going to marry him and have babies too?”

“I can’t predict the future, buddy. I like him a lot though, and he can’t wait to meet you guys.”

“Yay!” Daniel yelled, jumping around in circles.

“Can I see your scar from the bullet again?” Marc asked, signaling the conversation about his dating life and future with Sawyer was over.

“Sure.” Royce lifted his shirt, exposing the puckered scar on his left shoulder.

“The back too,” Marc said. Royce chuckled and turned around. “Awesome.”

“Yeah. Awesome!” Daniel mimicked.

Royce turned back around, looking at them with a stern expression. “There’s nothing awesome about getting shot, guys. Guns aren’t toys. They hurt people.”

Their joy dimmed, but Royce refused to feel sorry about setting them straight. Candi was careful about what they watched on television, and Marcus had been uber-vigilant about securing his service weapon while at home. Royce leaned down and kissed the tops of their heads. “We need to have a serious talk, fellas.” He gestured to the mess on the coffee and end tables. “Whose mess is this?”

“Bailey’s,” Daniel chimed in without hesitation.

Royce raised a brow, and the boy’s cheeks turned pink. “Bailey is a baby. She drinks bottles and eats baby food and soft cereal. None of this mess looks like Bailey’s to me.” Royce dropped to his knees, lowering himself to their level because intimidating them wasn’t his goal. The mere thought of thundering at them or striking them in anger made Royce physically sick. That didn’t mean he was going to continue to let them walk all over their mother.

“Guys, you know how hard Mommy is working right now. Is this fair to make a mess and leave it for her to clean up? You’re old enough to be held accountable for your actions.”

Daniel narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips for a second. “What’s accowible?” he asked.

“It means we’re getting spankings,” Marc said.

Daniel burst into tears and threw himself at Royce. “No spankings, Uncle Ro.”

Royce choked down the rising bile. “No one is getting a spanking, little D.” He knew Candi’s mom was the one who imprinted the notion that unruly boys got spankings, which was one of the many reasons she was the last person Candi called for help. “Accountable means you’re going to pick up your messes from now on. We’re going to start down here, and after dinner, we’re going to look at your bedroom.”

“I’m only five,” Daniel said, sniffing.

“Nice try, pal. If you’re old enough to make the mess, then you’re old enough to pick it up.”

“Okay, Uncle Ro.” Royce wasn’t fooled into believing the battle was over that easily.

“Without fighting or crying, I want you both to start taking these dirty dishes to the kitchen sink. When you finish that chore, I want all these toys put away, and the dirty clothes picked up and carried to the laundry room hamper.”

“Yes, sir,” Marc said, nodding.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel repeated.

Marc scowled. “Stop copying me, Daniel.”

“‘Stop copying me, Daniel,’” his younger brother mimicked.

Royce recognized a stall tactic when he saw one. They’d rather fight than clean. “Boys, I said to do these tasks without fighting.” His phone rang, and he was relieved to see Sawyer’s name on the screen. “Hey,” Royce said softly into the phone.

“Hey.”

Peace settled over him just from hearing Sawyer’s voice. “Can you hang on for just a second?”

“I can call back if you’re busy.”

“No,” Royce said quickly. “Just hang on, okay?”

“Sure.”

To the boys, Royce said, “I’m going to step outside and talk to my boyfriend for a second, and when I come back in, I expect to see some progress.”

“Why ya talking to your boyfriend?” Daniel wanted to know.

“So I can make kissy noises at him.” Royce demonstrated the sounds, making the boys gag and express how gross kissing was. Sawyer’s warm chuckle on the other end made his heart race. Give it time, boys. You’ll change your mind. “Can I trust you boys to do the right thing while I’m outside?” They both nodded, so Royce left them to it and stepped out on the rear deck while supervising the boys through the sliding glass door. They checked to see if he was watching, so he gave them a finger wave. Their little shoulders slumped when they realized they couldn’t delay cleaning another second.

“I’m back.”

“Hey, is everything okay?”

“No,” Royce said around the lump in his throat. “I’m so sorry about the shit show at my house.”

“I know what you did and why you did it. It took me a few minutes to figure it out, but I got there. I’m not mad if that’s what you are worried about, dickhead. In fact, I owe you an apology. I promised to be patient but then act childish the first time our relationship is tested. We’re okay.”

Royce’s heart swelled impossibly larger, and he wished he could touch Sawyer. “You don’t owe me an apology, asshole. We are okay,” Royce said, not bothering to hide the relief in his voice.

“What’s going on with Candi and the kids?”

“We haven’t had a chance to talk yet. Her house looks like a bomb went off inside it, and she looks like a zombie. I’m going to be here pretty late, babe. I’ll probably go home afterward so I don’t wake you.”

“It’s funny you think I sleep when you’re not around,” Sawyer said. “I want you here, and it doesn’t matter what time. Use the key I gave you. It’s to the door off the laundry room, by the way. I forgot to tell you that. I wouldn’t want you standing on the porch at oh-fuck hundred thinking I changed the locks on you.”

Royce chuckled. “Oh-fuck hundred. I like that.”

“Feel free to borrow it. Is there anything I can do to help right now?”

He had planned to decline help but remembered how ill Candi looked. “I need a food recommendation.” Sawyer listened as Royce described his concerns over Candi’s appearance. “I’m not stupid enough to think one meal is going to fix it, but maybe it will remind her how much she used to like food. The boys have been eating plenty because you should see the mess those little rug rats made. I put them to work cleaning up their mess while Candi takes a relaxing bubble bath. They desperately need structure in this house, so I’m going to help Candi sort through things after I figure out dinner. She’s trying so hard to do things on her own, but I think she’s finally willing to concede that accepting help isn’t a bad thing.” Sawyer’s warm chuckle interrupted his chain of thought. “What?”

“There’s so much more to you than meets the eye, Royce Locke. You’re like an onion. I keep peeling back the layers only to find more—each one more delicious than the one before it.”

“You thought I was shallow?” Royce teased.

“Not in the least. I knew from the start you were very private and kept things close to the vest.”

Royce couldn’t deny it. “I’m opening up to you now.”

“You sure are, and I like what I see. You have such a wild card, badass reputation, so to hear you talk about people needing structure is a little surprising.”

“Traits I learned as a Marine.”

“Wait? What? You were in the Marine Corps?” Sawyer asked.

“It was my ticket out of Savannah. I was restless and needed discipline, and I found it in spades there. Plus, I followed in my big brother’s footsteps. I wasn’t in the Corps long though. I fell during a training exercise after surviving boot camp. I injured my back, and they discovered I have scoliosis during routine X-rays. They’d decided it was severe enough that it could impede my ability to serve, even though it hadn’t presented problems up to that point. I guess the condition was either overlooked or ignored during my exams when I enlisted in 2004. Of course, it was wartime and they were more likely to make exceptions. Anyway, they decided the nearly sixty pounds of protective gear and equipment would beat down my body.” He’d been devastated and had floundered when he’d returned home.

“With a medical discharge, I was still eligible for some benefits and went to college. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, and Holly smacked me upside the head and told me to be a cop if I needed to protect and serve. I almost didn’t apply to the police academy, thinking their standards would be as strict but decided I had nothing to lose. The worst they could say was no.”

He’d been proactive and sought medical opinions from two different specialists to find out what kind of problems his spine would cause him down the road, and neither felt his condition would exclude him from a career in law enforcement. He left their offices with written opinions, rolled the dice, and applied for the academy. “They said yes, and here we are.”

“Wow. Tonight has been one hell of a revelation.” Sawyer cleared his throat. “Um, do you still have the dress uniform?”

Royce chuckled, knowing where Sawyer’s mind was heading. “Maybe, but perhaps we have this conversation later when I don’t have two little boys staring at me through the sliding glass door.” Royce made kissy faces at them, and the boys both started giggling and gagging. “I told them I have a boyfriend, but I don’t think Candi would appreciate the anatomy lesson that your dirty talk would likely provoke.”

Sawyer laughed. “I’ll let you go, but let me take care of dinner. It sounds like you have your hands full, and I want to do something nice for them.” Royce realized it was time, past time probably, to introduce his two worlds. “Give me Candi’s address and let me know about any food allergies or dislikes. I know kids can be picky.”

“Not these kids. Candi has done an amazing job making sure their diet consists of more than hot dogs and macaroni and cheese.”

“All right. Text me the address, and I’ll hook you up.”

“Thank you,” Royce said, his voice sounding raw and rough.

“It’s my pleasure. I meant what I said. I want you here regardless of the hour. I miss you when you’re gone.”

Royce swallowed hard. “Yeah, I miss you too.” Sleeping beside Sawyer didn’t keep the nightmares at bay, but it was sure nice to reach for him afterward. “I’ll be there.”

After they hung up, Royce went back inside. By then, the boys had moved on to picking up their toys and putting them away, so he rinsed the dirty dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. The boys were too quiet, so he decided to check on their progress. They were walking around the room, picking dirty clothes up together. Daniel picked up a pair of shorts off the floor and added to the pile Marc carried in his arms.

“Missed a sock,” Marc said, tipping his head to guide his brother.

Daniel responded by kicking it under the sofa. “There.” The kid was a pistol, and Candi was going to have her hands full with him when he became a teenager.

Royce cleared his throat. Daniel flinched and turned around, smiling boldly at him. Royce raised a brow, and Daniel dropped to the floor to get the sock out from beneath the sofa. Royce just shook his head when they walked by on their way to the laundry room. Royce’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and opened the message from Sawyer.

I ordered your dinner. It should be there in thirty-five minutes.

Thank you so much, Royce sent back.

Marc and Daniel returned to the living room.

“What’s next?” Marc asked.

“Dinner won’t be here for thirty minutes, so we have time to start on your room.”

“Oh man,” Daniel said, stomping up the steps.

“Better to get it over with now,” Royce said, following them up the steps, trying not to laugh at their dejected body language. A minute later, he stood in the doorway of their shared bedroom and shook his head at the disaster. He couldn’t see an inch of carpet beneath the toys and clothes. “You know what to do here, boys. This is probably a two-day job. I tell you what, work as hard as you can without fighting, and I will let you finish the rest tomorrow. I want to see clear paths to beds.”

Daniel grinned.

“I don’t just mean shoving things to the side to make a path so that you can play around up here until dinnertime.”

“Fine,” Daniel said, crossing his thin arms over his chest.

“What’s for dinner?” Marc asked.

“It’s a surprise.” It wasn’t a lie.

“Pizza,” Marc and Daniel said at the same time.

“Not this time, fellas. Get to work and do not wake up your sister or disturb your mom while she’s taking a bubble bath.”

“A bath. Eww,” Daniel said.

“On purpose?” Marc asked.

“Ladies like taking baths.” Not just ladies though. Royce had discovered how much he enjoyed being submerged in hot water while having Sawyer reclining against him. He loved running his hand over sleek, wet skin and reaching beneath the water to grip Sawyer’s—Royce stopped himself right there.

“Mom isn’t a lady,” Marc countered.

“Moms are ladies too,” Royce said. “Stop stalling and get to it. Put your toys away, your clothes in your hampers, and make your beds. Let’s see how much you get done tonight.” They grumbled but started digging in.

Royce headed back downstairs to the utility room to retrieve the furniture polish and microfiber towels Candi used for dusting. He wanted to show the boys that it was perfectly normal and acceptable for men to do housework. As much as he loved Marcus, he had been a sorry ass around the house. Royce expected better from Daniel and Marc and knew their future spouses would someday appreciate his efforts.

Candi came down about fifteen minutes later, looking much more relaxed. “Oh, Royce. You don’t have to help me clean. For crying out loud,” she said, sounding on the verge of tears again.

“Don’t start with me. Sit down, kick up your feet, and let me work my magic.”

“No, I need to start dinner. I haven’t had much of an appetite lately, but I have a stocked refrigerator. I haven’t completely lost my mind.”

“First of all, dinner is already on its way and should be here any minute. Second, there’s nothing wrong with your mind, Candi. You’re fucking exhausted.”

“I don’t feel like eating pizza tonight, but I’m sure the boys will love it.”

“It’s not pizza this time.”

“What did you order?”

“It’s a surprise. Sawyer ordered it for us.”

Candi smiled. “How sweet. I can’t wait to thank him.”

“How do you know you’ll like it?”

She laughed. “Based on the things you say about him, Sawyer seems like the kind of guy who takes pride in what he does.”

“Very much.”

“So, he’s put a lot of thought into whatever he ordered for us. I am looking forward to getting to know him better.” Her expression said hint hint. Candi flopped down in the recliner, popped up the footrest, and sighed. “As you were.”

Royce laughed and returned to cleaning. The delivery guy showed up ten minutes later. He refused a tip, stating it was already covered. Royce wasn’t surprised Sawyer had thought of everything.

“Dinner, boys,” Royce said up the stairs. Whooping cheers and thundering footsteps followed his declaration.

“Not on the stairs,” he reminded them.

By the time he and the boys reached the dining room, Candi had already unpacked the bags from Georgia’s. “There’s enough food here for an army,” she said.

“You’ll have plenty of leftovers.”

Sawyer had ordered them a feast resembling the one Evangeline had made when Royce came home from the hospital. In addition to the fried chicken, there were containers of shrimp and grits, chicken and dumplings, and the softest biscuits Royce had ever put in his mouth.

“There’s a peach cobbler and blueberry pie also,” Candi said when they finished their plates.

“No way,” Royce said, tossing his napkin on the table. “I can’t eat another bite.” Even though he’d already eaten pizza and bread dicks at his house, he still managed to put away a lot of food.

Marc and Daniel copied him, making Candi laugh. It was a sound Royce hadn’t heard in so long, and it made his heart happy.

“You guys have earned playtime after all your hard work,” Royce said. “Remember this next time when you think it’s okay to trash the house and be lazy. Pick up as you go, and you won’t spend hours cleaning. Mom is going to send me pictures of your room tomorrow night, and I expect to see it clean.”

“It will be, Uncle Ro,” Marc said, then turned to Candi. “Sorry, Mommy.”

“Mommy is sorry too, boys. I know it’s been hard on everyone around here,” Candi said, cupping their faces and kissing them one at a time. “Go on out and play. Uncle Ro and Mommy have some talking to do.”

The boys dashed off before Royce could change his mind and recruit them to help. He laughed as he watched them leave. Then he stood up and helped Candi pack away the leftovers and tidy up. Afterward, he gave her a big hug.

“Get your bills so we can figure this out. You’re running on empty, and the boys lack a schedule or structure. Let me help you figure this out.”

Candi opened her mouth to argue but decided against it and pulled a basket of envelopes off the top of the refrigerator. “I knew money was tight for us, but I never knew how much. The credit card debt is staggering, and I can’t even tell you how it happened. Marcus always assured me he had everything under control. And now…” She pulled out a few envelopes off the stack. “Foreclosure and repossession, Ro. How is this possible? I really need his benefits to pull myself out of this mess. Have you learned anything about him being dirty?”

Royce shook his head. “I’ve tried since the night IA left here, but word on the street is that Marcus wasn’t dirty.” He wasn’t ready to tell her about the affair. It wouldn’t help her in any way.

“Then why are they investigating him?”

“I’m not saying he’s clean, Candi, but he wasn’t doing the typical shit cops get busted for, and I don’t know where else to look. Holly is helping me, and Sawyer has reached out to his old CIs, but we can’t find anything so far.”

“Do you think it’s a ploy to keep me from getting his benefits?” she asked. “Stall tactic?”

“No,” he said honestly. “I think they know something, but I don’t know how, what, or when it will be resolved. I can ask the chief to intercede on your behalf, or I can help you find legal representation? I can help cover the cost.”

Candi closed her eyes for a second and shook her head. “I might have to take you up on your offer because they’ve given me no choice, especially if you’ve exhausted all your avenues.”

“To be honest, I didn’t have many to pursue. Have you checked Marcus’s phone for anything unusual?”

Candi shook her head. “The police never gave it back to me.”

“What do you mean? They didn’t collect his phone for evidence, because they ruled his death a suicide. It wasn’t in the van or anywhere in the house?”

“No. I just assumed it was taken in for evidence.” She sighed. “I only recently canceled the line to save money. Now I can’t call the number and hear his voice on his outgoing message.” Tears welled in her eyes. Upstairs, Bailey started to cry, and Candi sighed heavily as if walking up the steps to get her daughter required more energy than she possessed. “The little monster is awake.”

“Precious princess,” he corrected.

She snorted. “I wish I could get her sleep habits ironed out. Other than the bills, that’s my biggest hurdle right now.” Bailey’s cries got louder and more demanding. “I’ll be right back with your princess.”

While Candi went upstairs to get Bailey, Royce looked at the outstanding bills that were causing her so much grief. Royce’s eyes widened at the amount she owed. Knowing Marcus most likely racked up their credit card debt during his time at The Alley Cat gutted him. According to the statements, the late payments on her van and the equity line of credit started before Marcus had died. Where was her salary going? He looked through the rest of the bills and saw the mortgage payment, and her student loans had also been past due, but she’d caught those up. The utilities were up to date too, but the rough tally in his head was telling him she couldn’t afford to live here even if he helped her get caught up on the equity line of credit and van payment. It meant he’d end up cutting a big chunk out of his savings for something she wouldn’t get to enjoy for much longer.

When Candi returned, her face was flushed, and he knew it was from embarrassment and not exertion. Bailey squealed in delight when she saw Royce, reaching her chubby arms for him. Candi handed over the bundle of squirming baby girl and then flopped in the chair, heaving a huge sigh. “I’m in big trouble, aren’t I?”

Royce knew she needed some tough love like the boys, so he gave her his honest opinion and made an offer he hoped she wouldn’t refuse. “I’ll help you get caught up on the van payments because you need a car for work, and I’ll also help you get caught up on one of the equity line of credit payments, which will keep the wolves away for a bit longer.”

“No, I can’t let you do that.”

“You’re not letting me do anything. Hear me out because I’m not through. This house is too expensive for you, Candi. I know you want to keep it so badly, but you’ll eventually need to make a tough decision if the benefits aren’t paid out soon. You and the kids can start over in an affordable place so you can sleep better. The kids need their mom, and you’re barely hanging on, darlin’. I will help as much as I can, but sometimes you have to accept that what you want isn’t what’s best for you.” Royce pulled his checkbook out of his back pocket and opened it. “This isn’t a loan, Candi Cane. This is me doing what’s right for my family. You’re more family to me than the people who share my DNA.”

“I never would’ve gotten through this without you,” Candi said tearfully. Her hand shook as she accepted the check. “I love you so much.”

Royce pulled her into a hug, allowing her to cry tears of sadness and relief. “I love you too. Don’t you ever forget it.”

They hung out and watched some baseball for a bit before Candi fell asleep on the couch. He woke her up, herded her and the boys up the stairs for bed, then returned to Bailey, who looked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Candi kept a basket of books beside the recliner, and Bailey already had her favorites. Royce read them until her eyes grew heavy and finally closed. Instead of taking her straight up to bed, he cradled her against his chest, soaking up her innocence and feeling his eyelids get heavy too. The last thing he thought about before closing his eyes was Sawyer. Lately, Sawyer was always on his mind. This time, Royce imagined what his future with the man could look like if he ever got his head out of his ass. Were marriage and babies in the cards for them? He decided fighting sleep was as futile as resisting the urge to let go and give himself completely to Sawyer.

A catnap wouldn’t hurt him, and the fall wouldn’t kill him, even if it didn’t work out the way he hoped. He might end up a little broken, bruised, and bloody in the end, but he’d still come out a better man than he was before meeting Sawyer. That had to count for a lot. Peacefulness wrapped around him like a blanket, lulling him to sleep.
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The minute he walked into Marcus’s house, his heart knew something was wrong, even before he smelled the strong fumes. He lifted his left arm, covering his mouth and nose as best he could, then wrenched open the door to the two-car garage and found Marcus slumped over his steering wheel.

“Marcus!” Royce’s voice bounced around in his head as it echoed in the room. He hit the button to open the garage before running to the driver’s side of the car, gasping and coughing from the exhaust fumes.

Royce grabbed for the handle, but the door was locked. Panicking, Royce looked around for something to bust out the window while fighting off dizziness and nausea. He grabbed the shovel leaning against the back wall and smashed the window with the handle, then reached inside to hit the unlock button. He yanked the door open and shut off the ignition, throwing the space into silence—eerie and foreboding. The only sound was Royce’s racing heart as he pulled Marcus from the car and dragged him out of the garage.

He’d never seen skin so red before, and he started sobbing before confirming there was no pulse. Royce quickly dialed 911 on his cell and then attempted to resuscitate his best friend until the EMTs arrived and took over.

Marcus was gone. Royce had known it the minute he smelled the fumes, but seeing the coroner’s van pulling into the driveway made it real.

“Royce.” It was Sawyer’s compassionate voice. That wasn’t right though. He hadn’t been there.

Royce turned, looking for Sawyer, needing him, but all he saw were the devastated faces on the officers, the other detectives in his unit, and the EMTs on the scene. A heaviness settled over him like a weighted blanket. The world as he knew it was over, and he wanted so badly to fall apart and scream at God or anyone else who’d listen, but he couldn’t. Candi and the kids needed him.

The scene shifted, and there was Sawyer. Golden, good, and sincere Sawyer who made him feel alive again, among many other things, for the first time. Warmth infused him as he stepped into the sunlight and farther away from the icy darkness that had gripped his heart. Then Royce realized it was the afternoon at the precinct when they were escorting Wayne Miller to the county jail. Miller was gloating because of the agony he’d caused DeShaun Benson’s mother after killing her only son. Sawyer had veered away to console her while he continued forward with Wayne, who had started laughing when Mrs. Benson began to sob against Sawyer’s chest. One minute, Royce thought Miller was too evil to live, and the very next, Miller’s head exploded, and a bullet punched through his upper chest and exited out his back.

“Royce.”

Sawyer was there, leaning over him and holding his hand. He was pale and scared Royce was going to die like Vic had. Royce had tried to tell Sawyer he wasn’t leaving him but couldn’t form the words. Then Sawyer fled, and Royce chased, unwilling to give up the best thing to ever happen to him.

Passion and love. So much. Sawyer looking at him with heavy-lidded eyes as he straddled him and sank down on his cock, taking them both to heaven. Sawyer’s rhythm sped up as he chased his climax. He was so beautiful with his head tilted back and eyes closed. Royce could feel the moment Sawyer was ready to come because his ass tightened around his dick. Sawyer dropped his head down, meeting Royce’s gaze. “Vic,” Sawyer said as he came.

Then Royce’s twisted brain started the sequence of events all over again, except this second time around, Sawyer had been the one in the car. Royce screamed and sobbed, just as he had with Marcus, but this time when he pulled Sawyer out into the fresh air and blew oxygen into his lungs, his boyfriend responded where Marcus hadn’t.

“Sawyer, baby,” he said softly. “Hang on. Help is on the way.”

Sawyer reached up and cupped his face and said, “I love you, Vic.”

Royce came out of the dream like a shotgun blast, startling Bailey awake too. “It’s okay, angel,” he cooed, rubbing soothing circles on her back and wishing someone was doing the same for him.

Christ, what a dream. It combined the two most traumatic things to ever happen to Royce, discovering Marcus and getting shot, with his biggest fear—not being able to fill Vic’s shoes. Sawyer wanted him, and he cared deeply for Royce, but he’d been so in love with Vic. If cancer hadn’t interfered, Sawyer would still be with Vic. They’d have a family by now. There probably wouldn’t have been a shakeup at the sheriff’s office, and Sawyer wouldn’t have transferred to SPD. Royce wouldn’t know that beautiful man’s heart, his touch, or his voice, so warm and tender. Tears filled his eyes, and he scrubbed his fist over one, then the other, willing himself to calm down. It was only a dream.

But was it? He couldn’t compete with a ghost. He admired Vic and was grateful to him for loving Sawyer the way he had, but Royce selfishly wanted to be number one in Sawyer’s life. He didn’t want Sawyer to forget about Vic, and he didn’t need Sawyer even to stop loving the man. Just love me too, Royce thought. His heart pounded with the realization of just how badly he wanted Sawyer Key to love him. More than anything.

Bailey went right back to sleep, so Royce carried her upstairs and gently laid her down inside her crib. “Love you, buttercup,” he whispered, smoothing his hand over her downy hair.

He quietly went downstairs, retrieved his keys and phone, and left. Royce drove across town, knowing he wore a ridiculous smile on his face. Sawyer’s house on Wisteria Court in Bakers Crossing was quiet and peaceful, the perfect place to build a life and a family. Royce understood why Sawyer and Vic had chosen it. He parked in front of the garage, then followed the path around to the side of the house where Sawyer had left a light on for him. He stood on the stoop soaking in the magnitude of the moment, recalling his conviction that the fall wouldn’t break him. Royce reached inside his pocket and pulled out the key that had felt like an anchor as he went about his day, navigating through the quagmire of lies, deception, hate, and mistrust. He didn’t mean the heavy hunk of iron that would drown a man, but the kind that kept him tethered to something good in his life and saved him. His heart pounded in his chest when he stuck the key in the door and turned the lock.

Home. Sometime in the past seven weeks, Sawyer’s house had started to feel more like home to Royce than his place did. Or maybe it was the man who felt like home to him.

Royce slipped his shoes off in the laundry room so he could move through the silent house without waking Sawyer, who’d been kind enough to leave soft lights on to help him navigate. He found Bones fast asleep on the kitchen island, where the cat knew damn well he wasn’t allowed. The ferocious beast let out a grumbling sound of irritation when Royce ran his hand over his sleek head, but his grousing quickly turned into a loud purr when he saw who had disturbed his slumber.

“Some guard cat you are,” Royce whispered. “I could’ve carried off the valuables, and you would’ve slept through it.”

Bones stood up, arching his back and stretching his long hindlegs, one at a time. Meow.

“Shhh. You’re going to wake up your dad,” Royce said.

Meow. Bones was a little louder the second time.

“You’re not getting treats in the middle of the night.”

Meow. The third time was loud and indignant.

“Fine, but don’t make a habit of it.” The cat’s judgmental expression said he shouldn’t make a practice of sneaking in at oh-fuck hundred either. “So, I’m not perfect.” He retrieved the snacks from the cabinet while His Royal Highness watched him. “Maybe we can work out some trade deal here, pal. I’ll sneak you treats, and you can help me out with your dad when I screw up, yeah?” Bones gobbled the snacks while looking at him with pure adoration, which Royce took as a yes. He scratched the space between Bones’s big ears and smiled when the purring got loud enough to rival his Harley. His father had never allowed pets, which Royce now realized was a good thing since it meant fewer innocent victims were caught up in the violent man’s wrath. “Can you keep a secret, big boy?” Royce snorted at his ridiculousness. How the hell would Bones rat him out to Sawyer? Write him a message in his litter box? Feeling bold, and also a little silly, Royce said, “I made a jealous ass of myself over the cute, nerdy café owner. It turns out he’s allergic to cats, so I went in there with my chest puffed up for no reason. That dude was destined for the friend zone from the very start.”

Bones put his paws on Royce’s shoulders and head-butted his chin.

“You like that, huh? I mean, I know on some level your dad would’ve found his way to me anyway, but I’m glad I didn’t have to sit by and watch him date someone else first. Pretty sure it would’ve hurt a hell of a lot more than the stupid bullet wound.”

Bones suddenly stiffened and looked over said wounded shoulder. The cat’s entire demeanor changed, including the way his purrs sounded. His body coiled with tension, but not the bad kind. It was more like Bones was so excited his body could barely contain it. His purring got louder and faster as if he’d cranked up an internal dial. If Royce had foolishly thought for a second that Bones favored him over Sawyer, the feline quickly set him straight.

“What are you doing on the island, Bonesington?” Sawyer asked firmly. Uh-oh. Sawyer only called Bones the ridiculous name when he was in big trouble.

Bones jumped off the counter and ran for it, leaving Royce to face the music all alone. Smart cat. Then he wondered just how much of his idiotic rambling Sawyer had overheard. Before Royce could turn around, Sawyer wrapped him up from behind, bracketing his body from head to toe and pressing him into the island.

“Chest puffing, huh? I thought you just went to Levi’s café to make sure he was good enough for me? Was it all a lie?” There was no anger in Sawyer’s voice, only humor. “I should be so mad at you.” The lips trailing kisses along Royce’s neck said he wasn’t.

“But you’re not,” he said confidently.

Sawyer dropped a hand to palm Royce’s cock and balls through his jeans. “How can I be mad when you’re the one I wanted to be with all along? Allergic to Bones or not, there was no future for Levi and me.”

“Good thing you told me before I cut his brake lines,” Royce said, then gasped when Sawyer squeezed his junk a little harder than necessary. “Okay. Okay. I was only joking. Besides, I’d never do it myself.” Sawyer squeezed harder. “Joking,” Royce gasped. “Easy now. I have plans for the boys soon.”

“Yeah?” Sawyer asked huskily.

“I’m hoping to unload them on your face.”

“Mmmm,” Sawyer moaned behind him, pressing himself tighter against Royce’s ass. “Filthy. I like it. You’re awake. I’m awake. So…”

Royce wanted the closeness sex brought them, to get lost in the rapture, but he needed something else first. He turned around and cupped Sawyer’s face. “I still feel like things are unresolved between us.”

“They aren’t for me.”

“I am…” His voice broke off as emotion stole his breath. Sawyer’s concerned eyes searched his. Royce cleared his throat and started again. “I need you to know who I am.”

“I do.”

Royce shook his head. “You know bits and pieces about me, but you don’t know all of me.”

“Is this about your family?”

Royce nodded. “My father is many things, none of them good. He was a mean drunk who liked to beat up on his wife and kids when the world let him down. He was convicted of involuntary manslaughter when I was nine. He’d gotten in a fight outside a bar and punched a guy, knocking him out.” Royce couldn’t suppress the shudder from remembering how those ham-sized fists felt when connecting with his body. “The man hit his head on the concrete curb when he fell, fracturing his skull. You probably want to know what caused the fight? According to my father, the man looked at him wrong, so he followed the guy outside to teach him a lesson. I can vividly remember the limp-wristed gesture Dad made at the kitchen table, justifying why he hit Beau Michaelson. It took a few more years before I learned what it meant, and a few more after that before I realized the truth about myself.” Seeing the look of horror on Sawyer’s face made him sick. He pushed on. If the goodbye was coming, he wanted to get it over with.

“The only peaceful time I had growing up was when he was sent to prison for twenty-four months. That’s all he got for committing a hate crime. Two fucking years. Our peace didn’t last long because my mom got sick with cancer.” Royce had to pause again. “She was the only bright spot in my life. Well, she and my older brother, Jace, who had always shielded us from Dad’s abuse whenever he could.” Jace would probably never want to look at him again once Benton told him what he saw. “Losing her was so fucking devastating, but we were facing foster homes since Dad was still in prison.” He paused to take a deep breath and Sawyer kissed him, letting Royce know he hadn’t chased him away.

“Aunt Tipsy moved back to Savannah and took the four of us in until Dad was released from prison. Drusilla and I refused to move back in with Dad, but Jace and Benton did. Our family had never been close, but fractures formed and began to spread from that day forward.” He told Sawyer about Jace’s battle with PTSD and alcoholism after serving four tours in the Middle East. “Drusilla and her two kids moved in with my dad after she got tired of her husband smacking her around. She moved out of one abusive home and into another.” Royce shook his head. “I’ve tried to help her, but she doesn’t want my help.”

“Why?” Sawyer asked softly.

“I trusted her with the truth about me when I was in junior high, and it repulsed her. She didn’t betray my confidence to the others, but she doesn’t trust me to be alone with her kids.”

“Christ,” Sawyer said, rubbing his hand up and down Royce’s spine.

“And you saw Benton. He’s a mean fucking addict, Sawyer. He doesn’t care who he hurts as long as he scores.”

“Your sister lets her kids around him, I suppose?”

“Yeah, it’s a fucked-up situation. Holly asks me all the time why I even bother trying to fix things with them. I always thought it’s what my mom would want.” Royce leaned forward, pressing his forehead to Sawyer’s. “I know there’s no fixing things now, because they don’t want to change, and they’ll never accept me as I really am or that I chose you. I’m making peace with it. I’m sorry if I made you doubt me today.”

“There’s nothing to forgive, babe. We’ve had this conversation, and I know the score.”

“No,” Royce said emphatically. “You don’t take a backseat to racists, homophobes, drug addicts, felons, and wife beaters.” He took a deep breath, choosing his next words. “That is the family I come from, and like it or not, they’re a part of who I am. Are you sure I’m the one you want?” Royce held his breath and gripped that cliff as hard as he could just in case Sawyer rejected him. If Sawyer said yes, he’d embrace the fall.

“God, yes,” Sawyer whispered against his lips. “More than anything.”

When Sawyer led him to his bedroom and removed his clothes, it wasn’t just Royce’s flesh he laid bare. Royce silently offered Sawyer everything he had—heart, body, and soul. No more emotional barriers, no more fighting his feelings, and no more holding back or hanging on. Royce let go of the cliff and let himself plummet into love, giving himself fully and freely. Nothing had ever felt so right or so good in his life.

Sensing his submission, Sawyer’s lips playfully twitched before he said, “It’s about fucking time you surrendered to us.” Then he set the room on fire with his kisses. The need to hurry and to ravish was at war with the urge to savor and cherish; each need equally demanding. Royce was greedy to experience it all, so he would.

Royce rolled Sawyer to his back, pinning him beneath his weight. Sliding his hands into Sawyer’s hair, he ran his fingers through the silky, dark strands and stared into the chocolate brown eyes that had captured him from the very first moment. Royce cupped Sawyer’s face and kissed him long and languidly like he didn’t have a damn care in the world, and his dick wasn’t throbbing with urgency. He felt the answering need in the man he loved, but Sawyer seemed as content to take it nice and slow.

“So good at this,” Sawyer whispered when Royce kissed a path down his body and wrapped his lips around his cock. Royce kept a firm grip on the base, working his lips up and down, using different tempos and suction to drive him wild. Royce worked him to the edge, then pulled back before he could push him over, not letting up until Sawyer’s thigh muscles quivered. Aching to be filled, Royce grabbed the lube and a condom from the drawer.

“Let’s get tested right away,” Royce said, rolling the latex down Sawyer’s thick erection. Just the thought of bareback sex had him ready to blow. Royce poured some lube on Sawyer’s fingers, then straddled his thighs. Sawyer wasted no time, reaching between Royce’s legs to caress and tease his pucker before working him open and carefully stretching him.

Hurry. Savor. Ravish. Cherish.

Royce slowly lowered himself on to Sawyer’s shaft, delighting in the stretch and fullness of penetration. Sawyer’s eyes worshiped him as he began to move, slowly undulating his hips and moaning from how good it felt as his orgasm built and swelled inside him. He’d always loved sex, but this was so much more than just two bodies working toward a climax together. Royce finally knew what making love meant.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Sawyer said, his voice growly with want and awe. “Wanna make you mine.”

“I am yours.”

The pleasure in Royce felt so good it bordered on painful. Sawyer gritted his teeth and dug his fingers in Royce’s hips, either fighting the urge to come or the impulse to rock Royce harder and faster on his dick.

Sawyer unclenched his jaws and whispered, “Need you.” He reached up and cupped Royce’s face with both hands pulling him down toward his mouth. “Don’t want to do it alone.”

Royce knew Sawyer wasn’t talking about his orgasm, but it snapped his control, unleashing the primal beast who needed to mate, claim, and mark. “I’m right here with you, baby.” God, he was so there.

Their languid lovemaking became a hurried frenzy of touching, kissing, and fucking. Needy whimpers gave way to lusty moans as they orgasmed together loudly, sweaty and replete.

Royce collapsed on Sawyer, ravishing his mouth until they were starving for air, and even then, Royce only pulled back far enough for them to catch their breath. Sliding his right hand down to Sawyer’s neck, Royce felt Sawyer’s pulse pounding wildly beneath his thumb. Home wasn’t a place; it was a heartbeat.

Royce had found the one he wanted forever.
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The ringing phone jerked Royce out of a deep, peaceful sleep. Sawyer roused beside him and answered it. “Hello.” He sat up suddenly, going on high alert, which caused Royce to do the same. He flipped on the bedside lamp and looked at Sawyer. “Yes, Chief. I’m awake. What’s the address?” Sawyer rattled off a street number and name that sounded familiar, but Royce’s brain wasn’t awake enough yet to compute. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes or less.” Sawyer stiffened and looked at Royce with his mouth gaping open. He collected himself and said, “Locke?” Sawyer listened for a few seconds while scowling at Royce. “Yes, ma’am. Hold on.” He extended his cell phone to Royce. “She’d like to speak to you.”

Royce accepted the phone from Sawyer and smiled ruefully at him. “Yes, Chief?”

“I’d tell you good morning, but it would be a blatant lie. I think The Purists have struck again, and the thing we feared the most has happened. They’re not just arsonists any longer; they’re killers.”

“Oh fuck,” Royce said. “I’m getting dressed and heading in.”

“At least it’s one-stop shopping when I need to call you both,” Rigby said. “However, I would prefer not to have to call your boyfriend every time I want to speak to you. Find your phone, Locke,” she admonished before disconnecting the call. Royce scrubbed a hand over his face, then handed the phone back to Sawyer.

“I must’ve left mine in the car,” Royce told him.

“Rigby might consider this rubbing our relationship in her face. She’s going out on a limb for us.”

“She’d be more pissed if you weren’t also needed on the scene.” Then realization struck him like lightning between the eyes. Royce knew precisely where their next crime scene was, and panic seized him. The Alley Cat.

Unaware of Royce’s inner turmoil, Sawyer got out of bed and crossed the room to his dresser. Royce tried to call out his name, but his mouth had gone instantly dry even if his body had broken out in a sweat. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, and his chest felt heavy as if an elephant were sitting on it. He opened his mouth, trying to suck air into his lungs, but they’d stopped working. I’m going to die, he thought.

He must’ve made a sound of distress because Sawyer snapped his head around and then dashed to the bed. “Royce? What’s wrong?” Royce just stared at him, unable to speak, pleading with his eyes for Sawyer to help him. Realization dawned on Sawyer instantly, and he placed Royce’s hand on his chest, over his heart, and said, “Breathe with me, baby. I know it feels like you can’t, but it’s just a faulty signal. Deep breath in, then hold it.” Royce mirrored Sawyer and released the breath when he did. The panic prevented him from filling his lungs fully, but he did feel better. “Again,” Sawyer said. “Bigger inhale this time.” They repeated the process several more times until Royce felt the panic ebbing.

“Holly,” Royce croaked out when he could find his voice.

Sawyer looked confused. “You need me to call her?”

“The fire was at The Alley Cat.”

Sawyer’s eyes widened, remembering Holly had been called in to work the previous night. “Are you sure?” Royce nodded. He snatched up his phone from the nightstand and dialed, keeping his eyes locked on Royce’s the entire time. “Holls, call Royce or me as soon as you get this message.” Sawyer cupped Royce’s face and kissed his lips. “I’m sure she’s fine, but I’ll call Rigby back and see if they have IDs on the bodies yet. I need you to start getting ready, baby. I’ll be right back,” he said, then exited the room.

Royce padded to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, then collected water in the cup of his hand to moisten his dry mouth. Sawyer entered the room with his phone pressed to one ear and carrying a bottle of water with the other. Royce took the bottle and downed it in two gulps. He could hear Rigby’s voice coming through the phone but couldn’t make out the words since Sawyer didn’t have her on speakerphone.

“She wasn’t supposed to work last night, but one of the women called in sick, so she had to fill in.” Royce watched Sawyer’s face for his reactions as he listened. “Let me put you on speakerphone, Chief.”

“I don’t know the identities of the victims yet,” she said. “The fire chief just deemed the structure safe enough for the ME to access the scene.” She took a deep breath. “I do know they found a male and a female victim inside a walk-in safe in a room at the rear of the building, which I believe is the owner’s office. Do not assume the worst, gentlemen. Just get here.”
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What had once been a hot spot for horny locals and tourists alike was now a smoldering husk of its former self. Huge spotlights were aimed at the structure, and firefighters were bustling around doing various tasks. Acrid smoke rose from the charred remains, filling the air and burning Royce’s lungs. He spotted Rigby and Winegard standing off to the side speaking to Blue and Zeke. Rigby’s body language was stiff with tension, but Royce wouldn’t expect less from her.

Please don’t let it be Holly.

Panic started rising in Royce again, and he tried Sawyer’s breathing technique as they made their way toward the group. Royce inhaled deeply, then immediately regretted it when the smell of charred wood burned his nostrils and filled his lungs, making him cough.

“It’s going to be okay,” Sawyer said. “She’s okay.”

Royce wanted to believe him, but Holly hadn’t returned either of their calls. She could’ve been sleeping since the bar closed at one thirty and it was nearing five, but he wouldn’t rest until he knew.

“Detectives,” Winegard said when they reached the group. “The call came into 911 just after three o’clock.” Royce made a mental note to track down who had called it in. It wasn’t uncommon for a perp to report their crimes. “When crews arrived, the building was fully engulfed, making it unsafe for my men to enter the building.” Chief Winegard was old school. Royce hated how he referred to the firefighters as his men when he employed women too. “They battled the flames for a good ninety minutes before it was safe enough for them to search the premises.” He repeated what Rigby had told them as far as the gender and location of the bodies. “My preliminary report is that the fire started in the office, so the victims might have closed themselves in the safe thinking it would protect them, but the small space became an oven where good oxygen was replaced with carbon dioxide.”

Fuck. Royce shuddered. What a horrible fucking way to die.

“Chief said you’re worried the female victim is an undercover officer with your unit.”

“It’s a possibility, yes,” Royce croaked out. “I know for certain she was working undercover at this location last night.”

“The victims are identifiable,” Winegard said.

Rigby turned to face Royce. “I’ll go in—”

Royce’s phone rang before she could finish, and his knees almost buckled from relief when he saw Holly’s name on his screen.

“Holls,” Royce said in a rush. “Is that you?”

“Who the fuck else would be calling you from my phone?” she groused. “What the hell is going on?”

“Thank God you’re okay. There was a fire at The Alley Cat with two victims inside,” Royce explained. “I was just worried about you.”

“Fuck. Do you know who it is yet?”

Royce heard sheets rustling in the background, and a gruff voice said, “Hang up that phone and come over here.” Royce stiffened, recognizing Jace’s voice. He would give Holly a hard time later about falling back into his brother’s bed, but right then he was just so happy she was alive.

“We don’t. Fawkes is in there with her team. We’re about to enter the building too.”

“Keep me posted, yeah?”

“Sure will. Get some sleep, honey.”

They disconnected, and Royce smiled at Rigby. “It’s not our gal.”

“Thank God,” she said in relief. “Let’s do this.”

“Watch your step,” Winegard said, gesturing toward the building.

Where the front entrance used to be was now a misshapen, smoking hole resembling the maw of an angry beast. The fire chief passed out smoke masks for them to wear as a precaution before they entered, and they slipped nitrile gloves on too. The fire and water had most likely destroyed any trace evidence left behind, but they weren’t taking chances. Royce was so tense when they stepped inside he nearly jumped out of his skin when the first drops of water from the remaining rafters dripped onto his shoulder.

On the ground, their feet slogged through a few inches of black sludge, a mixture of water, ashes, and debris. Royce was grateful for the mask to diminish the stench because it would linger in his nose, and he had better things to smell such as Sawyer’s sexy body wash. Above them, timbers creaked and moaned, sounding like they might crash down on top of them at any minute. It creeped Royce the fuck out.

They passed through the main room with its bar, seating area, and three stages. The once gilded cages which used to be suspended from the ceiling now lay in melted, twisted heaps on the ground. They could no longer be used for dancing women in various stages of undress. The private rooms for lap dances were destroyed, and it was impossible to tell where one started and the other began. The six of them kept trudging through the black water with floating detritus until they reached the rear of the building.

Even to Royce’s untrained eye, he could see the fire had burned hotter in the office at the back of the building. It was indeed McGraw’s office. He should know since Savage had made his bodyguards pin him to a chair while the sleazebag punched him repeatedly in the stomach. Royce had remarked how bold he’d been, hitting a cop, but that only made Savage laugh louder and punch harder.

“I dare you to squeal like a pig,” he’d said after landing the last blow. “I have very powerful friends. I’m untouchable.”

Not anymore, Royce thought when he peeked over the ME’s shoulder. The walk-in safe was small but constructed of concrete, so mostly untouched from the fire that blazed hot outside the room. There were shelves with documents and ledgers that had curled at the ends from the heat. Scorch marks on the floor in the doorway, along the walls just inside the opening, and on the ceiling showed where the intense heat and flames penetrated the room.

Even with severely blistered skin, Royce recognized the man lying on the ground. He still accepted the wallet from the ME’s assistant. He flipped it open and memorized Savage McGraw’s address for notification purposes before dropping it inside an evidence bag.

Fawkes pulled down her mask and let it hang around her neck. “The female didn’t have ID on her.”

One of Fawkes’s assistants removed the sheet covering the once beautiful woman, and Royce cringed. He pulled his mask down. “That’s Crystal Akeman. She’s the dancer who supposedly called in sick last night.” The guy re-covered Crystal’s face and looked at Royce with judgment in his eyes. Sanctimonious prick.

“There are no physical signs of struggle on their bodies to indicate someone dragged them into the safe against their will, so unless I find drugs in their system or evidence I missed due to poor lighting, it appears the victims shut themselves inside the room as protection against the fire. Smoke inhalation and carbon dioxide poisoning are your likely cause of death. Neither livor nor rigor mortis have set in, so they haven’t been dead long. I won’t be able to rule out foul play until I perform a full autopsy and run their blood through toxicology.”

“Tamara, I know there aren’t enough hours in the day—”

Dr. Fawkes held up her hand to stop Rigby. “I’ll have preliminary reports to you tomorrow, but keep in mind the toxicology results will take longer.”

“Fair enough,” Rigby said. She turned and looked at us, a pinched expression marring her face. “Blue, I want you and Zeke combing this scene for any piece of evidence you can find. I want to know if anything matches the three previous fires.” Rigby stopped at the center of what used to be McGraw’s office. She pointed to the window. “If the two of them were in this room when the fire started but couldn’t exit through the door not more than fifteen feet away, then I’m guessing our perp threw a Molotov cocktail through that window or lobbed it from the doorway, pinning McGraw and Akeman down. The question is: were their deaths accidental or deliberate?” Rigby paused a second as if to consider her question. “The Purists haven’t claimed responsibility for this yet, but I find the timing suspect. They go after the mayor for cheating on her spouse and then target a strip club, which I’m sure has ruined many marriages.” Royce was sure of it too. “I’ve had enough of the puritanical fuckers. I want everything in the safe bagged and tagged as evidence. Locke, next of kin is the top priority, then I want to see you in my office.”

“Yes, Chief.”

She pivoted and swiftly walked away, sloshing filthy water as she went. Royce and Sawyer turned and followed her, neither of them speaking until they reached Sawyer’s Audi.

“This is some fucked-up shit,” Sawyer said, starting the car.

“What a horrible way to die,” Royce said, looking out the window. He rattled off McGraw’s address, and Sawyer pulled out of the parking lot. McGraw was a sleazy son of a bitch, but that didn’t mean Royce thought he should die. And Crystal? As far as he knew, her biggest crime was getting involved with a married man. She didn’t warrant that fate either—trapped in a room and slowly suffocated as smoke replaced oxygen. No one deserved such an ending.

Thoughts of Marcus surfaced. The same visions haunting his dreams splayed across his brain, choking off his airway as the panic attack had. The way Marcus looked in death was the only way Royce had been able to picture his friend since finding him. He kept waiting for memories of the man he’d adored since boyhood to replace the heartbreaking images, but it hadn’t happened yet. Even though Royce thought Marcus’s death was a painless nap he’d never woken from, many of Royce’s nightmares included Marcus suffering, gasping for air, and begging for help that wouldn’t come, or trying to get out of the car only to find the door immovable. Crystal and McGraw’s last moments probably were that horrible.

“Breathe, dickhead,” Sawyer said, reaching across the console to take his hand. “Breathe for me.” How someone could put so much tenderness in an insult was beyond him, but it made him smile and grip Sawyer’s hand like it was a lifeline.

“Asshole,” he muttered with an equal amount of affection.

By the time they reached McGraw’s house, Royce had pulled himself together. Savage’s wife, Ginny McGraw, was considerably younger than he had been. She looked like a Playboy bunny in her lavender lace and satin nightgown—more lace than satin—with a matching robe and her hair piled on top of her head with long strands framing her face. Notifying the next of kin was never easy, and you never knew the type of reaction you’d get. Ginny screeched, tottered backward while clutching her ample bosom, and might’ve fallen over if Sawyer hadn’t lunged forward to catch her. She sobbed against his chest for a good ten minutes before she calmed down enough to let Royce finish. He’d only gotten as far as “I regret to inform you,” before the howling started. They offered to call someone for her, but she declined.

“Has your husband received threats lately?”

She huffed. “Weekly, but what else would you expect when you own a strip club? You’d think our society would move away from such prudishness, but it feels like we’ve gone backward instead of forward.” They asked more questions, trying to drill down to see if a specific threat stuck out in her mind. “I don’t know his name, but one of the local clergymen has vocalized his outrage the loudest over the years, but he backed way down when he realized his tactics weren’t working.”

“Tactics?”

“Protests outside the club mostly. One time, they started snapping pictures of the men and women leaving the club. I guess they were going to publicly shame them, but Savage called the police and the cops confiscated the phones and cameras.”

Royce figured Marcus wasn’t the only cop who frequented the club and would want to avoid those pictures going public.

Other than that particular man, Ginny couldn’t think of anyone who reacted as extremely to the club. She accepted his card and said she’d call if she thought of anything else helpful.

Once they left her house, Royce called the station and requested the address on record for Crystal Akeman and next of kin information if available, but there wasn’t. After jotting her address down in a notebook Sawyer kept in his glovebox, he googled it to see where it was located. It was a newer apartment complex Royce wasn’t familiar with but easily found the after-hours phone number for the property manager on their website. He couldn’t tell the manager that Crystal was dead, so he planned to say Crystal’s family had requested a wellness check after they couldn’t get ahold of her.

Royce was just about to dial the after-hours number when he got a call from Kelsey. “What are you doing up so early?” Royce asked instead of using a proper greeting.

“Good morning to you too,” she said wryly. “I set an alert to notify me if The Purists updated their website.”

Oh fuck. “And?”

“You’re going to want to see this for yourself.”
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Royce pulled a Call Me Skip and hung up on Kelsey without saying goodbye. His fingers shook while tapping out the website. “Oh!”

“What is it?” Sawyer asked.

“Fuck!”

Sawyer swerved over and pulled into a parking lot of a closed business. “What happened?”

Royce leaned toward him, placing his phone between them, then refreshed the website to restart the video.

The words “We must banish sin with fire,” came up first followed by images of The Alley Cat engulfed in flames before the fire department arrived. “It’s the only true form of purification,” appeared at the bottom of the screen.

“We’re dealing with insane people,” Sawyer mumbled.

“Law enforcement has failed us time and time again. They’ve allowed our daughters to become harlots.” The message was emphasized by a series of photos featuring one of the gilded cages where a man wearing a sash that said “groom” sat in a chair while two women wearing only thongs and stilettos sat on his lap. The man’s hands were handcuffed to the chair, prohibiting him from touching the women, but the ladies weren’t constricted by the same hands-off rules. They rubbed him and each other while kissing and grinding against him. The very last photo showed the man exiting the cage with an obvious wet spot on the front of his khaki pants. He was shrugging and wearing a sheepish grin on his face that said “what could I do?” Royce imagined the other men in his party were clapping and congratulating him.

“This joker better hope his wife doesn’t see this,” Royce said.

“That’s Brenden Stark.”

Royce recognized the last name. “Councilman Stark’s son?”

“Yep,” Sawyer said, nodding. “He’s a lawyer, married to the daughter of a Fortune 500 CEO, and is a youth leader at their church.”

“So, the women are harlots, but he’s not?” Royce asked incredulously. “I can understand people not agreeing with establishments like The Alley Cat, but nothing they did in the video is illegal.”

Royce gasped when the video shifted from footage inside the club to a tutorial where an offscreen person navigated a website, scrolling through a “menu” of escorts under a banner that read: Savage’s Sweethearts. All appetites welcome and guaranteed. Some of the women were labeled as barely legal, which made Royce want to vomit. Beneath the escorts’ photos, The Purists provided their real names, ages, and occupations.

“Goddamn these assholes,” Royce snarled. “How dare they put these women at risk like this?”

“They’ve already killed two people,” Sawyer pointed out.

“Yeah, but so far, they’ve only taken credit for burning the building, which should’ve been empty at three in the morning. Up until now, they haven’t threatened violence, so I’m not convinced the deaths were intentional.”

Sawyer nodded. “True.”

It took a surprisingly long time for the video to cycle through the escorts. “How in the hell could Savage get away with running an illegal escort service?” Royce asked. Then he remembered McGraw’s comment about having powerful friends, and it all clicked in to place. “Savage has high-ranking officers at SPD by the short and curlies.”

Sawyer snorted and pointed at Royce’s phone. “You mean like him?”

The video switched to a ledger detailing Savage’s clientele which was matched up with photos and videos that the son of a bitch had probably taken without their permission. The Purists must’ve hacked his blackmail files. Royce could’ve gone the rest of his life without seeing the police commissioner’s white ass pumping up and down as he had sex with a woman who was young enough to be his granddaughter.

“Gross,” Sawyer said, turning his head. “Is it over yet?”

“I’m sure that’s what the lady was thinking too.” Nothing about the situation was funny, but he felt suffocated by his disgust and needed to let off steam. Humor was his weapon of choice.

One after the other, images of Savannah’s upper echelon—men and women—were outed as Savage’s clients. Since Sawyer’s family was wealthy and connected, he recognized many of them and commented frequently.

“I’m so thankful my dad, brother, and brother-in-law weren’t on the list,” Sawyer said.

Royce was surprised by how genuinely relieved Sawyer sounded. Did he really think his dad would cheat on his mother, who was still one of the most beautiful women in the world? On the other hand, sex wasn’t always about looks, love, or even physical desire. It was about power, and The Purists exposed some of Savannah’s most influential people as liars, cheaters, and hypocrites. Unfortunately, they did so in a way that embarrassed the innocent families and put the escorts’ lives in danger. Bile rose in his throat as he thought about Crystal’s last minutes in the safe.

“How humiliating for their families,” Sawyer said, echoing his thoughts.

At the end of the video, a message from The Purists appeared.

Citizens of Savannah,

We deserve better leadership, so rise and demand it. Stop allowing degenerates to make policies and keep order. Purification is the only way to save our city. From the ashes, we will rebuild a community of people who share our values, a city we can be proud to call our home. We can be a shining beacon for cities across the country and the world. We the people have all the power, and it’s time those who abuse us know it.

Peace to our brothers and sisters.

“This is sounding more and more like a religious fanatic to me,” Royce said.

“Or a cult,” Sawyer replied.

Royce dialed the chief on speakerphone. “Locke, do you have something for me?” she asked briskly when she picked up.

“The Purists updated their site. It’s bad, Chief.” Royce recapped the video for her.

“Son of a bitch. I have a meeting with Commissioner Philips in thirty minutes. How am I going to look him in the eye?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem as long as you don’t watch the video,” he quipped.

Rigby made a noise that was part chuckle and part choke. “Smartass. I am going to call Jonah and give him the latest information, then meet with the commissioner. Continue on with notifications.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sawyer pulled back onto the street and Royce called the after-hours number for the apartment complex. The woman, Tabby Johnson, was neither friendly nor cooperative. She hung up on Royce as soon as he identified himself and stated the reason for his call. He dialed back and used a much firmer voice the second time around.

“How do I know this isn’t a joke?” she asked sleepily.

“I can show up at your front door with my badge or you can meet me at Crystal Akeman’s apartment to let me in.”

“Crystal’s fine,” Tabby said. “I just saw her like a day or two ago.”

“Ma’am,” Royce began.

“Fine,” she grumbled. “Give me twenty minutes.”

“I’ll give you ten.”

Royce received a call from an unknown caller almost immediately after he disconnected from the property manager. “Sergeant Locke,” he said into the phone.

“This is Agent Daphne Hampshire with the FBI,” the woman said. “I see you processed a last-known-address request for Crystal Akeman. Why?”

“How do I know you’re really with the FBI?” he asked, sounding as suspicious as Tabby Johnson.

“Call the Atlanta field office and ask for me.”

“The phone number is?”

“Google it,” she said before hanging up.

Royce looked at the phone, then looked at Sawyer. “This is a bad dream, right? This has to be a continuation from the nightmare I had at Candi’s.”

“You had another nightmare?” Sawyer asked. They had a vigilante cult, dead bodies, and now the FBI calling, but Sawyer was concerned most about Royce’s recurring nightmares. “Was it a bad one?”

Royce nodded as he searched for the phone number for the Atlanta field office. “It was, but you made it better.”

Sawyer placed his hand on Royce’s thigh, squeezing gently while Royce jumped through hoops to reach Agent Hampshire.

“Now do you believe me?”

“Yes,” Royce said.

“Good. Now, what do you want with Crystal Akeman?”

“Why do you want to know?” Royce asked. There would never be a note in his personnel file claiming he plays well with other agencies. “Don’t give me that need-to-know-basis bullshit either. You want something from me, you’re going to need to tell me why.”

The woman heaved a sigh, and he imagined she rolled her eyes too. “Crystal Akeman is an undercover agent who missed her check-in with her handler.” Holy fuck. Crystal was a fed? Had Marcus known? “And now the local police in her area are looking for her address and requesting next of kin information. Is my agent dead?”

Royce swallowed hard. “A woman by that name was killed in a fire, yes.”

“Give me your email address. I’ll send over her picture so you can give me a positive ID.”

Royce agreed and rattled off his email address. He had the picture within seconds and called the direct line Hampshire included in her email.

“Is it her?” she demanded.

“Yes,” he said solemnly. “The victim identified as Crystal Akeman is Agent Amber Neilson.”
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They’d arrived at the Sunrise Apartments by the time Royce finished telling Agent Hampshire what he knew, which was very little. She, in turn, told him nothing except that agents would be arriving in Savannah as soon as possible. The bureau would notify Crys…Amber’s family after their agents made a positive ID on the body. Hampshire was quick to assure him she hadn’t doubted his word, as if he cared what she thought about him, and was following procedure.

“What did she say?” Sawyer asked when he dropped his phone in the cupholder and scrubbed both hands over his face.

“The feds are coming. The feds are coming.” Royce recapped the brief conversation, and they sat mutely in the car, rolling the latest revelation in their heads. Shocking didn’t come close to describing it. “What do you want to do next?”

“They’re going to take over our case,” Royce said, rolling over their options, which were admittedly few. The FBI might’ve declined to get involved when it was only the mayor getting harassed, if she’d actually called like she threatened, but they weren’t going to let SPD investigate a homicide involving one of their agents. So, what he should’ve done was tell Sawyer to drive them to the precinct so he could update Rigby as soon as she finished meeting with the commissioner. Instead, he got out of the car and started walking to Crystal’s apartment. Amber’s apartment. It might take him a minute to fix that in his head.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Sawyer asked, catching up to him.

“No,” Royce said, stopping to look at Sawyer. “If you’d rather not be part of this, I’ll understand. Just wait for me in the car.”

Sawyer shook his head. “Hell no. We’re partners in every sense of the word. Just tell me what you’re hoping to find in there.”

“Answers about Marcus,” Royce said. “Maybe IA thinks he’s dirty because he was helping Crystal.” Sawyer didn’t look at him with pity, but it was pretty damn close. “Hear me out,” Royce said, holding up his hand. “Or maybe he was fucking dirty, and Crystal was the one who’d reported him to IA.” Royce remembered her heartbroken sobs when she spoke about Marcus. Maybe she was in love with him, or perhaps she felt responsible for his death. “I just need answers so Candi can heal and eventually move forward.” Royce took a deep breath. “And I can too. Whether he was dirty or working with Crystal, or just another cheating spouse, I need to know, GB.” Maybe he could start seeing other versions of Marcus besides the lifeless one. Royce didn’t hold out a lot of hope he’d find what he was looking for, but he had to try. Recalling Candi’s diminished health and aura of despair solidified that doing the correct thing wasn’t always the right choice. “The way I see it, I have three and a half to four hours to get answers before they storm into our station and take over.” Sooner if they had agents closer to Savannah than Atlanta they could mobilize.

“Good thing I grabbed these out of the glovebox,” Sawyer said, pulling two pairs of black nitrile gloves from his pocket. He handed one set to Royce and returned the second to his front pocket until it was time to use them. “If we can’t shake the property manager once she unlocks the door, then I’ll ask about leasing an apartment or something. Maybe she can show me around an empty one.”

Royce stowed the gloves away and tipped his head to the side. “I’m not the only one with layers.”

“It’s not like you’re trying to do an illegal search and seizure.”

“Careful,” Royce teased. “It’s a slippery slope. Distracting the property manager today and—” Royce stopped talking when Sawyer gave a subtle jerk of his head.

“Which one of you is Sergeant Locke?” a woman asked from several feet away.

Royce plastered a smile on his face, then turned around to face her. “That would be me, ma’am. Thank you for assisting us this morning.”

She eyed the shield hanging from the chain around his neck. “Like I had a choice,” she grumbled. “Follow me, then.”

The apartment complex was a massive, two-story, H-shaped structure where each apartment door faced either the courtyard in the front or the swimming pool in the back. Amber Nielson’s apartment was located in the center of the second story, overlooking the courtyard and the parking lot beyond it. The positioning also placed her an equal distance between all the staircases if she needed to exit in a hurry. She’d either chosen well or gotten lucky that the spot was free when she signed her lease.

Tabby stopped outside her apartment and knocked. “Ms. Akeman, it’s Tabby Johnson. Are you home?” When no response followed, she inserted the key in the deadbolt and unlocked the door. Rather than push it all the way open, Tabby said, “The police are here with me to conduct a wellness check.” After a few seconds, she pushed the door all the way open and stepped aside. “Should I stay out here?” she asked, sounding unsure. “It’s my first time in this situation.”

“I’d prefer you to wait out here in case we find something unpleasant.”

“Do you think she’s…dead?” Tabby shuddered hard.

“I don’t know, but I’d prefer you to stay here just in case.”

The woman looked as if she was going to agree but then narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t need a warrant?”

“No, ma’am,” Sawyer said. “We’re not here to search the property for evidence in a crime.”

“I just want to make sure—” Her words died suddenly, and Royce turned to see what had captured her attention. Two young guys walking a small ball of fluff on a leash were approaching an apartment on the second story. “Excuse me,” Tabby said, darting around Royce and heading toward the guys. “I don’t recall either of you filling out the appropriate paperwork to bring home a dog.”

Royce and Sawyer took advantage of her preoccupation and stepped inside the apartment, careful not to touch the handle until they had their gloves on. Royce turned on the light switch, casting stark LED light over a sparsely furnished room. Everywhere he looked, he saw industrial beige carpet or vinyl flooring in a multitude of earth tones that was supposed to mimic marble floor. The walls were off-white, and there was no artwork, family photos, or embellishments anywhere in sight, but an undercover agent would keep their surroundings generic. They wouldn’t display pictures, memorabilia, or keepsakes that would give away their true identity. The only spot of color was a worn-out Atlanta Braves hat hanging on a peg near the front door, breathing became hard for Royce once more.

Sawyer stepped up beside Royce, placing his warm hand between his shoulder blades. Some of Royce’s tension melted beneath his touch. “Is that Marcus’s hat?”

Too choked up to speak, Royce nodded. It wasn’t just any hat; it was his lucky one. “I think a part of me had hoped Crystal was a compulsive liar, and pricey lap dances were as far as things went between them. There’s no way this hat is in her apartment without Marcus having been here.” Royce tipped his head to the side.

“Let’s start looking around before Tabby comes back,” Sawyer said, spurring him into action.

They opened the cabinets in the entertainment center but only found a few movies. No photo albums, candles, or the other stuff Candi stashed in hers. There was a small pull-out drawer in the coffee table, but it was empty except for the TV remote. They moved into the hallway next. Royce stepped into the neat but plain master bedroom while Sawyer continued to check the other two rooms farther down the hall.

One nightstand was empty, and the other contained an item that hit Royce harder than the lucky hat. At least he’d solved the mystery of the missing cell phone. It was dead and wouldn’t turn on, but he hoped all it needed was to charge. He looked up when Sawyer entered the room.

“The spare bedroom is empty, and there’s nothing in the bathroom except the typical things you’d expect to find.” He looked at the phone in Royce’s hands. “Is that Marcus’s?”

Royce nodded. “I just found out from Candi last night it was missing. She thought the police had collected it as evidence after he died, but I told her they hadn’t.” He released a long, stuttering breath. “He left his cell phone and his hat here as if he’d planned on coming back. So what happened between the time he left this apartment and the time he got home to make him decide his life wasn’t worth living?”

Sawyer cupped his face, caressing his skin. “You and I both know that we don’t always get the definitive answers to questions like that, no matter how hard we try.”

Royce turned his head to kiss Sawyer’s palm, then stood up. “Yeah, I know.”

The apartment door opened, and Tabby called out, “Detectives, is everything okay?” She sounded nervous and anxious. They’d run out of time before they’d had a chance to search the kitchen, but Royce knew they wouldn’t have found anything to give away Crystal’s investigation, and he at least recovered Marcus’s hat and cell phone. The latter he slid in his back pocket. They quickly removed their gloves, tucking them out of sight, then Royce followed Sawyer out of the room.

“She’s not here,” Sawyer told the property manager. “Doesn’t appear that she slept here last night. Maybe she has a boyfriend her family doesn’t know about.” He added a shrug for good measure. “It’s good they worry, right? It’s also great that you can help put their mind at ease.”

Tabby’s apprehension from earlier went poof when Sawyer aimed his disarming grin at her. Royce had to fight back a chuckle. Tabby would melt into a puddle of goo if she witnessed the smiles Sawyer reserved only for him.

Sawyer gestured for Tabby to exit first. Then he filed out behind her, blocking her line of sight if she turned around, enabling Royce to grab Marcus’s lucky hat. There was no fucking way he was leaving without it, and Sawyer knew that. Royce folded the ball cap and tucked it into the waistband of his jeans at the small of his back, then pulled his shirt down to cover it.

He smiled at Tabby too. “Thank you for your assistance, ma’am. I hope you have a nice day.”

“Likewise,” she said, sounding a little breathy while closing and locking the door.

Once they reached the car, Royce pulled the hat out of his waistband and looked at it, running his thumb over the frayed edges of the bill and the stain left behind from years of Marcus adjusting it on his head. Royce closed his eyes, and for the first time in months, saw the Marcus he’d known and loved and remembered the day he’d given the hat to him. It had been his birthday. Royce hadn’t known what to give his best friend, so he went with the sure thing and bought him a new Braves cap. During his birthday party, Candi’s water broke, and Marc was born eight hours later, just beating the clock by a few minutes to share a birthday with his dad.

“It’s this lucky hat,” Marcus had said, hooking his arm around Royce’s neck and pulling him in for a hug. “I’ll cherish it always.”

And he had. The once vibrant red hat was dingy from wear and tear, but it only made the item more meaningful to Royce than if Marcus had stuck it on a shelf or inside the curio cabinet with his other collectibles.

“What are we going to tell Rigby?” Sawyer asked, breaking into his thoughts.

Stowing the hat and phone in Sawyer’s glove box for safekeeping, he said, “The truth.” Royce glanced over at Royce and smiled wryly. “I’ll just leave out the sequence of events. There’s no harm in her thinking we stopped at the apartment before we learned that Crystal was actually Amber, an undercover agent.”

Sawyer chuckled. “If you say so, Sarge.”

Royce’s phone rang again, and he cringed when he saw it was Holly. She was going to chew his ass for not calling her back with the ID on the victims. “Sorry, Holls,” he said instead of a standard greeting.

“As you should be,” she replied. “Who was it?”

“Savage and Crystal Akeman,” Royce replied.

“Fuck,” she said, sounding sad. “I know you dislike the woman on principle because she had an affair with Marcus, but she seemed like a decent person.” Holly quieted for a second. “What was she doing there? The whole reason I had to work last night was because she called in sick.”

“Probably had something to do with her undercover mission.”

“What?”

“Are you able to discuss something sensitive right now?” he asked.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

Royce snorted. “Are we going to pretend I didn’t hear Jace telling you to put down the phone and come back to bed?”

“He told me to hang up the phone, and he didn’t tell me to get in bed because I was already there. But you knew that and were baiting me. Well, you caught me.”

Royce laughed. Had they been together, he would’ve mimed reeling in a fish. “Hook, line, and sinker.”

“He went home already,” Holly said. Royce detected a hint of pout in her voice. “What’s this about Crystal doing undercover work? For who? Feds or state?”

“Tell me how you ended up with Jace first?”

“The dumbass nearly blew my cover last night. He showed up at The Alley Cat with a few buddies. The wig and costume disguise didn’t fool someone who knows my body as well as he does. I swear. The things that man can do with his—”

“Holls,” Royce groused.

“The jackass stormed the stage, tossed me over his shoulder caveman-style, and hauled me out of there.”

“You permitted that?” Jace was bigger and stronger than Holly, but she was way meaner than him.

“Sometimes a girl likes to be put against a wall and fucked hard, Ro.”

Royce cringed and fought off the urge to gag. She had answered his question though. “A curious thing happened after I requested Crystal’s address.” He told her the rest of the story.

“Whoa,” she said softly. “Are you okay, Ro? I know this has taken a toll on you.”

He could lie and say he was doing okay, or he could be honest with a person who’d never let him down. “No, not really, Holls. I had hoped this Crystal…Amber person was lying, but she wasn’t.”

“Are you going to tell Candi?”

His first reaction was to say no, because what good would it do? How would that help Candi heal? No matter what anyone said, she’d see Marcus’s affair as her failing. Royce couldn’t let that happen. On the other hand, would she see it as closure? Marcus’s decision to end his life shocked the fuck out of everyone who knew him.

“It might help her come to terms with his suicide,” Holly said, reading his mind.

“I know,” Royce said softly. “I’d rather wait to decide once I know the situation with the IA investigation.”

“I agree there. I’d hate for you to hit Candi with the affair and later hit her with more bad news.”

“Do you think he was dirty, Holls?”

“I agree with you that IA doesn’t waste time or resources unless they have credible intelligence. It doesn’t mean they’re right though. If they are…”

Holly was right. Candi was barely keeping it together as it was. Telling her about Amber could push her over the edge, and if he had to follow that up by telling her Marcus was dirty… He didn’t want to think about what that would do to her.

“What’s next?” Holly asked, breaking into his tumultuous thoughts.

“We’re heading back to the station to tell Rigby that the feds are coming. I figure we have four hours to work this case before they take it over.” Their interview with Ginny McGraw came to the forefront of his mind. “You ever see any pastor or church group causing trouble?”

Holly snorted. “The only clergy I’ve seen are the ones slipping fives and tens in G-strings or disappearing in the private rooms for hours at a time.”

“You sound so cynical,” Royce teased. “They’re probably just preaching to their lost flock.”

Holly hooted with laughter. “I think there was a lot of kneeling going on.”

“How’d you know they were clergymen?”

“Some I recognized from billboards or editorial pieces in the newspapers, and the other dancers told me about the others. They warned me away because they’re stingy with their money. I guess they think dancing for free might be a form of atonement for being a bad, bad girl.”

Royce snorted. “Maybe the tithes were low those weeks.”

“Why’d you ask about the clergymen?”

Royce told her about the conversation with Ginny McGraw and also the puritanical attitude toward sex in the website videos.

“Videos?”

“Oh, yeah. The Purists have taken responsibility for the fire, exposed Savage’s illegal escort service while outing both the clients and the sex workers.”

“Oh, hell.”

“Yep. I wouldn’t watch it unless you want to see the police commissioner’s bare ass.”

“Eww. Gross.”

“Guess we know why Savage was never busted,” Royce remarked.

“Good point. I’m going to get cleaned up and head in since my nights as an Alley Cat are over. I’ll make a list of the dancers and bartenders so you can interview them. Maybe they’ll know more.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed your side hustle is over.”

“Don’t sound like such an asshole,” Holly countered.

“Sawyer is the asshole. I’m the dickhead. We go together like peas and carrots.” Sawyer chuckled. He’d remained quiet as he navigated the city streets, but there was no ignoring that one.

“More like gunpowder and lead.”

“That too, Holls. That too.” Then he groaned when he saw two news vans outside the precinct already.

“What’s wrong?”

“Reporters.”

“Smile pretty for the camera,” she teased before hanging up.

Sawyer drove around to the back lot and parked. “At least none of the vultures are back here yet.” Most of them acted like professionals and maintained a respectable distance, but occasionally, they stumbled across a young reporter who was eager to make a name for themselves, such as the one stepping out of the shadows when they approached the building.


[image: ]

 

“Beat it, Franklin,” Royce snarled when he approached. “You must be a special brand of stupid to show up here and lurk in the shadows after the stunt you pulled. What the hell did you hope to accomplish?” Felix looked from Royce to Sawyer. Why? Did he think Sawyer would take pity on him?

“Um, which one?” he asked sheepishly.

Which one? Royce didn’t like the sound of that. “The one where you sent that photo to Rigby. How fucking childish can you be?” Anger and rage burned through him, and although Fleabag wasn’t the sole reason for it, he was the only one standing in front of him. At least Franklin had the good sense to take a few steps back when Royce advanced on him.

“Settle down, Ro,” Sawyer said, stepping between Royce and the bastard. Even though Royce knew Sawyer was doing it for his own good, the part of his brain where stupid lived interpreted it as Sawyer protecting Felix. “Go inside and talk to the chief. I’ll handle this.”

“You need a witness, GB. Otherwise, this piece of shit can just write whatever he wants about you.”

“He could, but that’s not his style. I can be mad at him all I want for exposing the stuff that went down at the sheriff’s office, but I can’t call the man a liar. He printed the truth, even if it was painful and wasn’t supposed to be revealed.” Nothing Sawyer said made Royce feel any better.

“That old fucker had it coming. Wheeler deserved more than the slap on the wrist he received,” Fleabag said, pulling Royce’s attention away from Sawyer’s pleading eyes. It was a big mistake for Felix to interrupt their conversation.

While Royce begrudgingly agreed with Franklin about Wheeler, he fumed that the man had decided to take the situation into his own hands without regard for the fallout impacting others. Royce looked at Sawyer again. “That’s great if you don’t want to hold a grudge, but he’s trying to fuck with my career now, and I won’t stand for that.”

“I was wrong for sending the picture to Chief Rigby. It was petty and immature, and I deeply regret my actions,” Felix said, his words coming right on top of each other, almost stumbling. “I’ve sent an apology email to the chief, and I’m apologizing to you guys in person.”

“Fine,” Royce growled. “Message received. Get fucking lost.”

Felix held up his hands in surrender. “That’s not the only reason I’m here.”

Royce started to snarl, but Sawyer cupped his face and kissed him. As far as distraction devices went, it worked damn well. He especially liked the sour expression on Fleabag’s face.

“Let’s hear him out and then get on with our day. We have bigger things to deal with right now.”

“You have no idea how right you are,” Felix said.

Royce narrowed his eyes. “Stop being cryptic and get on with it.”

“I heard the DA’s office is going to drop charges against Franco Humphries.” The mere thought of the suspected serial killer walking free turned Royce’s blood to ice.

“What?” Royce asked.

“Why?” Sawyer demanded to know.

“My sources tell me that a key piece of evidence they need for trial is missing from the evidence locker,” Felix said. “The defense team is planning to submit a request to have their own experts test the piece of fabric. They’re claiming the DNA, if it really was his, was planted by dirty cops. Now it’s suddenly gone. From what I hear, they have no case without it.”

“No fucking way,” Royce groused. “Humphries was the last case I worked with Marcus. That bastard had terrorized and raped those co-eds. He made a mistake, and we busted the son of a bitch—cleanly and by the book.”

“Babineaux was going to trial with a single piece of physical evidence tying him to a murder?” Sawyer asked.

Bile burned Royce’s throat. “It was Tara Riker’s bedsheet. She was his fourth victim, and the only time he fucked up. It had both her blood and his semen on it. He’s a fucking animal. He cannot go free.”

“Hey, I agree with you. I’m only telling you what I’ve heard from four different people. If Babineaux can’t produce the sheet for the defense to test, then it calls into doubt it ever existed in the first place, lending credence to the theory that the police planted evidence to make the arrest.”

Fuck. Things had gone from bad to worse. “Thanks for the heads-up,” Royce said begrudgingly.

Felix cleared his throat and ran his finger under his collar. Royce recognized the nervous gesture.

“Just say whatever it is you’re thinking.”

“I believe you if you say the arrest was clean and by the book, but the fact does remain that the evidence is missing.”

“So you say. It was probably just returned to the wrong evidence box,” Sawyer countered.

“That’s one possibility,” Fleabag said slowly. “Another one is that someone accepted money to make it disappear.”

Royce felt like the reporter sucker-punched him in the stomach. He was having a hard time breathing. Sawyer squeezed his biceps to calm him. “Fuck you, Fleabag. No one in my unit is dirty.”

“Are you sure?” he countered.

“Yeah, I’m fucking sure.” He suspected the reporter was thinking about Marcus, whose suicide occurred within a few weeks of Humphries’ arrest. Maybe Royce didn’t know Marcus as well as he thought, but he’d stake his life on this. Marcus wouldn’t help a serial rapist and killer walk free.

“If he walks, he might be aiming to settle a score,” Fleabag warned.

“I’ll be fucking ready.”

“It isn’t you that I’m worried about, Locke.”

Candi. Royce was nearly paralyzed by fear.

“Anyway, consider the score settled between us,” Fleabag said as he walked away.

“Not by a longshot,” Sawyer fired back without looking away from Royce. “Breathe, Ro. Let’s deal with one dumpster fire at a time, yeah?”

Royce knew he was right, but it didn’t do much to ease his worries. Sawyer had said it himself: Fleabag was a hellacious investigative reporter who’d probably cultivated sources with people from every walk of life. He hadn’t made accusations, and he hadn’t pumped them for information. Felix simply gave them a warning.

“Let’s go inside. You go talk to the chief, and I’ll pay a visit to Tobias.” If anyone had inside knowledge, it would be the stalwart guardian of the evidence locker.

“Good plan.”

Rigby’s assistant hadn’t reported for duty yet, so he knocked on the chief’s door and waited for her to grant him entrance. She took one look at Royce’s face, and said, “Oh God. What happened?”

Royce recounted his interview with Ginny McGraw and phone call he had with Agent Hampshire.

Chief opened up her drawer, pulled out her pastry container, then actually growled when she saw it was empty. “Son of a bitch. The FBI is coming, and I don’t have pastries. I need more carbs to deal with them.” She let out a deep sigh. “Well, we have a few hours before they invade and take things over, so let’s get busy interviewing the staff at the club to see if anyone noticed something out of the ordinary last night. I also want an ID on this crazy pastor.”

“Holly is coming in to give me a list of dancers and bartenders, so we’ll start there. I have no idea which local clergymen set up the stunt outside The Alley Cat, but maybe I can get some names from the police report. I’m going to make a list of churches and create a lineup from the official photos of clergymen from their websites to see if Ginny or the dancers can identify him.”

Rigby nodded. “It’s not likely you’ll find an official police report since McGraw had the police commissioner in his back pocket. If nothing pans out, you could always pick a random cleric from the directory and ask them. Gossip spreads like fire through churches, and I promise you the other clergymen have heard about the stunt and know who initiated it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“You have a team of capable people, so use them. Delegate tasks and make sure everyone reports back to you in a timely manner. While I don’t think we’re going to solve this case before the feebs arrive, we’ll have more intel to devise a game plan.”

“You don’t plan to hand the case over to them?”

“Not without a fight,” she countered. “I’m going to propose a joint task force between us, the FBI, and the GBI. I don’t have a clue if I’ll be successful or not.”

“What do you think the feds were trying to find on McGraw? Their agent has been here for three years and couldn’t discover his prostitution ring? We know why our investigations tanked, but what’s their excuse?”

Rigby leaned back in her chair. “I don’t think prostitution is what they were after. The feds will turn a blind eye to a certain extent when the small fish they catch in their net can be used as bait for a bigger predator.” She was right. They’d easily justify looking the other way for prostitution if McGraw was their ticket to busting up a human trafficking ring, big-time drug dealer, or even organized crime. “I can tell something is weighing heavily on your mind, Locke. Why don’t you unburden yourself?”

“We have enough going on right now as it is.”

“Have I ever struck you as a woman who is incapable of multitasking?”

Royce smiled for the first time since entering her office. “No, ma’am.”

“Spill it.”

Royce told her about Marcus and the IA investigation, which had prompted him to go digging for answers. He trusted her with the truth about Marcus’s affair with the undercover agent who was found dead that morning. Then he lowered the boom about Humphries.

“Let’s start from the top,” she said. “The department has denied Candi Wilkes her husband’s benefits?”

“Delayed is more like it. They never gave Candi a reason, but then IA came knocking with a warrant. They confiscated their computers and some files, but that was it. That was two months ago, and she’s heard nothing from the benefits department.”

“I’ll get to the bottom of this,” she assured him. “I don’t know what to say about Humphries. I cannot see anyone in our unit helping that son of a bitch walk. I also want to know why this wasn’t brought to my attention.”

Royce looked her in the eyes. “I assure you that neither Marcus nor I planted the DNA evidence as the defense is suggesting.”

She waved him away. “I know that, Locke. You might push boundaries, but you never cross them.”

“Sawyer went to talk to Tobias to see what he knows.”

“I’m going to be pissed if he knows something I don’t,” Chief said gruffly.

“I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“At least someone will. I’ll start making calls to see what I can find out about Marcus’s investigation. They’re not required to inform me in this situation, but I’m hoping they’ll play nice. If not, we’ll make sure Candi gets representation. You should’ve brought this to my attention sooner.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I want you to run this homicide like you normally would until you hear differently from me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“The commissioner authorized overtime and surveillance on the three paroled arsonists.” I just bet he did. “All hands are on deck until we arrest The Purists, or I call you off.”

“Yes, Chief.”

Rigby insisted on updates, then dismissed him. Sawyer was waiting for Royce in the bullpen, two different types of devil cups in his hand. The Tasmanian devil mug in his right hand belonged to Royce and was one of the last things his mother had bought him. The other cup was Sawyer’s hoity-toity Duke Blue Devils cup.

“Thought you could use this,” Sawyer said, handing his mug to him.

“Thank you.” Royce took a sip of the coffee and sighed. “Perfect.”

“I know how you like your coffee.”

Royce had a sudden urge to cup his face and pull him in for a kiss, which wasn’t an option. Use your words, dumbass. “I was talking about you.” He added a wink when Sawyer just stared at him. So, he wasn’t the most vocal about his feelings outside of sex, but he did more than grunt and drag his damn knuckles.

“Not even close, but you’re sweet to say so.”

It was the last serene moment of his day. Tobias didn’t have any intel to share with them about the missing evidence, so that was a dead end. The mayor’s press conference was televised on a local affiliate, and the detectives in the bullpen gathered around to watch it. Ryan was nowhere in sight, but he couldn’t blame the kid. Royce was surprised to see Call Me Skip standing behind his wife on stage, but anyone looking could tell he’d rather be anywhere else. Beside him was a priest, who Royce recognized as Father David from Holy Trinity Church, where Marcus and Candi attended mass. Father David had officiated their wedding, prayed over Candi during labor, baptized the children, and presided over Marcus’s funeral. He’d even attended the kids’ backyard birthday parties.

Seeing him reminded Royce of all the vows Marcus had broken. It also made him want to forget about the case and ignore interviewing witnesses so he could charge Marcus’s phone and look through the pictures on it until his eyesight blurred. Royce needed to remember the Marcus he’d loved, not the one who’d given up.

The two FBI agents, Duffy and Aston, arrived at their precinct with sticks up their asses. Rigby invited Royce to join them, introducing him as the sergeant leading The Purists task force. Duffy and Aston didn’t bother playing nice with others. They laughed at Rigby’s suggestion of a joint-force operation and announced they were taking over the case. The chief put up a good fight and got the agents to concede that Amber Neilson’s death was most likely a result of her being in the wrong place at the wrong time, but that was as far as they’d go.

“Why was Agent Neilson undercover at The Alley Cat?” Royce asked.

“I can’t answer that. It’s a need-to-know basis,” Aston said with a wry smirk Royce wanted to knock off with a right hook.

“How original,” he replied instead.

“Turn over your files to agents Duffy and Aston,” Chief instructed him. Her shrewd gaze said, “But make copies first.”

It didn’t take Royce long to gather the information for them since they were still pretty much shooting in the dark. Rigby offered them a workspace, which they rejected without bothering to hide their distaste. After they left, she looked at Royce and said, “This changes nothing. Continue to interview employees, get an ID on the rogue clergyman, and trail the arsonists.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, saluting her moxie.

Her lips trembled as she fought off a smile. “And don’t get caught.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
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To avoid Duffy and Aston catching on to them, Royce divided surveillance up between five others in the unit plus himself. Sawyer, Ky, and Ashcroft volunteered to take the first overnight shift, so he sent them home while he, Willoughby, and South took the day shift. The goal was for them to keep switching up vehicles from the carpool and swap around targets to avoid detection.

For their first stakeouts, Willoughby took Bennett, South took Grange, and Royce tailed Pullman, the man with the access to paint thinner, which Blue had reported was the accelerant used to torch The Alley Cat. He’d also been too friendly when they interviewed him the first time, which immediately made Royce suspicious.

Royce dreaded tailing suspects for many reasons, but one of them was being confined to the vehicle. He felt like a caged animal, but getting out to stretch his back and legs wasn’t an option. The radio wasn’t a good distraction either because the local stations were talking about The Purists nonstop. Royce gritted his teeth just thinking of the sanctimonious assholes. They’d added a ticker at the bottom, showing how many times their videos were viewed. They’d gone viral with more than a million hits each. Googling Savannah not only brought up links to their sites but links to dozens of articles written about the scandals plaguing the city. The Purists were being touted as heroes online and from people calling the radio stations until the chief held her press conference announcing that two people were killed in The Alley Cat fire. She didn’t divulge names, but she made it very clear vigilante justice was the cause of death as much as smoke inhalation. She cautioned for cooler heads to prevail and urged citizens to report crimes directly to the police or Crimestoppers rather than take justice into their own hands.

The tone of the calls coming in to the stations changed drastically, but there were still some who believed whores and flesh peddlers deserved their day in hell, and who cared if they went there sooner or had help arriving? He knew the radio stations would report any credible threats, but he texted Holly and asked her to reach out to the station managers anyway.

It didn’t take long for the tone to shift with the online articles, which now referred to The Purists as killers and religious terrorists. And while the ticker number at the bottom of the page didn’t stall completely, it slowed down significantly. It was a small victory, but he had to take them where he could or lose his fucking mind.

The risk to the backlash was The Purists going to ground. A phone call to Jonah put his fears to rest there.

“Maybe, but it would only be temporary,” he’d said. “Someone who craves this level of attention won’t stay quiet for long. Also, if these deaths were truly accidental, maybe their conscience will get the best of them. Maybe they’ll confess and roll on the mastermind.”

“Maybe,” Royce said hopefully.

Tailing Pullman literally amounted to watching paint dry. The man worked fast, efficiently, and took very few smoke breaks. He’d unpacked a cooler on the tailgate of his truck for lunch and was back on the job in twenty minutes or less. It was all Royce could do to keep his eyes open. He checked in with Willoughby and South to see how their days were going.

These have to be the dullest criminals in the history of the world, South replied.

I need to duct tape my eyelids open, Willoughby lamented.

Royce snickered, yawned, then looked at his watch for the millionth time. There were too many hours remaining before Ky took over, and he’d never stay awake unless he found something to distract his inner whining.

He decided to turn on the local AM station that invited local clergymen to give sermons live on air or take calls from listeners. He’d been tuning in and out throughout the day to see if anyone stood out. So far, no one used syntax similar to The Purists or tripped any warning bells. There’d been plenty of frothing mouths and holier-than-thou attitudes, so he’d been unable to listen for long periods of time. Royce would just check in once an hour to jot down the name and demeaner of the clergy—man or woman—acting as DJ. He would supply the names to Detective Megan McGuire, who he’d assigned to create the photo lineup of local clergy to make sure they didn’t overlook anyone.

It was almost the top of the hour and time for them to switch over. Royce tuned in and caught the closing sermon from a man who’d never heard the term inside voice; the kind who thought talking louder meant you were smarter or more righteous.

“If you don’t want to believe me that a day of reckoning is coming, then fine. Maybe you’ll believe this passage from the book of Revelations. Chapter twenty and verse ten says ‘And the devil who deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.’ The devil who deceived them. Let that sink in for a bit, especially considering the recent revelations today. We’ve been tricked into believing the devil is an ugly monster that we can easily detect with our naked eyes, but the truth is the demon can take the shape of anyone and anything, finding you at your weakest moments and leading you on a path to the lake of fire. Often, the evilest people are the most beautiful or charismatic ones, so you don’t discover your error until it’s too late and you’re in too deep. Join me, Preacher Samuel Brimmer, at Faithview church to begin your path to salvation.”

“More like Brimstoner,” Royce said, jotting down the man’s name and church. “Not sure how much more I can take of this.” He released a breath and waited out the rest of Brimstoner’s spiel to see who would follow.

“Good evening, Savannah,” said a man with a dulcet voice Royce immediately recognize as belonging to Father David. “I’m usually prepared for my weekly radio gig, but some unexpected things happened today.” One of his parishioners resigning due to a scandal probably did occupy most of his time and thoughts. “I think my time would be best spent fielding questions. How can I help you tonight? I know the world seems like it’s topsy-turvy right now, but I’m here to promise you a better, kinder future awaits you.”

Father David was the opposite of the screaming preacher who’d hosted a show before him. Younger than most clergymen, he was handsome, charismatic and friendly instead of stodgy and stern. The man blended seamlessly with others when he wasn’t wearing his robes or clergy collar. Royce hadn’t recognized the man at Marc’s first birthday party because he’d worn blue jeans and a Braves T-shirt. Royce had said some embarrassingly crass things about one of Candi’s friends, not realizing that Father David wasn’t interested in checking out the woman’s sexy long legs. The man chuckled and waved off his humiliation, but Royce had felt like a dirty pervert. At least he hadn’t shared his thoughts about Marcus’s hot cousin, Todd.

“Let’s take our first caller. What’s your name and how can I help you tonight?”

“My name is Misty, and I want to know how you could support that woman after what she’s done.”

“Everyone is a sinner, and everyone is worthy of having their sin forgiven, Misty,” Father David replied calmly.

Royce listened as he fielded one call after the other. Some of them were about the mayor, but most of them were people who wanted to talk about the problems they faced. Maybe it was the priest’s connection to Marcus, or maybe it was his soothing demeanor, but Royce found himself relaxing unexpectedly, maybe too much because his eyelids started to feel droopy.

Not wanting to fall asleep, he switched off Father David’s program in search of something livelier. Royce looked at his phone and saw the Audible icon. He’d set up a trial membership but hadn’t listened to the book he’d chosen. He’d started the series about a serial killer terrorizing Las Vegas with Sawyer, but they hadn’t listened to the latest audiobook yet. Royce popped in his earbuds, then started the book. He loved the fast-paced flow and the author’s writing style, as well as the narrator’s sexy voice. Royce turned down the volume and looked around when the story started to heat up, then laughed at his ridiculousness.

By the time he passed Pullman off to Ky, Royce hadn’t learned shit about the suspect except he liked Popeye’s chicken, but he better understood Sawyer’s audiobook addiction.

Instead of going home, he headed to Sawyer’s house. Why? He couldn’t say other than it just felt right. Sawyer had left a note for him on the kitchen island, which he thought was adorable instead of presumptive. Sawyer knew his home was where Royce belonged too.

Spaghetti and meatballs are in the refrigerator. I plugged Marcus’s phone into your charger when I got home. Don’t believe Bones when he acts like he hasn’t eaten in a week. Also, if you overfeed him treats, you’ll be the one who has to take him to his next vet checkup and get lectured. FYI, she’s scarier than Rigby.

Xoxo

Royce looked over at Bones and said, “Yikes.” Bones replied with a pitiful, deep-bellied yowl. “I’m not falling for that, and I’m not getting my ass chewed by your vet either. You get one treat, and that’s it.”

By bedtime, the treat count was up to three, but Royce was proud of himself for only caving in twice. “I’ll work on my resistance tomorrow,” he told Bones, who had curled up on Sawyer’s empty pillow.

The urge to look through Marcus’s phone had taunted him all evening, but he ignored it in favor of listening to the audiobook, watching one of Sawyer’s documentaries, and catching the last few innings of the ballgame. Even fearless ones needed to prepare for battle, and sometimes the heart was a person’s biggest enemy. No matter how fiercely Royce had guarded his heart, Marcus Wilkes had always been his weak spot, and that hadn’t changed with his death.

When sleep eluded him, Royce gave up the pretense of ignoring the phone and punched in Marcus’s passcode—his wedding date—to unlock it. Even though Candi had turned off the service, Royce could still read through old texts and see the videos and photographs saved on Marcus’s phone. He’d saved more than four thousand pictures and a hundred videos—none of them were of his secret life with Amber nor gave away any hint of him being on the take. They were photos of the kids, Candi, his parents, Holly, and Royce. All of them smiling, laughing, and openly showing the joy they’d felt with one another. He relived the boys taking their first steps, cutting their first teeth, and going off to school. There were Cub Scout Den outings, Halloween costumes, birthday parties, soccer, and tee-ball games. They were photos of a man who loved hard and was adored in return. The last picture was the one that broke Royce.

It was the two of them fishing at Lake Mayer a few days before Marcus died. Royce had just caught a largemouth bass, and Marcus had positioned himself with Royce to take a selfie with the fish before Royce released it back in the lake. Royce closed his eyes and summoned the memory from the depth of his soul. They’d been laughing, smiling, and hamming it up for the camera as they argued about who had caught the bigger fish. It was during those quiet hours that Marcus had unburdened himself about his marital problems and his need to step it up. He just hadn’t told Royce the entire truth, and that somehow hurt worse than if Marcus hadn’t told him anything at all.

By the time he finished looking through the photos and videos, it was nearly two in the morning, and Royce was emotionally drained. Marcus wasn’t the perfect man Royce thought him to be, but he loved him anyway. He’d never fully get over his disappointment about the affair, but he would forgive him in time. Royce had to unless he wanted to walk around with a broken heart for the rest of his life.

Wild hearts can’t be broken. It was one of his aunt Tipsy’s favorite sayings, and maybe the mantra Royce had subconsciously adopted as an adult after his childhood had dealt him one blow after the other. Lying in Sawyer’s bed with only Bones to witness his tears, Royce knew it was complete horse shit.

He expected the nightmares to come once he finally fell asleep, but they didn’t. He worried he’d overslept when he heard Sawyer enter the bedroom a few hours later. A glance at the clock told him he still had another hour before he had to be up.

“Scram, Bones,” Sawyer whispered in the dark as he stripped off his clothes. Bones made an indignant sound, then jumped off the bed and darted out the door. The bed dipped beneath Sawyer’s weight as he slid between the sheets.

Royce nearly purred when Sawyer spooned up behind him, nestling his semi-hard cock against his ass. “If you’re home early, it must mean you solved the case while I snoozed. Did you have to tackle an old man again?” Carl Hanover had actually tripped as he fled from Sawyer, but Royce loved to provoke him.

Sawyer bit his shoulder playfully. Yeah, baby. “Nah. I didn’t even chase anyone out into oncoming traffic either.”

“Ouch.”

“The words or the bite?”

“The words,” Royce said. “I liked the bite. Do it again.”

“I didn’t come home early to fuck you.”

“Bummer,” Royce said, pushing his ass firmly against Sawyer’s lengthening dick.

“Okay, maybe I was hoping to get in a quick fuck before you had to relieve Ky, but that wasn’t the sole reason.” Royce knew why Sawyer came home without him having to spell it out. He realized looking through the phone was going to be hard for Royce. “As it turned out, Ashcroft and I worked out a deal. He wanted to be home with his wife and kids for dinner, and I wanted to spend this hour with you, even if it’s only to watch you sleep.” Royce snorted at the last bit, and Sawyer slid his hand over Royce’s hip bone to fist his shaft. “So our shift change is different than everyone else’s.”

“Did you clear the changes with your sergeant?”

Sawyer chuckled as he slid his cock between Royce’s ass cheeks, rubbing his rigid length over Royce’s sensitive pucker, eliciting a deep moan from him. “Oh, the sarge approves wholeheartedly of my methods.”

“Fuck, yeah, he does. Wanna feel you inside me.”

“Not yet.” Sawyer kept both the stroking and his rutting at a maddeningly slow and lazy pace. Sawyer pulled back and repositioned his cock to slide between Royce’s thighs, rubbing against his taint and pushing up against his balls.

“Oh, fuck. I like that a whole lot,” Royce said, sounding a little drunk.

“Your body is my wonderland. Squeeze those thighs nice and tight for me,” Sawyer said, dragging his leaking cock over Royce’s taint.

“Fuck me already.”

Sawyer bit down on his shoulder hard enough to make him gasp but not enough to hurt. “Shh. Just give yourself to me and let me take care of you.”

Royce stopped fighting his body, closed his eyes, and gave himself over entirely to Sawyer’s skilled hand, grunting and coming after a few more strokes. Sawyer released Royce’s dick and gripped his hips with a cum-covered hand, rutting faster against his body, chasing his release. Sawyer jerked and pulled back suddenly, moaning as he coated Royce’s ass with his spunk.

“I love marking my territory,” Sawyer growled, then proceeded to rub his release into Royce’s cheeks. “I love the idea of you smelling like me.” The words and actions were so animalistic and primal; a description Royce never would’ve associated with the urbane man he met a few months prior. “I’m going to get a warm washcloth to clean you up.”

“Stay. I just want you,” Royce said sleepily. “I like smelling like you.”

Sawyer spooned up against him, nestling his softening cock between Royce’s cheeks. “One day, I’m going to fall asleep with my cock buried inside your ass.”

“Mmmm,” Royce hummed happily. That sounded sexier than anything he’d ever heard, and he wanted to tell Sawyer he’d get tested as soon as possible, but he was too tired to formulate his thoughts into words.

Sawyer’s chuckle and the sweet kiss he placed on the back of Royce’s head were the last things he remembered before falling asleep.
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Royce thought they’d gotten their break in the case the next morning when Ginny McGraw identified none other than the screaming preacher, Samuel Brimmer, as the man who had harassed, filmed, and photographed their patrons. His excitement was short lived after sitting down with the man for an interview. Brimstoner had ironclad alibis for all the fires. He was out of the country on a mission trip when the vacant properties were set on fire. As for the incidents with the mayor, he was the volunteer chaplain at the hospital on those evenings.

But as Rigby pointed out, they didn’t think the puppet master was the one doing the dirty work anyway, so she added him to the persons of interest list. Royce included Brimstoner and two more detectives in the surveillance rotation.

The next six days of stakeouts passed at a snail’s pace with the only highlight being the hour he spent in Sawyer’s arms before leaving. It didn’t matter which arsonist he tailed, they worked, slept, and ate. That was it. If Royce were honest, his life had been just as pitiful as theirs before he met Sawyer. Even when Marcus was alive, he spent all his time living vicariously through him instead of finding happiness for himself.

When Chief had told him that overtime and surveillance were ending, Royce had to bite back his relieved sigh. She instructed them to finish out their rotation and gave them all a day off before reporting for duty like normal. Royce had been especially enthusiastic when he pinned Sawyer beneath him and fucked him bareback since they’d both found time to get tested at a clinic that bore Vic’s name. Sex without barriers was the most incredible thing he’d ever felt. He couldn’t get enough of Sawyer’s heat enveloping his cock or Sawyer’s cum filling his ass.

Royce hadn’t meant to fall back asleep, but the lure of holding Sawyer while he slept wasn’t something he could resist. It was almost noon when he woke up and padded to the kitchen to make coffee. Bones was doing his best impersonation of a starving cat. It was possible Sawyer had been so tired when he got home that he forgot to feed the beast before falling into bed. It took less than two seconds for Royce to realize how dumb that was. There was no way in hell Bones missed a mealtime.

“Stop trying to get me in trouble,” Royce whispered. He opened the cabinet where Sawyer stored the coffee and noticed there weren’t enough grounds to make a full pot. It would be a total dick move to make only enough for himself when Royce knew Sawyer would be up soon. He’d said he didn’t want to sleep too long since he needed to get back on his regular schedule.

There wasn’t a lot of food in the house either, so he decided to leave Sawyer a note and head out to run some errands. His first stop was Sal’s Hardware and Home Goods. In an era when conglomerates were gobbling up small businesses, Sal was still going strong. He was old school and opened early so local contractors could pick up the odds and ends they forgot to get at the big lumberyards and chain stores. He always had strong coffee and sage advice at the ready.

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” Sal said when Royce stepped up to the counter. “Things going well at the new place?”

Royce had lived in his house for five years but didn’t correct the man who was old enough to be his grandfather. “Yeah, things are going well.” He pulled his keychain from his pocket and worked his house key loose. “I’d like to have a copy of this key made.”

“Well, then,” Sal said, grinning wolfishly. “I guess what they say is true.”

“And that is?” Royce asked hesitantly.

“Every rake has his day.”

“Not sure anyone talks like that anymore, but I guess I’ve finally met my match.”

Sal winked. “Lucky girl.”

Royce’s stomach clenched as he realized that coming out was going to be a daily occurrence. Daily might be a stretch, but there would always be someone who assumed the hands that held his heart belonged to a woman. He’d have to choose between correcting everyone or only the ones who mattered. He’d been coming to Sal’s since he was a little boy, and Royce planned to continue doing business with the man until he retired, so Royce might as well come clean rather than mislead Sal.

“We have these fancy keys now,” Sal said before Royce had a chance to reply. “We have sports, butterflies, flowers, and even superheroes. Whatever she’s in to, we probably have it.” He gestured to a kiosk for Royce to pick one.

“He,” Royce said.

“Pardon?”

Royce cleared his throat. “There’s a lucky guy in my life, not a lucky girl.”

Sal made a little gasp of surprise, and his mouth fell open. He caught himself quickly and smiled at Royce. “Well, congratulations. Pick out a key for your fella, then.” Sawyer chose the Duke key, though it pained him, and handed it to Sal who looked more offended by Sawyer’s beloved team than the fact Royce was dating a man. It made Royce laugh. “Just give me a few minutes.”

“Sure thing.” Royce walked over and perused the pet toys while waiting for Sal to finish.

“I always knew you were a faggot.”

Royce stiffened, and his heart thundered in his chest. That voice had reverberated through their home, his heart, and his head, striking fear and wreaking havoc. Why Royce had ever tried to maintain a relationship with the man was beyond him, but he was done. He slowly turned around, looked his father in the eye and said, “You’re only half right, Eddie. I won’t bother explaining bisexuality to you though.”

“No son of mine is queer.”

Royce looked around the hardware store. “I don’t see a man who claims you as his father, so I think you’re free to go about your life, and I’m free to go about mine.”

“Your badge and gun make you brave, but there might come a time when you don’t have either.”

Royce pulled up his shirt and slowly turned around, showing he wasn’t armed, and he didn’t have his badge on him. “The time is now, Eddie. You want to step outside and give it your best shot?” Hitting things was the only conflict resolution Eddie Locke understood. Royce was done showing respect to a man who hadn’t earned it. The old bastard had fifty pounds on him, but Royce was faster, stronger, and he’d stopped being afraid of him a long time ago. Eddie might get in a few good hits, but Royce was confident he could whip his old man’s ass.

“You’re not worth the bloody knuckles.” He was a typical bully who didn’t know how to react when someone called his bluff. Eddie looked over at where Sal was cutting Sawyer’s key, his lip curling in disgust. “Sal, if you’re going to do business with the queers, then I’ll start shopping at the big home improvement stores,” Eddie yelled loud enough to be heard over the machine.

Sal turned off the machine and stared at Eddie without blinking. “The door is that way, Edward,” he said, tipping his head toward the exit.

Eddie dropped the red basket and stomped out. Sal just shook his head and went back to cutting the key. Royce picked up the basket and returned the items inside it to the shelves, then went back to the pet toys. He picked out a wand-type thing with a feather attached to it by a string. Bones would probably look at him indignantly when Royce presented him with the gift.

“You didn’t have to pick up after your old man,” Sal said, ringing up the cat toy and key. “His troubles and messes aren’t yours to clean up.”

Royce shrugged. It was a habit he’d need to break. There would be no more paying for damages when his dad went on a bender and busted up a bar during a fight. He’d start replying with “he’s no longer my problem” from this moment forward.

“Thanks, Sal,” Royce said, accepting the receipt and brown paper bag with the store’s logo on it. Maybe Sal knew he meant more than the key and toy, but he wanted to be sure. “For everything.”

Sal smiled and shrugged. “Just because I may not understand things doesn’t mean I approve of hateful bullying, especially not to one’s children. You’ve always been a good kid, Royce. You deserve to be happy. I hope your fella treats you well.”

Royce felt ridiculously moved by the man’s words. “He does. I’ll bring him by sometime.”

“Do that.”

On his way to the door, a thought occurred to him. He pivoted and returned to the counter. Removing his phone from his pocket, he pulled up photos of the arsonists who topped his persons of interest list. “Do you recognize any of these men?”

Sal studied them closely and then shook his head. “Can’t say that I do, but my memory isn’t what it used to be.”

“Have you seen an unexpected increase in the sale of paint thinner?”

“Nah. Paint contractors buy that in bulk from the big guys much cheaper than I can sell it.”

It was worth a shot. “Thanks, Sal.”

The next stop was the hardest and long overdue. “Just get in there and eat crow,” Royce said, looking at the picture window with the Bytes and Brew logo. It looked as if Levi had a lull in caffeine crazies, so he got out of the car and went inside before he lost his courage. There was nothing to eat at the house, and he’d rather surprise Sawyer with his favorite sandwich and coffee than shop for food.

Levi glanced at the door when the bell above it chimed. The adorkable man’s smile turned into a frown when he saw Royce. Oh fuck. He’s not going to make this easy. Royce plastered a smile on his face, which might’ve been too enthusiastic because Levi took a few steps backward. Oops. Levi had two other employees back there with him, both who seemed overly interested in Levi’s reaction to him.

“I come in peace,” Royce said, stepping up to the register with his hands held up in surrender.

“That’s what the soldiers said to the Native Americans before giving them rancid meat and blankets infected with smallpox,” Levi said suspiciously.

“I don’t have maggot meat or infectious cloth,” Royce said somberly. “I came here to apologize.”

Levi narrowed his eyes and jerked his head to the right, indicating Royce should move down the counter so his staff could serve the person who walked in after him. “What do you really want?”

Wow. Somebody had really done a number on this guy. It would probably be best if Royce bought their lunch from someone less hostile. “I told you what I wanted.”

“I’m not mad or jealous he chose you, but it was a total dick move for you to roll out of his bed, then come here and brag about it.”

“I didn’t roll out of his bed and come straight here, Levi. We hadn’t…” He let his words fade away because he didn’t want to lie. They’d shared an orgasm in Sawyer’s home gym but hadn’t technically slept together yet. “I had just wanted to check out the guy who was going to take Sawyer from me.”

Levi snorted. “As if. How is Sawyer doing?”

“Text him and find out,” Royce replied.

The bell over the door jingled. Levi glanced over distractedly, then did a double take. His fair cheeks turned an adorable shade of pink that made his eyes look bluer. Royce understood why Sawyer had asked him out. More than a little curious, Royce turned to see who was responsible for the blush and nearly groaned when his gaze landed on Diego Fuentes, who looked impressive in his street clothes. How many sizes too small was that shirt though?

Diego looked surprised at first, but then his expression morphed into irritation. His gaze flitted to Levi’s before returning to his. Did he misread the private chat? Royce waved and offered what he hoped was a friendly smile.

“You know him?” Levi whispered.

Royce moved closer to the counter and lowered his voice. “Yeah, his name is Diego Fuentes. Does he come here often?”

“Not often enough if you ask me,” Levi said breathlessly. “Is he single?”

Royce raised a brow. “As far as I know. Want me to find out?” As far as atonement went, it was painless.

Levi’s face turned a darker shade of pink. “If you think he’s interested.”

Royce glanced over his shoulder and took in Diego’s thunderous expression. He was either pissed because he thought Royce was hitting on Levi and wanted the café owner for himself, or he was outraged on Sawyer’s behalf. Royce winked and said, “There’s only one way to find out. I’ll go talk to him.”

“No. It will be too obvious,” Levi whispered.

“It won’t if you put together two chicken salad sandwich platters and make a large salted caramel coffee.”

Levi narrowed his eyes suspiciously but nodded after a few seconds. Royce turned from the counter and approached Diego. “Do you have a cat?”

Diego squinted. “Huh?”

“I asked if you have a cat,” Royce said slowly.

“No.”

Royce nodded. “Do you plan to get a cat?”

Diego’s gaze kept flittering back to Levi. “Um, not that I’m aware of. I’m more of a dog person.”

“Oh, okay.” Fuck. Was Levi also allergic to dogs too? “Um, stay here a second.” Royce started to walk back to the counter to find out, but Diego reached out and stopped him.

“What’s going on? First, I catch you flirting with the cute café owner, and now you’re chatting me up. Did Sawyer get sick of you already?”

Royce remembered the way Sawyer cried out his name when Royce filled him that morning. “Definitely not.”

“So, what’s going on, then?”

“Levi thinks you’re hot, but he’s shy.” Recalling the way Levi had written his phone number on Sawyer’s coffee cup with a message to call him, Royce almost snorted. Maybe gun shy was the better adjective. “He’s also very allergic to cats. I told him I’d introduce the two of you, but I wasn’t going to do that if you have a cat.”

“I don’t,” Diego said, looking over Royce’s shoulder. “You’re not dicking me around, right?”

“Not at all.” Royce wanted Diego sexed-up, happy, and away from Sawyer. “Come with me.” Diego nodded and followed him to the counter where Royce made introductions. Levi blushed profusely, which seemed to charm the hell out of Diego.

“Two chicken salad platters and a large salted caramel coffee,” Levi said, handing a to-go bag and a cup of coffee to Royce with an expression that told him to take his order and get the hell out. All wasn’t forgiven yet.

“Thanks,” Royce said, dropping more than enough cash on the counter to cover the bill and tip. He’d taken a few steps when he thought of something. “One quick question. You were so instrumental in helping us solve The Putz’s murder a few months ago, and I was wondering if you could help again.”

“You were?” Diego asked, sounding impressed.

Levi batted his ridiculously long eyelashes, reminding Royce of the skunk in Bambi. “It wasn’t that big of a deal.”

“It was,” Royce countered, playing it up. “Do you know any hackers or someone familiar with navigating the dark web?” From his periphery, Royce saw a slender person suddenly rise to their feet and head toward the door. It could’ve been a coincidence, or they might’ve overheard Royce. He turned and saw it was a college-aged guy. “You know him, Levi?”

“Avery Bradford.”

Avery turned and looked back inside the café, noticed that he had Royce’s attention, and immediately bolted down the sidewalk.

“Fuck. So much for a day off,” Royce said, setting his food and drink down on the counter and sprinting after him.

Royce burst out onto the sidewalk, saw the kid had one hell of a head start and was hauling ass. “Police! Stop where you are,” he yelled as he pursued Avery. Royce heard someone approaching fast from behind and glanced over his shoulder just as Diego pulled even with him.

“Don’t chase this one into the street, yeah?” Diego asked, barely sounding winded.

“Fuck you, Fuentes.”

Diego just laughed before kicking it into a higher gear, leaving Royce in his dust.

Challenge received and accepted.


[image: ]

 

Diego might’ve been bigger, stronger, and faster, but Royce had endurance and agility on his side, which really paid off when Avery’s dashing, darting, and juking didn’t seem to slow him down a bit. While it seemed like Diego and Royce had formed a truce of sorts, Royce still wanted to beat him and make the collar. That meant he didn’t waste breath, energy, or concentration on trash talking when he closed in on, pulled up next to, or even passed by Diego. Catching Avery was his only focus, and Royce knew he’d get the chance when the kid made a sharp right turn into a dead-end alley between two buildings. Unless the fucker had a superpower to scale buildings like Spider-Man, Royce had the guy right where he wanted him.

Royce rounded the corner and had just enough time to spot the threat and duck as Avery swung a piece of lumber someone had dumped in the alley. Royce continued his forward motion, lowering his shoulder and driving it into the much thinner man’s chest, taking him down to the filthy ground.

“Get the fuck off me, man,” the kid wheezed.

Royce was winded as fuck and sucking in air too, so he was grateful when Diego stepped up beside him, calling for a black-and-white on his cell phone. Neither of them was on duty, so they were without weapons or handcuffs.

“Get off me, fat ass,” Bradford groaned. “I’m going to sue for police brutality.”

“You can use your one phone call to contact an attorney,” Royce said tersely.

“Wait? What? I didn’t do anything?”

“It’s called an attempted assault on a police officer, dumbass,” Diego said, squatting down beside them.

All the fight left the kid, and he relaxed beneath Royce’s hold. “I didn’t know you were cops.”

“Bullshit,” Diego snarled. “We both identified ourselves as police multiple times, and you just threatened to file police brutality complaints. You don’t get to have it both ways.”

Royce caught Diego’s eyes, signaling he wanted to take over the questioning. “What did you mean you didn’t realize we were cops?”

“In the café, I overheard you asking about hackers or someone who knows the dark web. I thought you—” As if he realized he’d said too much already, Avery Bradford clammed up. He didn’t speak again when they patted him down or when they put him in the back of a cruiser for transportation to Royce’s precinct.

Diego and Royce walked back to the café, where Levi replaced the salted caramel that had started to cool and looked at Fuentes like he was the next coming of Jesus. Royce thanked Diego for helping him and said goodbye to Levi and then headed toward his car, where he sent Sawyer a quick text before driving to the precinct.

I stumbled across a possible lead in the case when I went to Levi’s to get lunch and your favorite coffee. Heading to precinct for interview. Your sandwich will keep, but I owe you a coffee.

Sawyer’s reply was instant. Levi’s?

I’ll explain later. No need for you to come in. I’ll let you know if there’s a break.

Fuck that. I’m starving. I’ll eat my lunch and drink the coffee while you work.

Royce laughed. Fair enough.

Avery Bradford refused to make eye contact when Royce formally introduced himself in the interview room, and it became clear very quickly that he had no intention of saying another word. Instead of talking just to hear his own voice, Royce ate lunch with Sawyer in the tiny observation room.

“So, what’s the deal with Levi?” Sawyer asked after he mowed through half of his chicken salad sandwich. Royce had to admit it was the best he’d ever had.

“I owed the man an apology, so I gave him one,” Royce replied.

Sawyer narrowed his eyes. “It’s never that easy with you.”

“The day started with simple goals: have a key made for you and apologize to Levi and grab us some lunch.”

“Wait. What was the first part again?”

“I went to Sal’s to make a copy of my house key for you,” Royce said, hoping he sound nonchalant. “I know we don’t spend a lot of time there, but I wanted you to have one.” When Sawyer didn’t respond, Royce glanced up. Sawyer closed the distance and planted a kiss on him, lingering for a few seconds before he pulled back. “While I was there, I thought I’d buy my boy Bones a new toy.”

“He loathes toys. They’re beneath him.”

“We’ll just see about that.” Royce shrugged. “Anyway, things went downhill from there.” He told Sawyer about his encounter with Eddie and watched how Sawyer’s eyes darkened in anger on his behalf. Royce kissed Sawyer to assure him he was okay. “Then I stumbled across this joker after I finished playing matchmaker to Diego and Levi.”

“What?” Sawyer asked.

Royce repeated the conversations, making Sawyer laugh when he got to the part where he interrogated Diego about owning a cat or planning to own a cat. “I don’t think this guy is going to talk, and I’m not going to waste my day off. I’m going to arrest him for attempted assault, print him so we can see if anything comes back, and let him stew on it overnight. I think the kid was running scared from somebody. As much as I hate the idea, I bet he’d lead us to that person if we cut him loose and watch him closely enough.”

“Want me to take a crack at him to see if we can avoid that?” Sawyer asked.

“Go in there, all nice and shit?”

“Doesn’t hurt to try.”

Royce shrugged. Sawyer kissed him again, lingering much longer this time. “Then we’re going home to fuck,” Royce said fiercely.

“Yes, sir, Sarge.”

Sawyer strode into the interview room a minute later. He’d stopped to get a soda and set it on the table. “Are you hungry or thirsty?” No response. “Look, I know things got off on the wrong foot with my partner. Locke can be a real dickhead, but he’s fair. Tell us what’s going on, Avery. If you’re in trouble, we might be able to help.”

Avery lifted his head and locked gazes with Sawyer, and for a minute, Royce thought he saw a crack in the kid’s resolve. Then the punk snorted, flipped Sawyer off, and lowered his gaze to the table where he’d kept it fixed since entering the room.

“Okay, then,” Sawyer said casually. “Enjoy your overnight stay.”

Royce watched Avery when Sawyer left the room. Either the kid wasn’t aware he was being observed, or his bravado had just run out on him because he slumped forward and rested his forehead against the table. Royce thought he heard a garbled sob slip out before Avery could contain it. Sawyer returned to Royce a minute later.

“Officer Dickerson is coming to process him in a few minutes,” he said softly. “He looks like a person who’s carrying around a pretty big secret.”

“You know that gut feeling you had the night you staked out the Hanovers’ house and caught Carl disposing of the bloody clothes?”

“Yeah.”

“I have that same feeling right now. This kid knows something, or he’s protecting someone. I’m going to find out which it is.”

“We’re,” Sawyer corrected. “The meager hours we were able to spend together in the last week weren’t enough for me to get my fix.”

“Insatiable,” Royce whispered, reaching for him.

Sawyer slid his arms around Royce’s waist, holding him close and resting their foreheads together. “You know it’s more than sex.”

Royce nodded. “I know it is.”

“So, let’s set a trap to catch this particular mouse.”

Sawyer oversaw Bradford’s processing while Royce went to speak to Rigby. Her assistant Delores looked dead on her feet.

“Long day?” he asked sympathetically.

“Long week. It’s been one upheaval after the other. First, Alderman Xander Kravitz is sworn in as interim mayor pending a special election, and now we’re waiting to see who he appoints as acting police commissioner, and how that will shake things up.”

“Has Commissioner Philips made an announcement?” If so, Royce hadn’t heard, and it would’ve been all over the radio. It was possible Mayor Kravitz fired him, but Royce figured he’d allow the man to resign first.

“Philips has resigned, but there won’t be a formal announcement until Friday morning when Kravitz introduces his replacement.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I don’t know what it signifies, but Kravitz has called twice this week and personally visited Rigby today.”

A slow smile spread across Royce’s face. “You didn’t hold up a glass to the door?”

Delores rolled her eyes. “I value my employment and wish to continue working for Chief wherever that may take me.” She crossed her index and middle fingers on both hands and raised them.

“Do you think she has a few minutes to see me?”

Delores winked at him, then picked up her phone and hit a button. “Locke is here to see you, Chief.” She listened for a second. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll send him in.” She hung up the phone and said, “Go on in. Please keep what I said about the chief in confidence.”

Royce crossed his heart before he entered the chief’s office.

“I thought I instructed you to take the day off,” Rigby said sternly.

“Well, I meant to take the day off, but trouble seems to find me wherever I go.” Rigby snorted and gestured for him to continue. “I might’ve stumbled on to a lead.”

She straightened in her chair. “Explain.”

So he did, leaving out the real reason why he’d gone to Bytes and Brew. He included Diego’s involvement, commending the officer because it would’ve been a dick move not to mention his assistance.

Crossing her arms over her chest, Rigby studied him. “He’s not talking, huh?”

“No,” he replied, but told her how the kid reacted once Sawyer left the room. “I ran him through the system, and he has no priors. They’re processing him now and will run his prints to see if they match any unidentified ones in IAFIS. I feel like he’s on the verge of breaking, and I’d like to see where he leads us.”

“The decision you need to make is whether you drop charges and cut Bradford loose tonight to give him a false sense of security, or let the charges stick and have him arraigned. The latter would put the fear in him and maybe make him reconsider if protecting somebody is worth it. Just make sure he knows we’ll look kindlier on his involvement if he helps us.”

“I think I’ll let him stew a few more hours and then cut him loose. Try to play the good cop and let him think he got away with something. Hopefully that will trigger him to act arrogantly, and he’ll make a sloppy mistake.”

“Sounds like a plan to me. Before you go,” Rigby said when Royce started to rise from his chair. “I have a bit of news I’d like to share with you.”

“Yeah, Chief?” Royce asked, playing it cool. Kravitz would be a fool not to make her his police commissioner, and Xander Kravitz was no one’s fool. He was confident the man would make an excellent interim mayor and would win the special election whenever it occurred.

“Commissioner Philips is making his resignation official on Friday morning, and Mayor Kravitz will announce my promotion to the vacated position.”

“That’s excellent news, Chief. Congratulations.”

“Achieving the rank has been my dream since I was a child and was told by my grandfather that it would never happen because I was a girl.” Chief’s grandfather was the former commissioner for the Atlanta PD. “He didn’t mean his remark to discourage me, but in his era, women weren’t promoted to high ranks. I cannot wait until he sees the announcement on television. He’ll brag to all his friends at the nursing home, but at ninety-five years old, he’s likely to forget about it the next day.”

“You can keep reminding him, ma’am.”

“There will be many changes at all the precincts and a new chief installed here in my position.” Royce nodded. That was the bad part of her promotion. “I’m counting on your leadership to make this a smooth transition.”

Royce couldn’t fight back the grin. “We see how things went with the last newbie to our office.”

“Greatness is within you, Locke. You could be in this very seat someday if you put your mind to it.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

“Since you brought Diego Fuentes up, I’d like to know your thoughts on him. He’s recently passed his detective’s exam and is the top candidate for promotion to our unit. Do you think he’d be a good fit?”

Royce was honored she’d asked his opinion. “From my experience with him, he’s more than competent as a patrol officer, follows orders, and willingly assists the detectives in our unit, and he didn’t hesitate to jump in and help me today. I think he’d be a great fit.” Royce would’ve given her the same answer even before their truce because he’d never let his jealousy and insecurity hurt someone else’s career.

“That’s good to know,” she said nodding. “IA is still dragging their feet getting back to me with details regarding Marcus. I want you to know I haven’t forgotten about it during this upheaval.”

“I know that, ma’am.”

“I want to know the minute something breaks tonight. I would love to start my new position with arresting The Purists, so get out there and make it happen.”

Royce chuckled and left her office to find Sawyer. “We’re going to let him stew a few hours, cut him loose, then tail him to see what happens.”

“So much for the fuckfest you promised me,” Sawyer pouted softly. “I could settle for a quickie.”

“No way. We’ve existed on those for a week. This little prick will lead us to something.”

“While he’s on ice, I want to experience something new with you.”

“Yeah? Okay.”

Fifteen minutes later, Royce scowled at Sawyer from the passenger seat of Sawyer’s Audi. “The grocery store? This is your idea of a new experience? I’ve been buying my groceries for years now, GB.”

“You buy ramen noodles and bologna,” Sawyer countered. “That’s not food.” He laughed at Royce’s scowl. “Come on. It will be fun.”

Fun was the last word Royce would use to describe grocery shopping, but it was better when he went with Sawyer. They’d planned meals as they moved through the aisles. The differences in their personalities was never more evident than with the things they put in the grocery cart. Royce learned that Sawyer was a total snob when it came to cheese when Royce was happy with the kind in a squirty can.

“I’ll make a foodie out of you yet,” Sawyer said when they unpacked the groceries at his house.

“Where’s my boy?” Royce said, pulling the toy out of the bag. Sawyer scoffed, but Royce ignored him and removed the wand from the packaging and went into the living room where HRH Bones was watching bird porn through the picture window. “Look what I got you,” he said, holding the wand in the air and making the feather dance at the end of the string. Bones looked so indignant it made him laugh. Hearing Sawyer snickering in the kitchen, he looked at Bones with a pleading expression, and said, “You know you want to kill the feather.” Bones would’ve rolled his eyes if he could, but he took pity on Royce and swiped at the feather. Royce made it dance some more, and at first Bones just watched it through narrowed eyes, but then he leaped like a lion, snagging the string in midair and jerking the wand from Royce’s hand. Bones made a vicious growl, picked up the feather with his teeth, and dragged the offending toy out of the room and down the hallway toward the bedrooms. Royce turned to Sawyer. “That went well.”

“You had more success than I predicted.”

“I think I have a pissed-off cat who is looking to do wicked things to me with that wand as soon as I fall asleep.” Royce returned to the kitchen and pulled the Duke key out of the paper bag. “Here’s your key, asshole.”

“Aww. You picked out a fancy one.”

“Don’t make a big deal out of it,” Royce groused.

Sawyer laughed hard. “I know how much you hate my team.”

“I hate them more than words. I root for them to lose more than I cheer on any team to win.”

“Ouch,” Sawyer said, clutching the key to his chest.

“But I don’t hate you,” Royce said tenderly.

Was there a right time to tell a man you love him? Should it be over a bottle of wine and a good steak? Or was it okay to do it while he laughed and clutched a cheap piece of metal to his chest as if it were a priceless treasure? He and Sawyer were opposites in so many ways, but the most significant thing they had in common was knowing the importance of telling people how you feel about them because they could be ripped away from you in an instant.

Royce cupped Sawyer’s face, running his thumb over his smiling lips and, with his heart in his throat, said, “I fucking love you.” Sawyer gasped, and his lips trembled beneath the pad of his finger. “So damn much.”

Sawyer closed his eyes, and he inhaled deeply. For once, he wasn’t doing breathing exercises to find patience for Royce. He could tell Sawyer was happy by the serene expression on his face. When he reopened his eyes, Sawyer smiled brilliantly at him. “I love you too. God, I do.”

They kissed long and hard until both were panting for air, clinging to one another. Royce debated leaving the kid in lockup all night long, but it wasn’t the right thing to do.

“You just had to create this big moment when we can’t stay here to celebrate it properly, didn’t you, dickhead?” Sawyer asked, nibbling on Royce’s neck.

“I’ll make it up to you, asshole.”

“Fucking right you will. I’ll see to it.” Sawyer’s wicked laughter spelled big trouble for Royce, and he couldn’t wait.
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Royce decided to let Avery Bradford sweat it out until nine thirty. He and Sawyer cooked dinner together, then looked through The Purists’ case file. They reviewed the employee interview notes, autopsy results, and tox screen results, which had confirmed Fawkes’s suspicions. He wasn’t about to ask what strings Rigby pulled to get her hands on the ME’s reports, but he knew she didn’t get them from Duffy and Ashton. Savage McGraw and Amber Neilson had died from smoke inhalation and carbon dioxide poisoning. They didn’t have any type of drugs, recreational or otherwise, in their systems, but McGraw’s blood alcohol level had been more than two times the legal limit. In a follow-up interview with his widow, she stated he was an unabashed alcoholic and used a hired car service to get to and from work. That explained why McGraw’s car wasn’t in the parking lot at the time of the fire, but not why Amber was at the strip club at three in the morning when she called in sick to work, or why her car was found two blocks away the following morning. Duffy and Aston refused to comment, of course, and took possession of her car before Royce had a chance to search it.

“Do you want to know what I think?” Sawyer asked when Royce expressed his irritation at the possibility of never getting those answers.

“I do.”

“I think she was wrapping up her case. She called in sick and went into the bar to obtain the evidence she needed at a time it should’ve been empty only to discover McGraw was still there. With no cars in the parking lot, the arsonist thought no one was inside. The answers to everything relating to Amber are probably located in the paperwork and documents inside the safe. I wish we’d had a chance to copy that stuff before handing it over to the feds.”

“You and me both,” Royce said. He glanced at his watch. “Well, if you’re not going to fuck me, then let’s go set the trap for Bradford.”

“I’m going to fuck with you.” Sawyer’s diabolical laugh made him smile and lightened the grim mood.

If Royce had expected Avery Bradford to show an ounce of remorse for trying to hit him or gratitude for Royce dropping the charges, he would’ve been very disappointed. The kid resumed his swagger and sneer as he exited the station just after ten, but there was no hiding the smell of sweat and fear radiating off him.

Rather than call a friend to pick him up, he took a Lyft to his apartment situated at the corner of dumpy and frumpy. Due to the layout of the building and access to side streets at the rear exit, they needed separate stakeout positions to watch both the front and rear doors. Sawyer took the front, and Royce parked on a side street that gave him the best view of the back.

“Too bad we aren’t able to use some of Rocky’s cool PI toys,” Royce groused four and a half hours into surveillance. “The damn kid is probably sleeping or in there playing Call of Duty while we sit out here, teetering on the brink of death by boredom.”

Sawyer’s laughter in his ears did amazing things to his body, even if it was coming through the speakerphone. “Would it help if I told you the things I have planned to do to your body when we get back home?”

Fuck yes. “Maybe,” Royce said, drawing out the word. “Parts of me might survive.”

“Well, let’s give it a shot. Do you want me to start with taking off your clothes or just skip ahead to the part where you’re naked and tied to my bed?”

“Tied?”

“Cuffed, if you prefer.”

“Oh, Christ,” Royce moaned. “Start at the very beginning. Don’t leave anything out.”

“I’ll start stripping you out of your clothes before we even leave the garage. I’m going to take my time kissing the skin I expose.”

“I love your kisses.”

Sawyer hummed. “I love kissing you.” Royce loved hearing the arousal in his man’s voice. “By the time we reach the bedroom, you’ll only be in your underwear. When I peel those off your legs, I’ll drop to my knees and—”

With most of his blood flow heading south to fill his cock, it took a few seconds longer than it should have for Royce to realize Avery Bradford had exited the building and unlocked a bicycle from the rack.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” he exclaimed loudly.

“Already? I was just getting started.”

“Not that, asshole. Bradford is on the move. He’s on a bike, heading your way.”

“Got him,” Sawyer said. “I’ll take lead.”

Following a suspect on foot or a bike from a car was complicated. They could fit in places a vehicle couldn’t follow, such as tight alleys or cutting through yards, and it was much easier for their mark to spot a tail. Add in the reduced traffic because of the time, and it would be so easy for Bradford to give them the slip. They would need to utilize side streets and swap positions to track his movements rather than just drive along behind him.

“The timing of his rendezvous fits,” Sawyer said.

“Timing?”

“It’s three o’clock in the morning, which is called the witching hour or devil’s hour. The vandalism at the mayor’s house and the fire at The Alley Cat occurred around that time. Less information is known about the fires at the vacant properties thanks to the poorly written reports, but we do know they occurred overnight.”

Why had Royce never put that together? His heart raced with excitement.

“It aligns perfectly with our theory that the mastermind is a religious zealot too.”

Royce had never been a religious man, even though he wanted there to be a heaven. He needed to believe his mother was in a beautiful, serene setting since her short life had been so horrible. And Marcus? As flawed as he was, he needed to believe there was more for Marcus too. Maybe Marcus and Vic were up there cheering Sawyer and Royce on. He shook his head to clear the wayward thoughts because they weren’t helpful. “How so?”

“Jesus, the holiest man, was crucified at three p.m., so the inverse of that would be three a.m., a time for demonic activity, rituals, or in this case, purification.”

Up ahead, he spotted Bradford crossing the intersection. “I got eyes on Bradford.”

“I’ll hang back.”

Royce turned right and kept a block and a half between him and the kid who seemed oblivious up to this point that the early ’90s Mustang and late ’80s Blazer from the motor pool were following him. “I swear your brain is an encyclopedia.”

“I’m not nearly as brilliant as you think. I sought every documentary I could find regarding rituals, exorcisms, and cults. I needed to pass the time without you somehow, and I learned a lot.” Sawyer chuckled.

“Why would a religious zealot use the devil’s hour to conduct deeds they feel are good and pure? It’s harder to carry out their kind of crimes in broad daylight, but the timing feels more significant than just opportunity and avoiding detection.”

“Many experts say that the devil’s hour is a mockery of the number three, which represents holy trinity—the father, the son, and the holy spirit. Maybe, The Purists want to reclaim the number three back from them.”

Holy Trinity. An image of the priest, Father David, flashed in his mind. Candi and her friends had called him swoony on more than one occasion. He’d overheard one of the ladies talking about her fantasies of corrupting him. They’d giggled and called it priest porn and then immediately repented, praying for forgiveness.

Everything about The Purists screamed cult to Royce. Maybe it was an extreme label, but cults started small and gained power and influence as their numbers grew, not unlike a church. Charisma and good looks were two things most cult leaders had in common, and they used both weapons to manipulate and motivate. Father David had both those things in spades, and the first victim, Lynette Goodwin, had attended his church. Coincidence? Maybe, but Royce trusted his gut.

“I think I know where he’s going,” Royce said. “Instead of picking up his tail in another block, head over to Holy Trinity and see if he shows up there.”

“On it,” Sawyer said, not questioning his judgment. “I’ll park where I can see the east side and the rear, and you can take the west and front.”

“Deal.”

Royce was careful to hang back and cut down side streets, but it was probably overkill since Avery seemed hyper focused on his mission and unaware of his surroundings.

“I got eyes on Bradford riding toward the church,” Sawyer said.

Royce’s heart raced as he turned on to Broad Street and Holy Trinity came into view. It was a huge, white cathedral with gold trim and towering spires reaching toward heaven. Religious or not, Royce thought the architecture, both inside and out, was stunningly beautiful.

“Got eyes on you too,” Sawyer added.

Royce scanned the area and spotted Sawyer’s borrowed Blazer before parking the Mustang and focusing his attention on Bradford, who had stopped his bike on the church’s front lawn. He cut the engine and took off his seat belt, preparing himself to move fast.

“Looks like he’s going in hot,” Royce told Sawyer when Bradford dismounted and pushed his bike to the ground instead of using the kickstand. “As soon as he goes inside, we should get out and move into position. I’ll follow him through the front. You look for unlocked doors on the rear and sides.”

“Ten-four, Sarge.”

Bradford flung open the front door of the church and stomped inside.

“Go. Go. Go,” he told Sawyer, then disconnected the call so he didn’t tip them off.

Royce sprinted across the street and over the lawn toward the front of the church, but before he reached the steps, the ornate doors flew open and Avery ran back out, nearly colliding with him. Royce gripped the kid by his skinny biceps. “What’s wrong?”

The look of sheer terror on the kid’s face stirred a similar reaction inside him. Royce’s chest felt heavy, but he didn’t have time for a fucking panic attack.

“It’s Father David. Some man has him tied to a chair. He’s ranting about sins of the father and splashing him with something, threatening to burn the church down. You gotta get in there.”

“Do you have your phone on you?” The kid nodded. “Call 911. Tell them everything you just told me and let them know that Detectives Locke and Key are on location and need backup. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes,” Avery said, pulling his phone from his back pocket and dialing.

It might’ve been stupid to trust the kid, but he only had time to make one call as he sprinted toward the door, and that would be to Sawyer. “Don’t go inside the church. Come around front with Avery and wait for backup. Make sure the dispatcher is taking him serious.”

“What? Where are you—”

Royce hung up so Sawyer couldn’t talk him out of going in. He knew he was breaking protocol by going into the situation without a plan or backup, but he needed to know Sawyer was safe. He shoved his silenced phone in his pocket, pulled his gun from his holster, and entered the church.

Walking on the balls of his feet, Royce silently moved through the narthex, the fancy name for the entrance hall, which he’d learned during Marcus and Candi’s wedding rehearsal. A man’s angry voice snapped him back to the present.

“You told me that no one would be there. You said no one would get hurt.” Royce recognized John Bennett’s voice from their interview in the grocery store parking lot.

Bursting into the sanctuary without assessing the situation and forming a plan was a risk he couldn’t take, so he plastered himself against the wall by the door, then carefully poked his head around to look through the opening. Father David was tied to a chair, but the bank-manager-turned-arsonist splashing accelerant and screaming at him hadn’t gagged the priest.

“No one cares about whores and flesh peddlers,” Father David said, his voice calm and soothing as if he were talking to a wounded animal. From the sounds of it, Bennett had been reduced to one. “I can make this right. We can make this right, John. People are upset right now, but they’ll understand our mission. We can’t stop now.”

“You’re just like him.” Him who, Royce thought. “My father claimed to be the Lord’s faithful servant, but he was evil. I told Pastor Lovell at our church that he was touching me and my sister in bad places, but Pastor didn’t believe me. Why would he choose a child over his loyal deacon? He told me I was confused and misunderstood. Then he told my father what I’d whispered in confidence, and he took it out on my sister to punish me. She blamed me until the day she couldn’t take the shame anymore and ended her life.” Bennett started to sob, but he never stopped splashing the altar with accelerant. The stench of lighter fluid was so strong it made Royce’s eyes and lungs burn just by breathing. “I only wanted to help her.”

Royce silently eased through the door and began walking down the aisle, gun up and aimed at John Bennett. Firing his gun could send the church and Father David up in flames.

“You did,” Father David soothed. He never took his eyes off John, but Royce knew the priest saw him approaching and was trying to buy them both time. “You did. And you helped me. Together we can punish all those who dabble in sins of the flesh.”

“You are a monster just like him, and you made me into one too. Now you’re going to know what those people felt when they died in that fire.” John turned the metal can and poured the fluid on himself before flinging it away. “We both need to atone for our sins.”

“No, John,” Father David said, shrillness starting to creep into his voice, choking out the calm. “We can fix this.”

John reached inside his pocket and Royce knew he had to act fast.

“Police! John Bennett, put your hands up in the air and don’t move.”

Instead of complying, the former bank manager with the Robin Hood complex turned and faced Royce, wearing a resigned expression that chilled Royce’s blood. Bennett had no intention of leaving the church alive. “Go ahead and shoot me. We both know what will happen when your gun goes off. It will be the spark that sends this evil bastard to hell where he belongs. Make sure you shoot me in the leg or someplace nonfatal, because I deserve to suffer too.”

“No, you don’t. Come on, John,” Royce said. “Death is too easy for someone like him. Let me help you. I’ll put him in prison for the rest of his life. That’s hell on earth.”

“He needs to burn.” Bennett pulled the lighter out of his pocket and suspended it in air. “Purification. Right, Father?”

Royce’s only choice was to bull rush him and knock him to the ground before he could flick the lighter, but he was still ten feet or more away. From his periphery, Royce saw Sawyer entering the sanctuary from the vestry to the right of the altar. Damn it, GB. Why couldn’t you listen? Royce must’ve done a poor job at hiding his emotion because Bennett snapped his head in that direction.

“God forgive me,” he said, flicking the lighter.
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It felt like slow motion watching the fumes around John Bennett ignite, engulfing his body in flames. Bennett screamed in agony, stumbling around on the altar, while Father David pleaded for someone to save him. The more Bennett moved the higher the flames climbed. What seemed to take forever, actually only took seconds. The altar exploded in a wall of fire so high Royce couldn’t see if Sawyer managed to escape.

Father David screamed as the flames devoured him, and there was nothing Royce could do to save the man. Black smoke began filling the sanctuary as the blaze destroyed everything in its path. Royce turned around and sprinted out of the church, where Avery Bradford surprisingly remained. Royce heard the fire trucks and police cruisers but didn’t wait to direct anyone. He had to try to get to Sawyer.

“Make sure some firemen come around to the side entrance. My partner is down, possibly severely injured,” he told Avery.

He reached the side door Sawyer had entered, wrenched it open, then crouched down and moved inside the building as quickly as he could, using the flashlight on his phone to guide him. It wasn’t long before the smoke became so thick that he had to drop to his knees and crawl forward. The furious blaze had picked up momentum as it consumed the once beautiful wood. Royce heard the stained-glass windows shatter, sending dangerous shards raining down. The flames roared, and once beautiful beams sizzled and snapped overhead. His fear of burning alive was potent, but the notion of living without Sawyer was far scarier. Royce wasn’t leaving without him.

“Sawyer,” he choked out, nearing the vestry and sacristy. Royce’s heart nearly stopped when Sawyer didn’t answer him, so he tried again. “Asshole! I’m coming. Where are you?”

Smoke filled the rooms, so dark and thick that his flashlight couldn’t cut through it. He could only see a foot in front of him and needed to rely on audible sounds to help guide him to Sawyer. The toxic air started closing in on Royce, making his lungs burn. He became dizzy and nauseous but refused to stop moving. Royce pulled his shirt up to cover his nose and mouth, hoping it would help filter the oxygen a little bit.

“Asshole. Stop hiding from me.”

He heard it then, a faint chuckle followed by wheezing. “Dickhead.”

Thank God. Following the direction of Sawyer’s voice, Royce crawled over to where he lay on the ground, wrapping his arms around him. “I thought I told you to stay outside.”

“Not now,” Sawyer gasped. “Let’s get out of here. You can spank me later.”

“Are you able to crawl or do you need me to drag you out?”

“B-burned. Hurts b-b-bad. I can c-c-crawl.” Each word sounded like it was ripped from him and cost more than Sawyer had to spend.

They were running out of time and oxygen. The whooshing sound of the inferno consuming everything around them was terrifying. The fire would overcome them if they didn’t get out of there, but he didn’t think they’d make it without something shielding them from the smoke. Glancing around, Royce spotted the cabinet where they stored the sacred vessels for communion as well as the holy water and various types of cleaning cloths to properly maintain them.

He crawled over to the cabinet as fast as he could and pulled down a bottle of holy water and a few pieces of cloth, quickly dousing the fabric before crawling back to Sawyer. “Listen to me this time, asshole. Tie this around your head, covering your mouth and nose. Hook your fingers through my fucking belt loops and follow me out of here. If you let go, I’ll stop too. I will not leave this building without you. We live or die together. You choose.”

“Hurts.” He sounded so pitiful, and it broke Royce’s heart. He wanted to cry, but what good would that do either of them?

“I know, baby. Let’s get out of here so we can get you help. Yeah? You and me together.”

“Together,” Sawyer said, but he was losing strength fast.

They began the crawl out of the room and toward the hallway leading to the side exit, but they had to go excruciatingly slow due to Sawyer’s injuries. More than once, Royce didn’t think they’d make it with the roaring blaze bearing down on them.

Royce thought someone was calling their names but worried he was hallucinating until he heard it again. Closer this time. He saw white lights ahead of them slashing from left and right. Was it an angel? Fuck, he knew he was close to losing his shit.

“Over here,” he yelled as loud as he could. The light beams turned toward him. “Over here!”

It wasn’t an angel who stepped through the rolling black smoke and dropped down beside them, but it was close enough. Royce took a shuddering breath, so grateful for their rescue. Sawyer’s grip on his belt loop slackened as he collapsed to the floor.

“Take him first,” Royce pleaded.

The fireman fixed a mask over Sawyer’s nose and mouth and hoisted him over his shoulder like he weighed nothing.

A second fireman joined them. “I got you, Locke.” He recognized the voice. It was Zeke. Royce tried to thank him, but he couldn’t speak. Zeke placed a mask over his face and glorious oxygen filled his nose, then he picked Royce up and carried him out of hell. Royce inhaled deeply, which sent him into a coughing fit. “Nice and easy there, Locke.”

Zeke didn’t set him down right away, which meant he had no idea where Sawyer was or if he was even okay. He started to squirm, but Zeke just tightened his grip and held on until they reached the waiting ambulances. Royce scrambled off the gurney as soon as Zeke put him down.

“Royce, let them check you out.”

He ignored them and stumbled over to the second ambulance, allowing him to see Sawyer for the first time. He fell to his knees when he saw the burns on his legs, chest, arms, neck, and face. Part of his hair was even singed on the right side of his head.

The paramedics were wetting sterile gauze to place over smaller burns and covering the larger burns with dry gauze.

“Is he okay?” Royce asked, trying to crawl into the back of the ambulance to get to Sawyer.

“Royce, you need to stay out of their way.” Blue. He was so relieved to hear his friend’s voice he broke down sobbing. The big man hoisted Royce up and carried him back to the other ambulance.

“I need…” he gasped, struggling to get free.

“To get looked at. The quicker they assess your lungs, the quicker you can see Sawyer, but it needs to wait until he’s evaluated at the hospital. He’s at high risk for infection, and he cannot afford that. You cannot be with him until it’s safe.”

Royce knew he was right, but it fucking hurt so bad. He remembered how much comfort he’d felt by having Sawyer with him after he got shot. Blue set him down gently and pinned him with a fierce glance.

“Okay, Blue.”

Royce nearly lost his shit when Sawyer’s ambulance left, but Blue calmed him again. Blue got in the back of the rig and rode with him to the hospital, assuring him that both he and Sawyer would be okay. Rigby was waiting for them when they reached the hospital and accompanied them to the ER room.

“Sawyer,” Royce said, pleading with her to get an update.

“I’ll go see what I can find out. His family is on their way.”

Royce nodded.

“He’ll be okay, man,” Blue said, wiping his face with a washcloth. “Is there anyone you want me to call for you.”

“Holls.”

“He already did,” she said, stepping inside the room. Royce was surprised to see she wasn’t alone. Jace was with her, looking sick with worry. “Is this how it’s going to be every few months? Not sure this partnership with Key has worked out all that well for you.”

“He’s hurt bad, Holls.” Royce closed his eyes and recalled the open wounds and charred skin. Someone patted his forearm, and he was stunned to see Jace when he opened his eyes.

“He’s gotta be tough if he’s willing to take on the Locke kind of crazy,” Jace said, offering a crooked grin.

Royce returned the smile. “True.”

“Or a glutton for punishment,” Holly teased, slipping her arm around Jace’s waist and leaning into him.

“That’s also true,” Jace said, dropping a kiss on her head. He turned and met Royce’s gaze, nodding to tell him everything was going to be okay. Jace didn’t often have a lot to say, so the simple gesture felt huge to Royce, calming him while the medical team assessed his injuries.

After what seemed like hours, the ER doc told him he’d been very lucky. “You’ll probably have a sore throat for a few days and sound like a chain smoker, but it won’t be permanent. Sucking on hard candy or cough drops will help soothe the ache. You’ll want to follow up with your family doctor if a persistent cough develops. The key thing to feeling better is a lot of rest.”

The key thing was getting to Sawyer. “I’m not leaving until my guy does,” Royce said.

“That isn’t wise, son,” the kindly man said. “You’re no help to him if you make yourself sicker.”

“If I can sit in a recliner at home, then I can sit in a chair by his bed here,” Royce countered.

“I can tell it will do no good for me to argue, so I won’t. I’m going to write you a get-out-of-work pass for ten days, and you can do with it as you wish. If you’re not feeling better by then, you need to see your family doctor. Okay?” Royce nodded.

He was kind enough to let Royce take a shower and loan him a pair of hospital scrubs. Royce’s heart demanded he find Sawyer immediately, but his brain knew they wouldn’t let him anywhere near his man until he was clean.

“I’ll run by your house and get you some things as soon as I know how Sawyer is,” Holly said.

Rigby met them in the hallway outside his room. She looked harried and exhausted, but she smiled when she saw he was discharged.

“I’m sorry it took me so long. I kept receiving calls from Mayor Kravitz and the detectives searching the rectory. Sawyer is stable. He’s up in the burn unit receiving treatment. His parents are up there now in the waiting room. How are you?”

“I’m going to sound like a chain smoker,” Royce replied. “No work for ten days.”

“You’re very lucky. Rushing into that building was both brave and stupid.”

“It was neither. Sawyer was in there.” That was all that needed to be said. He could evaluate his actions later. “Will you keep me posted on the case as things unfold?”

“Of course. I’ll be back to see Sawyer as soon as he can have visitors.”

Blue, Holly, and Jace went upstairs with him to the fourth floor. Evangeline leaped from the chair and crossed the waiting room as soon as he stepped off the elevator.

“Royce, I…” Her voice broke off and she sobbed. “Thank you for saving my boy.”

“I wasn’t leaving without him,” he whispered, hugging her tight. “I’d trade places with him if I could.”

“Don’t be silly. No one wants you to be injured like that. Are you okay?” She stepped back and cupped his face. Royce nodded and she guided him over to meet Sawyer’s father. “This is my husband, Baron.”

Baron shook his hand, then pulled him into a hug. “It’s good to meet you.”

“Same, sir. I just wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Likewise.”

Royce introduced his brother, Holly, and Blue.

“Of all the times for Killian and Grace to be at Disneyland,” Evangeline said. Sawyer had mentioned his siblings and their spouses and kids had gone for the week. “Should I call them and let them know what happened?”

“Not until we know more information,” he replied.

It seemed like hours before the doctor came out to speak with them. “He was lucky,” were the first words out of her mouth. “Most of his burns were first degree, which are the mildest, and only affect the outer layer of skin. Unfortunately, he does have some second- and third-degree burns, which means the damage has gone deeper into the dermis or through it to affect deeper tissues. Luckily, only a tiny percentage of his injuries fall into those categories.”

“What does that mean?” Evangeline said. “What kind of treatment will he need?”

“He’ll be our guest for a while so we can treat him with a heavy course of antibiotics and keep a close eye on those wounds. His biggest risk right now is infection, so keeping the burns clean and properly bandaged is paramount. It doesn’t look to me like his third-degree burns will need skin grafting, but it’s too soon to tell. He was in substantial pain when he arrived, so we sedated him heavily. This will be a long recovery, and it won’t be easy. We will have to clean the wounds each day to remove dead skin, and that can be excruciating.” Evangeline sobbed and tears rolled down Royce’s cheeks unchecked. “We are going to do everything in our power to make him as comfortable as we can. I promise you.”

“When can we see him?” Evangeline asked tearfully.

Dr. Sanchez glanced around at the group. “Give us a bit to clean and dress his wounds and make sure he’s as comfortable as we can make him. Then we can let you see him, but we only permit two visitors at a time. Due to high risk of infection, we have very strict rules here just like the ICU does.” She started to rattle them off, but Royce tuned her out. All he could think about was how much pain Sawyer was in.

Evangeline wrapped her hand around his bicep, interrupting the gut-wrenching images in his brain. “This one is probably going to fight you on that,” she said. “I don’t think he’ll settle for only being able to see Sawyer for a few hours a day.”

“No, ma’am,” Royce agreed.

Dr. Sanchez smiled kindly. “I know it’s hard, but the most important thing for Mr. Key is getting as much rest as possible, and we will keep him sedated through most of his stay here to help him achieve it.”

Royce wasn’t leaving the hospital without Sawyer, but he wasn’t going to make enemies out of the staff. He pointed over at the recliner tucked in the corner of the waiting room. “I call dibs on that recliner.”

She laughed. “Fair enough. And what’s your relation to Mr. Key?”

“He’s my world,” he replied. And God, it was true.

“That’s so sweet,” Dr. Sanchez said. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll start out following the rules and see how it goes. If Mr. Key responds well to treatment and benefits from your presence, then we ultimately want what’s best for him.”

“I’m what’s best for him,” Royce said confidently.

She patted his arm. “One of our nurses will take you back to see him soon.”

“Thank you,” he told her.

“Hey, honey,” Holly said gently. “I’m going to run to your house and pack a bag for you since it might be a while yet before I can see him. Is there anything specific you want?”

He shook his head. “Thanks, Holls. I love you.”

“I love you too.” She held him tight. “He’s going to be fine.”

Sawyer’s prognosis was better than Royce had feared, but he was prepared to help Sawyer through anything. When Holly turned to ask the Keys if she could bring them anything, Jace caught his eye and jerked his head to the side, indicating he wanted a private word.

Sawyer followed him out of the waiting room and around the corner. “Thanks for coming.”

Jace replied by pulling Royce into a tight hug, shocking the hell out of him. “You scared the fuck out of me twice in two fucking months. Maybe you should get a different fucking job.”

“That’s a lot of fucks, bro,” Royce said, grinning at the man who’d been his only hero growing up.

“It’s a Marine thing. Your curvy spine saved you in more ways than one.” Royce hated the pain he saw in Jace’s eyes, and he wished for the millionth time that his brother could find peace from his memories and trauma from years of combat. “I’m really serious about making things right with the people who matter to me. You and Holly matter. I don’t know Sawyer, but he’s important to you and Holly cares for him a great deal. He matters to me now too. I’m looking forward to getting to know your guy. Fuck the rest of the family, Ro. You were always better than us.” Royce shook his head because Jace never gave himself enough credit. “I’m your big brother. Don’t shake your head at me.”

Royce snorted. “Okay.”

“Anyway, things are going to be different between us, yeah?”

“Yeah.” Royce hugged Jace tight. “Don’t hurt my best girl, Jace. She’s been crazy about you since forever. You deserve her love, so stop pushing her away.”

“I’m working on it, little bro.”

“What’s going on out here?” Holly said, sounding suspicious.

Jace hooked an arm around Royce’s neck, pulled him in, and kissed his temple. “Something that should’ve happened a few years ago,” he said, releasing Royce. “We’ll be back in a bit, Ro. Call us if you need anything or you get any updates.”

“I will.”

Royce hugged them both and returned to the waiting room and sat beside Blue. “You can go home to Zeke. I’ll call you as soon as—”

“I’m right where I need to be,” Blue said, flipping the page of his Cosmopolitan magazine. He smiled up at Royce. “With my boo.”

It took another forty-five minutes before a nurse came out and said they could see Sawyer. Royce gestured for the Keys to go first so they could see him together while he waited with Blue. They only stayed in there for thirty minutes, but it felt like thirty days passed before Evangeline and Baron returned to the waiting room. Evangeline fixed him with a watery smile, squeezed his hand, then kissed his cheek.

“Are you okay?”

“No,” she said honestly. “Seeing my child injured like that is horrible, but I’m so grateful to you. We could’ve lost him tonight.” Not if he’d listened to me, he thought. “Go see your man, then I want to see your butt in that recliner getting some shut-eye.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Royce was grateful for Blue’s presence, both his size and his comforting fortitude because he nearly collapsed when he saw Sawyer in the hospital bed, gauze covering the majority of his body.

“Remember what the doc said,” Blue said gently. “Most of his injuries are minor. This looks a lot worse than it is.”

Royce wanted to take Sawyer’s hand to kiss and hold against his face, but both were heavily bandaged. It’s only temporary. You’ll be kissing every inch of skin, scarred or not, before long.

Blue walked to the bed and spoke to Sawyer in a gentle voice. “Take care and get lots of rest, buddy. I’m so glad you’re going to be okay.” He hung around a while longer to make sure Royce was all right before he patted him on the shoulder and left. “I’ll be back soon.”

Once they were alone, Royce pulled the chair closer to the bed and dropped down in it. “Hey, GB,” he whispered. “Maybe you listen to me next time. I don’t know what your punishment will be for not following orders, but you can believe it will be serious.” His stuttering breath turned into racking sobs as he recalled how close he’d come to losing Sawyer. He scrubbed his hands over his face, willing himself to calm down and breathe. They were okay.

“I love you, asshole. So fucking much.”
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Sawyer spiked a fever during his first twelve hours in the hospital, giving everyone a scare. It took a few hours for it to come down, then another eight hours before Royce got to see the brown eyes he adored so much. He might’ve been as high as a kite, but he’d never looked more beautiful to Royce than he did right then—alive and happy to see him. Sawyer reached for him, then stared confusedly at his wrapped hand.

“What happened?” Sawyer asked, sounding much rougher than Royce did.

Before Royce answered him, he poured Sawyer a glass of water and held the straw to his lips. Sawyer made what would’ve been a happy hum in his throat but now sounded more like a rusty chainsaw.

“You had a lot of smoke inhalation, GB,” Royce soothed. “It’s not permanent. I promise it will get better.” Royce was noticing improvement in his voice already. “Do you remember anything at all about pursuing Avery Bradford?”

Sawyer squinted his eyes and scrunched his face as he tried to dig through his drugged brain. “He led us to a church, right?”

“Yes.”

“One of the arsonists had tied the priest up…” He sucked in a sharp breath, then started coughing.

“Easy now,” Royce said soothingly, holding the straw to his lips again. Once he was finished, he uncapped the lip balm and spread it on Sawyer’s severely chapped lips. They had to hurt like hell.

“Oh God. The fire. H-h-how bad?”

Royce knew he wasn’t asking about the damage to the historical church, and he’d decided he wouldn’t pull punches. “Most of the burns aren’t bad at all. They’ll hurt like a son of a bitch, but you’ll heal with very little to no scarring in most places.” Then he told him about the other burns.

“Skin grafts?” he repeated. He brought his hand up to his head. “How bad is my face?” Royce wouldn’t consider Sawyer a vain man, but he took great care with his health and appearance. He couldn’t name a single person who wouldn’t be worried about scarring on their face.

“I haven’t seen it unwrapped yet, but those are first-degree burns, so they’re considered minor.”

Sawyer swallowed hard. “Still going to love me if I’m battered and scarred?”

“Is that a legitimate question or is it your drugs talking?” Royce shook his head. “Don’t answer that. I want you to save your breath to say hello to your parents. I should probably save my breath too because you’ll drift off to sleep again and won’t remember what I said.”

“Guess you’ll have to keep saying it.”

“I’m not in love with your looks, your body, or even your sexy brain. I am in love with your heart. You are my home for as long as you’ll have me. I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said, sounding groggy as hell. “Is my dick okay?”

“It’s perfect.”

“Knew you looked. Perv.”

Royce laughed. “Let me go get your parents while you’re still awake. They’ve been worried sick about you.”

“Kay.”

Evangeline and Baron weren’t alone when he stepped into the waiting room. A handsome Hispanic couple had joined them. He knew they were Vic’s parents without the formal introductions Evangeline made because he’d seen them at the dedication for the ball diamond.

“Hey,” Royce said, smiling at everyone. “Sawyer’s awake but probably not for long. He’s good and stoned.”

“Sounds like it’s for the best,” Vic Sr. said.

“Definitely.”

The Ruizes decided to wait to see Sawyer another time so Evangeline and Baron could see him while he was still somewhat lucid. Evangeline squeezed Royce in excitement before hustling through the doors.

“We don’t want to overwhelm him,” Imelda said softly, reaching for his hand. “How are you holding up, honey?”

“As good as can be expected.” Royce couldn’t stomach the idea of Sawyer in pain.

Imelda stepped forward and cupped Royce’s face. “Thank you for saving Sawyer. I don’t just mean from the fire.”

Royce’s first instinct was to deny he’d saved Sawyer from anything, but even Sawyer had told him he’d just been passing through life instead of living it. “I think we saved each other,” Royce said instead.

“I’ve been praying for you to come along, Royce Locke. I cannot begin to tell you how happy it makes me to hear joy in his voice again. Even though you don’t need it, I want to give you my blessing.”

Tears stung his eyes, and he let them fall unchecked. His biggest fear was not being able to live up to her son, and he’d still harbored resentment that he’d never get Vic’s blessing to love Sawyer the way Felix had. This right here, it was the next best thing. Sawyer adored Imelda, and to have her approval meant a lot to him.

“That goes for me too,” Vic Sr. said, clasping his shoulders.

“Thank you both.”

The following day brought a lot of visitors who wanted to pop in and say hello to Sawyer, including Diego and Levi, who made a cute couple. The visitors lifted Sawyer’s spirits, even if he touched his bandaged hands to his face self-consciously. Every time he saw worry in Sawyer’s eyes, Royce reminded him that he loved his heart, and Sawyer was his home.

The Rigbys were the final visitors that day. By the time they arrived, Evangeline and Royce were the last two in the waiting room after sending everyone home.

“Do you mind if I chat with Royce privately for a minute?” Rigby asked Evangeline.

“Of course not. I’ll take Sherry back to visit Sawyer while you chat with Royce.” She looped her arm through Sherry’s, and they walked back into the unit.

“I’m sorry I missed the press conference. Congratulations, Commish.”

“Thanks, Locke. I just wish it were under better circumstances.”

“It was always going to be you, but Philips’s resignation made it happen sooner.” Royce took a deep breath. “What happened with the case?” He’d had a lot of downtime and thought he’d pieced most of it together but wanted to hear what they’d found in his absence.

“Father David was secretly recording confessions to either blackmail his parishioners into helping him or using it against them.”

“Sick bastard.”

“We found dozens of those tiny cassette tapes that fit in pocket recorders. I didn’t know they still made those. He’d written his victims’ names and dates of confessions on each one. Anyway, regarding Lynette, she confirmed to me she had confessed her affair with Ryan to Father David. Between the two of us, she told me that her marriage to Skip was in name only and had been since the girls were born. She’s…”

“His beard,” Royce supplied, not sounding a bit surprised.

“Yes.” Rigby nodded. “He said he doesn’t want to come out because it would kill his elderly grandparents, but Lynette said he’s more concerned about getting cut out of the will.” Call Me Skip was a real piece of work. “One of the young escorts had confessed to Father David about her illegal job. He used that to exploit her and the other sex workers after he hired Mr. Bradford to hack McGraw’s computers, phones, and email.”

“What did the priest have on him?”

“He had confessed to hacking into his university’s computers to change his grades. If the school ever found out, he would be expelled, and no other college would admit him. He knew his chances of gainful employment would be nil if that ever happened.”

Royce nodded. “What’s going to happen to him?” The kid could’ve bolted when Royce needed help, but he didn’t. Even though he did some shitty things, prison wasn’t the place for him.

“Referred him to Jonah, of course,” Rigby said. “The kid needs to use his skill for the greater good.”

“I agree.” He tipped his head. “How the hell did Father David meet John Bennett?”

“His therapy sessions were held at Holy Trinity. The counselor was also one of the escorts he exposed. He coerced the confidential information from her so he could approach the arsonist he thought would be most likely to help him. But the bastard was so charismatic, he made these people believe he was helping them, and they could join his mission to make the world a better place.”

“Like all the other cult leaders, he wasn’t teaching God’s love; he was trying to become a god.”

“Yes.” Rigby released a sigh. “I made sure all of those tapes were destroyed, except for one.” She reached inside her pocket and pulled out a cassette box with Marcus Wilkes written on top. “I thought you might want this. I know you want answers, and maybe you’ll find them here.”

Slipping the cassette in his pocket, he asked, “Did you listen to it?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Whether you do or not is up to you. I do know IA has cleared Marcus, and Candi will be receiving her benefits. I don’t know how long it usually takes for claims to process, but I will ride someone’s ass daily until she has her money.”

Royce snorted. He almost felt sorry for the person in benefits assigned to process the claim. “That’s great news. Thank you, ma’am.”

“I’m afraid that’s where the good news ends.” Royce braced himself. “No one found the missing evidence and Babineaux is almost out of time, which means Humphries will walk.”

“Fuck.”

“Uh-huh. My thoughts exactly. When you get back to work, there will be big changes. You’ll be reporting to a new chief.”

“Any hints you want to share?”

“Nope.”

Royce shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”

“I think both you and Key need to have a serious conversation about whether being partners on the force is the best thing for either of you. Both of you made big mistakes and disregarded protocol, and we’re all damn lucky I won’t be presenting flags to your loved ones.” Lucky. There was that word again.

“Yes, ma’am.” What else could he say? She was right.

“I’ll want an answer when you return from leave. Again,” she added wryly. “And your first task will be to find the traitor among us who took the evidence and enabled a sadistic serial rapist and killer to walk free.”

Royce’s heart sank. He had no idea how he would do it, but he would.

“I know I can count on you, Locke.”

“You can, ma’am.”

He was still processing everything he learned when Evangeline and Sherry returned to the waiting room.

“I’m afraid he’s crashed again already,” Evangeline said.

“Sleep is the best thing for him,” Rigby said, rising to her feet. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Sherry crossed the room and lifted a tote bag he hadn’t noticed. “I made you something, Royce.” She pulled out a bakery box and extended it to him.

“Bear claws?” he asked hopefully.

Sherry laughed. “Bear claws.” Then she giggled when he hugged her tight.

“Thank you. Both of you,” he said.

“We’ll be back tomorrow,” Rigby said. “Take care now, and pace yourself with the bear claws.”

“I will,” he said. He wouldn’t.

They just laughed as they left the waiting room. He knew Sawyer would sleep for a few hours before the meds wore off. He might as well kick back in the recliner and try to catch some sleep too. “Can I interest you in a bear claw?” he asked Evangeline.

“Nah. I’ll just wait until you fall asleep and eat them all.” He must’ve looked horrified because she just laughed. “Your bear claws are safe with me.”

He didn’t expect to sleep hard enough to dream, but he did. Marcus was waiting for him, and this time, he was smiling and happy. They were fishing at their favorite spot on Lake Mayer, and they had Marc and Daniel with them. Candi was sitting on a blanket under a tree, feeding Bailey. They’d had so much fun catching and releasing bass and bluegill. It was the first happy dream he’d had of Marcus since finding him dead, and he woke to tears streaming down his face.

Evangeline was sound asleep on the sofa. He set the box of bear claws down and headed to Sawyer’s room. Even if he was still asleep, Royce wanted to be in the same room with him. Sawyer was awake, so he pulled up his seat close to the bed.

“I cannot wait to get these damn bandages off. I need to touch you.”

“I can’t wait to touch you either.” Royce reached over and ran his fingers through the strands of hair not hidden by bandages. Just that small touch made Sawyer sigh and close his eyes. “Are you bored? I can turn on the television.”

“Nah.”

“I found a great new audiobook. I can play it for you.”

He could really use the vacation from his riotous thoughts. What was on Marcus’s confession tape? Would he be able to handle it? Did he tell Candi the truth about her husband? A well-performed audiobook was just the thing they both needed.

Sawyer turned his head and looked at him through narrowed eyes. “You would get me all worked up when you can’t touch me, and I can’t even touch myself.” He lifted his bandaged hands for emphasis. Royce hadn’t thought of it being a suitable punishment for the stunt Sawyer pulled until he said something.

Royce pulled up the app and restarted the chapter, knowing the beginning had a scene hot enough to light his… Um, rev his engine. “This will teach you not to listen when your sergeant gives you orders.”

“They were bullshit orders, and you know it,” Sawyer groused. “No backup and no clear strategy.”

“I’m still your superior officer, and it’s not your place to question my judgment.” Royce kept his voice low and calm. Fighting was the last thing either of them needed.

“You’re such a dickhead,” Sawyer said. “You ran into a burning building to save me.”

“I’d do it all over again, asshole.” Royce reached over and stroked his hair again. “So, there are some things we need to work on to make us a better team. We will figure it out.” It wasn’t that he disregarded Rigby’s valid concerns; he just knew the alternative wasn’t acceptable. He wanted Sawyer as his partner—on the force and in life.

Sawyer looked at Royce with soulful, chocolate brown eyes that were brimming with love. “I need you to love me forever.”

“Challenge received and accepted.”
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