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	Blurb

	Let’s do a calendar, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.

	Well, they—i.e. Kilgore Police Department’s public relations specialists—were wrong.

	Now, every time Dax Tremaine walks around a corner, the women of Kilgore, Texas can’t help calling him Mr. January.

	Mr. January, can you fix my flat tire? Mr. January, can you cuff me? Mr. January, can you sign my boob?

	It goes from bad to worse when even on a SWAT call, the women won’t stay away.

	***

	It was the worst time of her life. Rowen Roberts had finally admitted to herself that the man she loved would never love her back. She was just fired from her job for violating client confidentiality, and to make matters worse, she’s held up at gunpoint in a convenience store where she only wanted some ice cream to help mask the pain.

	The moment the gun is pressed to her forehead, she knows she has a decision to make. Follow the rules and maybe possibly live, or go down swinging where at least she can salvage just a little bit of her dignity.

	And when the voice of Mr. January himself tells her to do what the gunman says, she’s had enough. Rowen has never really been a girl that does what she’s told. Mr. January won’t have to save her. She can dang well save herself.

	
Prologue

	Hey, I like your personality.

	Me-Thanks, it’s a disorder

	Me- when I’m trying to make friends

	Rowen

	“Theo!” I smiled as I took the seat across from him. “How are you? How’s your job going? I thought that you were working!”

	It was a complete and utter accident running into him, but I couldn’t say that I was upset.

	In fact, I was rather excited.

	It wasn’t often that I saw him out.

	He was a busy man and most of the time when I invited him out somewhere, he said no.

	It was always work-related, though, so I understood.

	Theo looked up, and instead of the welcoming smile I expected, there was a frown.

	“Rowen,” he said, looking confused. “What are you doing here?”

	I’d met Theo when I lived in Kilgore, Texas. He’d actually had a thing for my sister, Katy. My sister had dated him for a while, but it’d never gone any further than a few dates. My sister had gone through a lot of shitty relationships, her one before Theo having been the worse. So, when Theo had come along, she hadn’t been in the right frame of mind.

	Then, Logan, her now husband, had come along and changed all of that for her. Causing Theo to finally see that Katy wasn’t the one for him.

	Me, on the other hand?

	I’d always had a thing for Theo.

	It was a pain in the ass, too.

	I mean, he was all hung up on my sister while I was hung up on him! What kind of person did that make me, wanting my sister’s cast-off?

	But… I couldn’t help the way it made me feel.

	I frowned. “I saw you sitting here, and I thought I’d come say hi while I waited for a few of my colleagues to arrive. Am I interrupting?”

	He was quick to shake his head.

	“No, actually,” he said. “I’m here meeting a… friend.”

	I blinked, then felt something in the pit of my stomach start to churn.

	“Oh?” I said, feeling my belly tighten.

	He cleared his throat. “Yeah, it was a last-minute thing…”

	“Theo, you made it!”

	I blinked and turned my head to see Shondra, a woman that worked with me. 

	Shondra, the woman that made it her life’s mission to do things to me, inside and outside of work, to make me look bad.

	Luckily, I’d yet to experience anything that I couldn’t come back from. And me not retaliating was driving her insane. She hated that I didn’t fight back.

	Me? Well, I just hated her, period.

	I officially had two more weeks at Tool & Associates in San Antonio, Texas before my ‘real life’ began.

	I had officially graduated, I’d passed the Bar, and now I was on my way to the real deal—a grownup job with a firm that would put my skills to use. Well, I would be when I found a job, anyway.

	The only problem was, I kept expecting Tool & Associates to offer me a job since I’d been interning with them for a year now. Yet, all I heard were crickets. I didn’t get an offer or anything. I mean, I’d given them a year of my life that I didn’t have to give.

	What the absolute fuck?

	Needless to say, I had a feeling that had a lot to do with Shondra seeing as she was vying for the same job.

	Shondra, who was staring at the man that I had a thing for.

	Shondra, who was glaring at me like I’d committed some faux pas by talking to Theo.

	I wanted to scream, “I saw him first!” 

	Yet, I managed to control myself. Barely.

	“Uh, yeah,” Theo said, his eyes bouncing from me to Shondra and back. “I didn’t realize y’all knew each other.”

	Theo looked torn, as if he wanted to invite Shondra to have a seat, but he didn’t want to do that with me sitting there.

	I chose to allow them their space and scooted out of the booth without another word.

	I’d just placed one foot onto the ground outside of the booth when Theo stopped me.

	“No, stay,” Theo suggested. “There’s enough room. Y’all have four more joining y’all, correct?”

	I wanted to stay about as much as I wanted a root canal.

	“Umm,” I said. “I’m just going to grab a drink. But thanks.”

	Theo caught hold of my hand when I would’ve taken off, and I narrowed my eyes at the hand that I’d wished so hard would hold me once upon a time.

	It was then, at that moment, that I realized my stupidity.

	I’d done everything in my power to get him to notice me. But in the meantime, I’d forgotten that I was worth more than giving one man my sole, undivided attention when he didn’t want it.

	I was cheapening myself.

	Fooling myself. Telling myself that one day maybe he would notice me.

	When I realized he hadn’t once seen me for me.

	He’d seen Katy.

	He’d obviously seen Shondra.

	Who he hadn’t seen was Rowen.

	I was invisible to him.

	I prayed that he would for once see me as something other than the sister of the woman he once thought he might have a future with.

	But that hope was in vain.

	Because, once again, he let me down.

	How did he do it this time?

	By not coming to any of the events that I had invited him to, because he was ‘busy,’ but somehow made it to Shondra’s.

	That was a bunch of horseshit if I’d ever heard it.

	I twisted my hand so that my wrist slipped free of his hold, and his eyes narrowed.

	Taking a hasty step back, I quickly skirted around Shondra and made my way to the bar.

	I would’ve made my way straight the hell outside but just as I was heading out, three of my other co-workers made their way inside and headed straight for me.

	“Ohhh!” Macy cried. “You’re here! I’m so happy to see you!”

	Macy was the cutest little thing I’d ever seen.

	She was small, curvy, and wonderful.

	I loved her and she was honestly the saddest thing about leaving this old job behind.

	Shondra made my life a living hell, as did Shondra’s best friend, Bridget, who just so happened to side-step me and Macy and head straight to where Shondra and Theo were.

	Tillie, Macy’s roommate, waved at me.

	“Hi, Rowen,” Tillie said. “Congrats on passing the Bar.”

	I smiled then. The first genuine one since I’d walked into the bar and seen Theo.

	“Thank you,” I said. “I’m so excited. I can’t believe I’m finally done.”

	“You’re free!” Macy laughed. “Come on, let’s get you a drink. What are you having?”

	I thought about what I did and didn’t want and then decided to say ‘fuck it’ and drink a margarita.

	I wasn’t a big fan of alcohol, to be honest, but every once in a while, I could choke down a single margarita.

	After I was done with that, I’d switch over to pineapple juice and hope that nobody noticed.

	I wasn’t the best drinker in the world.

	With my inability to choke down alcohol and actually enjoy it and my disgust at seeing people go too far when it came to consuming it, I just didn’t see the point.

	After ordering and getting my margarita, I walked back to the booth, thankful to see that the girls had filed in, leaving me the outside.

	Farthest, thankfully, from Shondra and Theo.

	Theo and Shondra were talking quietly, and I tried my best to look anywhere but at them.

	The only problem was they couldn’t see that my heart was slowly bleeding out right in front of them.

	Trying to distract myself, I started texting my sister, Katy.

	Rowen: Get this. Theo is sitting with me at a bar. Only problem is, he came with Shondra.

	Katy messaged me back instantly.

	Katy: What a bitch. And a dick. I hate them both.

	I grinned.

	Rowen: I’m drinking a margarita. That should tell you how bad it is.

	Katy: You should’ve just taken the shot of tequila. It would’ve hit you harder and gotten it over with faster.

	Rowen: How are the babies?

	Katy: I just got shit on. Literally shit. On my leg. I disinfected it with some counter spray that kills 99 percent of germs.

	Rowen: You sure know how to cheer a girl up.

	Grinning because she made me happy, I took a long swig of the margarita, and only managed to grimace slightly.

	“I thought you didn’t drink?”

	Theo’s question had me stiffening.

	And I knew that his question was aimed toward me without even turning to look at him.

	Instead of answering, though, I ignored him, acting for all I was worth as if I hadn’t heard him at all.

	He was all the way at the end of the table.

	And there were five other chatty women now at the table with us.

	It was safe to assume that I could’ve realistically not heard his question.

	But then he had to go and repeat himself, louder this time.

	“Rowen,” Theo barked. “I thought you didn’t drink?”

	I had no other choice but to turn my head and look at him.

	Gritting my teeth, I turned my head slightly to stare at him.

	“What?” I asked.

	“I thought you didn’t drink,” he repeated slowly as if he was talking to a small child.

	I barely refrained from gritting my teeth.

	“I drink,” I answered.

	Then lifted my margarita glass that was half-filled now.

	“Is it good?” Tillie asked curiously. “I’ve never really liked margaritas.”

	I thanked Tillie from the bottom of my heart for asking me that question, because it meant I could safely look away from Theo without looking like I was intimidated.

	“It’s okay,” I admitted.

	And it was.

	That was all alcohol ever was to me. Just okay.

	I could live with it or without it.

	But I’d rather spend the same amount of money on a piece of cake or two cupcakes from my favorite cupcake place.

	Absently I started to fuss with my hair, something that I always did when I was nervous, and Shondra’s attention turned to me.

	Her eyes evil, she said, “You know, Macy has some hair products that would work wonders on your hair.”

	Macy, hearing her chance to pitch a sale, jumped at the chance.

	“I’ve heard a lot of good things about this hair product,” Rachel, my other co-worker who’d shown up at one point while I was at the bar, said.

	I blinked, surprised.

	I hadn’t actually heard anything about it except from these ladies.

	In fact, the only thing that I’d heard at all was the name.

	Macy was also making a ton of money selling it.

	Yet I hadn’t heard one positive review outside of Macy since she’d started selling it.

	One would think that if a product really was that great, then someone somewhere would’ve been talking it up.

	But they weren’t.

	Sadly, Macy had a really good sales pitch, and I couldn’t stop myself.

	Thanks, Shondra.

	Which was how I offered to buy shampoo and conditioner from her.

	“You’ll love it. I promise!” Macy clapped her hands in excitement.

	Shondra rolled her eyes.

	“Oh, okay,” I said, blinking. “Yeah, sure.”

	Macy stood up to clap, her eyes lit with excitement.

	“I’ll go get…”

	“No, I can go get it.” Shondra stood up, looking considerate. “I have to run out to the car for my wallet anyway.”

	Macy easily handed over her keys, and fifteen minutes later, I was the new owner of shampoo and conditioner that cost me fifty-seven bucks per bottle. A bottle that was so small in size that I was curious if it’d even last me past ten washes.

	Because Jesus, I had a shit ton of hair, and the bottles sure were small.

	“Thanks,” I said, eyeing the bottles. “I appreciate it.”

	The rest of the night went a little like the first half.

	Shondra rolled her eyes a lot and monopolized Theo’s time. Theo kept glancing at me consideringly.

	The rest of the office ladies talked back and forth with each other.

	And I texted back and forth with my sister until it was time to leave.

	I would’ve snuck out completely, too, had Theo not walked out at some point behind me without me knowing it.

	I was almost to my car, keys in my hand, when Theo’s dark voice stopped me.

	“You’re not going to say goodbye?”

	I swallowed hard and tried not to get pissed.

	Instead, I waved my phone in the air and said, “Sorry, gotta return a call from my sister. Have a good one.”

	With that, I bleeped the car unlocked, got in, and tried to slam the door.

	Only Theo’s hand on the door’s metal frame stopped me.

	I gritted my teeth and placed the call to Katy.

	“You’re never going to guess where I have my hand right now!” Katy cried out excitedly.

	Thank God I had her on speakerphone so she could hear my side.

	“Have a good one, Theo,” I said through gritted teeth.

	“Hello, Katy,” Theo said.

	“Oh, who’s that?” Katy said. “Hey, did you guess where I had my hand yet, Row?”

	I loved my sister. I loved her to death.

	“Theo,” I answered.

	I wasn’t sure if I was saying ‘Theo’ to Katy or to Theo, but either way, it worked on both accounts.

	Theo let go of my door and stepped back, a look of surprise on his face at my anger.

	I finally closed and locked it, then started it before Katy said, “Are you ever going to guess?”

	“In a dead person’s rectum,” I guessed.

	Katy snorted. “No, silly. Down her throat!”

	I rolled my eyes heavenward.

	“Damn, Katy,” I said. “That’s morbid.”

	Katy was a medical examiner. She’d graduated from school and had decided that dead people were her jam and hadn’t looked back ever since.

	“It’s not morbid,” she said. “There was a note down the woman’s throat. I had to see if I could get it without causing much damage. I did. Thank God I have long fingers.”

	“Was she killed?” I asked curiously.

	“No,” she said. “Well, not that I’m aware of. She killed herself. She swallowed her suicide note accidentally when she hung herself.”

	That was sad.

	Really, really sad.

	“Damn,” I said. “That’s sucky.”

	“Yeah.” Katy sounded distracted. “What the hell was Theo doing there?”

	I gave her an instant replay of my night, ending with how he’d followed me outside.

	In fact, as I turned to survey the parking lot, I saw him leaning against his department-issued vehicle just staring at me.

	I put the car into drive and drove off, happy when he was no longer in my line of sight.

	“I’m done, Katy-did,” I said softly. “I’m not going to swim in that particular pool anymore.”

	Katy snorted. “Theo’s a good guy, but I’ve been telling you for a while that he’s a bit of a dick. I never realized it before, but holy shit. Logan’s really shown me what it’s like to love someone unconditionally. I didn’t even feel a single bit of that when Theo and I went on our first couple of dates.” She paused. “When Logan took me out, I had these butterflies. They just filled my stomach so completely whenever he looked at me or was near.”

	“Do you still get butterflies?” I wondered as I made my way through the still-busy streets of San Antonio.

	“Yes,” she said. “Sometimes I just find myself looking at him, or thinking about him…” She sighed.

	“You’re kind of disgusting,” I admitted.

	She snickered.

	“How many more days do you have?” she asked then.

	I looked at my watch.

	“One, officially,” I admitted. “I was going to give them the cursory two weeks’ notice but… I don’t think I want to stay here anymore.”

	My sister’s swift inhale had me smiling.

	“Can we come up this weekend and help you move home? Please say yes,” she practically begged.

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Yes,” I said. “I’m on a month-to-month lease at this point anyway. There’s nothing keeping me here anymore.”

	With Theo out of the picture, things were definitely much simpler when it came to staying in San Antonio.

	“Congrats on the Bar,” she whispered. “I’m so proud of you, Row.”

	I felt my heart leap at her words.

	My mom and dad had called earlier in the day to congratulate me, but having it come from my smart as hell sister? That meant the world to me.

	“Thanks,” I said.

	We continued to talk while she gave me a play-by-play of what she was doing my entire drive home.

	It was only as I was pulling into my apartment complex that I said goodbye.

	“I going to have to go. I’m here at the apartment,” I said. “My hair needs washed in the worst way.”

	Grabbing everything in the seat and shoving it into my large purse, I made my way up to my apartment and barreled inside, still juggling the phone as I listened to Katy about when to expect her.

	“Bye,” Katy said. “I love you. Give Boz a kiss for me. See you this weekend.”

	After replying with much the same words, I tossed the phone onto the couch and headed for the shower.

	I stripped in the laundry room before eyeing all the things I would have to pack up before my sister arrived this weekend.

	Honestly, I didn’t have much stuff.

	I’d been living out of boxes as it was, not wanting to unpack for some reason.

	It was as if my sixth sense somehow knew that I wasn’t going to be staying here that long.

	Whatever the reason, I only needed to pack up my closet, some dishes, and blankets.

	Other than that, the apartment had come furnished, and none of it was mine.

	Other than some household items and everyday shit, I could possibly get by with only four to five boxes from Lowe’s.

	Grinning and excited, I headed to the bathroom and turned on the shower.

	I frowned at the empty shampoo bottle.

	Shit. I’d forgotten to go get more.

	I’d meant to stop by on my way home, but Theo’s actions had left me a bit frazzled and confused.

	I looked at the small bottles that I’d gotten from Macy that were spilling out of my purse that I’d brought with me from my car, then at my empty shampoo bottle, then decided… fuck it.

	I brought it into the shower with me and then cranked the knobs up as high as they would go.

	Sadly, it wasn’t much.

	I couldn’t afford the nicest of apartments with my internship at my current lawyer’s office, but thank God that my internship was coming to an end.

	I literally only had one more day to go until I was finished.

	Until I could find an actual job that would pay me actual money instead of a joke of a salary while I tried to get experience for a job that required ‘on the job experience.’

	And, seeing as I couldn’t get that kind of experience without actually being a goddamn lawyer and practicing, I’d had to revert to interning to get the experience that the one law firm I wanted to work at required.

	The shampoo smelled off, but I put it out of my mind as I considered what I was going to do next.

	Should I apply to the lawyer’s office in Kilgore? I knew that there were a few in Longview, which was a twenty-minute drive from Kilgore. Then there was always Bear Bottom where my sister lived, which was in the opposite direction.

	I could make it work.

	I knew I could.

	Feeling much better about my options, I rinsed my hair free of the shampoo, then lathered the conditioner into my hair.

	Sadly, I ended up using about half the damn bottle on one shampoo.

	Worst purchase ever.

	Leaving the conditioner in to soak, I shaved my legs, armpits, and bikini area.

	It was when I was finishing up with my ankles that the sensation of burning started to penetrate my head.

	I gasped and touched my head, feeling the odd burn, and leaned my head back into the water to see about rinsing it off.

	Was my skin having a reaction to the conditioner?

	While I was rinsing my hair, I opened the bottle up and frowned.

	There looked to be two different kinds of conditioner in the bottle. One a bright orange while the other was a lilac blue.

	What the hell?

	I frowned and ran my fingers through my hair, thankful that the burn was now disappearing.

	Only, when I brought my hand to my face, I saw large clumps of my hair clinging to my fingers.

	But it wasn’t enough that I was too freaked out.

	Instead, I decided to take some Benadryl, never use the conditioner again, and go to bed. Hopefully by tomorrow, it wouldn’t feel bad any longer.

	***

	The next morning, I woke up and knew something was seriously wrong.

	My head wasn’t just burning today.

	It was on fire.

	Also, as I picked my head up off the pillow, I felt a clump of my hair fall into my face.

	At first, I was thinking it was just a lock of hair that’d escaped the bun that I usually slept with it in.

	But then I realized that not only was it a lock of hair, it was a lock of hair that was attached to my ponytail… that was not attached to my head.

	Meaning that I had my entire ponytail of hair… in my hand.

	That’s right around the time that I screamed.

	
Chapter 1

	Fuck.

	-Things you shouldn’t think when you wake up in the morning

	Dax

	It was the crying that made me pay attention.

	“Baby, you need to slow down,” my boss and father’s good friend, Luke Roberts, said.

	The woman’s sobs were heartbreaking.

	Even worse, I could see the torture on Luke’s face.

	“Tell me again what happened,” Luke ordered, sounding authoritative just like he always did.

	The girl sat up from Luke’s chest and wiped her eyes.

	“Theo’s new girlfriend decided to switch my conditioner with Nair.” The woman sniffled.

	I felt my stomach drop.

	“I don’t know what Nair is,” Luke said, sounding confused and sympathetic.

	I did.

	Mostly because my sister thought it’d be funny to give it to me to use as lotion one day. Only, instead of it moisturizing my legs, it straight up stripped my hair completely from them.

	“It’s a hair removal cream,” the woman cried.

	God, her tears were breaking my heart.

	“Okay,” Luke said, sounding worried now. “What happen… oh, my God.” 

	She yanked her baseball cap off of her head—thank God it was cold and she actually had a reason to wear one—and stared at Luke.

	I was flabbergasted as well.

	The woman was straight up bald.

	Like a baby’s ass, bald.

	Luke stared at her head with his mouth hanging half open, unsure what to say.

	Luke’s entire body stiffened then, and his mouth closed. His jaw tight, he stared at her head.

	Then, as if he wasn’t angry at all, he pulled the woman’s bald head into his body and kissed it.

	“Rowen,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

	Rowen.

	That was Rowen?

	Holy shit.

	She’d grown up since the last time that I’d seen her.

	Granted, the last time I’d seen her she’d had much more hair, and a whole lot fewer curves.

	I tried to pinpoint when, exactly, was the last time I’d seen her, and all I could come up with was my high school graduation party.

	She’d come with her family—Luke, her sister Katy, her mom Reese, and her brother Derek.

	Derek who also happened to be on the SWAT team with me.

	Fuck, but his sister was hot.

	When had that happened?

	The last time that I’d seen her she’d been a gangly teenager that had yet to grow into her feet.

	Now, though?

	“On top of everything, I got a random email from my boss saying I broke client confidentiality, oh, and I was held at gunpoint in a convenience store on the way here.”

	Luke’s eyes widened.

	“You were held at gunpoint?” he asked, jaw tense.

	“It wasn’t a big deal. It was a fake gun.” She paused. “But I made some decisions while I was thinking it was real and…”

	I moved, causing Luke to look up, and his eyes trained hard on me.

	“I have the paperwork that you were asking for,” I said to him. “Also, your wife is out front looking for you.”

	The woman—no, Rowen—gasped and turned to see me standing there.

	She wasn’t upset about her head being uncovered, though.

	Instead, it had everything to do with her mother.

	“My mother?” Rowen gaped. “What… how?”

	Luke cursed and stood up.

	“I’ll go talk to her…”

	“Too late,” I said as I saw the familiar woman heading down the hall. “She’s already making her way down here.”

	Luke cursed again. 

	“She’s going to absolutely lose her shit.” Luke groaned. “This needs to be done somewhere that’s not in the middle of my police station.”

	I gave Luke a chin up.

	“Send her the back way,” I suggested. “I’ll hold her off.”

	Then I was gone before either one of them could say another word.

	I heard them both moving as if their life depended on it, though.

	Scrambling to catch up.

	I made my way down the long length of the hallway and smiled at the woman when her eyes caught on me.

	“Why hello, Dax.” Reese smiled. “Look at you looking all official and shi… stuff.”

	My lips tipped up at one corner, showing off my signature smirk.

	I say signature seeing as apparently I do it a lot and I’m not aware of it.

	I just don’t see a reason to smile full out all the time. Maybe I’m lazy, I don’t know. But being happy and jovial and smiling is exhausting.

	I’d much rather be who I am than who people want me to be.

	I looked down at my ‘uniform’ which consisted of black tactical pants, black tactical boots, and a black t-shirt that denoted me as ‘KPD SWAT.’ The ensemble was finished up with a black gun belt with my service weapon and some extra ammo.

	“Official?” I asked. “I was thinking I looked like a douche… ummm,” I hesitated. “Dork.”

	She snorted. “You look fine.”

	“I look like I’m about to step right out of a B movie,” I corrected her. “I wish they’d let me wear jeans.”

	“You don’t like wearing the pants?” she asked.

	I shrugged.

	“I like wearing the pants.” I heard a shuffle behind me.

	I turned so that I was leaning against the wall and she turned, following so she could continue to face me.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rowen sneaking out the back door with Luke following her out.

	“But…” Reese pushed.

	I groaned and scrubbed my hands over my face.

	“Today we’re taking part in a charity calendar photoshoot,” I explained. “And I really, really don’t want to do it.”

	Reese’s smile was soft.

	“Isn’t it for that girl that lost her dad last year?” Reese asked, face and body softening.

	“Yeah, the girl graduates this month,” I answered. “We’re hoping it’ll help with her college fund. Every participant gets to choose which charity that they’re donating to. A few of us chose her.”

	‘Her’ being Avery Flynn. Avery’s father, Rader Flynn, had been a twenty-five-year veteran of the Longview Police Department. Six months ago, during an inter-departmental SWAT raid between three departments, he’d suffered a fatal injury.

	The man that was getting arrested had decided he would rather go down swinging than face jail time.

	He’d taken out Rader in a last-ditch effort to get himself free.

	It hadn’t worked.

	But he had killed the veteran, leaving behind his nineteen-year-old daughter.

	Sadly, that wasn’t the first time that Avery had suffered a blow like that.

	Her mom, who also happened to be on the Longview Police Department, had been hit by a drunk driver while going home from work in her police-issued vehicle. Avery had been sixteen at the time.

	Needless to say, if anyone deserved help, it was her.

	For both of her parents dying while on duty? That was a blow. A big one.

	“That’s sweet.” She paused. “Why do you have such a fear of cameras, anyway?”

	I winced. “I don’t necessarily have a fear of cameras as much as a worry that my pictures are going to get used for something that they were never intended to be used for.”

	When I was in high school, there’d been an unfortunate event that had occurred with me and my girlfriend at the time. After we’d broken up, she’d sent all of the pictures of me that she’d taken, and some that I’d sent her, and had blasted them far and wide for everyone to see.

	Meaning, there were some rather revealing pictures of my nineteen-year-old body floating around in cyberspace that always came back to bite me in the ass at the most inopportune of times.

	“Ahh,” she said, probably remembering the incident well. “I see. Well, what you’re doing is for a good cause. And the photographer that was hired for this particular shoot should take care of you seeing as you’re doing it for her.”

	I grinned.

	That was true.

	Avery Flynn, the girl that was getting some help off the money some of us made for the calendar, was also the girl that was taking the photos.

	Avery had, apparently, been extremely gifted in the photography department.

	Self-taught, she’d started when she was twelve.

	Apparently, she’d been taking the SWAT photos for years, as well as doing quite a bit of the photography that our police department used on their social media accounts and websites.

	“I’m trusting her,” I told Reese. “You see me dressed for it, yes?”

	Reese snorted. “I see that you think you’re going to get away with not taking your shirt off. But we want these puppies to sell… and that requires bare chests.”

	I opened my mouth to reply, then closed it.

	“Damn,” I said, touching my abdomen. “Did you just tell me to prostitute my body for money?”

	She snickered.

	“If that’s what’s going to sell these calendars…”

	I was chuckling when I heard the door slam at the end of the hall.

	Both Reese and I turned to see Luke prowling inside, a pissed off expression on his face.

	Oh, boy.

	Yeah, he wasn’t happy.

	Poor guy.

	I wouldn’t be either had I learned what he just had.

	“Oh, man,” Reese said. “He looks pissed as hell. I wonder what happened now?”

	I didn’t bother to answer since Luke finally arrived at our sides.

	He looked at his wife and gave her a look that I couldn’t quite decipher.

	“Meet me in my office?” Luke asked his wife.

	Reese nodded, looking at the two of us curiously.

	“Sure,” she said. “It was nice talking to you, darling. Rock the calendar photoshoot.”

	I snorted.

	“Yes, ma’am.” I smiled—giving her the full tilt of both sides of my lips this time.

	Reese grinned and walked away, leaving me standing there with her husband who looked pissed.

	“Will you take Rowen home?” he asked.

	I glowered.

	“I would if I could,” I said. “But I have that calendar shoot right now.”

	He frowned. “So does Derek.” He sighed. “I can’t leave her in my office. Reese is going to lose her shit when I tell her. Can you stash her in one of the SWAT offices in the gym with you while you go through the shoot? Take her home after?”

	I was already nodding my head, even though I was confused.

	“I can, yes. But Derek can also take her,” I suggested. “Not that I’m against it or anything, I just feel like she might be happier with someone she actually knows…”

	Luke sighed.

	“I think that Derek will do just about anything to get out of doing this shoot,” he explained. “This is for charity. He’s not getting out of it. So until he’s finished with it, he’s not going to know.”

	“Okay,” I said. “But I’ve been told that the shoot is supposed to be a little risqué.”

	Luke snorted.

	“Rowen’s a baller, Dax.” Luke laughed. “She can handle it.”

	


Chapter 2

	Don’t you wish your coffee was hot like me?

	-Coffee Cup 

	Rowen

	My dad had told me he was going to find me a ride.

	I hadn’t expected that ride to be Dax.

	When he’d come out of the door that led to the inner sanctum of the police department, I wasn’t sure what I was expecting.

	He’d looked around as if he was looking for someone, and his eyes had landed on me.

	I’d been leaning up against the side of the building, twiddling my thumbs and waiting for who I had assumed was my brother, only it definitely wasn’t my brother who came out.

	It was him.

	“You mind coming with me to my shoot first?” he asked, his voice all dark and rumbly.

	Dax. Dax Tremaine.

	At first, I’d looked around, surprised to find that he was talking to me. I mean, in the office, he’d not once looked at me. It was weird, getting attention from a man—especially a man of his caliber.

	I opened my mouth and then closed it.

	Like a tiny little bald fish.

	God, had I really freakin’ left my job and my apartment? Had I just up and left without a single word to anybody?

	Yes, yes I had.

	I just hoped that they understood—my job, anyway. Not that it mattered since I’d gotten that email saying I’d broken client confidentiality when I hadn’t. Honestly, that likely had to do with Shondra, too. The damn woman was a conniving bitch and always found a way to make me look bad.

	I just fucking hoped that karma was a bitch and came back to pound her twice as hard as it pounded me.

	God, my hair.

	My beautiful hair.

	“Me?” I squeaked, looking at Dax as if him talking to me was some superhuman feat that he’d accomplished.

	He grinned then, and I saw his row of straight white teeth.

	I remembered when those teeth had been covered in braces.

	He’d had them up until his senior year—like right before he’d graduated high school.

	And, where with some people a mouth full of metal would’ve been a turnoff, for him it’d only added to his appeal.

	I would’ve loved to even be the one to point out that he had food stuck between them.

	And now he was talking to me?

	Wow.

	Just wow.

	“Yeah, you.” He tapped me on the top of my baseball cap with one of his tattooed fingers. “Is it okay if we do my shoot first? I’m done for the day afterward, and I have a feeling if I stay, they’re going to find something for me to do with all the other SWAT officers having to shoot that calendar after me.”

	My thoughts came to a screeching halt at that.

	“Why do you get to go first?” I asked the man that was my babysitter and my ride home.

	I remembered him. Vividly.

	He’d also been a few years older than me, and when it’d come to our ages, back then it felt like a million years separated us instead of a few years.

	It’s funny how three years now meant something completely different than it did in high school.

	Now, three years was just three years. Then? It was three grades and an eternity worth of experience.

	No way would a senior date a freshman.

	No. Way.

	Now, though?

	Rarwr.

	Dax Tremaine had grown up.

	Not that he hadn’t been a big guy when I’d last seen him at his high school graduation.

	But now? Wow.

	He wasn’t only tall, but he was muscular.

	The military had done him well.

	I eyed the long-sleeved skin-tight shirt that he had on underneath his SWAT shirt that was most certainly covering all of his tattoos. Tattoos he’d started getting when he was a senior in high school.

	I remembered one in particular. He’d gotten it when he was seventeen and had shown it off to his mother the day that he’d gotten it. During a barbeque.

	She’d lost her shit.

	I’d thought it was funny.

	It was a tattoo of a naked pin-up girl on his arm. She had big boobs, flowing red hair, and a mouth so full that it just exuded ‘fuck my mouth.’

	“I guess I just got the short straw,” he admitted, his eyes coming down to meet mine. “I wasn’t too keen on doing the photoshoot in the first place, so I’m thinking that they made me go first so I didn’t back out.”

	I frowned.

	“You didn’t want to do it?” I asked curiously.

	He shrugged.

	“I don’t do pictures.”

	It was his short, abrupt comment that had me remembering shit that happened what felt like a lifetime ago.

	At one point he had done pictures.

	The only problem was, the pictures he’d done had gone viral and everyone and their brother had seen things on Dax Tremaine that shouldn’t have seen the light of day.

	Sadly, it’d been his ex-girlfriend who’d taken a revealing picture of his backside—and oh my God, his ass was to die for—while he was stepping out of the shower. When they’d broken up, she’d posted it everywhere on social media thinking to humiliate him.

	And it had.

	Only, everybody else had seen perfection—at least in my case.

	“Well, I hear it’s for a good cause,” I told him. “Avery Flynn is a smart cookie. She deserves it.”

	His eyes went to me as he jerked his chin for me to follow him. “You know her?”

	I nodded and fell into step next to him. He slowed his strides to keep up with me so that I wasn’t running like a loon behind him trying to catch up. Because holy, man, were his legs long.

	“She did some family pictures that my mom wanted done a few years ago.” I paused. “She also took my college graduation pictures. And she’s scheduled to take my professional photo… shit.”

	“What?” he asked, stopping and taking a wary look around as if there was something threatening me.

	I touched my hat, which hid my bald head.

	“How the hell am I supposed to have professional pictures done with no hair?” I asked him.

	The sinking feeling in my stomach that Dax had managed to expel with his appearance was now back.

	I had no hair.

	I. Had. No. Hair.

	None.

	It wasn’t as if I had just a little thinning of hair. No. I had zero hair on my head.

	It was smooth, like a baby’s ass.

	I started rubbing said smooth, baby ass head and wondered how the hell I was going to look professional when I started applying for jobs here in Kilgore.

	Jesus Christ.

	“Well,” Dax said. “You could just not get them until you do have some hair,” he offered. “Or, you could get a cool hat. Like the ones that the Queen of England wears.” He paused. “Then there’s always getting a wig, but those always look more fake than real.”

	I agreed with him there on the wigs.

	The thought of getting a wig had definitely occurred to me over my hours long trip home today, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that that wasn’t going to work for me.

	For one thing, I didn’t like shit touching me. I had trouble with baseball caps, underwear, and tight jeans. How the hell would I allow a wig to sit on my head for hours and hours on end?

	Hell, the baseball cap on my head right now was causing me to have a slight headache already, and it wasn’t even tight.

	I had a sensory issue.

	Things just had to feel ‘right’ or I couldn’t wear them.

	Such as socks. Socks had to be perfectly in line with my toes, and the seams of the socks couldn’t hang over any of my toes, or I just simply couldn’t wear them. It would drive me absolutely nuts until I either took them off or was able to be busy enough to distract myself into forgetting about them.

	Then there were my jeans or t-shirts. There could be no tags—period.

	“I agree,” I said softly.

	“You agree with my wig theory? Or you agree to wait?” he asked.

	I blinked. 

	“Both,” I admitted. “I’m sorry. I would drive myself home but as I was pulling in, I ran over the curb right out front and my wheel is bent.” I scrunched up my nose as I remembered the sound it’d made when it did the bending. “I’m a dumbass.”

	He didn’t say anything to that, only continued walking farther until we ended up at the entrance of the SWAT headquarters.

	A long time ago, I’d been here when the massive gymnasium was built. It was weird to be here when it wasn’t my father that I was coming to see.

	“No biggie,” he said. “I live on the way to your parents’ place now.”

	I frowned. “You live where?”

	He started explaining where it was that he lived. Apparently they’d put some duplexes in right on the corner of my parents’ road and the main highway. High-end ones that looked ‘hoity-toity’ according to Dax.

	But, as he was talking, I was taking in all the male flesh that was available to take in.

	And, right in the middle of all that male flesh, was my brother.

	“Oh, shit,” I said, scooting behind Dax to avoid Derek. “You have to hide me or something.”

	“Why?” he asked. “He’s going to find out sooner or later.”

	I sighed.

	“The sooner part would mean he wouldn’t get this photoshoot done,” I said. “The later part would mean he would, and my dad would be able to remind him that killing people is a crime.”

	Dax shifted so that we were close to an open door right on the inside of the exit.

	“This is where the actual shoot is going to be,” he said. “Hang out in here until I can find out what more is going on with this. I’ll be in here in about ten minutes. Okay?”

	Relieved to be away from my brother who really would’ve lost his shit—it was okay for him to fuck with his big sister, but definitely not okay for someone else to fuck with her—I went in through the open doorway and found myself staring at a large room with several large props.

	“Wow,” I said as I skirted even farther into the room.

	Dax closed the door behind me, and I took everything in.

	In one corner there was a black backdrop hanging from two large stands on either side of it.

	In the other corner was a fake but still very realistic brick setup that appeared to be the outside of an old, abandoned building.

	Then there was a massive bed, right in the middle of the room, with the fluffiest of pillows and the softest-looking of down comforters.

	And making that bed was the photographer.

	“Avery!” I cried.

	Avery’s head whipped around, and she smiled so big that my heart almost burst.

	The last time I’d seen her was for about five minutes after her father’s funeral.

	I’d hugged the hell out of her and then gave her my condolences.

	She looked much better today, even if she still had those bags underneath her eyes.

	“I love your shirt,” I declared, taking in her outfit.

	She was in a pair of black leggings and a baggy t-shirt that declared her a ‘Klingon Captain.’

	Her hair was down and flowing around her head, and her glasses made her look absolutely adorable, as did her black and red Chucks with the skulls on them.

	Seriously, she was just too cute.

	Like, no joke, I wanted to bottle her up and bring her out just to make me smile.

	“Rowen!” She smiled back, just as happy to see me as I was to see her. “You look so good.”

	I grimaced.

	“Well,” I said as I touched the brim of my ball cap. “Not so much.”

	Her gasp of outrage filled the room when she got a load of my bald head.

	“You shaved your hair?” she cried out.

	I shook my head. Then relayed the entire story.

	“You know,” she said. “My daddy taught me to always obey the law. But he’s not here anymore to enforce that…”

	I loved that she could joke about it.

	I loved even more that she was willing to throw down with me.

	“My dad’s telling my mom right now,” I said. “And Derek, my brother, doesn’t know yet.”

	I jerked my thumb in Derek’s direction, which happened to be in the other, bigger part of the building.

	She blinked in confusion.

	“Derek?” she asked. “He’s here?”

	The last she was aware, Derek was deployed to Iraq.

	He had been. Three times.

	And when he’d come home on the last deployment, he’d insisted that he wouldn’t be leaving again.

	Something had happened over there that had changed him.

	His last deployment, his unit had suffered a tragedy, and Derek had lost almost all of them.

	Derek was one of the only people left in his unit after that, and it was understandable that he wouldn’t want to go back.

	I was seriously glad that he was back. Even though he was a little bit more surly than usual.

	“Yeah, he got back a couple of months ago.” I paused. “Actually, it’s been more than a couple of months. More like eight.”

	Her eyes went wide.

	“He’s been back all that time?” she asked. “I haven’t seen him.”

	Avery’s parents had bought the property right next door to my parents’ place. Now, Avery lived there all by herself.

	“Yeah,” I said. “He doesn’t live with them. He has his own place in some duplexes that were just built.”

	Were they the same duplexes that Dax lived in?

	A happy sort of excitement raced through me.

	I’d actually gotten my brother to give me information on those duplexes. I was supposed to go by later and possibly sign a lease.

	In fact, that’d been my next stop after the police station.

	Now I was going to have to go home…

	Maybe.

	I could possibly talk Dax into…

	“All right,” Dax, the man I’d just been thinking about, said. “Where do you want me?”

	The slam of the door had us both turning to see Dax standing in the doorway.

	The closed doorway.

	Dax’s eyes went to my head, then to Avery who was touching my head still.

	“Am I interrupting something?”

	I grinned and shook my head.

	“No, we were just talking about things that I can do to hide this.” I pointed at my head.

	He grunted out a sound and then walked farther into the room.

	“Maybe you can do something to hide my tattoos so the chief doesn’t ream my ass,” he suggested.

	I looked at the black shirt that was covering them, then looked at Avery.

	“You can hide tattoos?” I asked.

	She shrugged. “Mostly. It takes some creative lighting, but yes.” She paused. “We can also pose him so that the majority of them are covered up… but dude, there’s no way you’re getting out of taking your shirt off. That’s what’s going to make these puppies be adopted.”

	I agreed with her wholeheartedly.

	“Yeah.” I eyed the shirts. “They’re gonna have to go.”

	Dax’s eyes flicked up to meet mine. Then over to Avery.

	“You are legal, right?” he asked.

	I rolled my eyes.

	It was common knowledge that she was.

	“I even have insurance and everything for my business,” she said. “But yes, I’m nineteen. I was held back a year after my mom passed after going through some shit. At this point, I’m only taking two core classes and that’s it. It’s a waste of my year.”

	“You should take some college classes,” I suggested as I sat on the edge of the bed.

	I ran my hand over my bald head and wondered if it would all grow back in fast, or if it’d grow slow as molasses like it usually did when I cut it.

	Dax started stripping off his shirt, starting with the top SWAT one.

	I felt my mouth pool with drool at the way the tight compression shirt clung to his body.

	See, the thing is, Dax was huge.

	He had biceps as big as my head, forearms bigger than my calves, and a chest that most body building competitors would die for.

	And man, the high and tight haircut he was sporting along with his neatly trimmed beard? Holy shit, it really did things for me.

	Was it hot in here?

	I moved from rubbing my head to fanning my face.

	Dax looked at me with an expression on his face that I couldn’t quite decipher, then reached down for his compression tank.

	“I’m going to college, yes,” Avery said. “Wow, that’s a lot of tattoos.”

	It was.

	He didn’t have that many on his chest, but he sure did have a shit ton on his arms.

	Each of his arms were completely filled with tattoos. There wasn’t a single spot of skin that was blank from wrist to shoulder.

	Even his hands had tattoos on them.

	There was a skull on one hand and a deck of playing cards on the other.

	But those were seriously the tamest of all of them.

	“Yeah,” Dax said, propping his hands up onto his trim hips.

	And oh, God.

	He had a six-pack.

	Oh, and the V.

	Jesus Christ almighty, he had the V.

	And not just a little hint of one, either.

	He had a full-blown, my cock is this way, V.

	I swallowed hard so that I didn’t look at his lower region any longer, trying to get myself under control.

	Rowen, you don’t know this man. You might’ve seen him as a kid, but you seriously don’t know him.

	“How tall are you?” Avery asked, sounding contemplative.

	“Six-foot-four,” Dax answered. “Why?”

	Avery tapped her cleft chin with one finger as she studied Dax.

	She wasn’t studying him like I was studying him, though.

	She was studying him like one would a project.

	“I’m thinking that the backdrop is gonna be a no for you,” she gestured to it. “I didn’t bring the extender poles. And six-foot-two is about where I’d want to stop on those.” She paused. “How about the bed? That way I can cover up that tattoo right there.” She pointed to the one that was his mother’s most hated tattoo. The woman with her tits hanging out. “And then I can photoshop what I can’t cut out with creative positioning.”

	Dax shrugged and walked over to the bed.

	“Get under the covers,” Avery suggested. “You can leave your pants on.”

	Oh God.

	I’d literally combust if she’d asked him to take those off.

	Holy shit.

	Dax crawled under the covers, leaving his boots, belt, and pants on.

	Sadly.

	“Hey, Row?” Avery called. “Can you go over to his other side and help me lift these covers? I want to position it like he’s naked in bed. Just stop it right there… perfect.”

	After helping her move the sheet and blanket so that it was hinting at him being naked, I backed away and tried not to stare.

	But Jesus Christ.

	Seeing Dax Tremaine in bed with his tanned skin pressed against cool white sheets?

	Holy hotness, Batman.

	“Perfect,” she said. “Now just lie there like you’re about to take a nap. Ruffle the pillows. Perfect.”

	I leaned my back against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest so that my nipples wouldn’t betray me.

	I watched as Avery stood over Dax, straddling his big body on the bed, and took picture after picture.

	I felt tingles shiver down my spine as he looked over at me at one point, a small grin on his face.

	“This is really weird, isn’t it?” he asked.

	I tried not to betray how ‘not weird’ I was feeling right then.

	“It’s gonna be cool,” I admitted.

	His answering wink had my heart rate shooting through the roof.

	I backed up again, this time being sure to position myself so that I was against the wall but out of Dax’s direct line of sight.

	Once there, I contemplated how nice Dax was being to me.

	And then I realized why he was being so nice to me.

	He felt bad for me and my bald little head.

	Understanding dawned, and I nearly slapped my forehead with my hand in reaction.

	There I was getting ideas, and there Dax was just being nice to the poor soul that had all her hair melted off.

	Feeling decidedly more down now than I had in the office while I was telling my father what happened, I stayed silent and watched the rest of the shoot happen.

	Dax never moved out of the bed.

	As Avery stood over him, taking multiple angles this way and that, I tried not to admire the way he looked.

	I also tried not to study his tattoos, or think about anything, really.

	By the time Avery was announcing that she was finished and Dax jumped off the bed, I was more than ready to get home.

	Dax, once allowed to get up, put his compression shirt and t-shirt back on, then tucked it all back into the waist of his pants.

	All the while I studiously avoided looking at him.

	“Ready, Freddy?” Dax asked.

	It was then I realized that he was talking to me.

	I gave a short, sharp nod. “Ready.”

	“I’ll get back to you on which shot I choose,” Avery said as she started to go through the shots on her camera. “I’ll send a picture of it to the number you supplied for the photo release.”

	Dax grimaced. “If it’s all the same, I’d rather not see it at all.”

	Avery’s brows rose and she looked up from the camera.

	“Okay,” Avery drawled. “Anything you want.”

	Dax grumbled something under his breath and walked to the door, but on his way, he stopped and picked up my hat.

	Detouring my way, he handed me the hat, waited for me to fit it onto my head, then gave a sharp nod.

	“Let me go check to make sure that they’re not watching,” Dax offered.

	I’d completely forgotten all about my brother being out there.

	“I’ll get Dad to text him or something,” I muttered. “Or call. He’ll go somewhere quiet for that.”

	Dax poked his head out of the room, then closed it behind him.

	“He’s waiting while facing the door,” Dax said.

	I pulled out my phone and texted my dad, who responded back immediately with, “Two seconds.”

	And it wasn’t but another thirty seconds later that Dax opened the door to find Derek gone from the room.

	“Let’s roll,” he said, swinging the door wide.

	Avery called out a distracted goodbye, and I gave a half-hearted wave before following quickly on Dax’s heels.

	I don’t know what I expected when Dax led me outside to his vehicle.

	But I wasn’t expecting to find a big black motorcycle airbrushed with flames.

	I stopped when he picked up the helmet and handed it to me.

	Blinking rapidly, I absently took the helmet, then stared at it as if I didn’t know what to do with it.

	“You ever ridden before?” he asked.

	No.

	I swallowed hard.

	“Dad never had a motorcycle,” I told him. “And though I dated a guy back in high school that had one of those sport bikes, he refused to allow me to get on it. Said it was dangerous, and if he ever caught me on the back of it, he’d write the kid a ticket. So I never got on it.” I paused. “Does he know that you ride a motorcycle? Because I don’t want him giving you a ticket when he realizes that he asked you to do something that would require me putting my life on the line.”

	Dax chuckled then, taking the helmet out of my hand and then removing the hat from my head.

	I felt the heat from the sun start to seep into my bald head.

	It felt utterly nuts to me.

	So wrong on so many levels.

	“We’ll talk to him about that if it ever comes up again,” he said. “But I doubt he writes me a ticket seeing as I’m the one doing him a favor here.”

	Doing him a favor.

	Right.

	Swallowing hard and looking away from Dax, I looked out at my car. Or where my car once was.

	Now it was gone, and I assumed that my dad had it towed or something.

	“Where’d you get this hat?” Dax asked as he fitted the helmet onto my head.

	It was too loose.

	By the time that he’d had it fastened all the way, tightened down as tight as it would go, it was still wobbling on my head.

	I looked at the hat and took a step away.

	“I picked it up at a truck stop,” I admitted. “I had one of those beanies on, but it looked absolutely ridiculous seeing as it was seventy degrees out.”

	I didn’t see the smile that lit Dax’s face.

	Nor did I see the way his eyes warmed at my comment.

	“I like it,” he said. “It’s pretty comfy, too.”

	When I looked at him again, he was wearing my hat, but backward.

	I stared.

	It looked better on him, too.

	“Ready?” he asked.

	I nodded once then eyed the bike that he wanted me to plant my ass on.

	Dax mounted the bike with an effortlessness that was surprising for his size.

	Then he offered me his hand and waited.

	I took his proffered hand and tried to ignore the heat that seeped into me at where we were connected.

	It was only a handhold.

	It lasted all of five seconds while I mounted the bike behind him.

	But it was everything.

	For those five seconds, I pretended that I was his.

	That my hand in his was where it was supposed to be.

	When I finally settled on the seat behind him, I was unsure where to put my feet.

	But before I could ask, he pointed to some foot pegs that I’d have never seen if he hadn’t pointed them out.

	Once my feet were in place, he started the bike, and my entire body started to vibrate.

	I didn’t let the ‘holy shit’ out of my mouth, but it was a very close thing.

	“Hold on to me,” he ordered.

	I placed my hands on his sides, and he laughed.

	“No, hold on,” he ordered, then he showed me what he wanted me to do by taking my hands and wrapping them around him as far as they would go.

	Due to the angle of my body and the short length of my arms, they didn’t touch, his chest was just that wide.

	Or maybe I was just that small.

	“Ready?” Dax called out.

	“Yep.” I swallowed hard.

	I wasn’t ready at all.

	The awkward angle was making my back hurt, and I could see men gathering in the parking lot watching us.

	There was no doubt in my mind that my father would hear about this from at least one of the five cops that were watching us now.

	Dax ignored everyone and walked the bike backward out of the parking spot.

	Once he had it as far as he needed it to go, he tapped something with his foot and started forward.

	The sensation of falling had me scooting forward as far as I could go—as far as his gun belt would allow me to get.

	Let’s just say it wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world to have whatever was on his back shoved up against my belly and ribs.

	But I made do so that I could be closer to him.

	When he took the turn out of the parking lot, I felt a lot more stable.

	I also felt his chest start to shake as he laughed.

	“What?” I asked.

	“I’m not going to let you get hurt,” he promised.

	I smiled.

	“Thanks,” I said. “I’m just nervous.”

	He looked at me over his shoulder and winked.

	If he wouldn’t have already made his intentions perfectly clear, I would’ve smiled. Thought more into this than there was to think about.

	As it was, I knew he was doing my dad a solid.

	When the chief of police asked you to do something, you did it, whether you wanted to do it or not.

	I wasn’t kidding myself.

	I knew that had my dad not asked him to, he wouldn’t have spared a single look my way.

	That was what happened with Rowen Roberts.

	People ignored me.

	I was a quiet woman that was rather thin.

	I didn’t have much meat on my bones and the only thing I had going for me was my hair.

	So now that that particular feature was gone, what did I have to offer?

	Nothing.

	When we finally arrived at my parents’ place, I’d gone almost numb behind Dax.

	When he pulled to a stop and took his feet off the pegs to place them on the ground, I was already scrambling off.

	After hastily yanking the helmet off my head, I handed it to him with a tight smile.

	“Thank you,” I said stiffly.

	His eyes met mine.

	“Did you enjoy the ride?” he wondered.

	I stopped, contemplating whether I’d enjoyed it or not.

	I honestly hadn’t, but not because of the ride itself, but because of where my mind had wandered while we’d ridden.

	“Yes,” I finally settled on, not wanting to upset him in any way since he’d done me a favor and taken me home. “It was okay.”

	His eyes sparkled as he took the hat off and handed it to me.

	I eyed the hat that would never look that good on my head, then waved it back at him.

	“Keep it,” I said. “It was too big for my head anyway.”

	Dax dropped his hand, his forearm still holding the hat coming to a rest on his thick, hard thigh.

	“What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked.

	I frowned, unsure why he was asking.

	“Umm,” I hesitated. “Hopefully going to find a job and a place to live. I left mine.”

	He tilted his head. “You don’t have a job lined up?”

	I read between the lines.

	He hadn’t said ‘you left your job and came all the way here without having a place to live or to work?’

	I felt my back stiffen.

	“I was interning for a firm in San Antonio,” I said. “My year was up today, actually. So I wouldn’t have had a job there much longer anyhow.”

	Understanding dawned.

	“You’re a lawyer?” he asked, looking intrigued.

	“As of three days ago, yes I am.” I popped my collar, making a grin tug at the corners of his mouth.

	“Congratulations,” he said. His eyes went to my head again. “I know some lawyers.”

	My brows went up.

	He pulled a pen out of his pocket—where had he hidden a pen?—then began to jot something down onto a business card that had also been in his pocket.

	I frowned at the business card.

	It was hot pink with little black embellishments on it.

	The back, however, was completely blank. Leaving him room to write down—sloppily might I add—a name and a number. Then he handed it to me.

	“Go here,” he suggested. “This is the man and wife team that took over for one of my dad’s buddies. They’re good. They got kids. You’ll like them.”

	I blinked, surprised to see the card he was holding out to me.

	“I’ll do that,” I said softly. “But, ummm, why do you have a lawyer’s number memorized?”

	His lips twitched again.

	“The male part of the lawyer duo is a friend of mine. We met while I was deployed. And they won’t care about your hair if you explain what happened.” He paused. “The wife? Her name is Janet Tolbert. She’s a badass. She just fought a case of bullying at the local high school. The minute that you meet her and tell her your story, she’s going to tell you all about it, I’m sure.”

	I flipped the card over and blinked rapidly at it.

	“Umm,” I said. “This is for stripper and pole dance lessons. Are you sure you don’t want to keep this?”

	Dax’s face tipped up into a real grin this time, the edges of a few white teeth poking out as he did.

	“I got the number in my phone already,” he admitted.

	I wouldn’t ask. I wouldn’t ask. I wouldn’t ask.

	Seriously, I wouldn’t.

	But it sucked, honestly.

	There he was getting a business card—that was likely for a date—from a stripper who taught pole dancing lessons.

	And there I was with my head bald as the day I was born.

	“Thanks,” I said as I glanced at the other side again. “And thank you for the ride.”

	Dax winked. “Welcome.”

	Then he started the bike up, leaving me standing in my parents’ driveway, watching him leave.

	He didn’t look back.

	I would’ve noticed.

	I watched him until he disappeared out of sight.

	The funny thing was, during the entire encounter that I had with Dax Tremaine, not once did I think about Theo.

	


Chapter 3

	All you need is love and a hamburger.

	-Rowen’s secret thoughts

	Rowen

	My mother was staring at me with murder in her eyes.

	“I’m going to fucking kill her,” she snarled. “I’m going to revive her, and then I’m going to kill her again.”

	I would’ve laughed had she not been completely serious.

	“Mother.” Derek came into the kitchen, his eyes wide and on me. “You can’t admit those kind of things in front of your Alexa. She’ll send that data she just picked up to the cops and if Shondra winds up dead, you’re gonna be the first person that they come to look for.”

	We all three turned to look at the Alexa sitting on my mother’s kitchen counter.

	Dad hadn’t wanted the Alexa.

	He’d said it was just an invitation for the government to come into our home and listen to whatever we said.

	It was only after Derek had pointed out that our phones had the same capabilities that Alexa did that Dad finally allowed her to plug it in.

	And Mom loved it.

	Dad? Not so much.

	He still thought it was an invasion of privacy.

	He was also convinced that the Alexa was the reason that he got so many ads in his browser telling him to buy a certain product that he and my mom were discussing at some point the night before.

	Which, on that note, I believed him.

	How the hell did Facebook and Instagram know that I was in need of wigs and hats if they weren’t listening in on my conversations in some way? I mean, it wasn’t like I’d actively searched for the products.

	“I don’t care,” Mom finally said. “I’m livid, Derek. Livid.”

	Derek’s eyes took in my bald head, and I saw his hand clench around his coffee mug.

	Yep, he was pissed, too.

	“If you didn’t have such a cute head.” Katy came into the kitchen then, her husband, Logan, hot on her heels. “I would be a lot more worried about this. But honestly, you look adorable with your head shaved.”

	That was the only thing on my body that looked ‘adorable.’

	I looked down at my simple black leggings, dressier blue top, and ballet flats.

	They were my comfort clothes.

	If I was still in San Antonio, I would’ve tried to be a little dressier. But this was Kilgore, Texas. Not San Antonio.

	People weren’t going to care if I was wearing leggings or jeans, to be honest.

	Mom clenched her hands into fists as Katy walked up to her and gave her a peck on the cheek.

	“Chill, Mom,” Derek said as Katy walked to the kitchen cabinet and pulled herself a mug down.

	Logan dropped a kiss onto Mom’s forehead, and I smiled.

	“Where are the twins?” Mom asked.

	“Daycare,” Katy sighed. “They’re doing so well. It sucks. I expected them to miss me more.”

	I snorted out a laugh.

	Katy and Logan’s twins were adorable… and handfuls.

	Instead of moving away from my mom, Logan stayed and draped his heavy arm over her shoulders.

	He was already dressed in uniform and ready to go on shift, so I wondered why he was here so early in the morning when he could’ve spent a few more minutes at home instead.

	But then I rolled my eyes.

	They were all here for one thing and one thing only.

	My bald head.

	“You do look cute,” Logan said as he studied me.

	I rolled my eyes again, this time so hard that it made my head hurt.

	“Whatever,” I said. “How’s the morning sickness, Katy?”

	Katy gave me the stink eye and sighed.

	“I only threw up on one corpse yesterday,” she said, sounding proud of herself. “Luckily, it was only his hand. I had to do an autopsy for an insurance company. The jerks. I guess it could’ve been worse and been one of the murder investigations I’ve been working on.”

	Mom looked at her.

	“You’re going to have to learn to control it a little better,” Mom suggested. “It’s not going to go away any time soon. Which you should know since this is your second pregnancy.” She grinned then. “When I was pregnant with Derek, I threw up in the middle of the police station. Everyone saw it. I was never more embarrassed in my life.”

	Katy made a sound in the back of her throat, then took a sip of coffee.

	“You’re not supposed to be drinking coffee, either,” Mom continued.

	Katy shot my mother the stink eye over the rim of the coffee cup.

	“I’m making it for Logan,” she paused. “And taking a drink of it.”

	I rolled my eyes and walked up to the cup that was to her lips.

	“That’s why it’s halfway gone?” I asked.

	She turned and studied me, her eyes narrowed.

	“I don’t remember you being this mean when you left,” she pointed out.

	I grinned at her.

	“I’m not being mean,” I countered. “I’m being real. And you’re allowed to have caffeine. Just not copious amounts.”

	Mom sighed from behind me and started ticking off the merits of eating healthy and following guidelines while you were pregnant so that the children didn’t come out acting like hers.

	I rolled my eyes and waited for her to finish.

	Katy held out the coffee cup to me, and I took a sip of it before passing it to Logan.

	Logan took the cup, glanced inside, then snorted.

	“This is like a quarter of the way full now,” he pointed out. “A swallow at most.”

	I took the cup back from him and finished it off.

	He huffed out a laugh and took the cup from me, bumping his wife out of the way with his hip as he got himself a cup of coffee.

	“That’s probably what you should’ve done in the first place,” Derek suggested. “Never trust a woman to do something for you. There are always hidden agendas underneath their ‘kind’ gestures.”

	Katy threw her arm around my neck, and we both stared at Derek as if he was a bug.

	“You’re thinking what I’m thinking, right?” she whispered.

	“That he won’t retaliate against you for what I think you want to do?” I asked just as quietly.

	“Yeah,” she whispered. “I’ll get him. You distract him.”

	Derek’s eyes narrowed on us.

	“What are y’all whispering about over there?” he asked, tensing.

	I moved forward, feeling Katy’s arm drop from around my shoulders, and walked right up to my brother.

	Katy gave it a few seconds before moving, too.

	“Derek,” I said. “Does my head make me look like a boy?”

	Logan choked behind me on the swallow of coffee he’d just partaken in.

	Derek looked panicked for a few seconds as he said, “No.”

	“Are you sure?” I asked as I took his hand. “Feel how soft my head is.”

	Derek allowed me to take his hand and rub it along my head.

	“It feels like a hairless cat,” he said.

	I frowned. “What does a hairless cat feel like?” I asked. “And why do you know what one feels like?”

	Katy snuck around to his other side while I had him distracted.

	“Puppy, monkey, baby!”

	I watched out of the corner of my eye as she leaned down, then licked him on his face, across his cheek, over his eye, all the way to his forehead.

	Derek reacted instantly, but since I still had his hand and was holding on for dear life, Katy was able to get away and hide behind Logan before he’d even made it out of his seat.

	That was how I made my mistake.

	I should’ve run while he was distracted.

	But I’d forgotten how fast Derek had gotten.

	When we used to do this, he’d been a gangly teenager with poor reaction time.

	Now? Well, now he was a badass ninja who could do things that I couldn’t imagine.

	Just as I took a step back, Derek’s hand locked on my wrist and pulled me toward him.

	Despite fighting as hard as I possibly could, his strength was just way too much for me to ever put up a solid fight against.

	“Noooo!” I cried out. “Save me, Katy!”

	Katy was too busy laughing her ass off hanging onto Logan to do anything.

	My mother just watched, unaffected, as chaos ensued in her kitchen.

	“Daddy!” I yelled. “Help!”

	My dad, who was on the back porch talking on the phone, flicked his gaze over his shoulder.

	He took one glance and then turned back around as if my imminent death didn’t affect him in the least.

	“Daddyyyyyy!” I cried again as Derek finally got his arms around me and was pulling me in. “Help, Daddy! You told me you would always be there!”

	By this point I was screeching.

	“Don’t you dare, Derek Dammit!” I burst out when he started heading toward the back yard.

	“Don’t I dare do what?” Derek asked as he transferred my entire body weight to one arm and reached for the doorknob.

	I fought harder, knowing where this was going, kicking, screaming, and biting.

	“Oowww!” Derek said when I bit him on the forearm. “That hurt!”

	Yet he still didn’t let me go.

	And when I went to bite him again, he took that moment to yank the door open and start running.

	“Daddy!” I cried out again. “Please! I’ll buy you a cookie!”

	Dad watched, dispassionate, as Derek carried me to the edge of the pool.

	“You throw me in here, Derek Dammit, and I’ll…”

	I hit the water with a rush.

	And the water that was cold—so fucking cold—year-round.

	I froze my ass off as I sank like a stone to the bottom of the pool.

	I stayed there for what felt like forever, until I couldn’t possibly hold my breath anymore.

	By the time I breached the surface, there was a very worried looking man gazing into the pool at me.

	The moment I gasped in a breath and opened my eyes, I found Dax’s panicked eyes looking into mine.

	“I thought I was going to have to jump in there after you,” he said, sounding winded.

	I grinned.

	“Rowen used to swim in high school,” Dad said as he pocketed his phone. “She’s got a hell of a gift for holding her breath, too.”

	I looked back at Dax to see him holding his hand out for me.

	I took it, gasping when he lifted me out in one swift move.

	One second I was in the pool, and the next I was standing beside the strong man with my clothes sopping wet.

	“What did you do to your brother?” Dad asked.

	I saw my brother on the deck talking to Logan and Katy.

	Katy was still hiding behind Logan as if that would save her.

	It would… for now.

	“Excuse me,” I said as I swept past Dax and my father.

	Dax moved to the side so I wouldn’t get him wet, and I grinned.

	I wasn’t grinning at Dax, though.

	I was grinning at what I was about to do.

	Which I did in the next second.

	With Derek’s back to me, he hadn’t seen me coming in time.

	By the time he had noticed, I was already wrapped around him, soaking him.

	“Fuuuuck!” Derek said as he tried to get me off.

	“You ready?” Luke asked Dax, his voice sounding unperturbed and used to the chaos of the household around him.

	Dax flicked his eyes once more to me, then to my father. I watched from my perch on Derek’s back as he tried to get me off without hurting me.

	“Yep,” he said, eyes filled with amusement. “Ready when you are.”

	Dad and Dax left.

	Katy and Logan left.

	My mom left.

	Leaving just me and Derek on the back porch.

	He hadn’t spilled a single drop of his coffee.

	“For the love of all that’s holy, Rowen,” he growled, grabbing hold of my leg and squeezing. “I swear to God. If you don’t get off, I’m going to fucking kill you.”

	I let him go, then made sure to stick my tongue out at him.

	“I told you I had an appointment,” he grumbled darkly, looking at his very wet t-shirt.

	I rolled my eyes and walked into the house, uncaring that I was dripping on the floor.

	“Hey, I hope you’re going to clean that up!” my mom said from the counter.

	“I’m not cleaning up shit,” I told her. “You deserve the wet puddles, thank you very much.”

	My mom snickered as she grabbed her keys and her purse and started out the door.

	I ignored her too and made a hasty retreat to my room. By the time I got back out, Derek was shrugging into one of my dad’s t-shirts that said, “Beer me, please.”

	“Nice,” I said as I studied the shirt. “What’s this appointment for?”

	He ignored me.

	“Why couldn’t you take Dad to work?” I wondered.

	“Because I have to go to a doctor’s appointment before I go in today,” Derek answered.

	I must’ve missed that part of the conversation earlier.

	Not that it would’ve changed what I did or anything.

	“I have somewhere I need to go,” I said. “Can I go with you?”

	Derek narrowed his eyes.

	“Where?” he asked.

	I ran my hand down my neck.

	“One, I need to go look for a job,” I told him. “And two, I have to find a better place to stay.”

	He frowned. “Why not stay here?”

	I looked to make sure that my parents weren’t anywhere near, then lowered my voice.

	“Because there is only so much I can listen to them have sex,” I whispered. “And my room’s always been the closest.”

	Derek burst out laughing. “You can stay with me.”

	If I had to deal with one more night of my parents doing it, I just might take him up on that.

	


Chapter 4

	Stop what you’re doing. Google ‘why Cornflakes were invented.’ You’re welcome.

	-Text from Rowen to Katy

	Rowen

	I took Dax’s advice and showed up at the lawyer’s office a little after eight that next morning.

	I wasn’t sure if that was too early or too late, but when I arrived, there was a woman rushing around as if she was lost and needed direction.

	“Hello!” she said as she rushed to get her shoes on. “I’m sorry, I’ll be with you in just a minute. My son just decided to shit on me.”

	I covered my mouth with my hand and tried not to laugh.

	Really, I did.

	But I couldn’t help it.

	It was just too funny.

	She laughed with me and rushed to get her shirt tucked in.

	“I have court in eighteen minutes,” she said. “Jesus Christ have mercy. Today was the first day of school, my husband isn’t here yet, and my son just shit everywhere. It’s literally all over my office couch.”

	I scratched my head, then walked farther into the room.

	“Do you have any cleaning supplies?” I asked.

	“Yes.” She pointed. “But you’re not cleaning up shit. I’m sorry. It’s a nice gesture, but I won’t let you.”

	Just then a lean, smaller man rushed through the door.

	“Jesus fucking Christ!” he yelled, not seeing me from where I was standing. “That school drop off is a fucking joke of epic proportions. How fucking hard is it to drop your kids off and fucking leave? But nooo! Blue Suburban guy had to get out of his truck, open all the doors, unload his back hatch of backpacks. Pose for pictures, give each kid a hug and a kiss. Twice. Then he left. After watching them walk all the way in the building. The least he could’ve done was park and do all that shit.”

	My lips twitched at his words.

	“Oh, hello,” he said. “Who are you?”

	“Your son just shit all over the couch!” the woman yelled. “I have to leave. Can you handle that?”

	The man was already nodding. “Yes, dear.”

	She was out the door in less than two seconds.

	The man looked at me.

	“Can I help you?” he asked.

	I licked my lips. “I’m here to apply for a job.”

	He blinked. “Are you a receptionist?”

	I shook my head. “No, sir.”

	“A cleaning lady?” he wondered.

	“No, sir.”

	“Do you know how to cook?” he asked.

	I paused at that. “Yes.”

	“Would you like a job as a nanny?” he wondered.

	I grinned at that. “No, sir. I’m a lawyer. I just graduated. I have a year of interning under my belt. I’ve passed the Bar exam. And I’m local, I’d love to work in the town that I grew up in.”

	The man blinked, then blinked again.

	“What’s your name?” he asked, gesturing for me to follow him.

	I did, finding a baby on the floor on a blanket.

	A very naked baby.

	He—and yes, it was definitely a he—was cute. About six to eight months old at most, he had a beautiful smile and looked exactly like the man that was now looking at him with a stern expression on his face.

	“You, Mr. Clancy Tolbert Junior, are a menace.”

	So the man I was talking to was Clancy Tolbert the first?

	Mr. Tolbert’s eyes turned to the couch.

	“That’s gonna stain,” he said. “Did Jenny happen to mention where the cleaning supplies were before she rushed out of here?”

	I left the room and came back moments later with the cleaning supplies that Jenny had shown me before she’d hightailed it out of the office.

	Moments after I got back, I heard the bells on the door sound again, announcing someone’s arrival.

	Before Mr. Tolbert could even make it to the door of his office, Jenny was back, looking a lot less frazzled.

	“They canceled court today because the judge has the flu,” she said as she came in. “Goddamn, I need a nap.”

	Her eyes came to me, and she smiled.

	“This is…” Mr. Tolbert stopped, eyeing me.

	“Rowen Roberts,” I said, holding out my hand to the woman.

	She shook her head.

	“I haven’t washed my hands yet,” she said.

	I dropped mine back down to my side.

	“I’ll be back,” she said.

	She disappeared into the bathroom that was right off the office and came out about two minutes later in a pair of yoga pants, a white t-shirt, and socks.

	“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just I can barely fit into those business suits anymore, and my life is a hundred times brighter when I can wear yoga pants.”

	I grinned then.

	“I know exactly what you mean,” I told her.

	She smiled as if we were bonding over our love of yoga pants.

	“What brings you here?” she asked, her eyes going to her husband that was now cleaning off the couch.

	She dropped down onto her knees beside the kid that was on the floor and whipped a diaper out of nowhere and clothed the small boy.

	Seconds later, she was standing back up and giving me her full attention.

	“I’m here to inquire about a job,” I answered. “I’ve just moved back to Kilgore, and I’m looking to practice law here.” I paused. “I’m not looking to open my own practice or anything, so my next step is to inquire if there was any help y’all could use?”

	Swear to God, right before my eyes, hers filled with tears.

	“Oh, sweet Jesus,” she breathed. “Are you really?”

	I blinked. “Am I really what?”

	“A lawyer,” she whispered.

	I nodded slowly.

	“I want you.” She paused. “You’re not a felon or anything, are you?”

	I was already shaking my head.

	“Of course, you’re not,” she answered her own question. “You wouldn’t have gotten into law school if you were.”

	I silently agreed.

	“We’re family law,” she said. “And a few other types when the occasion arises. But mostly family. That’s something that you want to do?”

	That was when she focused on my head.

	I decided to tell her what happened to my hair before she started speculating that I liked my head shaved.

	It was funny that she was just now noticing it after seeing me for at least ten minutes this morning.

	“Well, that just sucks,” Clancy said. “My Jenny just worked a similar case of bullying,” he continued. “Did you hear about it?”

	I turned to study Jenny.

	“It was a favor for a friend,” she admitted. “Since we’re the only lawyers in town. The girl is a police officer’s daughter. You might know her. Avery Flynn?”

	My mouth fell open.

	“Something happened to Avery?” I all but screeched.

	Jenny’s face softened.

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “Something happened to Avery.”

	“It wasn’t too bad at first,” Jenny admitted. “It was just standard bullying. But then it progressed and turned into some really screwy stuff that ended with quite a few of the cheerleaders and football players ganging up on her. Sending her threatening messages on Photochat. Turns out, it was one of her best friends who was mad all because she kept getting recognition and sympathy because both of her parents died. I filed a restraining order against the school, and the judge had to decide whether it was admissible or not. The girl was forced to transfer to another school district and stay at least five hundred feet away from her at all times.”

	My gut churned.

	That sounded so awful it wasn’t even funny.

	And I’d never heard a thing from anybody.

	Not even Avery.

	Granted, I wasn’t super close with Avery, but my dad was the chief of police.

	How had I not heard about this?

	That was when I realized that my dad had probably kept it from me because he didn’t want me to worry when I should be worrying about my exams and passing the Bar exam.

	“That’s… just awful,” I finally said. “I’m glad that you could get her that.”

	Jenny nodded.

	“Me, too,” she said.

	“Your dad is the chief of police?”

	I looked over to see Clancy with his phone out and in his hand, scrolling through it.

	“Yes, sir,” I said.

	“You’re hired.” Jenny clapped. “When can you start?”

	I blinked, flabbergasted.

	“I… Monday?” I ended that with a question.

	Jenny smiled wide. “Perfect! I have a few pending cases that I’ve been putting on the back burner that you can look into this weekend.” She walked over to her desk and pulled out a seriously thick layer of file folders. “Here.”

	She handed me all of them.

	I took them with a small grunt.

	“You can work from home,” she said. “No need to come here. We’re only here half the time anyway. What I would suggest is coming here for anything you need to print off. We’ll have weekly meetings and discussions to see where we’re at. How much do you want to be paid?”

	“Uhhh…”

	***

	Still on cloud nine that I have gotten my first job as a lawyer, I walked into my parents’ house with my backpack full of case files and my feet hurting from walking around town all day looking at properties.

	It was a good kind of hurt, though.

	“Thanks for the ride,” I told Booth. “My feet thank you, too.”

	Booth only nodded and walked to the living room where I could hear a loud commotion happening.

	Booth was a friend of the family and a SWAT kid.

	His father was Nico, and he had a twin named Bourne.

	I hadn’t realized he was on the police department at all until he’d stopped to pick me up at the end of the street, and told me that he had a meeting with my father.

	After watching him go, because goddamn did they know how to grow them in Kilgore, Texas, I skipped the living room and went straight to the kitchen.

	My mother met me with a frazzled look about her.

	“What’s going on?” I asked.

	“Monthly team bonding meeting,” she answered. “Yes, I need twenty pepperoni pizzas.”

	“And one cheese,” I ordered.

	“And one cheese,” my mom continued.

	“Also, some Cinnastix,” I continued. “And a Dr. Pepper.”

	My mother sighed and relayed the rest of my order.

	When she was done with the order, she looked at me.

	“You look… happy,” she said.

	I grimaced. “I’m happy. If I had hair, I’d be super happy.”

	My mother’s face fell.

	“The meeting?” I changed the subject before she could get started on her rant again.

	“Yeah, monthly meeting,” she said again, sounding tired.

	Since it’d been something that my dad had done since the beginning of time, I hadn’t thought much of it.

	Not only was my dad, at one point in time, the leader of the SWAT team, but he was also the man with the biggest place to hold the meetings.

	Now it was just tradition, since my father hadn’t actually been on the SWAT team for a while.

	The doorbell rang and my mother jerked her chin toward it.

	“Will you go get the door?” she asked.

	I didn’t protest, instead heading in that direction with a little bit of pep in my step. When I opened the door to the next man to arrive for the meeting, I couldn’t help myself.

	I threw myself at him.

	“Louie!” I cried out.

	Louis Spurlock was another one of the kids I’d grown up with.

	Back before we were all grown and out of the house when the meetings were held the kids came along with the wives. While the men had their meetings, the kids would play. And Louis was definitely one of my most favorite of friends growing up. Even if I was a bit older than him.

	“You’ve grown up!” I cried.

	Louis snorted.

	His father, Foster Spurlock, was whipcord lean and one of the funniest guys that I knew. Louis, much like his father, was also whipcord lean, but he also had bulk to his upper body that his father just didn’t have.

	“You’ve lost all your hair,” Louis said.

	I rolled my eyes and fell back onto my feet.

	“Yes.” I lifted my nose in a silent snarl.

	Louis studied my face.

	“I was told to never hit a woman,” he said as he studied my bald forehead. “But, if I could ever get past that part of my morals, I would totally beat the shit out of her for you.”

	I grinned then, loving the way that he protected me, even now at our age.

	“Thank you,” I said softly.

	Louis ran his hand over my bald head on his way past, and I was just shutting the door when a motorcycle pulling up to the house caught my eye.

	My eyes became glued to the spot, and I couldn’t have closed the door even if I tried.

	Dax dismounted his bike and hung his helmet from the handlebars. The next thing to go was a leather vest that made him look so badass that it wasn’t even funny.

	Tossing the leather vest onto the seat, the next thing to go was his t-shirt, leaving him in nothing but motorcycle boots and a pair of jeans.

	I watched with avid fascination as he bent over and dug into his saddlebags, the dog tags that he was wearing swinging forward and nearly grazing the seat that his tight ass rested on when he rode.

	Dear, sweet baby Jesus.

	He hadn’t been wearing dog tags the other day.

	Why was he wearing them now? He wasn’t active military.

	He came back out of his bent position with a t-shirt in his hands from his saddlebags.

	My eyes went to the dog tags that rested between an impressive set of pectorals, and I watched in utter fascination as he pulled the t-shirt over his head and settled it into place.

	It was a simple black t-shirt.

	But it had a few holes in it, as if it was so old and worn that he probably should’ve been throwing it away instead of storing it as a spare in his saddlebags.

	I nearly moaned when he looked up then and caught me staring.

	I could do nothing but stand there as he grinned and started toward me.

	“Thanks,” he said as he made his way up the walk. “You’re letting all the cold air out, though.”

	I sure the fuck was.

	I didn’t often do that seeing as we lived in Texas. But today was a fairly mild day compared to our usual.

	“Yeah,” I found myself saying. “But I didn’t want to go sit down only to have to get up a few seconds later.”

	He winked at me, and I tried not to moan.

	Jesus Christ.

	Was there anything hotter than Dax Tremaine winking at you?

	I thought not.

	Hell, there’d been one point in time when Theo had done it and I thought it was adorable.

	There wasn’t a single thing about Dax doing it that was adorable.

	Sexy as fuck? Yes.

	Adorable? Hell no.

	“Everybody here already?” he asked conversationally.

	I shrugged. “Honestly? I have no idea.”

	He eyed my head.

	“You have some peach fuzz,” he said.

	I did.

	“Oh!” He paused with his foot halfway into the entryway. “I found a hat!”

	I watched as he jogged back to his bike then bent over it to retrieve something from his saddlebags.

	I may or may not have watched his ass the entire time.

	I wasn’t admitting to anything.

	He stood up straight moments later with something in his hand.

	I narrowed my eyes and stepped out onto the porch, trying to get a better view, but when I went to look at it, he moved his arm so whatever it was was behind his back.

	“No peeking.” He laughed as he jogged back up the walkway.

	That was when I watched as his pectorals bounced with his movement.

	Jesus Christ on a cracker.

	Was there anything this man could do that wasn’t sexy?

	He stopped directly in front of me, then produced a hat from behind his back.

	That was when I burst out laughing.

	“Ahhh,” I said as I ripped it from his hands and settled it on my head.

	It was a little tight, likely because it was sized for a child, but that didn’t matter.

	It was the best thing ever.

	“How do I look?” I asked as I flipped the braid that was hanging off the back of the hat around so that it was resting on my shoulder. Then I did a little pose for him.

	He grinned. 

	“Best yard sale find ever,” he admitted. “It looks cute on you.”

	He tapped the bill of my hat with his finger and I felt my cheeks heating.

	“Oh, man,” I heard said. “That’s rich. You know that Anna is her most favorite Disney character ever, right?”

	I heard my mother’s voice from behind me and turned to see her staring at me with adoration on her face.

	“She used to watch it on repeat even when she was a teenager,” my traitorous mother said.

	Dax’s amused eyes came to me.

	“If you were going to come to the door anyway,” I said, trying not to appear upset. “Then why am I here?”

	She gestured toward the road where a man had pulled up without my knowledge.

	I blinked, surprised to see him halfway up the drive.

	Then turned to Dax who was scowling hard.

	So obviously I hadn’t been the only one that’d been caught up in my own little world.

	One where Dax and Dax alone was the center of it.

	“The pizza delivery guy bringing our pizzas,” she said.

	I blinked, surprised.

	“I know you said twenty pizzas, but that looks like enough pizza for the whole police department!?” I remarked.

	Dax walked down to meet the delivery driver, nodded his head in thanks, then walked back with his own stack from the delivery guy’s car.

	It was obvious that he heard my question, though, because he came to me with a grin on his face.

	“We’re growing boys,” he said to my comment.

	I just shook my head and walked inside, feeling the tail of hair snake down my back.

	I’d always wanted long hair like Anna’s.

	Maybe one day I’d be able to have it.

	Not any day soon, mind you.

	But one day!

	It was hours later when Dax and I were once again reunited for the night.

	I’d done my level best to ignore the living room, not sure that I could handle all the hotness in it.

	Instead, I’d made myself useful in the kitchen on my mother’s laptop.

	I’d looked at furniture on Amazon and started making plans with my mother on some areas to look for a new place.

	Though, plans for my new place also stemmed off what I was able to find in this area. None of the stuff from my old place was coming with me since I had rented it furnished, but I still had some knick-knacks, kitchen items, and clothes in San Antonio.

	My old place that still needed to be dealt with. Sooner rather than later.

	“I can drive down with you in two weekends,” Mom said.

	“Mom,” Derek said as he came into the kitchen, arms loaded down with pizza boxes. “Nobody is going to really get anything out of you being there. No offense, but Dad won’t even let you carry a box up the stairs anymore.”

	That was true.

	A while ago, my mother had been walking up the stairs when she’d nearly tripped and fell straight down them. Granted, it was because she was carrying a laundry basket up them that she’d overbalanced, but that hadn’t mattered to my father.

	From that point forward, he’d made sure that she didn’t need to go upstairs.

	Upstairs was where my brother’s room and Katy’s room had been.

	Derek and Katy had been forced to never allow their rooms to get to the point where my mother needed to intervene with anything heavier than a dust mop. If they did, there was a lot of hell to pay.

	“Well, I can offer moral support then,” Mom said.

	The kitchen door pushed open once again and my father and Dax came inside, empty tea jugs in their hands.

	I felt myself respond to Dax’s closeness, even though his eyes were on the ground and not me.

	“No offense, Mom,” Derek said. “But nobody needs moral support when they move. They need muscle.”

	That was when I intervened.

	“I can get it all myself,” I interjected. “I just need to pack it up. Nothing will be too heavy anyway. At most, I’ll need a truck.”

	Derek was already shaking his head.

	“I’m working every weekend for the next month,” Derek said. “It’s my month on.”

	Dad piped in then.

	“I have training the next two weekends that’ve been scheduled for months. I can get off Sunday, though. If we can turn around and make it home by Monday,” Dad said.

	That probably wouldn’t work.

	As much as I wanted it to, I still had a lot of shit that I needed to do there on a workday, and that would likely mean at least a two-day stay. If not more.

	“I could help you move,” Dax offered. “I have a covered horse trailer that I can borrow from my parents. And I’m not doing anything this weekend.” He paused. “And there was something that I was wanting to get in San Antonio anyway.”

	I narrowed my eyes at the man that was suddenly being so very helpful.

	“I can handle it,” I said. “I just need to borrow a truck.”

	“You’re not borrowing my truck, Row,” Derek said. “Sorry. And Dad’s truck is in need of new tires. I highly doubt that he’ll allow you to take it until he can get that done. The car guy already has them on order. They should be here next week sometime.”

	I scrunched up my nose at him.

	“Why are you so selfish?” I asked him.

	“I’m not selfish,” Derek said. “I’m a realist. I don’t want to have to wait for my truck to be repaired after you fuck it up.”

	I gasped in outrage.

	“I wouldn’t fuck it up!” I cried out.

	“You always manage to fuck something up,” he countered. “And wasn’t it just you that ran over a curb in your car and bent the rim so that it had to be replaced?”

	“That could’ve happened to anyone!” I countered.

	“Sure,” he agreed. “But wasn’t it also you that drove Mom’s Tahoe to the store last night and…” 

	I gasped and pointed at him. “You said you wouldn’t tell!”

	Mom’s attention was now fully on me.

	“What did you do, Row?” Mom asked.

	I sighed, shooting my brother a murderous look.

	“Some guy dinged it,” I said. “He was old and could barely walk. So I don’t really think it’s something we should pursue, even though he gave me his information.”

	Mom scrunched up her nose.

	“I was hoping to fix it before you noticed,” I admitted. “It shouldn’t cost too much.”

	Dad turned to Dax then.

	“I’ll pay you gas money and pay for a hotel for the night if you can take her this weekend,” he said, taking the empty tea jugs from him and shoving them into a big black trash bag.

	Dax was already nodding his head, his eyes on me.

	“I can leave Friday around eight in the morning after my workout,” he offered. “That’ll give us about four workable hours during business hours. Is that enough time to get done what you need to get done?”

	I was already nodding my head, even though my knees were starting to feel weak.

	“Great,” he said as he walked to the sink and washed his hands. “It’s a plan.”

	With that, he shook my brother’s and Dad’s hands, then walked out the door and didn’t look back.

	“He’s such a good kid,” Mom sighed.

	Good? That wouldn’t be the word I would use to describe him, that’s for sure.

	


Chapter 5

	I’m a F-bomb girl. I sprinkle that shit like confetti.

	-Rowen to Katy

	Rowen

	“Thank you for the ride,” I said to my dad the next morning.

	My dad rolled his eyes.

	“Love you. Be careful.” He paused. “And don’t run over any more curbs.”

	I sighed and got out of the truck but stopped to look at him before closing the door.

	“It’s not my fault,” I said. “I was distraught.”

	“And what happened when you hit my parked cruiser when you were sixteen? Or when you…” 

	I held up my hand. “Must you bring those up every time?”

	Dad’s face turned into a grin.

	“Meet me for lunch?” he asked, sounding hopeful.

	Of course.

	“Where and when?” I asked, never one to turn down a lunch. Especially not one with my father.

	Luke hadn’t always been my dad.

	At one point, some man that hadn’t paid much attention to me had been. Then Luke had come along, and my father had passed away.

	Luke had treated me with kindness that he hadn’t had to show me, and over time, I’d learned to trust him as a daughter would a father.

	When I was around eleven, I’d asked my mother why I didn’t have the same name as everybody else, and she’d been shocked that I would notice or care.

	It wasn’t even a week later that adoption papers were filed by Luke—my dad. From then on, I was officially Luke’s daughter. Not that I needed his last name to have that proven to me. He’d been my dad since my mother and he had gotten together.

	After getting a few more details for lunch straightened out, I got out of the car and waved.

	Dad didn’t blow me a kiss like my mom would have, but he did wink at me, which was almost the same thing for my tough-as-nails father.

	Grinning at his antics, I turned around and surveyed the large shop that my dad had taken my car to.

	Free Custom Motorcycles and Mechanic Shop read on the sign out front.

	It’d taken longer than I thought it should have to get my car fixed for only a small wheel, but when I walked into the open garage bay, I saw the reason why.

	They were slam packed with cars.

	When I’d asked my father why he’d brought it to Free, he’d explained that they were the best in town.

	I mean, yeah, we’d always brought our vehicles here for everything.

	But I’d never really understood why.

	Until I walked in and saw all the shiny bikes, high end cars, and then there was my little Mazda.

	“Can I help you?”

	I blinked, startled to find myself under the scrutiny of a scarred man that looked a lot like the man I couldn’t stop thinking about.

	Dax.

	“I’m here to get my car,” I pointed at the red coupe next to the big blue lift thing that had a car about ten feet in the air. “That’s mine.”

	The man turned to look at it, then nodded.

	“Hey, Lenny!” he shouted.

	A man appeared from the office with grease all over his hands and clothes, and a red rag in his hand.

	“Yeah, Max?” Lenny asked.

	“Can you get the ticket for Luke Roberts?”

	Lenny gave a ’10-4’ from the office, and Max turned to survey me.

	“You’ve grown up since I last saw you…” he hesitated.

	“And lost some hair,” I finished for him.

	Max grinned and pulled me into a tight hug.

	He let me go a few seconds later, and I marveled at how big he was.

	Just like his son.

	“What happened to your hair?” he wondered.

	I told him what happened, and when he started to scowl, I couldn’t help it anymore.

	“You look exactly like your son right now,” I told him. “When I saw him at the police station that first day, he was scowling just like that.”

	Max shrugged.

	“Raised him to treat a girl right,” he admitted. “The thought of that happening to a woman should be abhorrent.”

	“How much do I owe you?” I asked.

	Max was already shaking his head. “Not a thing.”

	“But…” I started.

	“Your dad already paid me in beer,” he told me.

	I opened my mouth, then closed it.

	“But…”

	That was when a bright red truck pulled into the lot and parked right in front of the open bay doors that we were standing in.

	I knew who it was before he’d even gotten out of the vehicle.

	I held my breath as Dax got out, one strong leg at a time.

	My belly clenched.

	“What are you doing in the truck today?” Max asked, bewildered. “It’s a beautiful day out.”

	Dax grimaced.

	“I had to pick up some stuff for Mom.” Dax’s eyes came to me where I was standing next to his father. “And I agree, it’s a beautiful day to ride.”

	I felt his words in the pit of my stomach and shivered.

	“Rowen,” he said, sounding calm and in control.

	I waved.

	“You’re here to get your car?” he guessed.

	That was when Lenny came out of the office with a set of keys in one hand and a white sheet of paper in the other.

	He handed them to Max who then handed the paper to me.

	“Let me back you out of there so you don’t end up hitting my garage,” he said.

	I gasped. “What the heck? Does my dad tell everyone that I can’t drive?”

	Max chuckled and tossed me a look over his shoulder.

	“I was there when you backed into a tree when you were eighteen. Remember?” he told me just as he maneuvered his large bulk into the front seat of my car.

	I turned to see the man chuckling beside me. The witness of my embarrassment.

	“You didn’t remember him being there for that?” Dax wondered.

	I scrunched up my nose.

	“I remembered,” I admitted. “I just hoped that he didn’t.”

	Dax burst out laughing at that.

	“That’s funny,” he said when he calmed down.

	Seconds later he was crowding me over to the side so that his father could get past us. His hand was warm and solid on my elbow as he moved me. When I was out of the way, he still didn’t let go.

	I didn’t remind him that he was holding my hand, either.

	Mostly because it felt really good where it was at, and I knew that the moment I brought attention to it, he’d let me go.

	He held me like that for long moments before finally allowing my arm to slip from his grasp, and the moment his hand left my skin, I felt like my soul did, too.

	I ran my hands up and down the length of my arms as I tried to make myself warm again.

	“Cold?” he asked.

	I shrugged and said, “I should’ve brought a jacket.”

	It wasn’t cold, per se, but it definitely wasn’t summer anymore.

	“I…”

	“Here you go, darlin’,” Max said, coming to me with a set of keys.

	My keys.

	Those were my keys.

	I smiled as I extended a shaky hand in his direction.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	He winked and tossed a look at his son.

	“Your mother’s at home, boy,” he said. “If she needs you…”

	Dax snorted.

	“I was going to get a bottle of windshield fluid,” he said.

	His phone rang then, forcibly causing him to take a step back to answer it.

	I took that as my cue to go and stop looking so starry-eyed.

	“Thank you so much, Max,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

	He winked and gestured to my car.

	“You do need new tires soon, though,” he said. “I can order some.”

	I was already staring at my tires in annoyance.

	“I just got some pretty good used ones,” I paused. “Though, if you’re telling me I’ll need new ones, that probably means that they weren’t ‘pretty good’ like the tire shop guy told me that they were.”

	Max scowled.

	“Where’d you get them?” he asked.

	I groaned.

	“Somewhere in San Antonio,” I admitted. “And probably somewhere that I won’t ever get my money back from.”

	Max chuckled at my annoyance.

	“Sometimes men like to take advantage of women because they don’t know any better,” he said. “Look on the bright side. If they were here, they’d probably get the shit beat out of them.”

	I agreed.

	My father wouldn’t have been happy to hear that I’d paid good money for some tires that were unsafe.

	When it came to his kids, Luke Roberts was a force of nature.

	I was just about to reply when Dax cursed, forgot all about his windshield fluid, then started back to his truck.

	“Dad,” Dax said as he shoved his phone into his pocket. “You’re gonna have to cancel on Mom for me. Some guy decided to hole himself up inside of a Taco Bell and demand his money back. They wouldn’t give it to him, so he pulled out a gun and is holding the entire place hostage.”

	Max winced.

	“10-4,” Max said. “Stay safe, kid.”

	Dax’s eyes turned to me. “See you tomorrow.”

	I felt Max’s eyes come to me and stay there.

	Dax left, leaving me with his father staring at me consideringly.

	“What?” I asked finally.

	“He’ll see you tomorrow?” He grinned.

	I shrugged.

	“Apparently he has something to do in San Antonio and he can do that with me so I can borrow his truck to move my stuff,” I said.

	Max started to chuckle.

	“He’ll learn.”

	Would he?

	I wasn’t so sure that I wanted him to learn.

	See, I had a feeling that I could really have a thing for Dax Tremaine if I allowed him to wiggle into my life.

	The thing was, if Theo’s dating Shondra had hurt, what would I do if I started to care for Dax and he began to do the same? Not necessarily Shondra, of course, but another woman. What if he found someone, and I was forced to sit on the sidelines and watch?

	That would totally and completely suck.

	I scratched my head and thanked Max for finishing my car.

	“I really appreciate it,” I said. “Unfortunately, I have to go. I need to run over to those duplexes that my brother’s living in and see if they have any vacancies. I tried to do that yesterday, but apparently the maintenance man electrocuted himself and the manager of them, who just so happened to be his wife, was out. After I’m done with that, depending on whether they have any openings, I need to go look at other places. And I need to go buy some essentials. I’m hoping someone has something that I can move into as soon as possible. My parents…” I let myself trail off and shuddered.

	Max started to laugh.

	I shot him a glare. “It’s really not funny.”

	His eyes shone.

	“The fact that your parents love each other, even after all these years, doesn’t make you happy?” he wondered.

	I frowned. 

	“Well…” I paused. “They don’t have to love each other so loud. Do they?”

	Max ruffled my peach fuzz hair, and I shook my head.

	“Be happy, honey.” He paused. “It could be worse. They could be like my parents before they passed away. They didn’t even bother to do it in their room. Do you know how traumatizing it is to walk in on your parents having sex on the couch you spend a lot of your time on?”

	I didn’t even want to contemplate it.

	Honestly, I had a feeling that my parents didn’t usually contain themselves to just their bedroom. They were at least being considerate for my sake.

	But still.

	“Whatever.” I laughed. “Have a good one, Max.”

	Then, for good measure, I leaned forward and hugged him.

	Surprised at first, he took a few seconds to respond.

	But when he did respond, he gave a good hug.

	“Be careful, darlin’.”

	With that, he let me go, patted me on top of my bald head, then sauntered off into the office.

	I got into my car and watched him go, wondering if Dax would look that good at Max’s age.

	My guess was that he’d look better.

	***

	I arrived at the apartment complex with a sense of worry.

	I had a feeling that I literally was about to be told no.

	There was no way in hell that these duplexes didn’t have a waiting list a mile and a half long.

	They were way too nice.

	In fact, nice didn’t even cover it.

	Each duplex pair was a little bit different from the next. The yard was rather spacious, and the builders hadn’t skimped even a little bit on anything.

	The wood was real, genuine wood. Nothing was wrapped with wood to make it look real but still stay on the cheap side. Nope, there were real cedar beams running this way and that.

	Hell, even the office was beautiful.

	Getting out of my car with a dejectedness that made my face look like a child pouting, I made my way inside the most beautiful office I’d ever seen.

	When I arrived inside, a stunning woman with flowing raven waves cascading down her back looked up and smiled.

	“Hello.” She waved.

	I immediately allowed my hand to trail down my bald head, hating the way her hair was so perfect.

	Mine used to be that perfect…

	“Do you happen to be Rowen?”

	I blinked, surprised.

	“Ummm, yes?” I said. “How did you know?”

	The beautiful raven-haired beauty smiled wider, displaying perfectly straight white teeth.

	She grinned and pointed at a note on her desk.

	“My name is Hastings,” she said. “My mom, who co-owns these duplexes with my dad, had a note on the desk to be on the lookout for you. Apparently, your brother stopped by to talk to her? And then I just got a call from my mom again that you were coming here to take a look at our duplexes. Apparently, an old friend of my dad’s called and said that you were on your way. I’m supposed to show you our available unit.”

	My mouth fell open.

	“I can see you’re surprised,” she giggled. “Trust me, we don’t usually do this. But when a cop’s kid, or a cop’s brother, or a cop’s girlfriend needs a place to stay, we usually make accommodations. See, Dad was on the force for twenty years before he retired. He was tired, though, and decided to retire and do something that didn’t take quite so much concentration… and look where that got him. Electrocuted.”

	I blinked quickly a couple of times before shaking my head.

	“Uhhh,” I said. “Who is your dad?”

	“Baker Hughes,” she answered. “Do you know him?”

	I shook my head.

	“I might know his face,” I admitted, staring as she moved around the edge of the desk.

	Just as she was about to make it there, she stopped, backed up, then deliberately knocked a cup of pencils off the edge of the desk.

	She stared at them, then dropped down to her haunches and began picking them up.

	I stared, wide-eyed.

	Once she had them all up and in the perfect order, and I say perfect because she separated the greens from the yellows. The yellows from the blues. The blues from the reds—she set the cup gently back on the corner of the desk and stood up, smiling weakly at me.

	“Sorry,” she said. “I’m a bit of a mess.”

	I waved her concern away.

	“I think everyone is in some way, shape or form,” I told her.

	She snorted.

	“I have Tourette’s,” she admitted. “I just… I can’t help myself.” She paused. “But I guess knocking a cup of pencils off a desk is better than shouting out curse words.”

	My eyes widened. “Do you do that? Shout out curse words?”

	She looked miserable as she nodded. “I do.”

	I stayed silent, hoping that she would say more.

	“The Tourette’s was worse when I was a child,” she said as she gestured for me to follow her. “As I’ve grown into an adult, my tics have gotten a lot better. I experience vocal tics and fine motor tics. The vocal tics only come about when I’m under extreme stress. The fine motor ones are usually just me clenching my jaw, or blinking rapidly. Sometimes I have these urges to knock shit off things I walk past. Most of the time I can handle it, and ignore it, but there are times when I don’t bother to control the impulse. It’s not going to harm me in any way to knock a cup of pencils off. You know?”

	I blinked in surprise.

	“That’s true,” I said. “I’ve never known anyone with Tourette’s before. You definitely don’t fit the bill of what I had pictured in my mind.”

	She grinned at me and I grinned back.

	“I have a slight case of OCD—obsessive-compulsive disorder—but again, that’s gotten a lot better with age, too,” she continued as she led the way down a narrow walkway to what I assumed was the vacant duplex. “And normally a stranger wouldn’t even see my tics at all, but when I get stressed—such as my dad getting electrocuted and being hospitalized—my symptoms seem to get worse. And I can’t control or hide them as well.”

	I felt for her.

	I really did.

	The next few minutes she went over the rules and regulations of the duplex. How if you had a complaint to please submit it to the office. Don’t confront my neighbors, etc.

	“We don’t mow your yards,” she said. “We do have a lawn service that mows the one in front of the office, so we can add you to the rotation but that’s gonna be like fifteen bucks a week.” She paused in front of a duplex.

	One side of the duplex was bare bones. Nothing out front to distinguish it as lived in.

	But the one next door had a grill underneath the carport. A toolbox with an even smaller toolbox sitting on top of it. A jet ski and a paddleboat.

	Oh, and a shiny black motorcycle that looked awfully familiar.

	“Mostly everyone that lives here is a police officer of some kind,” Hastings said. “This guy is also an officer.” She gestured to my would-be duplex mate. “There are really only two that aren’t. Me, I live on the very end.” She pointed in the direction of her place. “And another woman that lives across the street and two down from me. I think she’s a nurse anesthetist.”

	Wow.

	That was surprising as hell.

	“This is gonna be the safest place in the entire world,” I joked.

	She grinned. “You have no idea, Rowen! Nothing happens here that we don’t want to happen here.” She gestured to the toolbox under the carport. “I wouldn’t think that’d be able to be left anywhere else. But at any given time, there are at least one or two officers home. They monitor the place. Keep a watch on everything. Nothing happens here without their knowledge.”

	I had a feeling she was right.

	And I thought living at my parents’ house was safe.

	She finally walked into the open duplex and waved me in.

	“I came earlier and turned on the air so we wouldn’t die while you were looking,” she explained. “I just left it open since we were about to head down here.”

	I watched as she started to blink rapidly.

	Having a feeling that she didn’t want me to stare, I turned and surveyed the room around me.

	“Wow,” I breathed. “This is beautiful.”

	Prettier than anything else I’d ever been in that was a rental.

	My apartment in San Antonio looked like a dump compared to this place.

	“Rent is eight fifty a month,” she said as she continued. “You can either sign a year contract, or you can go month-to-month. The only thing with month-to-month is that if there’s a new increase in the rent, you’re gonna have to pay it.”

	That sounded fan-fucking-tastic to me.

	Mostly because I was planning on buying a house. I wasn’t sure when. I wasn’t sure where.

	But I knew that was one of my goals.

	My parents had shouldered my education expenses. My car was paid off. I didn’t buy anything I didn’t need.

	Which in turn meant that I had enough money to do what I wanted—like buy a freakin’ house.

	I just had to make sure that the job that I’d accepted would work out, first. Then I’d go house shopping.

	Until then, I would wait and live month to month when it pertained to rent.

	Score!

	“Month-to-month sounds great,” I said. “Do you need a background check on me or anything?”

	She was already shaking her head.

	“Nope,” she said. “All I need is some paperwork filled out. Then the first and last month’s rent. Then you’re good to move in.”

	I was starting to feel absolutely giddy.

	“Deal!”

	


Chapter 6

	I don’t get the ‘zero fucks given’ thing. I have a ton of fucks. Fuck you. Fuck off. Fuck this. Fuck that. Fuck them. Fuck me. 

	-Dax’s secret thoughts

	Dax

	The next morning I woke up to a loud racket coming from the front of my duplex.

	Popping one eye open, I realized that my alarm was about five minutes from going off.

	I found myself hurrying out of bed as if I had gotten a full eight hours of sleep instead of the two that I’d been allowed after a SWAT call from hell.

	I’d set my alarm for about half an hour before I would need to leave to pick up Rowen, but it was more than obvious that I hadn’t needed to.

	Hell, I’d gone to sleep thinking about her the night before, and now I’d woken up doing the same thing.

	What was it about the woman that had me tied in knots?

	Hearing what sounded like the door next to me closing, I frowned and began to move toward the front window in order to peer out.

	Did I have a new neighbor?

	I knew it wouldn’t be long.

	The place that I was living in was a freakin’ gold mine. Plus, it was one of the safest places in Kilgore thanks to all of the officers that were calling Shady Shores Duplexes, home.

	My eyes lit on a familiar red coupe, and my heartbeat started to accelerate.

	Frowning hard at the car, I watched and waited for the car’s occupant to come back.

	She did long moments later, pulling a box out of the front seat of the car before turning around and bringing it back inside.

	Excitement started to pour through my veins at the thought of her living next to me.

	But what if it wasn’t her living next to me? What if it was a friend of hers or something? And she was just helping them move?

	Unable to stop my curiosity, I walked back to my bedroom and picked up the first pair of pants I found—a worn and battered pair of blue jeans I’d worn to mow the yard in the day before.

	I’d had about an hour in between getting up and having to go get my mother that I’d used to mow the small yard.

	When I was done, I’d thrown my dirty clothes in the corner of my bedroom in my haste to get to the shower.

	Glancing down at my blue jeans, I considered changing them, but then thought better of it when I heard another car door slam.

	I didn’t like the idea of her pulling boxes in all by herself, even if they were light.

	Mind made up, I hurried outside and made my way to the duplex next door.

	After studying the yard and the curb, I decided that the person moving the boxes, and the only car there belonging to the one woman I couldn’t stop thinking about, likely meant that it was Rowen moving in and not a friend.

	Just as I took the stairs to her porch, I raised my hand to knock only to have the door ripped open right in front of me.

	“Oh!” Rowen said, her hand flying to her chest. “You startled me.”

	My eyes went to her chest, and I tried not to stiffen.

	She was wearing a black tank top with a bright pink sports bra underneath. There was also a tiny postage-sized square of fabric covering her ass and thighs. Meaning she was wearing shorts that just begged for me to rip them off.

	Fuck. Me.

	“H-hey,” she said. “So I was going to tell you as soon as you walked out here. I put a note on your truck window just on the off chance that I missed seeing you before you left. I brought donuts!”

	I was grinning widely at her as she jabbered, and by the time she was finished, I could tell that she was nervous.

	Why was she nervous?

	“I actually didn’t know that you lived here, exactly,” she said. “I was meeting with the property manager’s daughter when she showed me this place. I saw your bike and thought it was yours, but honestly, I’m not all that good with bikes. I can’t tell this one from that one.”

	She pointed to my bike. Then the Ninja sports bike that Hayes, another buddy of mine that was also on the SWAT team with me, owned.

	They couldn’t be more different from each other.

	“Then I came over again last night, I guess sometime after you got done with whatever you were doing,” she continued. “Your truck was here, and your bike was gone. And since I’d seen that yesterday morning, I knew that you were the one that lived here.” She paused for a deep breath. “I swear I’m not a stalker.”

	At that, I couldn’t help but grin.

	“I never said that you were,” I told her. “You got anything else in your car that you need help with?”

	She licked her lips, and her eyes danced down my body.

	It was then that I realized I was shirtless, it was pretty damn nippy outside, and she was staring at me like two friends shouldn’t stare at each other.

	My nipples were hard as fuck due to the chill in the air, and I swear to God she was staring so hard that I almost moved forward just so she could touch.

	But she blinked, turned her head to the side, and stared at my ear as she said, “No, I don’t have anything else. I was just bringing over what was left in my car. I brought some of the stuff from my old room yesterday.”

	I glanced behind her into the duplex beyond.

	It was empty except for like three bags, a stack of blankets, and about a gazillion Walmart bags.

	“I need to buy a trash can,” she said. “And a washer and dryer.”

	I grinned at her.

	“I’d offer you the use of my washer and dryer,” I said. “But I don’t own one. I just take all my shit to my mom and she still does it for me.”

	She blinked.

	Then blinked again, much more slowly.

	Then started to laugh.

	“That’s funny,” she admitted. “And I’ll be doing that until I can afford to get one.”

	“What?” I asked. “Taking it to my mom?”

	She rolled her eyes.

	“Funny,” she said. “But no, taking it over to my parents’ place. I’ll just have to be super careful about when I go.”

	I frowned. “Why?”

	She scrunched up her nose in disgust.

	“My parents are very, what you would call, randy,” she said. “I swear to God, I walked in there last night after dropping off a load of crap here, and they were making out in the kitchen. My dad almost had my mom’s shirt halfway off, and I nearly had to bleach my eyes.”

	I started to chuckle as I gestured for her to follow me over to my place.

	“Come make coffee,” I said. “And let me get dressed.”

	She swallowed hard and then nodded but switched directions halfway through cutting between our yard to run down to her car.

	She started closing doors and stopped before closing the last one, leaning over into her seat and reaching to the back floorboard.

	My eyes were so focused on her ass that I didn’t realize that Derek, her brother, had jogged up until he was nearly right on top of me.

	I cleared my throat and looked away from his sister’s ass, but that wasn’t enough. He’d still caught me.

	His eyes narrowed on me just as Rowen straightened up from her car.

	“Oh, hey, Derek,” Rowen said, sounding surprised. “Did you just get back from your run?”

	Derek rolled his eyes.

	“No, I’m just getting started,” he panted, dripping sweat so badly that it looked as if he’d just stepped out of a pool rather than gone for a run.

	I would know.

	I often looked like that after I worked out in Texas, too.

	It was just impossible to stay cool.

	“Oh.” Rowen eyed him. “Are you sure?”

	Derek popped his earbud back into his ear and said, “Have fun in San Antonio.”

	Rowen pulled the box of donuts from her seat and tucked them under her arm like one would a baby, then closed the door to her car before bleeping the locks.

	Derek stopped in his forward propulsion, eyeing the donuts.

	“You brought donuts?” he asked.

	She turned her body away from his and started up the path to my place.

	“I would’ve offered you one,” she said. “But you were a dick so…”

	Derek cursed as she walked all the way inside my place, acting as if she’d been there a hundred times before.

	“If I’d have known she had donuts,” Derek said. “I would’ve been nicer to her.”

	I snorted and started walking inside.

	He stopped me by calling my name.

	“Dax.”

	I turned to find him standing there, his earbud once again out of his ear.

	“Yeah?” I turned.

	“Don’t hurt her,” he ordered. “She may be my big sister, but I’ll kick your ass if you so much as make her cry.”

	I liked that he’d said it.

	“I’m not…”

	Derek rolled his eyes. “Sure you’re not.”

	With that he turned and walked away, shoving his earbud back into his ear and whistling to a tune that only he could hear.

	I turned around and headed back into my house, breaching the entrance of my place and immediately smelling the coffee.

	“You have an actual coffee pot,” she said as she looked at me.

	She had a donut in one hand, and white powdered sugar all over her breasts.

	She also had it all over her lips.

	It took everything I had not to lean over and run my tongue along those beautiful lips.

	“What?” she asked as she touched her head. “Do I have something in my hai… shit.”

	I scrunched up my nose.

	“It looks cute all stubbly like that,” I found myself saying. “But no, you don’t have anything in your hair. Or on your head. You have powdered sugar all over your mouth. And your…” I gestured to her boobs.

	She looked down at herself and shrugged. “It happens.”

	Then she proceeded to continue making a mess. First with the rest of her powdered donut she was eating, and then with a plain glazed one.

	Swallowing hard, I gathered up my clothes that were on the bar thanks to my mother doing my laundry yesterday and headed into my room to get dressed.

	Once in a clean pair of jeans, a simple white t-shirt, socks, and work boots, I found my concealed carry weapon underneath my pillow and fit it into place in the front of my pants.

	Shrugging the t-shirt down into place, I brushed my teeth, washed my face, then slathered some lotion onto my tattoos.

	I grinned at the naked girl that Rowen hadn’t even blinked an eye at when she’d seen it.

	Then again, she’d probably known about it. Vaguely I remembered her being there that day that my mom had first seen it—then promptly lost her shit.

	Needless to say, there wasn’t anyone in our close circle of friends and family that didn’t know about it.

	It’d been my first, and at seventeen, and pissed off at my ex-girlfriend for showing my ass all over social media, I’d thought it was a good fuck you.

	Especially since Rachelle had hated the woman that I’d gotten tattooed on my arm.

	It wasn’t anybody we knew, or anything. Just some random chick that I’d seen in a magazine of Rachelle’s. Rachelle had been reading Cosmo and flipping through the pages, and I’d seen her. When I’d commented that she was pretty, Rachelle had lost her shit and accused me of not liking her.

	Needless to say, I’d gone back to find that picture of the woman who was standing in the nude, only two large red, white, and blue stickers covering her areolas.

	Then I’d tattooed her onto my arm as a reminder that women were assholes.

	Shaking my head out of those morose thoughts, I headed into the kitchen and saw Rowen eating yet another donut. This one chocolate covered.

	“Jesus,” I said as I looked at her. “You’re amazing.”

	She snorted and patted her belly.

	“I’m just a girl with a big appetite,” she said. “And I’m blessed with amazing genes that allow me to eat like shit and not gain weight.”

	Rowen was skinny, sure. But she was referring to herself as ‘a stick’ when she was anything but.

	She had generous curves, great breasts. Small, but the perfect mouthful.

	Not to mention she had legs for days.

	Smooth, toned, luscious legs that I would love to have wrapped around…

	“Do you want coffee?” she asked.

	I shook my head and started toward the cabinet with the coffee cups, pulling down the first one I saw and filling it up.

	“That’s literally a blank coffee mug,” she said. “Where does one get a plain, white coffee mug from?”

	I brought the mug to my lips and took a cautious sip.

	Then I reached for a donut as I said, “The Dollar Store.”

	She snickered.

	“Nothing wrong with that, I guess.” She hip-checked me. “I’m going to run to the restroom, go lock up my place and be back. If you get done before me, come over.”

	I didn’t have to come over.

	I met her at the halfway point between her side of the duplex and mine again.

	“Ready to ride?”

	She nodded once, looking worried now. “I guess so.”

	I frowned at her sudden change in demeanor.

	“What’s wrong?” I wondered.

	She sighed and ran her fingers over her head.

	“I…” She licked her lips. “I got a text from Theo while I was in there. He asked if I was around for him to stop by.”

	“Theo?” I asked.

	She shut down after that, leaving me to believe that this Theo guy had hurt her in some way. And for a guy to be able to hurt a girl, the girl had to have feelings for him in some way.

	And why the hell did that just burn a hole straight through my chest?

	


Chapter 7

	The dick is real. The smile is fake.

	-Dax’s secret thoughts

	Dax

	We were a couple of hours into our drive when I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to know more about this Theo character.

	I looked over and glanced at the woman at my side, watching her fingers tap against her exposed thigh as she bobbed her head to “Old Town Road.”

	Personally, I hated the song.

	But seeing her dance and wiggle and sing to it? Yeah, it was beginning to grow on me.

	She was cute.

	That was for sure.

	I wasn’t really sure what I was doing with her, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

	She was just so full of life, and she was so positive about everything despite her hardships.

	“So tell me about this Theo guy that I keep hearing about,” I ordered.

	She instantly lost the smile on her face.

	And I almost regretted asking the question.

	Almost.

	“Theo is…” she hesitated. “To tell you anything about Theo, I have to start from the beginning.”

	“Okay,” I said, not upset by that in the least.

	Anything she wanted to give me was okay with me.

	I would literally take tiny scraps of information over nothing at all.

	And what did that say about me?

	“Theo originally dated my sister,” she started. “But Katy had been in a bad relationship before Theo, and Theo was just a rebound guy of sorts. But, while they were ‘dating,’ I began to spend a lot of time with them… and I thought I fell for him.”

	“Thought?” I asked.

	She waved that off, her cheeks heating slightly, making me curious.

	“Fast forward to when Logan, my sister’s husband, came around and Theo is devastated. He, I guess, had held out hope that Katy would come back to him. But it was never like that for Katy. And meanwhile, I’m still having these feelings for Theo. Anyway, it turns out that Theo was transferred to San Antonio. He’s a game warden. And that happened to be where my internship was. So I thought… this is perfect! Only, Theo really wanted nothing to do with me. He made it painfully obvious that he didn’t feel anything for me, leaving me feeling stupid for having feelings for a man that would rather date Shondra than talk to me.”

	“Shondra?” I asked.

	She touched her head.

	“Shondra is a co-worker from my office,” she explained. “We’ve been competing for the same position at the office. And one day after work, I went to meet some girls from the office for a quick drink and found Theo sitting there. Theo who for some reason started to pay attention to me. Only, Shondra arrives and I find out that he’s been ignoring my calls and invites to hang out and do shit all because he’s been with Shondra. My mortal office enemy.”

	She continued to explain what happened that night, and how she thought that Shondra had been the one to switch her hair stuff.

	“You don’t have proof?” I asked curiously.

	She shook her head. “Nope.”

	“It’s pretty damning,” I admitted. “Oh, I’ll go get them for you, and then hands them off and all of a sudden your hair is falling out? Yeah, no. I call bullshit.”

	She was already nodding her head.

	“I agree.” She leaned backward and pulled her feet up into the seat, wrapping her arms around her knees. “It’s suspicious as hell. My mom said that I should sue her.”

	“No proof,” I admitted. “Just guessing really. I’m not sure that you’d get anything out of it in the long run.”

	She sighed. “I hate her.”

	The next couple of hours I was regaled with stories of what Shondra had done to her over the last year. By the time we’d pulled into her old job, I was ready to walk inside and rip Shondra’s hair out myself.

	“Let me just run in and get the box,” she said. “I had them pack up my office.”

	I nodded once, intent on letting her do it alone.

	In fact, I even pulled my phone out after that long drive, got out of my truck, and locked it.

	I intended to stay right where I was.

	But then I decided that she’d gone through a lot already.

	She didn’t have to do this alone.

	So… I went inside.

	And was damn glad I did when I hit the foyer and saw Rowen, blank-faced, staring at an older man giving her a tongue lashing.

	“…you can’t just walk out like that,” he said. “Not only will you get a very bad review if any potential employer ever calls me but…”

	I hit the front lobby and narrowed my eyes, my hands fisting.

	“…Shondra was given the position,” the man continued to lecture Rowen. “Even though I’d intended to give it to you.”

	The man’s final words had Rowen inhaling deeply.

	I knew for a fact that she already had a job with my friend. He’d called to tell me thank you and had even offered to buy me a beer for my thoughtfulness.

	So the fact that this man’s words were making her this upset was pissing me off.

	“Yo, babe,” I said, getting Rowen’s, and the man’s, attention. “Do you need me to grab your box?”

	She took a deep, steadying breath, then looked at her boss.

	“Where is my stuff?” she asked politely.

	The old man seemed to get even more pissed.

	“In your old office,” he said. “I haven’t had time to pack it all up. Shondra started this morning after your call last night to tell us that you would be here this afternoon.”

	Rowen stiffened, then turned her back on the old man and started marching in the direction of her office.

	I followed at a much slower pace.

	“Look at her face right here,” I heard a catty woman say. “She looks like she’s constipated.”

	Rowen sped up.

	“And this one,” the woman continued to snicker. Her voice sounded like nails on a chalkboard. “That man she’s with looks like he’d rather be anywhere but. I bet he had to paper bag her.”

	“He didn’t paper bag me,” Rowen snapped. “First of all, that’s my brother and me in that picture and that would be disgusting. Secondly, get the fuck out of my office.”

	Shondra stiffened and turned, her eyes going wide at the appearance of both me and Rowen in the office she’d thought she was alone while putting on a show for her fellow co-workers.

	“Get. The fuck. Out,” Rowen repeated.

	That’s when I saw the moment that Shondra wasn’t going to be nice about it.

	She narrowed her eyes, her head tilting, and stared at Rowen with a laughing smirk on her face.

	In any other moment, I would’ve found Shondra beautiful.

	She was tall with long blonde hair, slate-gray eyes, and a pair of lips that were full and kissable.

	But that gleam in her eyes as she looked at Rowen? I could see the petty jealousy there. Could tell that she fucking hated everything about Rowen Roberts.

	Shondra shoved two boxes onto the floor from where she’d filled them—or had started to anyway. The only thing she’d accomplished in getting in the boxes was a sweater and a couple of photos. I wondered how long she’d been ‘working’ in here on getting Rowen packed.

	I stepped farther into the room and dropped a kiss onto Rowen’s head, causing her to still.

	She took a deep breath and then blew it back out.

	“All of you please leave so I can get this done as fast as possible,” Rowen said, a lot more friendly this time.

	She was looking at the other ladies in the room. The ones that hadn’t spoken up at all when Shondra had been speaking her filth.

	They all stood as one, then hurried out of the room.

	Shondra was a lot slower at it, shooting me a wary look before she aimed a scathing one at Rowen.

	“Who is this?” Shondra asked. “Your other brother?”

	I laughed at that, unable to help myself.

	“Oh, I’m most certainly not her brother,” I cooed. “Otherwise the things we do with each other would be sick.”

	Shondra stiffened.

	“Out,” Rowen snapped.

	Shondra still hesitated.

	Rowen and I decided to ignore her as I helped her pack her things.

	“Do you need anything off the walls?” I asked.

	I could feel Shondra getting more and more pissed.

	“No,” Rowen answered. “Those aren’t mine. They’re the company’s. I just need the decorations and stuff. The things off the top of my desk. The computer is mine, too.”

	I looked at the computer that was on. The screen was on the welcome screen where you had to type in your username and password.

	“The boss would like to have that wiped,” Shondra snapped.

	Rowen snorted.

	“He could try to make me,” Rowen taunted her. “But this is my personal computer, and I don’t have to allow him into it.”

	Shondra opened her mouth to refute that but quickly shut it when she realized that Rowen was right.

	Sucks for her.

	Shondra crossed her arms over her chest and practically glared holes into the backs of our heads while we quickly moved to pack up her shit.

	“It was nice of you to provide us a box and all…” Rowen trailed off. Hoping to get Shondra to take the hint.

	She didn’t.

	“That hat looks awful on you.” She commented snidely. “I don’t know what Theo ever saw in you. But he’s obviously seen the light.”

	Rowen stopped at those words, her head turning slowly.

	I watched as she straightened her spine, turned only her head, and stared coldly at Shondra as if she could rip her apart with just her gaze alone.

	“Let me tell you something,” Rowen said in a deceptively calm tone. “Do you honestly believe that I don’t know it was you?”

	Shondra’s lips tilted up at the side.

	“What was me?”

	I felt my belly churn at the venom in those words.

	She knew what she’d done.

	She also knew that by admitting it, she’d be admitting to assault.

	So she kept her mouth shut tight.

	“I know what you’ve done,” Rowen said to the shit for brains that was still in Rowen’s office, not realizing her own danger. “I know that you think you got away with it, too. But let me tell you something, honey. You haven’t.”

	Shondra grinned, her eyes flicking up to the hat and back.

	“I’ll bet you look like a pubescent male now when you’re naked…”

	And that’s when Rowen officially lost her cool.

	She walked over to Shondra, reared back, and punched her straight in the nose.

	Before she could get another punch in, I caught her around the waist and hauled her back.

	“My nose!” Shondra cried, doubling over.

	Rowen didn’t fight as I pulled her away.

	She just turned her back on the wailing woman calmly, straightened her hat that she’d slipped on before we’d gotten out of the truck, and continued packing her things.

	When people started rushing into the hallway outside of Rowen’s old office, Shondra immediately started pointing fingers about Rowen assaulting her.

	“What is the meaning of this?” the old man that Rowen had been talking to in the lobby boomed.

	“She punched me in the face! For no reason!” Shondra cried.

	Rowen loaded the last thing into her box and closed the flaps.

	“I did no such thing and you damn well know it,” Rowen countered. “You turned around and ran into the door. Both Dax and I saw you do it. I’m sorry if you’re upset about your new boyfriend not liking you as much as me, but it is what it is. Please, allow me to pass so I can leave.”

	Every last one of them moved until there was enough space for us both to squeeze through.

	She paused at a slight woman with a worried look on her face.

	“You might want to have a talk with Shondra,” she admitted. “Because I used your hair shampoo and conditioner and all of my hair fell out.” She managed to tip her hat up to allow the girl to see her bald head while still holding onto the box. “I’m going with Shondra adding Nair to the bottle while she was out in the parking lot. But if you can’t get her to admit to it, I’ll be suing the company. So you might want to inform the company that you work for of that before I take this to court.”

	With that, Rowen started walking again.

	The young woman looked deathly pale.

	“She’s not joking, by the way,” I added as I walked past. “Have a good one.”

	Nobody dared stop us. And when we got to the truck, Rowen was looking a little wild-eyed.

	Once we stowed her shit into the back seat and got into the truck ourselves, I burst out laughing.

	She looked over at me with wide eyes.

	“I can’t believe I just did that,” she whispered.

	“I can’t either.”

	We both burst out laughing.

	“You should’ve seen how badly her head rocked back at the force behind that punch!”

	Once our laughing had subsided, I pulled out of the firm’s lot and headed in the direction that she informed me.

	My mood went from great to shit in half a second.

	I knew the instant that we pulled up into the driveway of her apartment complex that I was about to get into yet another altercation.

	This time with the man that Rowen had—hopefully past tense—a thing for.

	


Chapter 8

	I’m going to say this as politely as possible. I will fuck you up.

	-Rowen’s secret thoughts

	Rowen

	The excitement didn’t end with Shondra.

	Twenty minutes after leaving the building, we made a stop at my apartment before we went to whatever appointment that Dax had made.

	The moment we pulled in, I was surprised to see Theo on the steps that would lead to my apartment.

	I blinked, then blinked again.

	“What the hell?” I asked, surprised to not only see Theo there but that he looked quite frankly pissed.

	Dax got out of the truck while I was still sitting there flabbergasted.

	When I finally pulled my head out of my ass at the sight of him sitting there at an apartment that he’d never, not even once, visited, Dax was at my door and opening it for me.

	I smiled at him, feeling my heart melt.

	He looked off. Not mad, per se, but annoyed. As if something was bugging him, but he was trying not to let it.

	“You okay?” I asked.

	Today had been a long day for him, and he’d gone above and beyond what I’d ever expected of him.

	Then again, I hadn’t expected the shit that had happened in my old office earlier to happen.

	“I’m fine,” he said. “Theo’s being here after Shondra’s bullshit is pissing me off.”

	I agreed wholeheartedly.

	“Shondra rubbing the fact that she’s now with him officially is such a dick move,” Dax continued. “She knows that you once had a thing for him. And I imagine that she learned that from Theo and not on her own. She doesn’t seem like the brightest bulb in the box.”

	I snorted.

	“I imagine that Theo has no fucking clue,” I told him.

	I heard a shuffle of a boot and looked over Dax’s shoulder to see Theo standing up from his seat on the steps.

	I squeezed Dax’s hand, then slid down to the ground from his truck seat.

	The movement put me incredibly close to Dax’s body. Dax who hadn’t stepped back when I’d come down.

	We stayed there like that for about five breaths, both of us frozen. Him not moving back, and me not stepping around him.

	I looked up into his eyes and saw something there. A spark. A look of need.

	Then it was all gone because Theo spoke.

	“Rowen, can we talk for a second?” Theo asked.

	Dax’s eyes closed for a few heartbeats as if he was having to tell himself to regain control.

	I placed my hand on Dax’s arm, and he opened his eyes and stepped back, dislodging my touch.

	I tried to tell myself I wasn’t upset by his obvious discomfort. 

	Then turned to Theo.

	“What’s up?” I asked, not stepping away from Dax.

	He didn’t step away from me, either.

	Instead stayed exactly where he was as he waited for Theo to say what he had to say, making it more than obvious he wasn’t willing to leave.

	Was it because he was my friend? Or because he was feeling something more like I was toward him?

	Because Jesus, I hadn’t thought of Theo in days. Dax had been the star of my thoughts. My dreams. My fantasies.

	“Alone?” Theo pushed.

	I was already shaking my head.

	“To be honest, Theo…” I scrubbed my hands over my eyes. “I’ve had a long ass day. I’ve just had to deal with your new girlfriend, and I’m not really willing to play this game. Either say what you have to say or don’t. I don’t care. Dax and I have somewhere to be in about fifteen minutes, and I was only stopping by here to grab my boxes of stuff and pee. I’m done here in this town. So get on with it.”

	Theo frowned as if he was surprised that I’d said what I did.

	Dax, on the other hand, had a grin on the corner of his mouth as if he was proud of me.

	When Theo still didn’t say anything, I’d decided that enough was enough.

	Scooting passed Theo, I headed up the stairs to my apartment.

	Dax followed, and a third set of steps did, too.

	I rolled my eyes as I opened the door to my place with confident hands.

	Much more confident than I would’ve been had Dax not been there.

	Tossing my keys onto the nearest flat surface, I headed to my bathroom and ignored the two men and the tension that I’d left behind me.

	When I got done and washed my hands, I made my way back into the living room to find the two men in a stare-off.

	“You ready, Dax?” I asked, hoping to break whatever fucked up man thing they had going on.

	Honestly, I was quite pissed at Theo for acting like this.

	He had no right.

	“I’m ready,” he confirmed, still not looking away.

	“Theo, time to go,” I ordered. “I need to talk to Dax before we go.”

	Theo whipped his head around and stared.

	“I really need to talk to you,” he repeated.

	I rolled my eyes and dislodged the hat that Dax had teasingly put on my head when we’d gotten in the truck earlier. It pushed upward enough that Theo could see my hair, and he sucked in a breath.

	“You cut your hair.” He blinked.

	That was my breaking point.

	“Actually,” I said. “I didn’t cut my hair. Your girlfriend thought it’d be humorous to put Nair, a hair removal cream, into my conditioner bottle when we were out to dinner the last time we saw each other. When I woke up the next morning after using it, my entire ponytail was in a clump on my bed.”

	Theo looked as if he didn’t believe me.

	I narrowed my eyes, then walked away from him, going to my bedroom to grab the mass of my hair that was still exactly where I’d left it after my freak out.

	Snatching it up, and making a pit stop for the bottle of conditioner, I walked back into the living room.

	“Dax, can I borrow your arm? I want to prove a point,” I snapped.

	Dax immediately offered up an arm, holding it out.

	I squirted some of the conditioner on his arm, then spread it in with my finger to encompass one of the only spots that wasn’t covered by a tattoo.

	Then I let it sit as I turned and waved my clump of hair at Theo.

	He looked at it as if it was something he couldn’t quite believe.

	I threw it on the ground by his feet, then started speaking.

	“I don’t know what I ever did to Shondra,” I admitted. “But I’ll have to thank her. I’ve moved back home, found a duplex. I already have a great job that pays me more than I ever could’ve expected. And…” I hesitated, looking over at Dax for a split second. “I’m happy. So you can thank your girlfriend.”

	Theo looked as if he wanted to throw up.

	“I came to apologize for her behavior and springing our relationship on you,” he admitted. “I can see that you’re upset but…”

	I shook my head. “Upset? You think that I’m only ‘upset’ about what she did to me?”

	Theo didn’t say anything.

	“If I knew I could prove it, I would fucking ruin her,” I told him. “Upset doesn’t even begin to cover how I feel when it comes to her. And after the bullshit she’d tried to pull today after I collected my stuff from my office? Yeah, let’s just say that I’m going to enjoy living somewhere where she’s not around. Because if she was, I would fuck her up.”

	Theo’s face went soft.

	“Rowen…” he began.

	I was already shaking my head.

	Heading into the kitchen, I came back with a towel and wiped the cream off of Dax’s arm.

	His hair came off smoothly.

	Theo looked at the paper towel, then Dax’s arm.

	His eyes were worried when he once again glanced at me.

	“I…” He paused. “I’ll talk to her.”

	I snorted out a laugh. “You can talk to her all you want.”

	With that, I grabbed my keys and gestured toward Theo. “Now please leave.”

	Theo reluctantly did.

	“She told me that you punched her in the face,” Theo grumbled as he walked out.

	I snorted out a laugh. “That woman also told me that she was giving me conditioner. The bad thing is, I paid a hundred bucks for that shit. Shit that made my hair fall out. I paid for my hair to fall out, Theo. All because Shondra thought I had a thing for you.”

	Theo paused with his feet on the last step leading down to the walkway and his truck.

	“And you don’t?” he pushed.

	I gave him a sad smile.

	“I might could have,” I admitted. “But I’m beginning to see that you’re not the man I once thought you were, and I’m not the woman I once thought I was.” I paused to allow my eyes to connect to his. “Thank God for small miracles.”

	There was a short, awkward silence as everybody took a moment to digest that bit of words that’d just come from my mouth.

	Then I felt Dax’s hand on my shoulder. “Ready to head to the tattoo parlor?”

	“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I told him.

	Theo made his way to his vehicle.

	I made my way to Dax’s.

	Dax got my door for me and I climbed in.

	He rounded the hood of the truck, and my eyes stayed on him as I tried to get my head on straight.

	Had that really happened?

	Had I just said those words to Theo? The man that I’d once thought was going to be it for me?

	Dax got in and slammed the door just as his phone chirped, alerting him of a message.

	“I haven’t thought about Theo since the night of the SWAT meeting,” I told him.

	I wasn’t sure why I was telling him.

	I just felt like he should know that I was no longer hung up on someone.

	You know, just in case Dax decided that I wasn’t the worst thing to ever come into his life.

	His eyes met mine for a couple long seconds, and I saw acknowledgment there. Understanding.

	His phone beeped again, signaling another message.

	He sighed and pulled it out of his pocket and read what was written.

	“Shit,” he grumbled, looking all of a sudden a hundred years older.

	His shoulders drooped and his face went blank.

	“What is it?” I asked worriedly.

	He groaned and put the phone into the cup holder, starting the truck up and putting it into reverse.

	He looked at me before he put it into drive. “The calendars are out.”

	I looked at him with wide eyes.

	“Really?” I asked. “That’s kind of fast, isn’t it?”

	He shrugged. “Apparently there was a woman that worked for a big promo company that’s close to someone at the department. She worked some magic and had about five thousand of these bad boys made without any cost to us. That means more money for all the charities each officer chose.”

	I was excited.

	Dax? Not so much.

	“You okay with that?” I wondered.

	He grumbled out something under his breath.

	“Yes,” he sighed. “I guess I was just hoping for more time so I could prepare myself.”

	“Did they show you what your month looked like yet?” I wondered.

	Dax shook his head once, his jaw tight.

	“You want to talk about what’s got you so nervous?” I tested the waters, knowing that he was either going to lose his shit on me, clam up, or tell me.

	I was hoping for the latter.

	He surprised me by actually answering.

	“It’s hard for me,” he admitted. “My old girlfriend, Rachelle, really fucked with my trust. Putting those pictures of me out there for the world to see. Then the way everyone—even people I called friends—spread that shit like wildfire. It just chapped my ass. Let me know really fucking quick who my actual friends are.” He paused. “And Rachelle.” He shook his head. “I wanted to fuck her up like she’d done to me but couldn’t. I… shit. What she did was wrong. My parents wanted to pursue charges against her since I was a minor at the time, but when I heard that by doing that, if she got convicted, she’d have to register as a sex offender, I couldn’t go through with it. She was eighteen at the time… and that would’ve fucked her entire life up.”

	I was nodding.

	I’d actually put those pieces together myself. As a lawyer, I knew all the laws. I knew what would happen to her if he’d pursued it.

	And she wouldn’t have liked it. Not even a little bit.

	Her entire life would’ve been ruined at eighteen. She wouldn’t be able to have her teaching degree like she did today, and she sure as fuck wouldn’t be so hoity-toity if she had to register herself in her fancy-schmancy neighborhood.

	“Does her new husband know that she’s practically a sex offender?” I asked.

	Dax gave me a vastly amused glance.

	“He’d lose his shit,” Dax commented. “It might almost be fun to watch him realize it. I don’t know what she’s told him, but everyone knows our history in town. When they hooked up after he moved here, my mom told me that she had to do some fancy talking to get him to go out with her. He’s not a half bad guy, but he’s blind where his new wife is concerned.”

	Ugh.

	Rachelle was such a freakin’ bitch.

	No joke.

	I’d hated her since I was old enough to know that she was a bitch. Not only had she been an asshole to Dax, but she’d treated a few of my friends like they were less than trash.

	One could only take so much before the opinion was formed and could never be changed.

	Rachelle had never done anything to me directly. But what I’d heard, as well as seen with my own two eyes, was enough for me to form an opinion. And that opinion wasn’t a good one.

	I honestly felt sorry for her husband, who had no clue of the woman he married.

	I bit my lip and furiously thought about changing the subject. An idea occurred to me.

	“Let me text Avery to see if she can send me the shot,” I said, pulling out my phone.

	“You’re that close with her?” he asked.

	I nodded. “I am.”

	“That’s kind of… weird,” he admitted.

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Avery’s always kind of been around,” I admitted. “Dad is friendly with all his officers. When shit went down with her mom a few years ago, I spent a lot of time at their house helping. She was younger than me, but damn, you wouldn’t know it. She’s so mature. Every time I’m around her, I feel like I’m the younger one and not her. She has her life together. She knows what she wants to do. She’s got a house now—something that she’s been taking care of since she was fourteen. Both of her parents were busy, did a lot of overtime. Then, her dad wasn’t around much at all after her mom died. She pretty much raised herself since she became a teenager.”

	He was nodding his head right along with me.

	“I’ve noticed that,” he admitted. “I’m normally pretty guarded when it comes to my picture, but I’ve spent enough time around her that I really know that my trust isn’t misplaced.”

	I grinned at him.

	And ten minutes later, when the photo came in, I realized that I was in trouble.

	The man staring back at me on my phone screen was heartbreakingly gorgeous.

	And if I thought I had a crush on Theo… that was only because I hadn’t met the adult Dax Tremaine yet.

	


Chapter 9

	It’s called Karma. It sounds a lot like ‘hahahaha, fuck you.’

	-Dax to Derek

	Dax

	“SWAT team en route,” I heard over the radio.

	I looked across the armored vehicle I was riding in at the man directly across from me—Ford.

	He gave me a chin lift that said, “This is fucked.”

	I silently agreed with him.

	We’d just gotten a call about a woman holding a van full of kids hostage.

	Apparently, she was high or drunk on something. The caller couldn’t tell.

	But she was sitting in the middle of an intersection, on a set of railroad tracks, waiting for a train to hit their vehicle.

	Every time someone approached the vehicle, she would shoot at them.

	Hence the reason we were in an armored vehicle.

	We needed to get that van off the train tracks. There was no telling when a train might come.

	And though we’d done our best to contact the railroad, there hadn’t been any contact made yet.

	Which led us to figuring out how the hell to get the van off the railroad tracks while keeping the children safe and making sure that none of our team got shot while doing that.

	Though that second part was definitely on the lower end of things for us to do seeing as those kids looked absolutely terrified in the photos that’d been taken.

	“All right,” SWAT team two’s leader, Bennett, rumbled. “SWAT team one is already in place behind the fence line of the house closest to the tracks.” He pointed at a map of the neighborhood. “We’ll be coming in here.”

	He pointed to the main entrance of that road, which was right next to a daycare, a small animal hospital, and a florist.

	“The florist said we could use her back entrance. There’s a large dumpster about halfway between the train tracks and the building. We can use that for cover as we get eyes on the situation and plan more accordingly once we realize what we’re getting into.”

	Bennett continued to talk, and the five other guys in the vehicle with us were silent as we listened.

	In this particular vehicle, there was Derek, Ford, Hayes, Louis, and Booth. In the other vehicle was Booth’s twin, Bourne, Adam, Samuel, Nathan, Malachi, and Saint. Their team leader was another veteran of the SWAT team, Foster Spurlock.

	Once we’d all gotten our assignments and offered our opinions on the situation at hand, half of us got out and started into the florist.

	The other half stayed with the armored vehicle and parked in such a way that we were blocking the woman’s exit but also a safe distance away just in case things hit the fan.

	Like what happened about two seconds after she saw us parking.

	It was as if something had clicked.

	“She’s on the move,” I heard someone from the other team say. “She’s started the van and is putting it into drive.”

	She tried to go backward, but we poked our nose out farther.

	“Don’t let her leave with those kids,” I heard ordered.

	I wasn’t sure who’d said it, but I was in wholehearted agreement. That woman didn’t need to be driving those children anywhere. But the woman in the van took one look at our vehicle and reversed, going the opposite direction than where we’d expected her to go.

	Meaning she drove through a ditch that no van should’ve ever been able to make it through. Then started back up the hill and across the parking lot. Then farther into traffic.

	“Son of a bitch!” I heard cried.

	The back door was wrenched open and the rest of our team poured in, regaining the seats that they’d previously been occupying.

	Seconds after that, the drive of the armored vehicle started accelerating, Ford likely flooring it.

	“Don’t let her get onto the interstate!” I heard Foster order as he talked to someone through his mic.

	Another police officer, I was sure.

	“Shit,” I heard Ford say. “She got onto the interstate.”

	Sure did.

	We all watched in horror as the woman started speeding, the wrong way, down the length of a busy highway.

	“Oh, fuck,” I whispered.

	“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Louis growled, his body tensing.

	We all watched, in utter horror, as the van continued to drive down the wrong way.

	The cars coming at her were going the speed limit—sixty-five.

	And there was no way in hell she wasn’t going at least that, too.

	People were swerving, running off the road, and braking all over the place.

	“Someone get up ahead and get the interstate closed down,” I heard ordered.

	That sounded like our chief of police, Luke Roberts.

	I winced.

	For him to be involved, this had to be just as bad as my gut feeling was telling me it was.

	Just then a man on a motorcycle came roaring past us as if we were standing still.

	Seconds after that, the motorcycle overtook us, sped so far down that we could barely see his lights anymore before we saw him turn around by going through the grass median.

	Lights on, he closed off what he could of the interstate—which admittedly wasn’t much seeing as he was only a small vehicle.

	People stopped, but it wasn’t enough.

	Just as the van finally got to where he had the cars backing up, a white Escalade that was avoiding ramming the woman that’d stopped for the motorcycle patrol vehicle swerved around it and came nose to nose with the woman and the van full of kids.

	It took half a second, and the cars collided.

	Debris went absolutely everywhere.

	Bits and pieces of cars.

	Bits and pieces of clothing.

	Bits and pieces of… other things.

	“Shit,” I breathed, my stomach tightening as horror rolled through my veins.

	“Son of a bitch.” Ford parked the armored vehicle on the side of the road and we all got out.

	But there was no use.

	There was no way that anybody could’ve survived that particular wreck.

	None.

	


Chapter 10

	I got so much procrastinating done today.

	-Rowen’s secret thoughts

	Rowen

	After Dax’s rough day, I decided to surprise him with dinner and a movie.

	Well, dinner and the password to my brother’s Netflix account that we shared.

	I knocked on the door to his duplex and waited for him to answer the door.

	It took him a whole lot longer than I expected it would.

	When he finally arrived, I could see why.

	His hair was all over the place, and his eyes were barely cracked open.

	There were also creases on his face as if he’d been lying on his couch and the lines of the cushion had been permanently etched into his face.

	“Hey,” I said softly.

	He blinked owlishly at me.

	“Hey.” His voice was gruff. “What’s up?”

	That’s when I took in the rest of his body.

	He was wearing sweatpants.

	And nothing else.

	Holy.

	Shit.

	His feet were bare.

	His chest was bare.

	And dear God.

	He had those sweatpants so low on his hips that I damn near saw pubic hair.

	I licked my lips and tried not to stare at how freakin’ hot he was with his sweatpants and held up my bag of tacos.

	“I brought tacos,” I said.

	He blinked.

	Then the most adorable smile lit his face as he said, “For me?”

	I snorted and pushed past him, forcing myself not to stop when I got a whiff of how freakin’ good he smelled.

	Dear, sweet baby Jesus.

	I could do this.

	I could get through this night without jumping the man.

	I could do it.

	I could do it!

	I shivered.

	“Cold?” he asked gruffly.

	I nodded.

	“You have it freezing in here,” I told him. “I would’ve put on a sweatshirt had I known you kept it this cold.”

	The front door closed quietly behind me and I turned to watch him flip the lock and then turn to survey where I was standing in the middle of his living room.

	“Let’s take it to the bar,” he suggested.

	I turned to survey the bar to see it covered in mail.

	“Umm,” I said. “That’s a lot of mail.”

	He snorted and shoved it all to one side.

	“My mom comes over and sorts through it for me,” he said. “For some reason, I get every single bill I pay by auto-pay in the mail each month. Then I’m getting all sorts of magazines now.” He paused. “Do you think when you hit a specific age that random places get your name from some master list and start sending you shit that they hope you buy?”

	I snickered.

	“Now that you mention it.” I set the tacos down onto the counter. “I’ve noticed an increase in my magazine amount, too.”

	He laughed at that, his eyes going down to the bag of tacos on the counter.

	“I’m starving,” he said, his eyes flicking up slightly over the bag.

	That was when I realized that my nipples were on prime display.

	Seriously, had I known that he kept it this cold, I would’ve worn a bra and brought my sweatshirt.

	He looked away with a faint flush to his cheeks, and I tried not to think about what that meant.

	Instead, I started to unload the tacos and queso from the bag, as well as the chips and guacamole.

	In all, I’d gotten twelve tacos.

	I wasn’t really sure how many the man could eat on his own, but I’d hoped that it wasn’t more than ten, because I was eating two of those bad boys myself. The last time I’d taken my brother out he’d eaten six, ordered four more, and had eaten what was left of my chips and queso.

	So… I got a lot, anticipating that he had a similar appetite.

	“I hope I got enough,” I said, bringing my hands up to my arms and running them up and down.

	His eyes went to my hands, once again to what I assumed were my nipples, and then he turned.

	I watched as he paced to the couch and came back with a black KPD SWAT sweatshirt and tossed it my way.

	“I wore it today,” he said as he tossed it. “But only after I took a shower and came home. I slept in it until I got too hot.”

	I immediately slipped it on, both grateful that he’d given me something to cover my should’ve-worn-a-bra breasts as well as the fact that it was indeed cold as the dickens in his duplex.

	“You got hot?” I asked him. “It’s like a meat locker in here.”

	His mouth twitched.

	“It’s like sixty degrees at the lowest,” he countered. “And what’s the point of paying for heat to come on when I like it cold? I sweat all damn day at work in my body armor. And when I was deployed, it was even fucking hotter. I just… being hot isn’t a good thing for me. So when I have a choice, I keep it cold.”

	I studied him for a bit before bringing the sweatshirt up.

	I sighed as I pulled it over my head and held in the moan that wanted to escape right along with it.

	Jesus, he smelled good.

	“This smells fantastic,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying.

	“Deodorant.” He chuckled as he reached to grab a taco.

	Then, like the man he was, he ate it standing up.

	I took the stool next to him and ate two tacos in the time that it took him to eat eight.

	“Don’t forget the guac,” I told him, pushing it toward him.

	He popped the lid off and dug a chip in, bringing it up to his mouth with a happy groan.

	His eyes met mine and he gestured to the guac with a tilt of his head.

	I shook my head.

	“I’m probably the only person on the planet that doesn’t like guacamole.” I paused. “Or avocados, for that matter.”

	He frowned.

	“You don’t like avocados?” he asked.

	I made a disgusted face with my tongue hanging out.

	“That’s a big fat no,” I said as I brought my queso toward me. “I like queso, though. Guac and avocados make me think of green snot.”

	I got another whiff of Dax straight to my nose when I moved, and I shivered.

	“You’re still cold?” he asked, eyeing me worriedly.

	I shrugged.

	“I keep my house warm,” I told him. “But it’s fine. I’m okay.”

	He didn’t like that I was cold.

	I could see that on his face clear as day.

	“What brings you over here?” he asked.

	I wouldn’t tell him that I’d heard about his shitty day.

	Instead, I made up a small lie.

	“I bought these tacos with every intention of asking you and Derek if you wanted some,” I said. “But he wasn’t home. So you get all of them.”

	Derek had never even gotten a knock on the door from me.

	Not because I wouldn’t have shared, but because I knew that he was out drinking his troubles away.

	“Nice,” he said. “More for me.”

	I smiled, then dug another chip into the queso.

	It was as we were finishing up that I said, “Do you want to watch a movie with me?”

	He looked at his living room.

	I did, too, seeing that he didn’t have a television almost immediately.

	I would’ve groaned, but that might have given me away.

	“I would but I usually just watch shit on my laptop.” He paused. “Or my iPad.”

	I shrugged. “I have my brother’s Netflix password.”

	He grinned then.

	“I have Amazon, but Netflix isn’t something I usually go to,” he admitted. “I know, that’s sacrilegious of me.”

	“What do you have against Netflix?” I asked as I pushed away from the counter, now thoroughly stuffed.

	He gestured to the queso that I hadn’t finished, then finished it up in five bites before answering.

	“Nothing really,” he admitted. “Just not really willing to waste money on it. I’m saving for a house, and it seemed like a frivolous item that I didn’t need to be spending it on.”

	I could understand that.

	“That’s why I’m stealing my brother’s account,” I admitted. “Though sometimes I do give him money or tacos or something in exchange.”

	He grinned at that, then started gathering our trash.

	“My computer’s right there on the coffee table.” He gestured in the direction of the couch with his head. “I’ll get this cleaned up and go grab the blanket off my bed for you. What are you wanting to watch?”

	I made my way over to the couch, bringing the sweatshirt up to my nose and surreptitiously smelling it before falling into the sofa.

	I glanced over my shoulder to see Dax bent over picking something up off the ground, his sweatpants cupping his tight ass like a glove.

	I groaned as I leaned over and grabbed his laptop.

	“What’s the passcode?” I asked, feeling my stomach tighten.

	“0004,” he answered.

	I typed that in and was immediately signed into his laptop.

	I blinked at the show that was pulled up.

	“What is this?” I asked him, holding the laptop up for him to see.

	I heard a drawer slammed closed, and then him throwing stuff into the trash.

	Moments later he was leaning over the back of the couch, both of his large hands on either side of my head.

	“Umm,” he said. “I think that I started watching a scary movie the other day. But I never really got started on it before I got too tired to finish it.”

	I clicked on it, then read the synopsis for it.

	“The Conjuring?” I asked him.

	He shrugged then disappeared from behind me.

	Moments later he was back with a white duvet cover.

	He tossed it at me, and I was immediately enveloped into a cocoon of Dax.

	This time, I did moan.

	Not only was it warm, but it blissfully smelled of him.

	He laughed and rearranged the covers so that it was around me, but not covering my head.

	Then he disappeared again.

	I started the scary movie back from the beginning, then became entranced.

	“We’re watching this?”

	He came back into the room shaking his hands free of water, then started flicking out lights.

	“Yes,” I said. “I can handle it.”

	He shrugged and plopped down onto the couch in between the arm and the cushion that I was sitting on.

	The movement caused me to lean slightly into him, and I felt my breath catch.

	He moved so that his long legs were propped up on the ottoman and then took the laptop from me, placing it on his outstretched legs and then moving slightly.

	“Scoot closer,” he ordered.

	I did, leaving about six inches of space between us.

	The movie continued playing and there was whispering, causing me to lean forward.

	He caught me by the hip and tugged me closer, until I was plastered up against his body.

	“Better,” he said. “This is as loud as it gets, sorry.”

	I wasn’t sorry.

	How the hell could I be sorry when the man’s body was like a massive heater and I was pressed up against the man that’d been the star of my dreams over the last few weeks?

	I tried not to allow my mind to get away from me, and instead once again focused on the movie.

	“This movie is fucked up,” he rumbled.

	I agreed wholeheartedly.

	Minutes later, in the movie, the kids were playing a clap game.

	The game was simple. The mom had a blindfold on, and the kids clapped from various places in the house as she tried to find them with her blindfold on.

	“That’s cute,” I said.

	He grunted something unintelligible.

	“What was that?” I snickered.

	“This is going to come back and bite her in the ass,” he said. “I just know it.”

	I had a feeling he was right.

	And that was proved correct a while later when, late at night, the mother heard clapping.

	Thinking that it was the kids playing, she followed the sound to the basement.

	“My kids were down there,” he said. “I’d call for them to stop fucking around and go to their rooms. No way in hell would I go down there.”

	I snickered at his comment.

	“You’re telling me you wouldn’t go down there?” I teased, knocking into him playfully with my shoulder.

	His face turned so that he could study me.

	I quit breathing.

	“I’m telling you that I would’ve gotten the fuck out of that house at the first sign of something fucked up being there,” he told me. “Her going down into that basement would’ve never been a possibility. I protect what’s mine.”

	I protect what’s mine.

	Oh, boy.

	He tapped my nose with his finger, then turned back to the screen.

	“See,” he said. “I’d lock their asses in, too.”

	I watched as the mom on the screen threatened to lock whoever was in the basement in, then gasped and jumped as the door slammed in her face.

	Seconds later she was tumbling down the stairs.

	The big man next to me tensed.

	“Fucking hell,” he said when she finally landed.

	A ball came rolling across the floor after that, and I moved closer to Dax.

	He pulled up his arm and tucked me in tighter to his chest, his hand going to my shoulder and squeezing it lightly.

	Comforted in his arms, I nearly missed the next thing that happened as the mom ran up the stairs.

	Seconds later the light burst and the screen was plunged into darkness.

	“Fuck,” I breathed, legs tensing.

	Dax was still fairly relaxed next to me.

	That was until a few scenes later when she lit up a match and started shining it around.

	“She’s gonna see a fucking face,” he said.

	The match went out.

	She lit another one.

	That match went out.

	She lit yet another one.

	That’s when there was a loud clap that nearly sent me straight off of the couch.

	I screamed and covered my face, completely missing the rest of the scene as I covered my head and prayed for it to end.

	“It’s over,” Dax whispered.

	I lifted the blanket from my head where it was tucked into Dax’s shoulder, then looked at the screen.

	“I’m going to have nightmares,” I informed him.

	He chuckled then.

	“If you do, I’ll come sleep with you and make sure nothing touches your foot that’s hanging off the—” I slapped my hand over his mouth so he couldn’t finish that sentence.

	“Don’t you fucking dare,” I growled.

	His lips turned up into a smile against my hand.

	I pulled it away before I could allow my fingers to explore his lips, then turned my face back to the screen.

	I didn’t move out of his hold, though.

	I stayed exactly where I was, head on his chest.

	He’d moved the laptop to the outside of his thigh so he could see but didn’t make a move to dislodge me in any way.

	I felt things inside of me start to flutter with excitement at how close I was.

	The movie played away, and each time that I got scared, his arm would squeeze around me tighter.

	It was at the point that the end was near that I realized that his hand was resting perilously close to my goods.

	Not that he knew that since the blanket was wrapped around me still.

	But I could feel the heat of his hand as it pressed against my mons.

	I licked my lips and tried not to breathe. Because if I breathed, it might dislodge his hand, and I really wanted his hand where it was.

	Any moment he was going to move it because the movie was over.

	Any minute…

	“Hey,” I croaked. “There’s a Conjuring Two!”

	Why did I sound so excited to get the shit scared out of me again?

	Because anything, even being scared out of my mind, was preferable to leaving his arms.

	Anything.

	By the end of the movie, I was so scared that I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I wouldn’t be getting a wink of sleep.

	Dax, being the sweet man that he was, walked me over to my door and waited until I walked inside.

	When I had the door open, I turned in the opening and surveyed him.

	His eyes were sleepy again. But his hair was no longer a mess. At some point during our night, he’d gone into the bathroom and had come back out with it combed into a semblance of control.

	“Thanks for the dinner and the company,” he said, his eyes going soft. “Today was… bad.”

	Bad.

	That one word summed up the death of eight people perfectly.

	It had been bad.

	Really bad.

	And without the quick thinking of the SWAT team and them helping clear the mass casualty car wreck, additional wrecks were avoided.

	My hand curled into a fist as I stared at the man’s worn face.

	Even tired, he was sexy as hell.

	“You’re welcome,” I said, a small smile kicking up the corners of my lips. “I…I wasn’t sure that you were going to want me there tonight. But I’m glad that you did.”

	He brought his hand up and trailed the knuckles of one huge hand down the apple of my cheek.

	Then he was gone, leaving me watching him go.

	***

	I went to bed in his sweatshirt.

	I woke up with it pulled up to my face and inhaling his scent.

	The darkness was still in full force, so I knew that it wasn’t time to get up yet.

	So what had woken me?

	It took me a long minute to orient myself, and when I did, I realized that I could hear singing coming from the window that led outside to the shared back yard of Dax and me.

	Curious now, I got up and made my way to the window, barely parting the blinds in order to see out.

	I saw the flickering of a candle, or a flame of some sort, before it’d flick out.

	Over and over and over again.

	That curiosity got the better of me and I exited my bedroom and went out to the living room that would lead to the back yard.

	Stopping at the door that I’d yet to get blinds or curtains on, I looked out.

	I could see the flame now, but not from the same direction.

	But it was so dark outside that there was no light at all.

	Meaning when I went outside, I hoped that it was Dax in the shadows and not some random man.

	Turning the lock and stepping out without much thought to what I was wearing or what I was doing, I wasn’t surprised to hear the singing abruptly stop.

	“Shit, did I wake you?” Dax’s rough voice said.

	The tendrils of excitement at seeing Dax again started to seep through me.

	“No,” I lied, my eyes going to the Citronella candle at his side. “I was already awake. Those nightmares are intense.”

	He snorted. “You’re such a liar.”

	I shrugged. “Well, I would like to point out that you’re right outside my window. It was inevitable, and I think that you know that.”

	He paused as if he considered lying.

	Then laughed softly. “Maybe I did.”

	I walked over to the bench that Dax was sitting on and gestured for him to scoot over.

	He did, opening up a spot big enough for me to park my ass on it. Barely.

	I sat down and immediately felt a jolt of shock leech into me as my ass met the cold metal.

	“Woo,” I said, standing back up. “That’s fucking cold.”

	He chuckled and said,  “That’s why I changed into my jeans before coming out here. It really cools down at night.” With that, he moved to the spot I’d just vacated, then gestured for me to take his previous seat.

	I did, then pulled my knees up to my chest and tucked them underneath the sweatshirt.

	“I see you’re still wearing my sweatshirt,” he commented, his voice hypnotizing.

	I licked my lips and contemplated how to answer him.

	“I… it smelled good. And it was comforting after watching both of those scary movies,” I admitted.

	He didn’t say anything for a really long time. So long that I started to feel jittery.

	“I…”

	Before I could even finish my thought, he was on me.

	His mouth was on mine, and I was suddenly in his lap, my mouth on his.

	I wasn’t sure who really made the first move. Him or me.

	But I didn’t second-guess myself. I just went with it, because there was nothing more in the world that I wanted to do right now but kiss the man that I couldn’t stop thinking about.

	His thighs felt like rock hard slabs of cement underneath my fleshy ass, and I shifted on him so that I could get more comfortable. Which also put me into very close contact with his cock.

	He growled into my mouth when I wiggled, rubbing my butt along it.

	“Going too fast. Slow,” he ordered, stilling my hips.

	I didn’t want to go slow. In fact, I wanted to speed right into stripping down to nothing, ordering him to do the same, and jumping on his cock.

	I obviously conveyed that wordlessly because he crooned at me.

	“I know,” he muttered. “But fuck, I’ve been wanting that sweet ass for a while now. It’s the best kind of torture, waiting on you.”

	I was already opening my mouth to disagree with him when he said what he said next.

	“I know you’re ready.” He pressed his lips to mine. “But I want to make sure that you’re seeing me when I’m with you, and not…”

	I shut him up with my hand over his mouth.

	“It’s not been Theo that I’ve been thinking about this last week,” I told him bluntly. “When I touch my head, I think about that cute Anna hat you gave me. When I touch my hand, I thought about how you held it while you were getting a tattoo. When I use my vibrator, it’s definitely been your cock that’s inside me. Not some piece of plastic. Not some other man’s. Yours.”

	His growl reverberated against my chest.

	Then, without another word, I was up and moving toward the door.

	He had his hands on my ass, and he was carrying me as if I weighed nothing more than a feather.

	I gasped at the sudden movement, my arms going around his neck and my legs hooking around his hips.

	He snatched the handle of the door up with a quick move that only had his hand off my ass for a half a second, then we were inside.

	I could see a small light coming from the direction of his bedroom, and he followed the illumination taking long, fast steps.

	“Shit,” he said when his foot slammed into something solid.

	He stopped, cursed, then tightened his hand on my ass.

	“Put me down,” I ordered.

	He ignored me and hobbled toward the light, the area getting brighter and brighter until he was standing in his bedroom.

	The light was from the closet, and it was bright enough for me to see the burning desire in his eyes as he laid me down onto the bed.

	He followed me down, his hands clenching into fists and pushing into the bed on either side of my head.

	I wiggled, unable to help myself, and felt him as well as saw him chuckle.

	“Not rushing this,” he growled. “I’m taking my sweet time.”

	Sweet time? That wasn’t something that I needed. I needed his cock inside me. I needed to come. I needed to watch him come. All in that order.

	What I did not need was him teasing…

	He trailed his mouth down my collarbone, pulling the sweatshirt down out of the way in order to do so.

	My breath hitched.

	“So impatient,” he murmured, moving lower and lower down the length of my body.

	When his mouth came to where my belly button would be, he paused, then slowly lifted the material of his sweatshirt until my belly was exposed.

	He went absolutely still at the sight.

	“That’s sexy as fuck,” he said. “Why that?”

	I looked down the length of my body.

	“A lot of people I care about are officers,” I said.

	The tattoo under his close scrutiny was a black heart with a blue solid line through it. A thin blue line representing my love for the officers in my life, and even those all over the world.

	“You didn’t tell me you had this tattoo when I got mine,” he said.

	I hadn’t.

	Honestly, I wanted him to find it on his own. I wanted him to see it and think, holy shit, we’re meant to be.

	His tattoo was a black star in the spot that I’d cleared of hair during my show and tell with Theo at my apartment. And bisecting the star was a thin blue line almost identical to the one that I’d gotten.

	“I didn’t.” I paused. “I kind of wanted you to find it yourself,” I admitted. “And I thought it was kind of funny since you jokingly went to a tattoo artist and got a tattoo as your ‘I have something to do in San Antonio.’”

	He moved forward and pressed his lips to my tattoo. Then moved farther down.

	“I wanted to go with you,” he admitted. “I wanted an excuse. It worked, didn’t it?”

	It had.

	“Yep,” I gasped, loving how his lips were now trailing over the length of the band on my underwear.

	I was so fucking happy that I’d decided to wear my boy shorts underwear to bed.

	I’d even gone as far as to change into them once I’d gotten home from his place.

	“I’ve dreamed about what you’d taste like,” he murmured, pressing soft, open-mouthed kisses on my lower belly. “If you’d taste sweet like cotton candy. Or like a tart apple, so juicy and…”

	I practically lifted myself off the bed to place my mons against him.

	“You’re wicked,” I found myself saying. “So. Wicked.”

	There was no other way to describe it.

	He made slow, sweet love to my mouth first, coming back up to me just long enough to claim a kiss. He followed that kiss up with a bite of my nipple through the fabric of his sweatshirt.

	I bit my lip when he finally made it to the apex of my thighs, skimming his mouth over the lips of my sex through the boy shorts. 

	He pulled my underwear to the side then began to feast on me. “Do you think,” he said. “That I’ll be able to stop?”

	Stop? Why would he stop?

	“What?” I asked. “Why?”

	He chuckled. “Because I want to fuck you, too. Not just eat you.”

	I had zero complaints in that department. In fact, if he wanted to spend the rest of his life between my legs, I’d be a very willing participant.

	His mouth trailed down the length of my thighs, up and down. Soft and smooth.

	Then he began to slide my panties down the length of my thighs, taking his sweet time and torturing me as he did it.

	When they finally slipped free of my feet, he fisted my panties in his hand, then moved his shoulders between my thighs, spreading them so wide that I felt the lips of my sex part.

	His eyes took me in, moving all over, making me squirm.

	He moved down then, his mouth slowly descending, nothing in his way this time.

	And oh my gosh. He really was good at the torture thing.

	“Did they teach you torture tactics in the military?” I asked. “Because if this is how good you are at this, I can only imagine how it would be for someone you don’t like.”

	He chuckled darkly, then took a long swipe of my pussy.

	My thighs accidentally clenched his head, causing that dark chuckle to sweep over my clit.

	“I don’t torture just anybody with this,” he teased. “You get the special treatment.”

	I moaned when he took another swipe, this time licking my clit.

	“You taste so sweet.” He blew on my clit. “Knew it’d be like cotton candy.”

	I closed my eyes and tried hard not to come too fast, but it was useless. I was hot for the man. He could be looking at me fully clothed and in a room full of people, and I’d be more than ready.

	With him between my thighs and licking my clit? Yeah, there was no point in holding back. 

	“Gonna come,” I whispered breathlessly. “Your tongue is a… is a…”

	He sucked my clit into his mouth just as he sank two fingers into me, and I was lost.

	My back bowed off the bed, and my head turned.

	I bit down on the pillow that was beside my face, gritting my teeth hard as I tried not to blow both of our eardrums out.

	“You’re fucking beautiful when you come,” he rumbled, giving my pussy luxurious laps.

	I didn’t know about that. I’d never seen myself come. But I had seen myself crying, and I wasn’t a pretty crier. And shit, but the man had me on the verge of tears.

	“I haven’t had an orgasm like that ever,” I informed him. “I… Dax… I’m not very experienced with the art of sex, but what you just gave me was something that I could’ve never imagined was possible.”

	His eyes were intense as he slowly stood and started to unbuckle his belt.

	The next thing to open were his pants.

	He pushed both his jeans and his underwear down, leaving him completely nude.

	When I went to take the sweatshirt he’d given me off, he grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Leave it on, but pull it up so I can see your tits.”

	Eyes locked on his, he finally let go of my hand, and I brought it up to do exactly what he asked of me.

	“Good.” His eyes dipped down, taking in my breasts. My turgid nipples were straining to be in his mouth.

	His hand came up and he circled one pebbled nipple with a single finger, watching my eyes as he did.

	My mouth parted, and he grinned.

	“I have two condoms,” he said. “They’re in my truck, though.”

	I blinked.

	“Your truck?” I asked. “Why not in your wallet?”

	He shrugged. “I didn’t think it was very safe to leave them in my wallet.”

	That was true. I’d always wondered much the same.

	“Hold that thought, baby,” he said as he got up. “I’m going to…”

	I was shaking my head and clenching onto his fist so he wouldn’t leave.

	“I’m on birth control,” I told him. “The shot. I’m protected from a baby. I had my yearly exam and blood ran a few weeks ago. I’m… clean.”

	His eyes stayed on mine, and I couldn’t help myself.

	I had to look down his body to see. And there it was. Thick and proud, so fucking hard that it was sticking out straight in front of him.

	I itched to reach out and wrap my hand around it.

	I had little doubt that I couldn’t even close my fingers around him.

	I bit my lip, worried now.

	My last sexual encounter had been at seventeen in a car. I mean, I had vibrators throughout my life, but Jesus, they weren’t anywhere near as big as Dax’s cock was.

	“I’m clean,” he said. “I don’t ever do anything without a condom, and even then I just got checked out because the department demanded we do yearly physicals for insurance purposes.”

	I spread my thighs wide, and he took it as the invitation that it was.

	Putting one knee on the bed, he bent down, his hands planted on either side of my head.

	Slowly he lowered himself over my body, his cock resting heavily on my belly now.

	“Has anybody ever told you that you have a massive cock?” I blurted out, looking down the length of my body at the big beast.

	“No,” he said. “But I’ve seen myself compared to other guys. I’m aware that it’s big.”

	I’m aware that it’s big.

	That was a crock of shit.

	He had to know he was on the larger side of massive.

	But, now that I thought about it, it was no surprise. The man was built like Thor. There’s no way a man of his size would be packing a baby pecker.

	“It’s big,” I told him. “And I haven’t had sex in a while…”

	“How long is a while?” he wondered.

	Should I tell him?

	Mentally shrugging, I said, “Since I was seventeen.”

	His eyes widened at that.

	“Seventeen?” he retorted, his voice dark, possessive, and incredulous.

	I shrugged. “I wasn’t all that impressed with it. And the last couple of years, school has been my entire life. I haven’t had time to do anything more than study, go to school, and sometimes eat.”

	He lifted one hand from the bed and brought it up the length of my thigh. When he got to my hip he pulled up, urging me to my belly.

	I rolled, going onto my hands and knees.

	His growl of desire made me spread my legs wider, pushing my backside against him.

	I felt him position himself at my entrance, and closed my eyes and breathed out, trusting that he wouldn’t hurt me.

	He notched the head at my entrance, then slowly started to push inside.

	“Shit, you’re tight,” he murmured. “Your pussy is hugging my tip so tightly that I almost don’t want to push inside of you anymore.”

	I snorted and looked at him over my shoulder.

	“You better stick that monster all the way inside of me or I’m going to make you,” I ordered.

	His eyes went from where we were partially connected to my face.

	“How will you do that?” he asked.

	I pushed back onto him, taking another inch inside of my body, and nearly laughed when I saw his eyes close and a look of rapture steal over him.

	“Shit, baby,” he growled. “Shit.”

	I pulled away, stopping when my entrance was just kissing his cock, then pushed backward.

	He squeezed my hips, this time being the one to push me away before pulling back.

	We did this quite a few times, not stopping until he was fully inside.

	I was panting and seeing double, sure, but having his cock inside me stretching me to capacity? I’d take the bad just so I could have his good.

	“Sweet Jesus,” he rumbled. “Why do you feel so fucking tight?”

	Why did I feel so tight? Because it’d been a really long time, and ol’ pencil dick Martin, who I’d slept with, hadn’t been big enough to stretch me open.

	I had crayons bigger than his cock.

	Hell, even my vibrators that were only supposed to be discreet and pocket-sized were bigger than my first and only sexual encounter was.

	“Because I don’t sleep around, and the vibrators I use are those little bullet ones that get pressed inside of you. But they’re small. About the size of a double-A battery.”

	His hands loosened on my hips as I spoke, slowly rocking his hips back and forth, side to side.

	I bit my lip, but the moan still sounded in my throat.

	“Why aren’t you moving?” I rasped.

	He squeezed my hips. “Patience. I’m enjoying my torture.”

	I snickered, dropping down onto my elbows and then farther so that my face was plastered into the mattress.

	The new position made him slip even deeper, as well as hit a spot inside of me that felt like the next becoming.

	“Oh, God,” he growled. “Forget me torturing you. You’re the one doing it to me.”

	There wasn’t much talking after that.

	Instead, he put his talented cock to work and started fucking me. Slowly and surely.

	At one point he reached down and touched his cock with two fingers, swiping the juices off of his shaft.

	“Sweet,” he murmured.

	I closed my eyes and felt his cock twitch.

	He liked the taste of me.

	“I can’t do it anymore,” he murmured, his hands moving from my hips to my ribcage. “Hold on.”

	I didn’t know what he meant.

	Not until he pulled back and thrust forward so hard that I moved six inches up the bed.

	“God.”

	I loved hearing his voice rough. Loved it even more that I was the cause of that voice.

	He thrust again. And again. And again.

	The sound of our flesh slapping together only served to get me hotter and send me higher.

	Until everything just… stopped.

	One second I was reveling in his thrusts, and the next he was pulling out, flipping me over with such a suddenness that I squawked, and then ramming back home.

	This time so that he could see my face.

	The intense emotions I saw there were nothing less than beautiful.

	“I was close,” he said. “But I want you to go first.”

	He ground his pelvis into me, causing my clit to jerk in reaction.

	The squeeze of my vagina around his cock let him know that I liked it, so he did it again.

	His grin was wicked when he pulled back and shoved forward.

	My mouth parted, and I could feel the orgasm getting closer and closer.

	And then he closed his eyes.

	Losing that connection of his intense gaze, I closed mine, too, concentrating on what was going on between my thighs and how good he was making me feel.

	Then it happened.

	The feeling was at the pinnacle, teetering over the edge.

	Then I felt his fingers pinch down hard on one of my nipples.

	And I lost it.

	I soared so high and fast that I didn’t know what to do but hold on for the ride.

	I heard him grunt at the way I pulsed around him, and then I felt him jerk inside of me.

	Seconds later his thrusts stilled, and I reluctantly opened my eyes to see his still closed.

	“God,” he muttered, eyes finally opening. “What you do to me.”

	I lifted my hand and placed it over his heart.

	It was beating so hard and fast that I knew he was tired.

	But God, I still wanted him.

	Something in which he read in my face.

	“I’m fairly sure that I’d love to do that again,” he murmured. “But I have to be up in three hours for work, and I should at least get some sleep.”

	I reluctantly agreed.

	When I came back out of his bathroom, my panties were nowhere to be seen, and Dax was in bed with the covers pulled up to his chest.

	He watched me walk toward him with an intense look on his face.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	He didn’t answer, only studied me in his sweatshirt and nothing else.

	“I’m thinking that I’m never getting that sweatshirt back.”

	I snickered. “No, you’re not.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11 

	Keep it up and you’ll be fertilizing my vegetable garden.

	-Rowen to Derek

	Rowen 

	“I’m not sure how to do this drop-off thing,” I said to my boss and new friend. “Are you sure I’m qualified to do it?”

	Jenny looked over at me with amusement.

	“I don’t think anybody knows how to do the school drop-off thing,” she admitted. “Honestly, everybody runs around like chickens with their heads cut off.”

	That wasn’t the news I was looking to hear.

	“Okay.” I squinted at the four older children staring at me with small smiles on their faces. “Let’s do this.”

	Jenny had a court case to get to and Junior, the baby, was home sick with Clancy. Leaving me to take their kids to school.

	Sure, I didn’t have to or anything, but I’d volunteered anyway.

	I was a nice person like that.

	“Let’s do this.” I clapped. “Jenny, keys?”

	She tossed her entire purse to me.

	I caught it with a grunt, surprised at how heavy it was.

	“What do you have in here? Bricks?” I teased.

	She looked at me with amusement on her face. “I have five kids. I have everything but the kitchen sink in there.”

	She did.

	I’d dug past a Lunchable, a full-sized flashlight and a tub of Vaseline before I got to the keys.

	Once they were in my hands, I led her four eldest children outside.

	When they were all in, I got in myself, and felt like I was in a boat.

	“This is big,” I announced.

	“It’s a van,” the younger version of Jenny said from her seat beside me. “Not a boat. Exactly like your car. No wider or longer.”

	I’d have to agree to disagree. When I was in my car I felt like I could fit anywhere. Sitting here behind this beast, I felt like there was too much space. Like I could host a rave inside of the cab.

	“Everybody buckled?” I asked, turning to look at the other three in the back.

	Jenny’s twins both nodded. Twin boys that looked exactly like their daddy. 

	The one in the very back was impatiently waiting with his arms crossed over his chest.

	Turning back around, I put the van into reverse and backed out.

	“Hey, I can see everything.” I pointed at the backup camera.

	“Look at this,” Caley said. Then she pressed a few buttons and I could all of a sudden see everything that was surrounding the car.

	“Oh, cool,” I breathed.

	“We’re going to be late,” the surly pre-teen muttered.

	Realizing that the kid was right, I pulled forward then went farther into the road and started the short drive to school.

	“Mom usually takes the back way,” Caley said, pointing. “But if you want, you can go the front way like Dad goes. He swears it’s faster, even though there’s always more traffic this way.”

	Since I only knew the one way—the front way—I did what I intended to do and started toward the school. The closer I got to the school zone, the worse the traffic got.

	Stopping at the stop sign that was the first obstacle that would lead to the school, I waited. Then waited some more for the car in front of me to pull out.

	“Jesus Christ!” Caley popped in. “Fucking pull out!”

	I looked over at the girl with surprise in my eyes.

	“Ummm,” I said. “We should probably watch your language.”

	She waved my concern away. “Mom lets us cuss. As long as it’s in the car or at home. We’re not allowed to do it in public, though. Especially not around Grandma.”

	That came from the young twin in the seat behind me.

	I glanced at him in my rearview mirror, then turned my eyes back to the road.

	“Interesting,” I said, still waiting for the moron in front of me to pull out.

	“Go,” I said. “Go. Go. Go. Go.”

	After his fourth missed attempt, I started to creep forward.

	Then I just started getting pissed.

	“Listen, dude,” I said to the car. “These people are going twenty. You can pull out in front of them. Go.”

	Still the car didn’t go.

	Suddenly a truck horn sounded from behind me and the car finally decided to go, realizing that he was holding up the line.

	“I think he was shaving,” Caley said. “I can’t be certain, but that’s what it looked like to me.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Idiot,” I growled.

	Now I could see why Clancy had been frazzled when he’d come back from school drop-off.

	“Just wait, it gets better,” Caley continued.

	It did get ‘better.’

	But not in the way that she meant.

	The highlight of my entire drop-off experience was seeing Dax, full SWAT gear, directing traffic.

	“Ho, boy,” I said to the teenager at my side.

	The fourteen-year-old said, “Hubba, hubba!”

	I snickered and looked my fill of the man.

	Dax had his hands up. One was raised in the air, his palm flat, directed at the line of traffic. The other was waving the little kids across that were all of four at most.

	“Aren’t they a little young to be walking to school?” I wondered.

	Caley shrugged. “Yes.”

	I watched, flabbergasted, as two young kids much younger than the two in the car with me crossed the street. One stopped to hug Dax’s leg, and he patted the kid’s head before he urged her on her way.

	“He’s here a lot,” Caley said. “Do you know him?”

	I was already nodding. “I do.”

	“Have you slept with him?” she asked.

	I nearly choked on my spit.

	“Caley!” I cried. “You can’t ask people questions like that!”

	Caley shrugged, unrepentant.

	“It was just a question,” she pointed out.

	It was just a question. An invasive one at that.

	“There’s your turn.” Caley pointed.

	I saw it and began to creep forward as the school’s drop-off line moved at the speed of a snail.

	“I can see why your father was having problems the other day when he came into the office.”

	The traffic was moving until we got to the actual line to enter the elementary school.

	I was at least thirty cars back, and the line wasn’t even moving.

	Growling in frustration, knowing that I had to be somewhere in thirty minutes, I worried that I wasn’t going to make it.

	“It looks like it’s going to take a long time, but it’s not,” Caley said. “Instead of dropping me off with the other kids, I can get out at the crosswalk. I have band first period and it’s a shorter walk if I get dropped off there.”

	Doing as she asked, she quickly bailed out of the van.

	I watched as she got out so quickly that she nearly tumbled over her own two feet as she swung her backpack over her shoulders.

	The next thing I had to conquer was the drop-off line.

	“Ready?” I called back to the kids.

	“Yes!” all of them said, tones bored and even.

	I snorted and reached back, closing the video monitor.

	“Aww, come on! That was the best part!”

	Snickering at the twin’s comment, I slowly crept forward.

	“Get out already,” I urged the young girl that was about Caley’s age getting out and taking her sweet ass time.

	“What the absolute fuck?” the eight-year-old from the back seat said. “This is a goddamn drop-off zone. Not a kiss your fucking kid zone.”

	I blinked, then looked into the rearview mirror.

	“Umm, Beanie-Weanie. Let’s not call them fucking kids, okay?”

	“Why?” Beal, the eight-year-old, asked. “Mom and Dad say it all the time.”

	“Well,” I hesitated. “What if the teachers heard you?”

	“The teachers can kiss my ass,” Beal said.

	I would not laugh. I would not laugh.

	I loved these kids.

	I hadn’t known them for long, but seriously, they were the greatest.

	The teachers could kiss my ass. Jesus Christ, it was inappropriate to laugh!

	Before I could say another word, they were climbing out of their seats and bolting out the door before I could say goodbye.

	“Have a good day,” the teacher who’d opened their door said.

	I waved and crept the minivan back into traffic, vowing to myself that if I ever had kids, they’d be riding the freakin’ bus.

	The drop-off/pickup thing was extremely sucky.

	The only highlight of my morning was seeing Dax again.

	He didn’t see me drive by since I was in the minivan, but I did slow down long enough to roll the window all the way down and whistle at him.

	His head whipped around, and an annoyed look crossed his face until he realized who’d done it.

	Cracking up at Dax’s wicked grin, I waved and continued back to the office.

	Once there, I told Jenny that she could fire me if she wanted. And that there was no way in hell I would ever go to another drop-off for the rest of my life.

	***

	Dax and I met at a restaurant when he got off work later that evening.

	He was grinning as soon as he walked through the door.

	“What’s that look for?” I asked curiously as he made his way inside.

	“That look is because I’m happy to see you,” he told me. “I like the hat.”

	The hat I was wearing today was a cowboy hat. Jenny and Clancy’s daughter, Caley, had given it to me.

	“They got it at Disney World,” I told him. “She said she didn’t wear it anymore, then put it on my head. It’s a wee bit tight but other than that I think it’s adorable.”

	He took the seat across from me and gestured at my plate.

	“Did you eat without me?” he asked.

	I shook my head. “No, just got here, actually. My dad happened to be here when I got here, so I sat down with him and waited until he was finished eating. He left about ten minutes ago, but they haven’t been by to pick up the trash.”

	He stood up and offered me his hand. “Let’s go to a booth then. They’re more comfortable, and there’s a wall to my back.”

	“My dad was exactly like that, too,” I told him. “But that was the only table available. So he was forced to take it.”

	It was as we were getting seated and comfortable that I happened to look over and see Dax’s ex-girlfriend two tables over eating pizza with a fork.

	“Ex-girlfriend, two o’clock,” I murmured, keeping my eyes averted.

	Dax didn’t even pretend to see the move for what it was.

	They didn’t look the least bit comfortable in the joint.

	The restaurant we were at served bar food and beer. They didn’t even have a wine list or hard liquor.

	And Rachelle and her husband were definitely wine drinkers. I had a friend that frequented wineries, and it had come up in conversation that it was rare that Rachelle and her husband didn’t show up every Friday night.

	“Great,” Dax supplied. “This is just perfect. Get off a long ass shift, sweaty as hell, wanting to see my girl, and then I have to see her? That’s just cruel and unusual punishment.”

	I didn’t know what to say to that.

	“I saw her today at the precinct. Also saw her when she walked across the crosswalk to take her nephew to school. That’s why I scowled at you at first when you’d whistled. I thought it was her,” he said.

	I made a gagging sound.

	“When was the last time you saw her before that?” I asked.

	“I think I saw her at the grocery store last week,” he answered. “But that was only in passing. She came through the doors as I was exiting them. She gave me a smile, and I ignored it and walked to my bike.”

	I nodded, taking a surreptitious glance in Rachelle’s direction.

	Only, I froze when I caught her glare and stayed there.

	“I bet she’d stab me in the eye with her fork if she could get away with it,” I mused.

	“She’d have to go through me first, and I would never let that happen.”

	I felt all warm and gooey inside due to his words.

	“That was very sweet of you,” I told him. “I like that I’d have you on my side.”

	He rolled his eyes and ran his fingers over the length of my forearm, making me squirm until the waitress finally came over with a couple of waters and a basket of bread.

	“What can I get y’all to drink?” the waitress asked.

	I gave her my drink order, followed shortly by Dax ordering a beer.

	When she was gone, I looked back over at Dax again.

	“It was really sweet watching you get those kids across the street,” I told him. “Do you do that every day?”

	He nodded. “Most days. There are some days that I have to miss due to SWAT calls or training, but mostly that’s my every single morning spot. I took it upon myself to start doing it. After running a speeder down a couple of weeks ago, and witnessing him nearly hitting a kid, I decided right then and there that it had to be fixed.”

	“It did,” I agreed. “Have you ever given a family member a ticket before?”

	Dax let go of my hand, and I leaned back in my chair in just enough time that the waitress could set our drinks down.

	“Anything to eat?” she asked.

	Dax rattled off his order, and I placed an order for a grilled chicken salad.

	“Grilled chicken salad? I’ve never seen you eat a salad before,” he told me.

	I shrugged. “Sometimes I need a change of pace from the bad food. I like to shock my system every once in a while by feeding it good, healthy food.”

	He took a sip of his beer, and I nearly leaned forward so that I could wipe the foam from his beer off of his mustache.

	He did it for me, though, and I’ve never been so jealous of another person’s hand in my life.

	“What are you looking at?” He smiled.

	I tapped my upper lip with one finger and said, “You had a beer mustache, and I was contemplating wiping it away with my fingers before you did it yourself.”

	He watched me, then picked up his beer, leaving another mustache.

	“Now you can take care of it.”

	Dinner was pleasant despite Rachelle and her man’s attendance.

	Speaking of, I saw her stand up and excuse herself.

	As she stood, her eyes caught mine once again, and she stared. Dax’s arm was lying casually on top of the table where he gripped my small hand in his big one.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	I gestured toward Rachelle who was getting closer and closer to us.

	“Maybe she’ll just go to the bathroom,” I told him hopefully.

	Dax grunted out a ‘Yeah right’ and took another sip of his beer.

	I leaned over and wiped it free before bringing my wet index finger to my mouth and sucking it clean.

	Dax hissed.

	“Keep that up and we’ll be going to the bedroom and not anywhere else,” he murmured. “Not to mention I’ve already been thinking of my cock inside of you—”

	Dax was interrupted by Rachelle clearing her throat.

	“Can I help you?” I asked, trying not to sound as bitchy as I felt.

	Rachelle grimaced and turned to regard Dax.

	Then she pulled something out of her large satchel and handed it to him.

	It was a calendar. The calendar.

	“How did you get this?” Dax asked suspiciously. “I don’t even have one.”

	“I work for the city,” she said. “All of your boxes of calendars were delivered there. Can you sign the picture? I want to send it to my mother.”

	Dax shook his head and handed it back.

	“No, thank you. Maybe another time, but I doubt it. But I’m out on a date right now with my girl.” He sounded as if he was trying to control his anger.

	I didn’t blame him.

	It took nerve for a woman that fucked a man’s life up so thoroughly to ask for a favor.

	“It won’t take but a minute…” Rachelle said. “I…”

	“I said no,” Dax said. “And honestly, I probably wouldn’t have signed it even if I wasn’t out on a date with Rowen.”

	I choked on my gulp of tea and spit all over the table in my haste to draw a breath.

	Dax looked at me with concern.

	But I was busy looking over Rachelle’s shoulder, seeing her husband barreling down on us.

	“Um.” I gestured with my head. “Your husband looks kind of pissed. You might want to run along now.”

	Rachelle frowned hard but didn’t bother turning around to watch her husband stalk this way. 

	“What the hell happened to your hair, freak?” Rachelle hissed.

	That was when I realized that, during my coughing fit, I’d knocked my hat off.

	“I decided to shave it because I was getting too hot,” I lied.

	Rachelle sneered. “Well it looks terrible. Just sayin’.”

	Dax got up then and moved in such a way that it pushed Rachelle away from the table and also kept her from getting too close to me.

	I wasn’t sure what he thought she was going to do, but he was preparing for it nonetheless.

	Then the husband finally arrived, and he looked pissed.

	“What’s going on over here?” he snapped.

	“Listen, Gary…” Dax started.

	“It’s Jerry, not Gary,” Jerry not Gary snapped. “Rachelle, let’s go. I didn’t realize you needed to talk to him for more than five seconds to get him to sign the damn book. You know that we don’t need this. I can afford to take us on vacation.”

	“What are you talking about?” Dax asked, sounding confused.

	Hell, I was confused, too.

	“Let’s leave,” Jerry ordered, grabbing Rachelle by the arm and hauling her away.

	That was about when the waitress showed up with a refill on our drinks.

	“Love your calendar,” she said. “Where can I get me one of those? I’d for sure love the chance to win five grand. Enough of you come into the diner that I could likely get all of your autographs without having to leave the comfort of my own business.”

	“Autographs?” I asked.

	“People that get all twelve months signed by the SWAT cops posing get entered into a raffle to win five thousand dollars and a trip to Cabo,” the waitress said. “I’ve heard that it’s legit, too. The mayor is the one funding it.”

	All I could do was shake my head.

	“Thank you for the drink,” I said, sounding odd.

	When she did finally leave, Dax was looking at me with worry.

	“This is about to get bad,” he pointed out.

	Yes, yes it was.

	 

	


Chapter 12

	Evidently I always manage to take the path that has the most shit to trip over.

	-Dax’s secret thoughts

	Dax

	I watched as Rowen fairly launched herself at an older man that was just as tattooed as me.

	Though, he didn’t bother to cover them up anymore.

	“Uncle Michael!” Rowen cried, jumping down off the steps and running full tilt for the man.

	Michael caught her and wrapped her up in his strong arms, grinning like a fucking loon.

	“What the hell happened to your hair, Rowen?” Michael asked her.

	Rowen pulled back with a grimace and looked worriedly at me.

	I raised my brows, wondering what it was that she wanted.

	“Well…” Rowen began. “It started like this.”

	Michael’s face was like thunder when Rowen finally finished explaining…as was her mother’s.

	“If it wasn’t illegal to kill someone, I’d be driving to San Antonio right now,” Reese muttered.

	I barely contained the urge to laugh.

	The only reason I didn’t was because she was being very serious. The only thing keeping her in check was her daughter’s desire for this not to go any further, and Luke’s insistence that she calm down.

	Though, saying ‘calm down’ hadn’t really worked in his favor. Something in which I’d witnessed twice over the course of our meal together.

	We were eating lunch at The Back Porch.

	I wasn’t sure how or why it’d come to be—me getting invited to the family dinner with Rowen—but I was glad that she’d asked me to come.

	I was even more glad that I’d come considering our waiter seemed to have a thing for Rowen, bald head and all.

	“Do you know the waiter?” I asked curiously.

	She looked at where the waiter had disappeared, then looked back at me.

	“I graduated with him,” she answered. “It’s been a really long time since I saw him last. He’s put on a lot of weight. I almost didn’t recognize him at first.”

	“Man doesn’t look like he used to be skinny,” I found myself saying. “He looks like he’s always been jacked.”

	And by jacked, I meant on steroids. The motherfucker was huge. Even bigger than me, and I worked out a lot to get what I got.

	But our waiter? He looked like he downed steroids for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

	“Do you think he can even take his shirt off?” Reese wondered. “I wouldn’t think his massive arms would contort into that small of a space.”

	Luke snorted then took a gulp of his beer.

	“Why are we talking about our waiter, anyway?” Michael asked. “Let’s talk about what we’re going to do to this bitch that did this to our girl.”

	All eyes were once again on Rowen.

	“I agree,” Katy snapped. “Surely there’s something we can do.”

	She looked at Luke, and Luke sighed.

	“Like I’ve already told your mother and your sister, there’s nothing that can be done,” Luke explained. “There’s no evidence that she did it. She doesn’t even live there any longer. And to top it off, we’re not stooping to her level.”

	“You’re being awfully level-headed about this,” Michael surmised.

	Michael’s wife, Nikki, snorted.

	“He’s pissed just like the rest of us are,” Nikki said. “The only difference is, he’s trying to be diplomatic and not get arrested. It would look bad if the chief of police was arrested.”

	She did have a point.

	It would look incredibly bad.

	I curled my arm around Rowen’s chair, and the move didn’t go unnoticed by any man at the table. Not Derek, who’d been surprisingly quiet throughout the lunch. Not Michael, and for sure not Luke.

	The one that surprised me the most, however, was Logan. Katy’s husband.

	He looked like he wanted to rip my arm off and beat me with it.

	Instead of moving my hand, I curled it around her tighter and squeezed her shoulder.

	“Listen to this. Our lovely mayor just posted it on his Facebook page,” Rowen said, sounding distracted. “We encourage each and every one of you to take time out of your day to greet your new SWAT team. Each person that collects all twelve autographs will be entered into a contest to win a trip for two to Cabo as well as five grand in pocket money to spend while you’re there. Buy your calendar today!”

	I felt my stomach sink.

	“I just don’t understand,” I muttered, scrubbing my hand over my eyes.

	“That makes two of us,” Rowen admitted. “Why bother with all that extra shit? Those calendars were going to sell anyway, regardless of if there was a prize attached to it.”

	I agreed.

	Not to mention I was about to be signing freakin’ calendars every time I was out in public.

	There wouldn’t be a single man, woman or child in Kilgore that didn’t know who I was by the end of all of this. And they’d likely know that it was my bare ass that’d been spread like wildfire just as fast.

	Perfect. Just perfect.

	I’d only thought that I’d gotten out from under that cloud of embarrassment.

	Speaking of embarrassments, my life’s biggest regret walked through the front door with her husband in tow.

	She looked so out of place here that it was comical.

	“Speak of the devil,” Rowen said, spying what I’d just seen seconds before.

	“We weren’t talking about the devil,” Katy said. “What…oh.”

	Rachelle cased the room, and her eyes landed on us.

	“Son of a bitch,” Logan muttered.

	“What?” I asked.

	“This woman is a fucking nut job,” Logan said. “I pulled her over for speeding a few weeks ago. She came in and filed a complaint about me to the department supervisor. Said I was ‘inappropriate’ with her.”

	Katy snorted.

	“Yeah, right. She’s delusional,” I said. “But, saying that, her going in there and filing a complaint is just like her. She’s not used to getting into trouble. She could always manage to weasel out of it because of her good looks or her money when I was dating her.”

	“Why did you date her?” Katy asked curiously.

	I looked over at Rachelle, who was still just as beautiful today as she was when we were in high school.

	“I was a teenage boy,” I told them. “There are things that I don’t want to talk about, and why I was with Rachelle while I’m out to eat with my girlfriend’s family is one of them.”

	There was silence at the table after that for all of two point five seconds, and then Derek said, “Hey, Dad. Did you know that Dax and Rowen are living next to each other?”

	The little shit-stirrer.

	“Actually, yes,” Luke said. “Now, what are we getting to eat?”

	“Excuse me,” a soft, feminine voice said from beside me. “But would you mind signing my calendar?”

	So it began. I guess the only reason they weren’t asking Derek was because it wasn’t his month yet. That, or they didn’t realize who he was.

	Dax gave the table at large a long-suffering glance, then took the calendar.

	After signing, she asked him for a picture.

	He stood up, smiled, and looked downright constipated.

	Something in which I gave him hell for after we left the restaurant.

	“And when she asked you for a selfie, I thought you were going to self-combust,” I snickered.

	Dax pulled his truck into the spot in front of his duplex and got out.

	I started to bail out of my side, but before I’d even swung my legs around, he was there, pinning me in.

	“You find my torture amusing?” he challenged, smoothing two rough hands up the length of my thighs.

	I’d worn a dress to dinner.

	I wasn’t sure why, really. I didn’t usually wear dresses period, but while I’d been unpacking, I’d seen the dress in the closet and thought, huh. That’s interesting.

	What was interesting was that I’d bought it because it was so cute and so not me. Meaning that my family would approve because I was so anti-dress.

	I hadn’t been planning on wearing it to dinner, but when the black slacks that I’d wanted to wear weren’t clean, I’d gone to my closet and looked at the dress for five minutes contemplating whether it was too sexy for a dinner out with your family.

	I’d just decided on not wearing it when Dax had come into my bedroom.

	He was dressed and ready to go.

	Wearing a nice white Oxford shirt, faded blue jeans that were faded from use and not from the store, and a black hat with a white clover on the bill that said ‘Get Lucky.’

	“You ready?” he asked me, raking his gaze over me in a long sweep.

	I snorted and looked past my hips, which were the only thing covered at this point in time, and said, “Yep. All I need is shoes.”

	He chuckled and walked up behind me, his gaze locking on my breasts in the mirror.

	“You have anything that you can let these beautiful things go free?” he’d asked.

	And that was why I’d worn the dress.

	I’d also enjoyed the look on his face when he’d gotten a good look at the back neckline.

	A neckline that was more of a waistline seeing as the line didn’t start until midway down my back.

	“And this dress,” he said as he squeezed my hips right above where he’d stopped his hands. “I thought I was going to die when I saw you walk out in this earlier.”

	I squirmed in my seat. “You didn’t even look affected,” I argued.

	He scoffed. “You were looking at the wrong part of my anatomy, then. I was affected then, and I’m sure as fuck affected now.”

	I let my gaze trail down to his affected area and grinned up at him.

	His cock was straining the seam of his pants, and there was no way that he could be comfortable with his dick crammed in at that awkward angle.

	“Did you know the majority of the male population tuck their cocks to the left side of their pants?” I wondered.

	Why was I saying this? Because I spoke when I got nervous.

	Things just sometimes poured out of my mouth with me least expecting them.

	“No,” he admitted. “Where did you learn that from?”

	I opened my mouth to say that I’d overheard one of his fellow cops discussing it when he lowered his mouth to touch the tip of my nose.

	I swear he took the words right out of my mouth the moment he laid his lips on my skin.

	My hands did their own exploring then, moving up the silken length of his neck to cup his jaw with both hands.

	When I had him where I wanted him, I placed a gentle kiss on his lips. Just at the corner where he usually kicked it up when he brought that deadly smirk out to play.

	“Take me inside,” I urged.

	“Your place or mine?” he asked, still not moving anything but his hands.

	And all those were doing was running up and down the length of my thigh, as if he was trying to distract me.

	“I don’t care as long as my back hits a bed,” I told him bluntly.

	He picked me up then and started walking toward the front door.

	I felt my dress fall down to cover my ass, but his hands were still firmly placed right on them as he moved.

	“The truck door,” I reminded him before placing kisses on his throat.

	He growled as he stopped, turned, and kicked.

	The truck door slammed with a loud crash just as a pair of headlights turned in our direction.

	At first, Dax didn’t stop or even acknowledge the truck that’d pulled in, but when they stayed on us as he quickly worked to open the door while holding me to the wall, Dax cursed.

	I looked over his shoulder at whoever was spotlighting us and prayed it wasn’t my brother.

	That would be something he’d do for sure.

	Dax slowly let me fall from his grip, his mouth on my ear. “Wait here.”

	I didn’t have a choice as he turned his back on me and started down the stairs.

	Instead of following him with my feet, I followed him with my eyes.

	He’d barely made it to the front porch steps that separated the entrance to our places from the sidewalk that was in front of every place when the feminine voice spoke up.

	“Dax, do you have a moment to speak?” Rachelle spoke, voice unsteady.

	I looked past her car’s headlights, hoping to get a good view of her, but couldn’t find her in the darkness.

	Dax obviously had no problem finding her, though.

	Arms crossed tight over his chest, he said, “Now’s not a good time.”

	Rachelle let out a long sigh then said, “I just wanted to apologize for how I treated you in high school. That wasn’t nice.”

	That wasn’t nice? What a crock of shit.

	“You’re not forgiven,” Dax said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, you interrupted something.”

	When he turned his back on Rachelle, she finally came forward enough that I could see her.

	“Dax, stop being a dick and let me talk to you,” she snapped.

	I stiffened as did Dax.

	He didn’t stop walking until he was at my side, though.

	Once there, he looked at me as if I could help solve the predicament he found himself in.

	And that was when I realized that he was giving me free rein. To do what I would with it.

	Protect him or disappoint him. The choice was up to me.

	I turned away from his gaze and stared down Rachelle as she came even closer.

	“We have plans, Rachelle,” I said softly. “Plans that don’t include you and whatever your purpose here is.”

	Rachelle stiffened at my words.

	“This particularly pertains to Dax and what happened when we broke up when we were teenagers,” she said. “I owe him an apology.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“The time for an apology should’ve been when it happened all those years ago,” I told her bluntly. “Do you know what he could’ve done to you?”

	Rachelle frowned.

	“If Dax wasn’t a better person, you could’ve been in some serious shit,” I told her. “You could’ve had to spent up to fifteen years in prison for that stunt you pulled.”

	Her mouth fell open.

	“What?” she yelped. “Why?”

	I looked at her like she was a bit slow.

	“Tell me,” I said. “How old were you when you did that? Sent that picture out to everybody?”

	She swallowed, looking as if she’d rather punch herself in the face than answer my question.

	“Nineteen,” she answered.

	I nodded. Good.

	“Dax was seventeen,” I told her. “Technically a minor according to the law.”

	Her eyebrows pulled down as she looked at me with a confused expression on her face.

	“Yeah, so?” she pushed, not quite understanding yet.

	“So when you sent that picture to everyone, technically, you as the adult in the situation would’ve been tried as an adult if Dax had decided to pursue it,” I told her. “You could’ve faced a minimum of fifteen years in prison. You could’ve had to pay fines. Then, when you got out of prison, you would’ve been required, by law, to register as a sex offender.” I tilted my head. “And if that’s not bad enough, each time you moved, it’s your duty to inform your neighbors that you’re a sex offender. All over a naked picture of Dax’s backside you felt you needed to share.”

	It took Rachelle a long moment to comprehend the severity of what she’d done.

	“And he was nice and a lot more understanding than I would’ve been,” I continued. “Do you honestly think that you should’ve gotten away with what you did? And to top it off, years later, you’re just now apologizing for it?”

	Rachelle didn’t have anything to say to that.

	I kept going, though.

	“And now you’re at his house, way past an acceptable time to randomly show at a person’s house, demanding to apologize. How does that make any sense whatsoever?” I wondered.

	Rachelle clenched her fists.

	“And honestly, I’m not really in the mood to deal with this right now,” I continued on as if she wasn’t looking like a lost little girl. “Now it’s time for you to run on home to your hubby. Get away from here and don’t come back.”

	Rachelle stiffened.

	Turning my back on Rachelle, I took the silent man’s hand that was beside me, pushed open the door he hadn’t yet had the chance to open all the way, and dragged him inside with me.

	“Now where were we?” I teased, my hands splaying over his chest as I leaned into him.

	His hand came up to press against the small of my back, urging me closer.

	“We were just about to get to the good stuff,” he teased, his mouth coming down to the corner of my lips and pressing a light kiss there.

	That one light kiss sent tickles down my spine and a swarm of butterflies to fight in my belly.

	“You didn’t cuss once,” he said, his hand coming down to possessively cup my ass. “You went all lawyer on her and defended my honor.”

	I had.

	And I always would.

	Not because I had a thing for Dax, though. But because he was such a good man.

	He deserved to have someone throw down the gauntlet for him.

	His mouth moved then to where my shoulders and neck met, nibbling on the sensitive skin.

	“Dream about you now,” he murmured between kisses. “How you taste. What you’re doing. Whether I need to kick someone’s ass for you or not.”

	I snorted. “Really? You dream about kicking peoples’ asses for me?”

	He shrugged. “Last night’s dream was me being this badass who protected your honor. It was weird, and we ended up growing old with only dogs and cats that we named kids’ names.”

	Snickering at the images that explanation brought forth, I leaned back and studied his face.

	“I wouldn’t be opposed to that,” I told him. “Growing old with you.”

	His eyes went a little heated as he said, “Yeah?”

	I pressed against him more fully, feeling his erection dig into my belly.

	“Oh, yeah.”

	We didn’t waste any more words after that.

	No, instead we told each other stories with our mouths and tongues, using them to lick, lathe, and suck.

	When Dax finally sank into me minutes later, I was already on the downhill slide of an orgasm.

	It didn’t matter, though.

	Dax had a way with his mouth and cock, and it wasn’t long before I was following him over the precipice all over again.

	“How does it feel?” he asked, his voice a rasp. “To have me so deep inside of you?”

	“I d-don’t think I can explain,” I rasped, my pulse a rapid beat in my chest. “It feels… like everything.”

	“Everything?” he panted, his hips working fast and smooth, taking me deep and hard.

	“Every. Thing,” I repeated, my fists clenching on his thigh. “I can’t think when you’re in me, yet you’re expecting me to form a coherent sentence. I can’t do anything but feel you… and it feels like everything. Everything I’ve ever wanted. Thought I might need. Realized I didn’t have. You’re everything.”

	His hands tightened on my hips for a few seconds, then he grunted out loudly, his impending release imminent.

	“Fuuuuck,” he said. “You feel like everything to me, too. Like everything that’s all mine.”

	My eyes closed as an orgasm overtook me, my second one that Dax had given me for the night.

	“Ah, fuck,” he whispered. “There it is.”

	I heard him cry out my name as he came inside of me, filling my insides with his release.

	I was too busy loving the feel of him inside of me to notice or care, though.

	It wasn’t until I came back to myself, once again under control of my body, that I started to laugh.

	“What?” Dax asked, pulling out of me.

	I felt his release drip, running down the length of my thighs and I was sure also onto the bed.

	Yet I couldn’t find it in me to care.

	“I can’t remember,” I admitted.

	And I couldn’t.

	Normal brain function wasn’t operational that close to a Dax orgasm.

	“You’re making a mess on the bed.” He laughed, slapping my ass.

	I reluctantly got out of bed and walked to the bathroom to clean off.

	He stripped the sheets and tossed them onto the floor to be washed later.

	“Where are your other sheets?” he asked.

	I shook my head. “There are none. I only had the one set.”

	“Okay then,” he said, gathering me up, naked, in his arms.

	I gasped in surprise and would’ve protested, but he was out the back door before I’d even had a chance to tell him anything.

	The next thing I knew he was leading us into his kitchen, then farther into the bedroom.

	Once there, he pulled me down into his arms and threw his top sheet over the top of us.

	“Good?” he asked.

	I snuggled into his chest, rubbed my face along his pecs, and said, “Yeah. Couldn’t be better.”

	


Chapter 13

	Twunt- because sometimes ‘twat’ and ‘cunt’ just don’t cut it.

	-Dax’s secret thoughts

	Dax

	“Unit 453, I need you en route to 44554 Eleventh Street,” the dispatcher said into the mic that was next to my ear. “We have a woman saying that her husband won’t wake up. Volunteer firefighters and an ambulance are en route. Ambulance is ten out.”

	I looked at the clock on the dash and groaned.

	I’d miss my date with Rowen.

	I just knew it.

	“10-4, Unit 453 responding,” I said as I depressed the button on the mic.

	The woman I was writing a ticket to looked at me warily.

	“Slow down,” I said as I handed it to her. “And make sure you get him a car seat ASAP.”

	The woman nodded.

	I looked at the kid that was only restrained by a seatbelt in the back seat.

	He would’ve probably been fine, but the law was the law and the kid wasn’t even six yet. The law stated that he had to be or at least four-foot-nine. They usually hit that height by the time they were eight years of age. Which he was not.

	Turning on my heel, I walked back to my cruiser, annoyed and pissed off that I’d be missing my movie date with my girl.

	I just knew that I wouldn’t make it back in time to grab dinner, and the movie was definitely going to be questionable, too.

	Getting into the cruiser, I tapped the ‘responding’ button on my computer and headed out, making a quick call to Rowen on my way.

	She answered within two rings.

	“Hey!” she chirped. “I’m almost done.”

	I sighed.

	“I’m not,” I admitted. “I caught a call about two minutes left in my shift.”

	She sighed. “That sucks, but it is what it is. I have some work I can finish here… will you text me when you’re done? Then I’ll leave and we can still meet for dinner?”

	I loved her.

	She didn’t cry or get bent out of shape when she knew things weren’t going to go her way.

	She didn’t try to make me feel bad like my other girlfriends did.

	Hell, she just said to call her when I was done.

	What kind of special, alien girl had I been given?

	“Are you real?” I teased.

	Her husky laugh made my balls tighten in reaction.

	“You do realize that I grew up with a man that was on the SWAT team, right?” she asked. “I can’t tell you how many family dinners, birthday parties, or Christmases he was called out on. And it never failed. When we were all out and about together, and he got a call, we were left stranded. So… yes, I’m used to it. And I’m more than capable of doing stuff on my own. And figuring out a way home.”

	I’d forgotten that I’d dropped her off that morning. Our original plan had been to meet at a restaurant that was within walking distance of her office, meaning she wouldn’t have far to go before I picked her up and took her home with me.

	Shit.

	“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I promised.

	She snickered.

	“Don’t worry,” she ordered. “I’ll be okay. And if you’re too late, I’ll just call my dad. He’ll understand.”

	With that, we said our goodbyes, and I was left driving to a call that I knew was going to be bad—because shit, it was on Eleventh Street, and that was the baddest of the bad in our town—and contemplating what I needed to do next when it came to Rowen Roberts.

	I knew I wanted to make it more official.

	We hadn’t really talked about being boyfriend and girlfriend, but we were. We also hadn’t shared any feelings that we were feeling, though the ones that went through my head all day every day when it came to Rowen Roberts were anything but platonic.

	And never would be.

	I wasn’t sure how she’d managed it, but one second she was just a friend. Hell, not even that. A child of my boss likely the better description. Whatever way I described it, though, I knew that we’d changed.

	We’d morphed into a relationship that men often killed for.

	Picking up my mic, I said, “This is Unit 453, arrived on scene.”

	“10-4,” came the dispatcher’s more even, slow drawl.

	Once she knew I was there, I got out of the SUV and headed up to the front of the gate.

	There were three men outside, all of which were likely carrying.

	All of which were looking at me like I was an outsider and a snitch.

	When I got to the call, I wasn’t sure what I expected.

	I mean, yes, an unconscious man for sure.

	I walked into the room and took it all in.

	There was a woman smoking pot in the corner of her trashy single-wide trailer. She was staring at the commotion in her kitchen as if she wasn’t sure what to expect.

	“You the owner?” I asked her, eyeing the pot.

	She blew out a breath and nodded.

	“For today,” she admitted.

	I looked at all the drug paraphernalia on the counter. A bong. A couple of spoons that I’d bet my right nut had cocaine on them, and what looked to be ecstasy in a couple of plastic baggies.

	Jesus Christ.

	Could they not have at least tried to clean up?

	Pressing the mic on my shoulder, I said, “Dispatch, this is Unit 453. I have a 374 in progress. Requesting backup.”

	A 374 was a drug dealer, or the equivalent of one.

	I wasn’t sure, yet, if that was exactly what we had, but I had a suspicion that it was.

	“10-4, Unit 453,” dispatch said.

	I gave the woman one last look then walked into the bedroom where I could hear the volunteer firefighters trying to get the man to wake up.

	Since it was so far out of the city, I hadn’t really expected anybody to be here. I definitely knew that the fire department wasn’t the one to respond to this particular section of backwoods trashy homes since it was so far out of the city, but sometimes jurisdiction lines were blurred between ‘city limits’ and ‘not city limits.’

	This particular house hugged that line.

	And since I was so close, I’d been the one to respond.

	Looking at the drug paraphernalia in the house, I almost wished I hadn’t.

	This was going to be a lot of paperwork.

	There were pot plants growing in this man’s room. I could see thousands of pills spread out on every available surface.

	And to put the icing on the cake, there was a rat in the corner chewing on a white pill that was likely some kind of pain pill if the bottle’s label could be trusted.

	“Jesus Christ,” I muttered under my breath.

	A big man that was obviously there and wished he wasn’t turned to look at me.

	“Gave a sternal rub,” he said. “Didn’t wake.”

	A sternal rub was a way of waking a person in hopes that he’d have a response to pain.

	“I…” I trailed off as the man that was lying flat on the bed went from non-responsive to up, moving like a freight train, and heading right for the young volunteer firefighter that’d been taking his vital signs.

	The young woman being Avery Flynn.

	“Oh, shit,” Avery said.

	I made a split-second decision.

	One moment, I was across the room, and the next I was grabbing the very angry, very big, very crazy man by his throat and body slamming him back down to the bed.

	He bounced off the bed, went about two feet into the air with his momentum, and fell to the floor in the next second.

	I crossed over the bed in one hop and came down on the other side of the room, dropping to the ground in the next second to put all of my body weight on the man’s back.

	Seconds later, I had him cuffed.

	A heartbeat after that, he went absolutely fucking nuts.

	He trashed the walls. He trashed the roof. He trashed everything.

	And each new hole that appeared in the plaster, the more drugs that fell out, until there were drugs everywhere.

	I’d never seen anything like it before in my life.

	On one such pass into the wall, he hit so hard that an entire imprint of his body in plaster fell right out of the studs.

	And he was in the other room.

	“Shit!” I said, hurrying out of the room.

	I found him with his hands on the locks, trying to open the door backward.

	But each time he’d make an attempt, he’d hit himself in the head.

	Yet, he continued to try as I came closer and closer to him.

	On one such tug, he hit himself in the head so hard that his head split open and blood started to pour down his neck.

	“Sir,” I said. “If you could…”

	He launched himself at me with such speed that I barely had enough time to react.

	I did manage to deflect his momentum enough that he didn’t land on top of me.

	My head, unfortunately, busted in the hollow door of the kitchen cabinets.

	Good news, a bag of meth the size of my head broke my fall.

	***

	It was two hours later that I finally got to leave the call.

	At first it would’ve been strictly routine.

	But then the drugs had happened, and it’d gone from a crime scene to a containment scene where the area had to be cleared before anything could happen. I.e. personnel go in, and out.

	When I was finally able to leave, I knew that I’d still be writing reports until late tonight on what happened.

	That was okay by me, though, seeing as I’d have Rowen at my side while I did it.

	“Thank you for the ride,” Avery said. “I really appreciate it.”

	I nodded once. “Derek’s got your car. I’ll give him a ride back to the station when he gets here.”

	We both looked backward as her vehicle pulled to the curb and Derek bailed out of it.

	He took one look at Avery in her fancy skirt and high heels and shook his head as if to clear it.

	He tossed the keys in her direction, and Avery, not expecting them, didn’t catch them in time. They hit her in the face.

	“Sorry.” Derek said, then turned to me, gesturing with his head.

	Fifteen minutes later, we were once again at his cruiser, and I was heading to pick my girl up.

	When I arrived at her work, I was surprised to find every light blazing, and not one but two cars in the parking lot.

	Parking at the front door instead of a designated parking spot, I went inside to see two of the last people on earth I expected there. And one very pissed off Rowen on the phone.

	She was standing in the mouth of her office while Rachelle and Jerry stood in the receptionist area.

	“What are you two doing here?” I barked.

	Rachelle’s eyes came to me and froze.

	Jerry didn’t freeze.

	He looked pissed.

	“What are you two doing here?” I repeated again.

	When neither one of them spoke, I turned to Rowen who was still on the phone.

	“…I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to work with them. There’s a conflict of interest,” she said. “And I don’t think I’d do them a good enough job. I didn’t want to say no in case you decided you… okay. I’ll tell them.”

	When she hung up, her eyes were on mine.

	“They’re needing a lawyer because of what we told them yesterday,” she said. “Jerry feels that you’ll take this farther and that you’ll do it just to spite them. So they’re contacting a lawyer to prepare for the inevitable.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Your boss?” I gestured to the phone.

	She shook her head. “Doesn’t feel like we should take the case, just like I assumed she’d say. But she did give me some recommendations for them. I’m to share those with them and ask them to leave.”

	I curled my hand around the side of her neck, bringing her in close.

	Pressing a kiss against her lips, I pushed her away and gestured toward the two people that I knew were watching.

	“Get that done,” I said. “I’m ready to get you home.”

	After dealing with Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb, I got Rowen in my cruiser and started home.

	“Do you want to stop for food?” I asked. “I think I have enough to cook some grilled chicken or something. But I don’t have anything to go with it.”

	She shook her head.

	“Honestly, I think I’d be happy with eating cereal for dinner if that’s all the same to you. I’ve had a really long day,” she admitted. “Jenny and Clancy’s caseload is unreal. I had no clue that they’d be so busy or popular.”

	I was already nodding my head. “Clancy and Jenny set up practice out here when Todd Masterson retired.”

	She was already nodding her head.

	Everyone knew who Todd Masterson was—an ex-military old-school lawyer that was so good at what he did he’d never lost a case.

	“He was the reason that I wanted to become a lawyer in the first place,” she said as she gathered her things.

	Rachelle and Jerry had left in a huff about five minutes before, leaving us blissfully alone as she gathered her things.

	“Really?” I asked as I leaned my ass against her desk and waited.

	She shrugged her coat on, followed by her purse straps.

	I stood up and offered her my hand as we walked together toward the door.

	“Yes,” she said, answering my earlier question. “You know the circumstances of my real dad, right?”

	Rowen’s real father had been an FBI agent. He’d gotten caught up in a lot of crazy shit and had ended up passing away during an operation gone wrong.

	“Yes,” I answered. “I think.”

	She grinned up at me and started sifting through her bag looking for her keys.

	I held the door open for her and exited in front of her, my eyes sweeping the street and our surroundings automatically.

	“Anyway, my dad left me some benefits that my step-mother’s family tried to get a couple of years after he passed away. And we had to go to Todd for help. He ended up getting us everything we wanted. I just thought that was so cool, though. Like how freakin’ exciting is it that he could walk into a courtroom, lay out his case, and win it against one of the most aggressive lawyers I’ve ever seen?” She shook her head as she locked the door up and turned to me. “I try my first case tomorrow.”

	My brows rose, and I grinned.

	“Are you excited?” I asked.

	She swallowed hard. “Yeah… and nervous. What if I lose?”

	I pressed a kiss to the tip of her nose. “But what if you win?”

	


Chapter 14

	Overworked and under fucked.

	-Dax to Rowen

	Dax

	I looked at her face as she parked her car and immediately knew something was wrong.

	Exiting out of my duplex, I marched down the length of the walkway that separated our two places and headed straight for her car.

	As I got closer, it was only then that I could see her shoulders shaking.

	Feeling something heavy lodge in my gut at the sight of her crying, I walked to her door and opened it.

	She looked at me between the fingers that were covering her face.

	I hunkered down so that I wasn’t leaning over her, then ran a single finger down the length of her jaw, catching a few stray tears.

	Oh man.

	Her sobs were making my stomach hurt.

	“What’s wrong?” I rasped.

	She sniffled, then leaned her head back and moaned.

	“So I’m thinking that I’m a really bad person.”

	I frowned at her words.

	“What?” I asked.

	There was no way in the world that I’d heard her correctly.

	She brought her hands up and scrubbed her face roughly.

	I leaned into the car and shut it off, then grabbed her purse from the seat next to her.

	When I had the purse in my hand, I grabbed Rowen’s hand and helped her out of the car, too.

	She moved like a sloth, but eventually I was able to coax her out of the car and into my apartment.

	I sat her down at my bar, then rounded the counter to get her a drink.

	“Beer, some wine that my sister bought two weeks ago and left, or lemonade?” I asked.

	She looked at the fridge door and smiled.

	“I like your magnets,” she murmured.

	I closed the fridge door and rolled my eyes.

	“My dad was here earlier,” I muttered as if that would explain the childishness that was displayed on the fridge door.

	“I’m a bitch,” she snickered through her tears. “I’m honestly surprised that you had all the letters for that.”

	I rolled my eyes and said, “Drink?”

	“Beer now,” she answered. “Lemonade when I finish it.”

	I nodded once and pulled both out, handing her the beer first but not before twisting the top off effortlessly.

	“Guys always make that look so easy,” she said.

	I shrugged. “I’ve been twisting those off since I was old enough to walk. I can’t tell you how excited and accomplished I felt the first time I was able to do it.”

	“When was that?” she asked curiously, the tears slowly drying up.

	I felt immense relief at the sight.

	I didn’t like seeing her crying.

	Not even a little bit.

	“Ten or eleven, I guess.” I shrugged. “Wasn’t that impressive really. Harleigh was able to do it when she was six.”

	Her lips twitched.

	“So the magnets?” she pushed.

	I shrugged.

	“My sister got them for her kid the last time she was here,” I told her. “I’m not sure why they stayed when she left, but whatever. Everybody thinks it’s cute to put little sayings here and there.”

	She got up and leaned over to start rearranging the letters along the bottom of the fridge.

	I leaned back against the counter and watched her back.

	“Want something to eat?” I asked.

	She stood up straight then turned so that her back was covering what she’d just written.

	“Did you hear about the case that we picked up pro bono?” she asked. “The one I mentioned I was trying last night?”

	My attention immediately shifted from the fridge and what she’d spelled with the letter magnets to the expression on her face.

	“The pro bono case where the woman was filing for custody of her children?” I asked. “And by the way, I love you, too.”

	We both paused at her words. My heart, however, didn’t. It continued to rocket in my chest so fast that I was worried there for a second. 

	My gaze caught Rowen’s, and she licked her lips.

	“I was cross-examining the man,” she continued, trying to finish her explanation. “Thinking that I had it in the bag. Then I asked him if he’d ever broken her leg.”

	I waited, knowing that there was going to be more.

	“He said, ‘fuck yeah I did. She was kicking the shit out of our child, and I stopped her by grabbing her ankle and yanking her away.’”

	My mouth fell open in surprise.

	“So this chick that I’ve been trying to win custody for over the last couple of hours forgot to tell me why she’d had custody revoked. I mean, we’d gone over the usual—her husband thinking she was an unfit mother because she was young—but she’d neglected to mention that there was more to the story.” She scrubbed at her face.

	“I think I loved you from the moment you gave me the first hat,” she all of a sudden blurted out.

	I took her change of topics like a champ.

	“Yeah?” I asked. “I think I loved you from the moment I first saw your bald head.”

	She ran her fingers over her head—which was now cutely stubbled and so adorable that I couldn’t help rubbing my fingers over it every chance I got.

	“Anyway,” she said as if we professed our love for each other every single day. “This chick ends up getting visitation rights. Every week, for one hour a day, she’ll get to visit with her children supervised. And… I got that for her. I hate myself.”

	I popped the top of my own beer and started drinking it, all the while flipping through a takeout menu of food that we had available to be delivered to us via Waitr.

	“I’m not sure how it’s your fault that you believed a young woman that told you lies,” I said. “Now that you know, I bet you don’t offer to represent her again.”

	She was already shaking her head. “No. Not bloody likely.”

	“Bloody?” I teased.

	She shrugged and scrunched up her nose. “I was watching a show where the main character is British. He always sounds so cool when he says ‘bloody.’”

	I snorted and twisted the menu around for her to see.

	“Find what you want and let’s order,” I said. “I’m starving.”

	After we ordered, we were sitting on the couch watching reruns of Live PD when my phone went off.

	I sighed and looked at my phone, which displayed a SWAT call.

	“Fuck,” I groaned. “Why did I feel like joining the SWAT team was a great idea?” I asked aloud.

	She snickered and pushed at me to get me moving.

	“Because you like to make sure we’re all safe,” she said. “And I’ll try not to eat your food.”

	I glowered at her. “You better not.”

	Her laughter followed me out of the room. And the kiss she gave me at the door made all the bullshit of the next four hours worth it.

	


Chapter 15

	Hey, trainwreck. This isn’t your station.

	-Rowen to Katy

	Rowen

	“So tell me about the call last night,” I ordered as Dax and I walked into the hospital.

	Dax’s dad had a procedure today, and apparently Peyton, his mother, was freaking out.

	Peyton, who I’d yet to meet.

	Sure, I’d ‘met’ her met her, but not ‘met her’ as Dax’s girlfriend.

	Meaning I would be meeting her today under less than stellar circumstances.

	I just hoped she liked me.

	Dax grimaced.

	“You didn’t hear any of it over the scanners?” he asked warily.

	I shook my head.

	“After you left, I ate my half of our dinner and went to bed,” I said. “I didn’t even think to turn on the scanners.”

	He sighed and rubbed his face with both of his hands.

	“Rachelle decided to hold Jerry at gunpoint last night so he wouldn’t leave her,” he said, his eyes lighting on mine. “I spent two hours trying to talk my ex-girlfriend into not killing her husband.”

	My mouth fell open, and I stopped in the middle of the lobby.

	“You did what?” I gasped.

	He nodded, hooking me around the waist with one arm as he led us toward the elevators.

	“Come on,” he said. “I don’t want my mom alone for long. She gets nervous when one of us is hurt.”

	I fell into step beside him, got onto the elevator, and waited for him to explain more.

	Once the last of the people were off the elevator with us, he continued.

	“Jerry finally talks her down, though. She hands him the gun, and he turns around and aims it at her. Then we have to do the whole thing over again but with him this time,” he continued. “And to top it all off, I was called into your dad’s office this morning and told to leave my personal life at home.”

	I gasped.

	“He wouldn’t,” I stiffened.

	He winced.

	“He did.” He nodded. “Told me not to ever let anything like that happen ever again.”

	That’s when I lost my shit.

	“How the hell are you supposed to ever let something like that happen?” I ranted, throwing up my hands. “Like you chose to have an evil girlfriend when you were seventeen! Holy shit, everyone makes mistakes at seventeen! I wanted to be a goddamn gynecologist! And I don’t even like people! How fucking weird would that be to have to deal with people and their vaginas all day? That would’ve been incredibly awkward! Not to mention that you did nothing wrong. What did he say you did wrong?”

	Dax’s eyes caught on something over my shoulder, but I was so pissed that I didn’t realize we were no longer alone anymore.

	“He didn’t say much. Just told me not to let the job get personal,” he said. “I should’ve let someone else handle the situation. And he’s right. I shouldn’t have placed myself between them. I should’ve allowed someone else to handle it. I think I only made it worse with my presence.”

	She scoffed darkly at that.

	“I call bullshit,” she finally said. “My dad is a butthead!”

	“Glad you feel that way about me, baby,” my father’s voice, amused and low, came from behind me.

	I turned to find him standing there with his arms crossed.

	“What are you doing here?” I snapped.

	He gestured to a waiting room. “Had a buddy getting something done today. Saw Peyton and started talking to her. Then heard you yelling, so I thought I’d see what the problem was.”

	I wrinkled my nose at him.

	“I can’t believe that you yelled at Dax,” I snapped.

	“Rowen…” Dax started, sounding amused.

	“No.” I held up my finger to shush him. “You yelled at him because of me, didn’t you?”

	My dad didn’t bother to deny it.

	“Was I more harsh with the situation than was warranted? Maybe. But Dax was in the wrong. We have a negotiator on that team, and it’s not him,” Dad replied bluntly. “He put himself out there as the point of contact, and both people in that situation are more than a little connected to Dax whether he wants to be or not. He shouldn’t have been there in the first place, and he knows it.”

	Dax was nodding, which was pissing me off more.

	“And did I care that my daughter’s new man, the one that she hadn’t told me about but that we all knew about, was out there putting his head on the line when it was unnecessary? Yes. I fucking cared. I don’t like seeing you cry.”

	Dax’s lips twitched.

	Mine pulled into a smile.

	That smile fell off my face seconds later when he said, “And, to make matters worse, I just found out that Theo has moved back to town.”

	My face went pale as those words settled in.

	“With his new girlfriend,” he continued. “He applied at the PD today. Shondra was waiting for him in the lobby. He even told me he was inquiring about a room for rent in the duplexes that you’ve recently started living in.”

	That’s when my mouth fell open in shock.

	“You’re fucking shitting me,” Dax said, shocking me out of my silence.

	“You’re goddamn joking. Tell me you’re joking,” I pleaded.

	Dad was already shaking his head. “Not about this, sweet pea. Not about this.”

	I groaned and covered my face with my hands, feeling the tightness of a noose around my neck.

	“That’s… Jesus Christ.” Dax groaned.

	“Dax?”

	A woman’s shaky voice had us all looking up to find his mother, Peyton, standing in the entryway to the waiting room.

	“Hey, Ma.” He held his arm out, and she walked right into his side. “I was just talking to my boss. You remember that he’s my direct boss now?”

	Peyton smiled. “I do. Hey, Luke. How are you?”

	Dad grinned and tapped her head. “Your husband’s in there?”

	She nodded. “He’s getting a colonoscopy.”

	My father blanched. “I have one of those scheduled for next month, actually.”

	She grinned. “Good, then you can have this!”

	We both looked at her holding out a chocolate bar.

	“What is it?” Dad asked, not reaching out to take it.

	“It’s an extra strength bar of chocolate Ex-Lax,” she said, shaking it. “Max demanded that we buy it just in case the stuff they gave him didn’t clean his bowels out like it was supposed to. But, even though I assured him it would work just fine, he made me get it anyway. And then made me take the wrapping off so nobody would know what it was. And I’ve been carrying it in my purse and I don’t want to accidentally get hungry and eat it on accident.”

	I snickered and held out my hand, taking the chocolate bar that she’d extended. “I’ll take it and give it to him.”

	Peyton’s eyes turned to meet mine. “You’re so pretty. Though, gotta say, your hair is my favorite feature.”

	My brows rose.

	“Really?” I touched the spiky mess absently.

	“I’ve always wanted to go that short. Gosh, I bet the time it takes you to get dressed and out the door every morning is very minimal,” she continued. 

	I laughed then.

	I hadn’t really thought about the positive side of having no hair.

	I mean other than the time it now took me in the shower since I only used a bar of soap to wash my hair, I hadn’t really thought about it.

	“You’re right,” I admitted. “I find that I’m a lot cooler. Oh, and now that I’m thinking about it, I’m a lot less aware of how I look. I mean, I used to always think about how my hair was looking. Fixing it when I got in front of a mirror. But I can’t even tell you the last time I looked in a mirror once I’ve left for the morning.”

	Peyton beamed.

	I’d never, not in a million years, thought about bonding with my boyfriend’s mother due to my lack of hair, but we did it.

	“I gotta go,” my dad announced. “My buddy is finished with his surgery and I was supposed to be at work fifteen minutes ago.”

	I looked at him then. “And are you giving Theo a job?”

	Dax grunted out a curse.

	“Yeah.” He paused. “I don’t think so.”

	I blinked. “Really? Dad, Theo’s an upstanding guy. His taste in girlfriends is questionable but… he’s good at what he does.”

	Dad looked at me then. Really looked at me.

	“It’s not just because of what Shondra did to you that I’m not hiring him.” He paused. “Theo’s a good kid. He just doesn’t have what it takes.”

	I blinked. “What do you mean by ‘what it takes?’”

	Dad looked at me. Then looked over at Dax.

	“There’s just an air about a man when he’s got what it takes to make a good police officer,” he said. “Dax has it. Theo doesn’t.”

	I looked over at Dax.

	And saw it then.

	Dad was right.

	Dax did have it where Theo didn’t.

	I’m not saying that Theo was a bad guy. He wasn’t.

	He just didn’t have that same compelling energy about him as Dax did.

	When Theo walked into a room, people noticed him.

	When Dax walked into a room? People noticed, watched, and waited to see why he was there.

	Dax was like a shot of warm whiskey straight to the heart.

	Theo was like a quick gulp of Gatorade when you were hot. Good, but definitely didn’t affect you at all in the long run, and left you wanting more.

	Dax would never leave me wanting more. He’d make sure that I got enough and keep making sure of that until he had nothing left to give.

	“Ummm,” I said softly. “Okay.”

	Dad laughed and pulled me away from Dax’s side, swallowed me in a quick hug, then let me go.

	“We should go do dinner one night. Catch up.”

	That was aimed at Peyton as he walked away, leaving none of us to reply because he was too far away.

	Peyton finally looked at me then, her eyes alight with excitement.

	“So tell me who Theo is, and why we hate him,” she ordered.

	I fell in love with Peyton Tremaine that second.

	I fell in love with Max Tremaine just a few short minutes after that.

	It was sublime.

	***

	Peyton sat in her chair in Max’s assigned room, looking nervous but collected.

	Dax looked bored.

	I wondered why I was here.

	“Are you sure you don’t want me to go?” I asked then.

	She scoffed. “You’re going to have to get used to this, honey. You’ll be doing the same damn thing when your dad goes next month.”

	I hadn’t planned on being there.

	“It’s major, after all,” she continued as if I hadn’t looked conflicted. “They put you under. Because no man is going to be able to deal with having something that large shoved up their ass without being under.”

	“Unless they’re used to getting that on the regular.”

	We all looked up as Max was wheeled into the room on the bed.

	“Unless they want something that big shoved up there on the regular,” Peyton agreed. “But, there are certain risks every time someone is put under general anesthesia. The worst complication being death. So yes, you’re going to be there. Because, despite your dad being a badass, he’s going to have that second thought of ‘what if.’ What if he actually dies? He would want to see you before that happened.”

	And that made me feel like absolute shit. Because she was right.

	I’d heard that anesthesia of any sort was dangerous, and the worst thing that could happen would be death.

	Now that I was thinking about it, I started to get nauseous.

	“He’s still pretty high on the good stuff,” the man that was pushing him into the room said. “When he does start talking, it’s not going to make much sense yet. The worst of the talking has passed, though. He shouldn’t say anything too weird. That’s why we usually keep them in recovery until it has.”

	Dax started snickering.

	“So what did he say?” Dax leaned forward onto his knees.

	The new position made the muscles in his arm flex.

	I felt my belly tighten in response.

	The male nurse turned to Dax and his eyes lit.

	“Mr. January!” he replied loudly.

	The room went silent for a long second and then Max started to snicker.

	“Mr. January, will you suck my cock? Mr. January, you have a nice set of balls. Mr. January, will you inspect my…” Peyton was there to cover her husband’s mouth, letting everyone stand there in silence for a few seconds.

	“Don’t lick me!” Peyton ordered harshly. “I will fuck you up, Max. Anesthesia or no anesthesia.”

	“Can you sign my calendar? I’m not entering to get the vacation or anything. I’d just like to have your signature,” the nurse continued as if Max hadn’t thoroughly embarrassed him.

	I would’ve cried.

	Like, literally, I would’ve tucked and run.

	“Sure,” Dax murmured. “But can you hit me up on the way out?”

	The male nurse was already nodding. “Sure thing.”

	Once he had Max in place, he turned to go, his eyes once again locking longingly onto Dax before he left.

	“You know,” Max drawled. “Your mother used to look at me like that.”

	“Like the way that male nurse just looked at our son?” Peyton laughed softly.

	“No,” he said, his eyes still closed. “The way she looks at our son.”

	I looked up at Peyton who was smiling softly, and then over at Dax who wasn’t looking at me but was smiling down at his feet.

	My gaze turned back to Max. “How’d you know I was looking at him if your eyes are closed?”

	Max’s eyes went from closed to open and alert in half a heartbeat.

	“Know when it’s not just me and my family in the room.” He shrugged. “Not sure why or how. But have been able to feel that for a while now. I don’t feel that with Harleigh’s man Slate, but I suspect that’s because he’s dangerous like me. You, though? I imagine I’ll be able to treat you like family once I get to know you a bit better. You’re just a little bit of a thing like my Peyton.”

	I was about six inches taller than Peyton and about twice her body weight. But I guessed when you compared that to Max’s size, then yes, I was a ‘little bit of a thing.’

	“Interesting,” I teased.

	“You’re telling me you don’t feel safe when Slate’s in the room, Daddy?” Harleigh, Dax’s sister, called from the doorway.

	“I didn’t say I didn’t feel safe,” Max mumbled, sounding tired. “I just said there’s a fucking difference. Your brother I can trust to always look out for me. Your mom. Hell, even that other little girl sitting next to your brother. Your husband only has one priority, and that’s you.” He paused. “Though, I’m getting the feeling that your brother might be protecting his girl’s ass before yours… so just FYI. Where’s the baby?”

	“That’s okay, Max,” a deep, gravelly voice said. “I got her covered. And the baby is with my sister.”

	“Knew you did or I wouldn’t have allowed you to marry her,” Max countered, closing his eyes once again. “Why are all you in my room? I had a colonoscopy. I’m mourning my anal virginity right now. Can you please leave? Where’s my grandbaby, anyway?”

	“My sister has her,” Slate answered again.

	The doctor came in before anybody else could comment on his anal virginity.

	Dax had his face buried in his hands, and I couldn’t help poking him a bit.

	He looked over at me from between two fingers.

	“I hope your dad says worse,” he groaned when he looked at me, seeing the smile on my face.

	“I hope not,” I admitted. “It wouldn’t be nearly as funny then.”

	“Max, how ya feeling?” the doctor asked as he walked up to Max’s bedside.

	“Right now?” Max asked. “I feel like a winner winner chicken dinner.” He paused. “I’m sure later I won’t be saying that, now will I?”

	The doc shrugged. “I’ve never had any complaints.”

	Oh my God. They had the same sense of humor.

	Harleigh groaned as did Dax.

	Slate and I shared amused glances.

	“Did you find any drugs up there?” Max rasped.

	The doctor didn’t even miss a beat.

	“No, but I found a Coke bottle.”

	“On that note,” Dax said as he stood up. “We’re going to head out, Dad. Love you.”

	After kissing his mother goodbye, he got to his sister.

	Before she could even think to run, Dax had her in his arms and was squeezing her to death.

	“Uhh,” I said, patting Dax on the arm. “She’s turning purple.”

	Dax held on until she bit him.

	Which he then dropped her from at least a foot high.

	“You didn’t save me, Slate!” Harleigh slapped her husband’s chest with the back of her hand.

	“I knew you could handle him,” he countered.

	“Awww, good answer.” I held out my hand. “I’m Rowen.”

	Slate took it and said, “Slate.”

	I looked over at Harleigh. “Nice to see you again, Harleigh.”

	Harleigh grinned. “Y’all want to go grab lunch? I think I’ll let Mom and Dad have some alone time before I come back.”

	“Sure.” Dax looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Where do you want to go?”

	It was as we were stepping out of their father’s room that the mob began.

	“Mr. January, will you sign this?”

	It wasn’t just the male nurse this time. It was also two female nurses. All of them looking at Dax as if he was a slice of prime rib and they were hungry little dogs.

	Dax smiled and chuckled good-naturedly, but I could tell after the fifth minute of standing there, he wasn’t in a good mood any longer.

	“Well, guys,” I said, interrupting the nurses as they cooed over Dax. “We’re on our way to lunch. Have a good day.”

	They all looked upset that I’d taken away their new favorite toy.

	Dax breathed a sigh of relief when we were all on the elevator.

	“Mr. January…” Harleigh breathed heavily, fanning her face.

	“Don’t,” Dax ordered.

	“Mr. January, I seem to have misplaced my panties.” Harleigh ignored him. “Will you loan me your mouth?”

	“Harleigh…” Dax warned.

	“Mr. January…” The doors opened and Harleigh braced herself. “You have such a cute ass, Mr. January. Can I touch it?”

	And Harleigh was off, with Dax chasing after her.

	“I have my own sister,” Slate said as he walked with me out of the elevator at a normal pace. “I know how it is. But I swear to God. We’re not like they are.”

	I snorted. “My brother and I are. Derek made our lives a living hell. It’s my greatest accomplishment when I can get him to hate me just a little bit.”

	Slate grunted and walked with me in the direction that we could hear yelling from the two siblings.

	We were almost to the door when two people came barreling out of a door to our right.

	“…didn’t get pregnant on purpose, Theo.”

	That voice.

	Why couldn’t I escape that voice?

	I held back as the couple hurried to the doors, not once looking to see if they cut anyone off.

	“It’s fucking suspicious is what it is,” Theo said. “You said you were on birth control. In fact, you informed me that if you were ever to get pregnant what would happen. A high-risk pregnancy. So you told me that you were on the pill. If you weren’t on the pill, I would’ve worn a condom. And being here is fucking awful. People know me here, Shondra. They’re going to figure out that I knocked up the crazy chick because you just can’t fucking stop yourself from being a crazy chick and exposing yourself.”

	“I’m not that crazy,” Shondra countered.

	I slowed to an even slower walk, and I could feel Slate looking down at me.

	“You are that crazy,” he said. “Who the fuck puts Nair in their friend’s hair? A crazy chick, that’s who.”

	I felt Slate’s eyes land on my still kind of bald head.

	He was putting two and two together really quick.

	Theo’s comment about my hair, as well as my flinching at that hair comment and walking extra carefully behind the couple so I didn’t draw their attention, had him adding up the facts.

	“It was an accident,” Shondra said.

	I got pissed then, stiffening my spine.

	“It wasn’t an accident and you know it. She was my friend,” Theo countered.

	“Well she’s not anymore, is she?” Shondra hissed. “Stop looking at me. You make me annoyed.”

	I would’ve laughed had I not been so angry.

	“And why, out of all these fucking places, did you have to find a doctor here?” Theo continued. “You could’ve found one in San Antonio, and you know it.”

	“Because you were coming home,” she said. “You were coming home, and I’m having your kid. This is just as much your responsibility as it is mine.”

	I could no longer hear Dax and Harleigh fighting, so I was fairly sure that Dax had spotted Theo.

	Which would mean they’d be spotting me sometime soon, too.

	There were only so many places to hide in this hallway.

	There was the end of the hallway where we’d come from the elevators, and there was the exit all the way on the other side.

	“I don’t want you here, though,” Theo said. “I want you…”

	“What are you doing here?” Shondra hissed.

	She’d seen Dax.

	“Could ask you the same question,” Dax drawled. “I thought you were in San Antonio.”

	“Well, that’s what you get for thinking.” Shondra waved her hand. “Where’s that… friend of yours?”

	“Behind you,” Dax said.

	Shondra hissed and turned, like a cat startled to find that she wasn’t alone like she thought she was.

	I wanted to shrink into the man at my side.

	And Slate, obviously being the good man that he was, stepped forward and partially in front of me, protecting me without a second thought.

	I squeezed his arm in thanks, not because I didn’t think I could handle Shondra—which honestly at this point I wasn’t really sure that I could—but because he was so fast at doing the protecting. He hadn’t even thought twice about it.

	“Of course it would be you,” she hissed. “Do you ever fucking leave?”

	I choked at that, my back stiffening in surprise.

	“Do I ever fucking leave?” I asked, taking a step away from Slate so that she could see me clearly. “You do realize, correct, that I live here? I moved here. You are the one that’s doing the following.”

	She snorted. “We were always coming here. Theo found out he wanted to transfer back months ago. We were just waiting for him to have a shift to slide into. Though, not sure why he bothered applying at the police station. Something about the long hours and a baby don’t mix is what he said. Whatever.”

	I clenched my hands into fists.

	He’d known for months that he was coming back? Jesus, he could’ve at least said something!

	Not that I really cared at this point, but shit.

	“Well, that still doesn’t change the fact that I was here first,” I pointed out. “But I’ll be sure to avoid wherever y’all will be. Kilgore is big enough.”

	Was it?

	I sure hoped so.

	Dax moved then, drawing my attention, and I grinned at him.

	“Well,” I said as I waved a hand in the air. “We’re off to lunch. Hope you continue to have a good day.”

	Dax moved then, grabbing my wrist and tugging me along with him.

	Theo grabbed Shondra in much the same way Dax had me and pulled her to the side of the hallway.

	We passed with no words exchanged.

	We even made it out of the building, too.

	“Mr. January!”

	Dax cursed under his breath and gestured to the bike.

	I didn’t hesitate.

	“Meet you at the diner just down the road?” Harleigh asked, standing next to a bike that was just as big as Dax’s.

	Slate mounted the bike and held his hand out for his wife.

	When I turned around, it was to see Dax holding my helmet out to me.

	I took it and turned so that he couldn’t see my rather large smile.

	Then put on my helmet.

	Fifteen minutes later there was more of the same.

	Mr. January this. Mr. January that. Honestly, even that got less funny as the lunch hour went on.

	Eventually Dax was forced to go outside while we waited for the food to get done.

	Then we took it outside and ate it on the back of the bikes.

	But I did realize that I liked Slate and Harleigh a whole lot.

	I also realized that my man was in some serious need of an aggression release.

	Which was why, when we arrived home an hour later, Harleigh taking over the shift at the hospital with their dad, I did what I did next.

	Biting my lip, I moved to the doorway that was left open between the living room and the space beside the bed.

	“Hey, Mr. January,” I called, eyes mischievous.

	Dax growled and turned to me.

	“You did not just say that.”

	


Chapter 16

	Fuck off.

	Hi.

	-Text from Rowen to Derek

	Rowen

	“Will you fuck me, Mr. January?”

	He was already on edge after the shit he’d heard when it came to the ‘Mr. January’ title over the last two hours and was running on very little patience.

	 “You did not just say that,” he replied, voice clipped and tight.

	I shrugged nonchalantly. “If the shoe fits.”

	“Don’t,” he growled, leaping and making it to me in less than two steps. “Call.” He pinned me to the wall. “Me.” He slammed his mouth down onto mine and kissed the hell out of me. “Mr. January.”

	His mouth fully sealed down over mine then, no more breath left between us, and I was consumed.

	His hands were everywhere, but they didn’t feel wrong, as they moved. He inspected, pulled my clothes from me, and had me naked on my knees in front of him before I could figure out I wasn’t even standing any longer.

	“Suck,” he ordered, his voice rough. His hands insistent on my jaw. “Do it slowly.”

	I was in the process of letting my tongue slide along the length of his cock head, but paused, wondering if he wanted me to go even slower than that.

	“Tell me what you want me to do,” I urged. “And I’ll do it.”

	He pressed the head of his cock up against my lips and moved his hips, causing the tip to drag the seam.

	When I went to open my mouth, he pulled back.

	“I lead, you follow,” he pushed.

	My lips twitched, and I batted my eyes at him.

	“Yes, sir,” I teased.

	Then I let him do what he wanted, painting my lips with his pre-cum, teasing me with just the tip. Ordering me to suck his balls.

	It was such a total and complete turn on, all that alpha directed right at little old me, that I couldn’t quite control my reaction.

	By the time he deigned to notice me, writhing and shaking, he started to laugh.

	“You want me, baby?” he asked, dropping down to his haunches in front of me.

	I swallowed hard, looking at his body with hunger in my eyes, as I tried to gather my thoughts.

	The only problem was, it wasn’t going to work. I wasn’t going to be put back under control. Not until he fixed what needed fixing.

	“Yes,” I gasped, my legs spreading in a vain attempt to get him to move closer. To touch me. To do fucking anything.

	“Good,” he growled.

	Then he pushed me backward, and I landed on my ass.

	“Lay down,” he ordered.

	I didn’t waste time.

	Hell, I dared to barely breathe.

	Because oh God, did I want the man between my legs. I wanted him tasting me. I wanted his tongue inside of me. More importantly, I wanted his cock buried so deep that I could hardly remember my name.

	“Do you want my tongue, or do you want my cock?” he asked.

	That was a big decision. How was one supposed to choose?

	“I…” I paused as I sat up, thinking. “I…” I was stuttering.

	And he was… laughing.

	That little…

	“Oh man.” He laughed as he rushed me, play tackling me to my back and situating his big body between my thighs. “You’re so fucking cute and just… sweet.”

	His hands moved up my sides, tickling my skin as he moved, causing me to squirm and Dax to pause.

	“Was that a flinch?” he teased.

	With him in this mood, I wasn’t sure I wanted to admit my intense ticklishness. It didn’t seem like the greatest idea for my sake.

	What did seem like a good idea was him getting to work.

	Him sticking that cock of his into me and doing some good with it instead of torturing me.

	“No,” I said. “No flinching here. Why?”

	He chuckled, his hand once again trailing down my side.

	And I told myself not to do it. Even tried counting to fifty in my head when he did, his eyes intense on my face, but fuck.

	I was just too ticklish. I couldn’t help it.

	I started to giggle and flinched away, but Dax’s body pinning mine down didn’t let me go far.

	And then recognition lit his eyes.

	“Where else are you ticklish?” he asked, his hands once again roaming.

	I was already shaking my head.

	“Listen, Champ.” I caught his hand and pressed it in between my breasts. “I’m going to tell you this once, and once only because I love you. I’m not a nice ticklee.”

	“Ticklee?” he asked, voice sounding strangely strained.

	“Ticklee. You know, like trainee. The person accepting the tickles,” I explained.

	His grin was one that I knew well.

	He was about to test it.

	“My brother tested it once,” I told him. “I kicked him so hard in the balls that he had to go to the emergency room to make sure one of his testicles hadn’t ruptured.”

	Dax winced.

	“You wouldn’t do that to me,” he countered.

	I was already shaking my head.

	“I can’t tell you what I’d do, to be honest,” I admitted. “I’m just a little bit crazy when it comes to being tickled. I go wild because I just… it tickles so bad. And eventually after telling you to stop for the eighteenth time, I get mad. And then I start hurting when I don’t intend to hurt.”

	That he could understand, I was sure.

	“Do you now?” he wondered.

	“I’d rather you stick your cock inside of me while you still can,” I admitted.

	“While I still can?” he teased.

	I nodded once.

	“You’d be able to stop me? You’d be too mad at me to allow me to continue?” he asked teasingly.

	I was already shaking my head.

	“I’d probably hurt you, then you’d have to go to the emergency room,” I admitted.

	He leaned forward until his mouth was only inches from mine, then said, “Yeah?”

	I nodded once with utmost assurance.

	“Yeah.”

	His cock, his very hard, erect, I want it inside of me now, cock was pressing against my clit in the most delicious of ways.

	He ground his cock against my pussy, dragging it up and down the split of my lips, coating his cock in my excitement.

	It wasn’t fast movements. It was the slowest, most torturous ones he could manage.

	They were delicious and debilitating all at once.

	I wanted more, and I wanted him to never stop.

	It was a lesson in control, that was for sure.

	“Are you even listening to me?” he asked, his hand going to my side, his fingers digging in lightly.

	I tensed, now fully back online.

	“I was thinking about… stuff,” I admitted.

	He snorted and dragged his mouth down the length of my breastbone, causing my nipples to pebble.

	His beard felt like a steel wool pad, causing me to squirm.

	“Your beard’s rough as hell,” I panted.

	“Yeah?” he asked. “Want me to shave it?”

	I brought my hands down so hard on his face that they made a smacking sound when they hit each of his cheeks.

	“Don’t you dare!”

	His startled eyes met mine, then he burst out laughing, pressing his forehead against my sternum as he did.

	I tilted my hips up, hoping that he’d take the hint.

	He didn’t.

	He rubbed his bristly beard over my sternum, then moved up until he was dragging it along my nipples.

	“Listen, Mr. January,” I said, doing a quick move that had him on his back with me on top of him. “This delayed gratification thing isn’t going to work. I’ve really been needing this so if you could just hurry it right along…”

	Before I could finish my sentence, he was lifting my body.

	The next second he was positioning his cock at my entrance and pulling me down hard onto him.

	My head went back as euphoria rocketed through me.

	My hands went backward for purchase, and I found Dax’s powerful thighs.

	Clamping my hands down on them, I squeezed tight, my nails digging in, and groaned.

	“Dax,” I breathed. “Yes!”

	“No more Mr. January?” he teased.

	I couldn’t even process his words.

	He wanted me to call him Mr. January now? While I was trying my best to breathe?

	“I…” I panted, twisting my hips.

	He chuckled darkly and started to lift me up only to quickly pull me back down. Over and over he did this, working my body over his as if it was his to do with as he pleased.

	I didn’t care.

	Couldn’t, really.

	Because he was doing everything that I wanted him to do and then some.

	His hands were on my nipples. My hips. Trailing down the length of my stomach.

	And still he was somehow guiding each and every plunge and retreat.

	“Come down here,” he ordered. “I want to suck on your nipples.”

	I bent down, my hands going to his chest for purchase as I leaned down and gave him my mouth instead.

	“Not what I wanted,” he admitted between kisses. “But just as sweet.”

	He slowly slid out of me, his thighs tensing underneath of mine, and I braced myself for the thrust he was about to give me.

	I just knew it was going to be rough and deep.

	“Now give me your tit,” he ordered.

	I did, falling back onto his cock so softly that I would’ve laughed had I not already been moaning.

	He fucked me like that, slow and steady, while he tongued my nipples.

	I would’ve collapsed completely on top of him had he not been holding me up with one hand underneath my ribs.

	“I wish I had hair,” I found myself saying. “I would totally let it drag over you right now, teasing your skin like you’re doing to me right now.” I gasped.

	He bit down lightly on my nipple.

	“You could have hair, or you could not have hair,” he said. “It’s not going to change how I feel about you. How bad I want you.”

	I closed my eyes as tenderness swept through me at his words.

	“Look at me,” he rasped.

	I opened my eyes, my hands once again going to his chest to help me sit up.

	The new position had his cock sliding in deep again, my eyes momentarily losing focus as he did.

	He trailed his gaze down the length of my body, settling on where we were connected before coming back to meet my eyes.

	“I’ve done a lot of things in my life that I’m not really proud of,” he admitted. “But that night when you came over? That night I was weak. I wanted you so bad that I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. You and your bald little head haunted my dreams. Awake and asleep. And when you walked out, at first I thought that I’d nodded off. But then I smelled you and realized my dreams had never been that good before.”

	I clenched on his cock, causing him to growl.

	“I’m not sure why the fuck Theo never noticed you,” he said. “But I thank my lucky stars every fuckin’ day that he didn’t. Because if he had, you wouldn’t have come home. I wouldn’t have found you. I wouldn’t have tasted you. I wouldn’t have known anything. And my life would suck.”

	I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. “Your life would suck?”

	He shrugged. “It would. Not gonna lie. I didn’t realize that I was being such a douche about what happened to me in high school. It was a long fuckin’ time ago, and I realize now that nobody cares anywhere near as much as I make it seem.”

	I trailed my fingers down the middle of his chest.

	Then resituated my hips so that I was more comfortable.

	“You’re talking like this is you getting this gift,” I said, eyes on his. “It wasn’t just you. It was me, too. I’ve had all of three dates in my life. One sexual encounter that sucked. And honestly, no real desire to change that. Until you.”

	He rolled us then, his cock never dislodging from his deep seat inside of me.

	I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him in close.

	“Finish me already,” I ordered. “We can talk more later.”

	He did finish me then.

	Just as slowly as before.

	And he didn’t stop until I was a panting, exhausted mess on the floor.

	“I’m fairly sure I have linoleum burn on my ass,” I informed him.

	He snorted. “It was worth it.”

	Right now? Yes. In the morning? Who knew?

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 17

	I wish I was Felicia. She’s always going somewhere.

	-Coffee Cup

	Rowen

	I heard a thud as the door closed behind Dax, who was running late as usual.

	Rolling my eyes at his constant lateness, I rolled over and buried my face into his pillow.

	I had no clue what had taken him so long from the moment that he’d left the room to when he’d actually left the house, but I imagined that it had to do with him stopping at the refrigerator and reading my message.

	I love you.

	I’d said it before.

	Sure, I could’ve waited until there was a better moment to say it, but waiting for perfect just wasn’t me.

	I was spontaneous and brash. I did things, said things, that I couldn’t take back later.

	That was part of what made me a good lawyer. I was quick on my feet, words spilled out before I needed to think, and most of the time they were what I would’ve said anyway had I had time to overthink it to death.

	Another thud had me sitting up.

	“Dax?” I called.

	Nothing.

	“Dax?” I called again.

	Nothing.

	I pulled out my phone and texted him, but he didn’t answer, meaning he was driving or riding.

	Rowen: Are you at home?

	I wasn’t sure which because I’d been in another orgasmic-induced fog as he was leaving. My brain’s light had been on, but nobody had been home.

	Now, though?

	That haze was gone, and it was working.

	Curious, I got up and got dressed, finding Dax’s sweatshirt on the floor and slipping it on before moving to my leggings.

	I fisted the sweatshirt, knowing that this one was going to be mine now, too.

	I’d have to buy him more.

	It wasn’t nice to steal and not replace.

	Grinning to myself and loving the way his sweatshirt always seemed to swallow me whole, I made my way out to the living room and took a good look around.

	Nothing.

	Everything was quiet.

	Nothing out of place. No unusual people in Dax’s living room.

	Hell, there wasn’t even a random squirrel.

	Not that there would be usually, but that’s always what the random bumps and bangs were if my imagination had any say in it.

	Honestly, I expected to see more raccoons in my life, too, with the way I always accounted for them making the loud bangs at my apartment in San Antonio.

	One time I’d even asked the super, and he’d explained that we had a family of raccoons that were making a home in our spare utility closets. They’d be kicked out of one and would move to the next one on the next porch, though I’d never actually seen them in mine.

	My phone rang, but since it wasn’t a ring tone that I knew—yes, I was that loser that assigned ringtones to my friends and family—I didn’t bother rushing to answer it.

	It was probably a telemarketer.

	I was being punished as an adult for all the random prank calls that I used to make with Katy when we were kids.

	Nine times out of ten, if my phone rang, it was some random person ghosting my number and heavy breathing into my ear.

	The random calls had been going on for months now.

	To the point where I’d just assigned everybody special ringtones and didn’t bother answering anything else unless they left a voicemail.

	The phone finally stopped ringing, and I walked to the front window and looked out through the blinds.

	I grinned when I saw my brother mowing his lawn.

	I stepped out onto the porch, leaving the door wide, and walked to the end of Dax’s front walk.

	I waited until he finally looked over and then grinned at him.

	He ignored me, going back to mowing.

	The next time he looked at me, I pointed at my lawn.

	He rolled his eyes, but I knew he got the drift.

	My lawn would be mowed.

	Dax’s? No. Mine? Hell yes.

	Did I say that I loved my brother?

	Because I so totally did.

	Sometimes.

	Other times, he annoyed the hell out of me and got off on doing it.

	Waving at him on his next pass, he flipped me off, causing me to snort.

	Turning back around, I made my way back into Dax’s.

	Then almost turned around and went into mine.

	But I wanted to read the fridge message.

	After that was done, I would go back to mine.

	I slammed the front door closed behind me and made a beeline straight to the fridge and stared at the letters that were there.

	It was almost a habit at this point just to see what he’d say.

	I looked forward to it.

	Today’s message?

	At first, I was confused.

	‘I hope you die.’

	“What?” I asked.

	That was a little harsh for calling him Mr. January, wasn’t it?

	“You know.” The woman’s hissing voice sent chills down my spine. “I watched you do that three times during the day yesterday.”

	I slowly turned to find Shondra there, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.

	“It’s sickening.”

	Then my confusion slowly slipped away and only understanding and fear resided there now.

	“What’s sickening?” I asked, voice rough.

	“You and him,” she said. “Your obvious love for Theo is sickening.”

	I swallowed hard. “I don’t… I don’t have any feelings for Theo any longer, if I even had them in the first place.”

	“Lies!” she cried out. “You’re lying!”

	I wasn’t lying.

	In fact, I was so far away from lying that I couldn’t stand it.

	“I’m not lying!” I burst out. “I can’t stand Theo anymore. The only person I care about anymore is Dax!”

	Shondra scoffed, shifting.

	That was when I saw the fucking hammer in her hand.

	Son of a bitch.

	“You know, you were the one that introduced me to Theo,” she continued. “You realize that, right?”

	What?

	“I saw you talking to him one day after work. He was at a station across the street from where you were visiting. Why do you go to the spa so much?” she asked.

	“What?” I asked.

	Her change of direction was confusing to say the least.

	“You go to the spa. You go to the salon. You get your nails done. You get facials to do on yourself every Friday night. You buy fucking skin cream from Sephora every six weeks. You even change your mascara like clockwork. Why do you change your mascara so often?” she pushed.

	I… didn’t know what to say.

	“I saw Theo for the first time and I just knew… he was mine.” She focused her eyes on me once again. “Then you kept talking to him.”

	Then I kept talking to him?

	What?

	“I’m sorry, Shondra,” I apologized.

	I mean, what else could I do?

	I wasn’t the one in the wrong here.

	Obviously Crazy Cathy was.

	And why did she have a hammer?

	I kept talking to Theo?

	What in the hell did that mean?

	“You’re not sorry.” She sniffed. “You’re trying to get out of what’s about to happen.”

	I didn’t know what she had planned for me, but I knew that I couldn’t let her do what I thought she was going to do. And what I thought she was going to do had a lot to do with that hammer in her hand.

	My biggest hope was that she was hanging up a picture, which I highly doubted seeing as the one time I’d asked Shondra if she had a hammer I could borrow at the office, she told me she didn’t hang her own stuff up. Maintenance did. Why the hell would she have a hammer?

	No, I could only see one reason why she had a hammer in her hand, and that wasn’t going to end well for me.

	Meaning I had to try to distract her.

	“Theo and I aren’t together anymore,” I tried. “Never were. He always had a thing for my sister, and he could never get over her enough to even look at me.”

	“He does not have a thing for your sister,” she hissed. “He has a thing for me!”

	Okay, don’t mention anybody but her being with Theo. Noted.

	“Yes, yes.” I nodded, placating her. “You. You’re having his baby.”

	She narrowed her eyes but nodded her head as if she agreed with that statement.

	“I am having his baby.” She looked wired. “I had to go off all my meds. The ones that I was on weren’t safe for the fetus.”

	The fetus, not the baby.

	Jesus Christ.

	“Theo treated me like I was normal.” She smiled. “We had a little hiccup there when you actually came to a social function. But then you moved away, and it all worked out. Theo found out that he was going to be a father. Then we came home. But now you’re in our home. You need to leave. We can’t even get a duplex here, where he wants to live, because they rented out the last one to you. Why are you everywhere?”

	I had no idea how to proceed.

	With a normal, sane person, I might be able to accomplish it.

	But Jesus, she was neither normal nor sane.

	I’d realized that over the time that I’d worked with her the last year.

	There was no ‘normal’ when it came to Shondra.

	There was one time that she’d freaked out over a freakin’ pen that I’d borrowed.

	Like, full-on, fuming, ‘I’m telling everyone that I can that you’re a stealer’ kind of freaked out. I hadn’t stolen the pen. I’d picked it up in the hallway and given it to reception. When I’d come to sign some paperwork, the pen had been given back to me to do so. Shondra had walked by and freaked the fuck out, filed a complaint on me for stealing to the boss.

	Hell, if I hadn’t had video evidence—the moron boss of mine had at least had videos of the incident—then I would’ve had Shondra down my throat over a fucking pen.

	“I’ll leave. Right now,” I promised.

	“Oh, you’ll leave.” She raised her hammer, made contact with something over my shoulder, and then smiled.

	Everything went black.

	***

	Dax

	“Hello?” I answered, unsure if I should or not.

	“Umm,” Rachelle said hesitantly. “I came by to apologize. To tell you… some things. And… well… there was a really loud bang in your house. You’re… you’re okay, aren’t you?”

	I frowned, my hands going to my thighs as I pinched the phone between my shoulder and my cheek.

	“I’m fine,” I stated.

	“Just… I think you should come check it out,” she said. “And hurry. Because the guy mowing the lawn next to your house is staring at me like I’m a rat, and I don’t want him to hurt me.”

	Derek.

	Or maybe Ford.

	I wasn’t sure which guy she was talking about mowing the lawn.

	He could be mowing Rowen’s place, and that would be Derek. But it could also be my neighbor on the opposite side of me, and that was Ford.

	Either way, I had no doubt that they were staring at her suspiciously.

	They knew who she was.

	Everybody did.

	I looked at my watch, then gave a heads up to Foster, our team leader, that I was leaving.

	Receiving the nod of ‘okay’ in return, I headed out the door and started down the steps that would lead to the cruisers in the back lot.

	Walking past Theo on my way out, I heard him talking on the phone. “Shondra,” he was saying urgently into the phone. “This is not fucking funny.”

	I stopped and stared at him. He sounded really stressed.

	He looked rough.

	He was pacing out in front of the police station, joints stiff, as he continued to speak softly into the phone.

	“Ughh!” he growled, yanking the phone away from his face.

	“Something wrong?” I asked, momentarily distracted from the loud ‘bang’ in my apartment.

	Honestly, I didn’t think that it was anything to be concerned about. The ‘bang’ was likely Rowen. I had a feeling that it was more likely Rachelle just wanted to talk. And I doubted it was to apologize.

	Theo’s eyes met mine as he scrubbed his face with his hands.

	“I’m waiting on your chief of police to get back,” he said. “I need to talk to him.”

	I looked at the chief’s spot, which was occupied by his police issued cruiser, and said, “Chief’s probably in his office, man.”

	Theo frowned and looked thoughtful.

	“Shondra just told me she saw the Chief and Rowen together at the diner in town eating breakfast,” he said. “She was just calling to tell me that they’d left.”

	I highly doubted that she’d seen them together at all. Not when it’d only been about twenty minutes since I’d left the duplex, and it usually took Rowen at least that to get ready to go in the morning. 

	For not having hair, she sure did have a lot of stuff to do to get ‘ready.’

	Not that I was complaining or anything. I liked the end results for sure, even if I thought she looked just as beautiful without makeup as she did with.

	“Well, he’s in there,” I said, not bothering to tell him that Shondra was a lying whore. “I’m fairly sure that he’s in a meeting with the motorcycle patrol right now, though. So he might be a while. But he’s there.”

	Theo climbed the steps.

	“That’s certified personnel entrance only. You’re gonna have to go around,” I said.

	He frowned. “Can’t you buzz me in?”

	I was already shaking my head. “Sorry, but no.”

	Theo’s eyes narrowed, but just as he opened his mouth to say something, my phone buzzed.

	I pulled out my phone and read the text.

	Derek: There’s a woman standing at your door knocking on it and she’s not leaving. Want me to tell her to leave?

	Instead of replying to Theo, I walked to my cruiser and typed instead.

	Dax: No. I’ll be there in ten.

	Derek: 10-4

	Shoving the phone back into my pocket, I gave one last curious look at Theo who was staring me down as I left, then got into my cruiser.

	Pulling up beside the curb so I didn’t block Rachelle when she left, I put it into park and got out.

	“I stayed. Knocked again,” Rachelle said. “There haven’t been any more bangs but the one but… I swear to God, I saw those blinds move once. Someone is in there.”

	That someone could be Rowen… but her car was gone.

	But maybe she had snuck through our combined back yards and had waited until Rachelle wasn’t paying attention before driving away.

	Likely she didn’t want to deal with the confrontation.

	Likely she ignored the door and hoped that Rachelle would go away.

	Luckily, Rachelle hadn’t gone away.

	“Thanks,” I said as I pulled my keys out of my pocket. “I’ll go check it out.”

	“You don’t have a dog or anything,” she said. “Do you?”

	I shook my head. “No dog.”

	“Oh, ‘cause I heard whimpering, too. I thought I was upsetting them when I continued to knock at first, so I stopped,” she continued, obviously not leaving. “I really do need to talk to you.”

	I rolled my eyes and gestured for her to wait, then went inside.

	Closing the door behind me, I flipped on the lights in the hallway.

	Almost on auto-pilot, after finding Rowen’s car gone, I walked to the fridge thinking that she’d left me a note.

	I hadn’t heard from her since I’d left, and since she was just here and Rachelle was here, I would’ve assumed that she would’ve left me a note.

	Only, there was no note.

	Which was highly unlike her.

	She would’ve normally said something.

	I pulled out my phone and sent a text while I looked at the fridge in confusion.

	Half of the letters were on the floor, and there was only one real word that was on the fridge.

	‘die.’

	What the fuck?

	I switched from texting to calling, and that’s when I heard the sound of my ringtone she’d programmed in for me ringing from the back bedroom.

	It was as I was turning to follow the sound that I saw the collapsed form behind the couch.

	I’d walked right past it on my way inside.

	“Rowen!” I cried out.

	


Chapter 18

	Underestimate me. That’ll be fun.

	-Dax to Derek

	Dax

	“She has a severe concussion and a skull fracture,” the doctor explained as she pointed at the top of Rowen’s head where something—likely a hammer—had made contact with Rowen’s head. “We’re watching the swelling on her brain, but we don’t want to lie to you. It’s likely that this is going to require surgery. Swelling has already started around her brain. If it continues, we’re going to have to do surgery to relieve it.”

	“Will she be okay? If you do the surgery to relieve it?” Derek asked.

	Derek had been the first one to me as I’d come practically sprinting out of the house with Rowen in my arms.

	“Dr. Aviv?” A man came into the room, holding a piece of paper.

	Dr. Aviv, Rowen’s doctor, took the paper and scanned it, his eyes stopping on something before he looked up at me.

	“Okay,” he said, handing the paper back. “List it in her chart. This is going to change the meds I have her on.”

	The nurse nodded and received an entirely different med list, causing Derek and I to look at each other.

	When the nurse was gone, Dr. Aviv looked at me, then to Derek.

	“Ms. Roberts, it seems, is pregnant. Those were her labs.”

	Ten words that had the power to change my life.

	I opened my mouth, then closed it, unsure what to say.

	Pregnant.

	“Okay,” Derek took over the questioning. “What…”

	That’s when Rowen’s mom walked through the door, hurrying as fast as her legs would take her.

	“What’s going on?” she asked, her voice breathless. “What happened?”

	Derek looked at me, then looked at the doctor.

	“Dr. Aviv, this is my mother, Rowen’s mother. She’s…”

	Before Derek could finish, Luke filled the door.

	He didn’t come running in, but he definitely wasn’t walking, either.

	“Tell me what’s going on,” Luke ordered.

	His eyes weren’t on the doctor, though. They were on me.

	I opened my mouth to tell him what was happening—what had happened—but just then the sweetest sound on this Earth filled my ears.

	“Dax.”

	My eyes went from Luke’s wired ones to Rowen’s, and I couldn’t stop myself.

	I leaned down, dropping down to one knee, and brought her hand up to my face.

	Pressing a kiss to her palm, I said, “Rowen, you’re okay.”

	She smiled and rolled her eyes.

	“You’re here. I know that I’m okay.” She narrowed her eyes. “They shaved my head again, didn’t they?”

	I snorted. “No. They didn’t have to. But they might if…”

	“…hit her with a hammer,” I heard Derek say softly.

	Rowen’s eyes widened. “My head hurts. That’s why, isn’t it? Shondra hit me with a hammer.”

	Shondra.

	I looked over at Derek, who’d heard the words his sister had said because he’d paused mid explanation.

	“Derek.”

	Derek nodded and pulled out his phone.

	The doctor took over explaining to Luke and Reese what was going on, leaving me to look back at Rowen.

	“It hurts really bad,” she whispered, her eyes closing. “Can you turn off the light?”

	I didn’t hesitate to plunge the room into darkness.

	The doctor never missed a beat in his explanation, and I distinctly heard the words ‘she’s pregnant’ all over again.

	And, like last time, they still didn’t scare me or freak me out.

	“Better?” I asked softly.

	She nodded once. “Better.”

	“Don’t move your head if you can help it,” I suggested. “You have a skull fracture and a concussion.”

	She squeezed my hand. “What else?”

	I didn’t say the ‘P’ word, instead, I was about to tell her that we’d just learned who the person responsible was and hadn’t even considered any suspects up until this point.

	Except Katy, who I hadn’t realized was even in the room, said, “She’s pregnant?”

	That scream of excitement had Rowen closing her eyes.

	Then opening them right back up.

	Her eyes resembled those little emojis that she liked to use so much.

	The one with the wide eyes and the ‘O’ mouth.

	“Yeah, it’s kind of new for me, too,” I admitted.

	“She’s only about two to three weeks along, according to her blood levels,” the doctor said, explaining.

	“I’m going to be a grandma?”

	That from my mother.

	Another person I hadn’t realized that was there.

	“You’re already a grandmother, Peyton.” My dad laughed. “Don’t act all excited. Two weeks is very early.”

	“Would y’all shut the fuck up and get out,” I snapped.

	Rowen’s eyes were getting wider and wider. At this point, I could see her entire eyeball.

	The room went silent, and slowly but surely the entire thing emptied except for the doctor who came over to look down at Rowen.

	“You have a concussion,” he said, shining a light in her eyes.

	Rowen blinked.

	“Does your head hurt?” he asked.

	She swallowed hard and then said, “Yes, sir.”

	“I suspect that’s going to be the case for a week or two while this fracture heals,” he said, shining his light into the other eye. “As of right now, you’re doing as good as can be expected. I have the nurse coming in to see if she can get a visual of the baby via transvaginal ultrasound. But it’s too early to even see a heartbeat yet, so I doubt we’ll be able to tell much other than seeing implantation.”

	Rowen swallowed hard.

	“Okay,” she said.

	“If your brain starts to swell, we’ll have to take you into surgery,” he said. “Right now, I don’t know how it’ll look for you in a day’s time. It’s possible that you’ll be just fine. Won’t need any surgeries at all. But it is a possibility, okay?”

	“Okay,” she said.

	It was said so softly that I could barely hear.

	She was scared.

	God, I was scared, too.

	“You’re a lucky woman,” the doctor continued. “This could’ve been a whole lot worse than it was.”

	That was the same thought that I had.

	Had Rachelle not knocked on that door…

	“If you need anything between then and now, page your nurse. She has permission to give you pain meds. I’ll be in to check on you in just a little bit, okay?” he said.

	After Rowen nodded understanding, the doctor left, leaving me and her alone.

	I sat on the side of her bed, unsure what to say.

	“I was on birth control,” she whispered.

	Her promise had me grinning.

	“Sometimes it’s just meant to be, sweetheart,” I said. “Had this happened with some random chick, I might’ve been a bit upset about it. But you’re not some random chick. You’re my Rowen. My girlfriend. My soon-to-be wife. It’s okay.”

	She raised one brow at me, her eyes having met mine when I said ‘soon-to-be wife.’

	“Ummm,” she said. “I think you have to ask a certain question first before I can be your ‘soon-to-be’ anything.”

	I grinned.

	“Well, I have a feeling that you didn’t get a good look at the fridge today,” he said. “I’m assuming that Shondra got a go at it before you did and changed the letters before you had a chance to read it.”

	She blinked.

	“It said ‘I hope you die’ or something to that effect,” she said. “Why, what did you put on it?”

	I shook my head. “You’ll just have to wait until you can read it again.”

	She scrunched up her nose in annoyance.

	“Whatever,” she muttered. “That’s crap.”

	I snorted and ran my finger lightly down her nose.

	“Would you like to tell me what happened from the beginning?” I asked. “I’ve pieced bits of it together, but I still don’t know exactly what happened. Hell, I had no idea Shondra was involved until you woke up.”

	She went through exactly what happened, starting with hearing the bang and ending with Shondra hitting her with the hammer.

	“She looked behind me,” she continued. “I thought she saw something outside. But when I turned around and looked, everything went black.”

	“Where were you standing when this happened?” I wondered.

	“In between the kitchen and the living room,” she answered. “My back was to the wall next to your entryway table.”

	Right next to the doorway that led into the front bedroom.

	A thud-thud had us both turning to look at the entryway to Rowen’s room.

	A woman appeared that had me grinning wide.

	“This isn’t going to be awkward or anything, is it?” Pru asked.

	I snorted. “No. Not unless you make it awkward.”

	Pru was the daughter of one of my dad’s best friends, and we’d all grown up together. She was a year or so older than me and liked to make sure I never forgot it.

	“I’d never make anything awkward.” She snickered as she made her way up to Rowen’s bedside. “Rowen, how are you?”

	After Rowen and Pru exchanged pleasantries, Pru got her ready for an ultrasound. An ultrasound that had a rather large wand covered in a condom going up my girl’s vagina.

	“Is there another way we could do this?” I asked, feeling uncomfortable for Rowen, as well as myself.

	“Not this early, no.” Pru apologized as she started to press things on the computer in front of her.

	It was about a minute and a half later that she was pointing at some blackish gray blob on the screen saying, “There it is!”

	‘It’ being a circle with a bunch of gray around it.

	“That’s… it?” I asked.

	“That’s it.” Pru nodded. “Cool, huh?”

	I leaned down so that my face was close to Rowen’s ear and said, “I don’t see shit.”

	She turned her face into mine and started laughing.

	That laughing immediately turned to a groan.

	“Sorry, sorry,” I apologized, pressing both of my palms to either side of her face. “No laughing.”

	She smiled, despite the pain.

	“I don’t know shit about kids.”

	“That’s cool,” I said softly. “We can fuck them up together, because I don’t either.”

	


Chapter 19

	Goest & Fuck Thyself.

	-Text from Dax to Harleigh

	Dax

	“You got her?” I asked carefully.

	Reese looked at me.

	Really looked at me.

	And narrowed her eyes.

	She planted her hands on her hips and turned to face me fully.

	“Dax Tremaine,” she said softly, her voice barely a whisper. “I know it’s hard to believe, but that girl’s been my heart before you were even a glimmer in her eye.”

	My lips twitched for the first time since Rowen had been hurt. I’d left her lying in my bed earlier that morning.

	She’d rolled over after I’d made love to her and gone back to sleep as if the orgasm had drained every ounce of energy right out of her.

	I’d grinned, smiling wide, and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck.

	“I know, ma’am,” I said. “But…”

	“But she means a lot to you,” Reese finished. “Do you know what it feels like? To get a call about someone you love? A voice that says that someone tried to kill that person that you love?”

	I’d gotten a few calls on a buddy or two throughout the years, but I’d never had that kind of call.

	But the shit that had gone through me today at seeing Rowen hurt and lying on the floor nonresponsive? That had been the single most scary thing that had ever happened to me in my life.

	“Go, Dax,” came Rowen’s sleepy reply. “You’re on the SWAT team. It’s not like you can choose when the emergencies are. I’m okay. The b-baby is okay. My mom is here, and she won’t let anything happen to me.”

	Derek slapped his hand down hard onto my shoulder, jolting me forward.

	“Let’s go,” he ordered. “I really don’t want to be reamed out. And my mom has it covered.”

	“I’ll be here.”

	I looked at my dad who was also in the room.

	My mother had gone home to watch my sister’s baby for the night, even though my sister had intended to cancel her date night. Rowen sent her home, though, unwilling for anybody to be giving her any special treatment.

	“Dad’ll be back as soon as he grabs food for us, too,” Rowen muttered. “And I’m fine. They said that the swelling was minimal at best. Nothing is going to happen. I promise.”

	I just had this gut feeling that wasn’t going away.

	After an afternoon and evening spent looking for Shondra, we’d settled for Theo, who’d been helping Luke look for her for the last couple of hours with no results.

	Which meant I’d gotten more and more pissed as the day had progressed to the point where now my SWAT loyalties were being tested.

	I growled in frustration and stood up, leaning over the bed so that my face was close to hers.

	“You get hurt in any way, and I’m going to lose my shit,” I growled. “Lose. My. Shit.”

	She cupped my face and brought my mouth to hers.

	“Go, babe,” she ordered. “And bring me back a cookie.”

	I stood up straight and looked down at her.

	“You’re not allowed to have cookies,” I told her. “The doc said…”

	“The doctor can kiss my ass,” she said. “I deserve a motherfuckin’ cookie.”

	The room went silent as everyone listened to her words.

	I couldn’t help the small laugh that burst free of me when I thought about how ferocious she was over a cookie.

	“Yes, ma’am.” I shook my head.

	Then looked at Reese and my dad. “Take care of her.”

	Seconds later, I left with Derek, my eyes scanning every fucking person we passed on the way out.

	“Don’t see her,” I muttered darkly to Derek.

	Derek grunted out a ‘me neither’ as we continued to make our way outside.

	After arriving at the end of the hallway and the elevator, I rubbed my face and tired eyes with my fingers.

	“I was right there while that shit was going down,” Derek said, sounding just as tired as I felt. “My sister was getting her head bashed in with a hammer, and I was mowing her fucking lawn, ten feet away.” He shook his head as we stepped into the elevator. “I saw Rachelle over there, too. Watched her like a hawk because she came from the side of your place. I didn’t know what the hell she was doing. Was so interested in what she was doing looking like she came from your back yard that I…”

	“She was coming from the back yard?” I asked.

	He nodded once.

	Our phones went off again, this time with a cancellation of the SWAT call.

	Derek breathed a sigh of relief.

	I, on the other hand, was trying to figure out why Rachelle would’ve ever left the fuckin’ porch.

	Then I remembered something Rowen had said about Shondra looking over her shoulder at something, and Rowen turning around before everything went black, and my heart skipped a beat.

	“Fuck yes,” Derek muttered, shoving his phone back into the pocket.

	When the doors opened, and he went to press the floor we were just on, I stilled him and gestured for him to follow me out of the elevator.

	“I have a suspicion…” I started, explaining what I suspected.

	Derek’s eyes, once I got done explaining, were hot with an inner fire.

	“Is that right?” he said, his jaw tense. “Well, let’s just go ask her what she wanted to apologize for.”

	I managed to pick up a few tag-alongs on our way to Rachelle’s place.

	Bourne Pena, one of the twins, as well as Adam Stoker, another very good friend, and Malachi Stokes. All members of the SWAT team and men that Derek must’ve been able to get for backup on such short notice.

	“What do you have, a hotline of phone numbers in there?” I asked.

	Derek shrugged and shoved his phone back into the pocket as he nodded at the last of the men, Malachi, who’d shown up.

	“Can’t hurt to have a couple of friends who know how to handle themselves,” Derek admitted, grinning at Bourne. “Y’all know what happened to my sister?”

	“Been out looking right along with half of Kilgore,” Malachi murmured softly. “So yeah, we know what happened to your sister.” He turned to me. “Heard you’re gonna be a daddy.”

	I felt something in the vicinity of my heart start to swell as emotion overcame me.

	I was going to be a father.

	“Yeah,” I croaked.

	“Congrats,” Bourne said. “Welcome to the lost dad’s club.”

	I snorted.

	Bourne didn’t have a baby. But his brother, Booth, did. And spent just as much time taking care of the kid as Booth did.

	“What’s going on?” Adam asked.

	I looked at one of my best friends in the world and immediately explained what I suspected.

	Adam’s glare was ferocious.

	“Let’s go fucking ask her, then,” he suggested.

	“Best idea I’ve heard all night,” I muttered, turning and walking up the front walk of a woman that at one point in time I’d thought I’d known.

	Turns out, I didn’t know her at all.

	Oh, and she wasn’t home.

	Her husband, however, was.

	And he was most helpful with his houseguest for the evening.

	***

	Rowen

	“I have to pee,” I groaned.

	Max chuckled and moved to help me out of the bed.

	My mother had disappeared out to the nurses’ station about twenty minutes ago, and I was so sore and unsteady on my feet that I was unwilling to be picky about who helped me out of the bed.

	“Thanks,” I muttered, holding onto my gown at the back and my IV pole with both hands. “Can you close it behind me?”

	I heard it close behind me and stared at myself in the mirror.

	Dax was right.

	They hadn’t had to cut my hair again.

	Honestly, if you looked at me, you wouldn’t think that I’d just taken a hammer to the temple.

	There was no outward sign that anything had happened.

	Inwardly, though? Yeah, my brain was throbbing like a bitch.

	After using the bathroom and washing my hands again, I made a half-assed attempt to tie the gown in the back so that I wouldn’t have to hold on to it. Then made my way out the door.

	I arrived just in time to hear Max say, “Dax isn’t here. He got a SWAT call and left about a half hour ago.”

	I narrowed my eyes and looked at the door that Max was barely holding open and saw Rachelle on the other side.

	“I wanted to apologize to Rowen, too. Is that okay?” Rachelle pleaded.

	I was about to reply with ‘hell no’ when another voice entered the fray.

	“I don’t think that’s gonna work.”

	Max opened the door a little more and placed his big body into it, blocking the way to me but also allowing me to see who’d just spoken.

	It was Hayes.

	He was another new member of the SWAT team and one that I didn’t know all that well just yet.

	I had a feeling being with Dax would mean I’d get to know them all at some point.

	Rachelle turned and pressed her back up against the wall right outside my door. I could just barely see her from where I was standing.

	My mother was turned and surveying everything from across the hall.

	“Ma’am,” Hayes said as he removed a set of handcuffs from his pocket. “If you could please come with me.”

	Rachelle shrieked then. “I will not!”

	There was a crowd gathering around now, and even the throbbing in my head couldn’t stop me from watching the show in front of me.

	“I didn’t do anything!” she continued, her voice so high-pitched that I couldn’t help but wince as the pain started to pound even harder in my skull.

	“Ma’am,” Hayes said, moving closer to a clearly not-going-to-cooperate Rachelle. “Time to go.”

	Rachelle went wild then, throwing herself forward, her hands curling into claws as she aimed them at Hayes’ face.

	Hayes caught her and had her face first onto the hospital floor in about half a second flat.

	I watched with enjoyment as her face was pressed to the nasty floor and she was handcuffed.

	“So what did she do?” Max asked curiously.

	Hayes opened his mouth to say something, but Rachelle started spitting venom.

	“That bitch,” Rachelle growled. “I should’ve never let her do this. But Rowen and her smug ass face. I wanted to ruin it after what she did to me.”

	What I did to her?

	What the hell had I done?

	Then Dax, who was the latecomer to the party, arrived.

	“Sorry to inform you,” Dax replied. “But my girl didn’t do anything to you. You did everything to yourself.”

	“I was forced to tell my husband what I’d done down to the smallest of details. He didn’t take kindly to being married to someone who was practically a sex offender, so he filed for divorce.” Rachelle turned her venomous glare toward me. “All because that one had to go and open her mouth in a public place. One of my husband’s business partners heard and told my husband. Now he’s divorcing me and leaving me penniless.”

	“Being penniless will be the least of your problems,” Dax supplied. “Thanks, Hayes.”

	Hayes marched Rachelle out before I could get the rest of the story.

	Dax shook his dad’s hand, then looked at me standing there looking curious.

	“What the hell?” I asked.

	He walked up to me and put his strong arms around me, pulling me in close.

	I laid my head down against his neck and breathed deeply, inhaling his scent over and over again.

	When I closed my eyes, my headache started to pound less fiercely.

	“Come sit down,” he ordered.

	I felt the rumble of his words underneath my cheek.

	I wanted to move but only if he came with me.

	Which he did when he picked me up like a child and carried me back to bed.

	But he crawled into it with me.

	Which was about the time I saw that he was in sweatpants and not the gear he’d left in.

	“Tell me what happened,” I ordered.

	So he did. Starting with the words I’d said earlier about thinking Shondra was looking behind me.

	“Rachelle had crawled in through a broken window,” he continued. “We’d thought that was how Shondra had gotten in, but apparently it was how both of them got in.”

	I shook my head as my dad entered the room, looking pissed.

	I didn’t say hi to him, eager to hear the rest of the story.

	“Shondra somehow convinced Rachelle to help her. Not sure how or why, but they were working together yesterday,” he continued. “And then Rachelle had a stroke of conscience and called me after beating you over the head with a golf club I had in my spare bedroom.”

	I winced. “So not a hammer?”

	He shook his head, and I sighed, curling up into his arms.

	“Rachelle’s husband wasn’t aware that Shondra was being looked for. But upon being made aware, he gladly handed her over. Then told us Rachelle’s whereabouts. We’re not sure what she was up here trying to do, but my guess it wouldn’t have been good.” He paused. “They’ll both be facing attempted murder charges now.”

	“And a slew of other charges,” Dad said. “Anything we can pin on them at this point.”

	I grinned then turned to my man.

	“Did you get that cookie?”

	He produced a cookie out of his sweatpants pocket.

	“Why are you changed, anyway?” I asked curiously, uncaring that the cookie had been smashed to a million pieces after being in his pocket.

	He’d splurged and gotten me a good one from my favorite deli.

	Yum.

	I took a bite as he answered.

	“Shondra was in the shower when we found her,” he answered. “We took her out of there with soap suds still clinging to her skin.”

	I snorted. “I hope she got shampoo in her eyes.”

	Everyone in the room laughed.

	“That’s my girl,” Dad said.

	


Chapter 20

	My alone time is for your safety.

	-T-shirt

	Rowen

	I got up and shuffled through the house on wary feet.

	The last few days had been… rough.

	There were no other words for what I’d experienced.

	What Dax and I had experienced.

	Thank God he was there as fast as he was.

	If he hadn’t been…

	I shivered as I made my way to the kitchen, my sights set on getting a cup of coffee, stat.

	I was honestly going to hell.

	I’d given Katy so much shit about drinking coffee when I’d first come home that I honestly should be apologizing.

	It was literally the hardest thing ever to give up all caffeine.

	I should know.

	I’d tried.

	No wonder she was so fierce when it came to keeping the few things she was allowed, even if it was only a certain amount a day.

	Arriving at the coffeepot, I grinned wide at the cup that was waiting for me.

	It read, ‘Hello, Beautiful.’

	Smiling wide, I got my coffee started, then turned to the fridge.

	The favorite part of my day sometimes was reading the little notes that Dax had left me.

	I was sure it was the same for him.

	But today? I was almost sick to my stomach.

	The last note I’d read on that refrigerator had left a sour taste in my mouth.

	I knew it hadn’t been from him, but it’d still been terrifying to read, and then to experience.

	“Don’t be a weenie.” Dax’s warm, amused voice came from the kitchen doorway.

	I snorted and turned, eyes closed.

	“Open them,” he ordered.

	I did and found my eyes settling there automatically.

	‘Will you marry me?’

	I felt my heart literally somersault inside my chest.

	“Well?”

	I turned to find Dax standing there, smiling.

	I licked my lips and felt tears start leaking out of my eyes.

	“I was scared to read that,” I admitted.

	He walked forward and ran his hand down the length of my head, his fingers sifting through the short tendrils of hair that were covering my head while still avoiding the sore spot.

	“I know,” he murmured. His eyes soft. “You’ll be okay.”

	“I will,” I told him.

	“I know it’s been such a short time,” he said. “I know that we’re young and you’re nervous and we’re just starting our careers and—”

	“No,” I interrupted him. “I mean ‘I will,’” I said. “I will marry you.”

	He grinned widely at me, then picked me up and twirled me around.

	I didn’t even care that it made me dizzy or that my head was now throbbing a little bit harder.

	Because seeing that smile on my man’s face?

	Worth every single ounce of nausea that was coming my way.

	I’d do anything—endure whatever pain I needed to—to see him smile.

	


Epilogue

	I’m returning your nose. I found it in my business.

	-Text from Rowen to Derek

	Dax

	“Hey,” I rumbled, sounding just as tired as I felt. “You eaten yet?”

	There was a long silent pause, then the sound of chewing.

	“Yes,” Rowen paused. “Was I not supposed to?”

	I grinned weakly.

	“No, you’re allowed to eat,” I corrected her. “I just wanted to make sure that you did. What are you eating?”

	There was a long pause while I assumed she was swallowing, then she said, “A sandwich. I got too hungry to wait.”

	That was okay.

	She was seven months pregnant with my child.

	I didn’t want her to wait.

	I wanted her to eat when she needed to.

	And, seeing as it was about five hours past when we were supposed to meet to get dinner, I didn’t blame her for not being able to wait.

	“Why don’t you go get us a drink?” she suggested.

	I would, had I not been tired as hell.

	“I’m tired,” I admitted.

	She sighed. “Okay.”

	I frowned at the way the main road in Kilgore was so backed up.

	“What’s the fuckin’ hold-up?” I muttered.

	There had to be at least twenty cars in front of me holding up the turn lane.

	“What was that?” she asked.

	“I said.” I paused as I crept forward just a little bit more. “I was asking what the hold-up was to the person in front of me. The light’s backed up wayyyyy past where it normally is.” I narrowed my eyes as once again the light allowed two people through then turned red again. “The light’s fucked up and is only letting two people through before it turns red again. That’s what the hold-up is.”

	“You should’ve gone the back way,” she teased.

	I rolled my eyes.

	The ‘back way’ was actually a cut through that really was only a shopping center parking lot so you could skip the light.

	“That’s illegal,” I reminded her. “Remember?”

	She scoffed delicately.

	“The parking lots wouldn’t be connected if they didn’t want you to hop through them,” she corrected me. “And how is it illegal when I’m just cutting through the parking lot to look at a few cars?”

	The line crept forward once again, this time allowing three people through.

	Jesus Christ.

	I groaned and slammed my hand down on the steering wheel. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

	“Okay,” she said. “I love you.”

	“I’ll see you in a bit, baby,” I murmured, watching as once again the light turned green and allowed three people through.

	Son of a bitch.

	Pulling up my radio, I made a call to dispatch, then once again waited for the light.

	This time I made it.

	I only had to run the red light to do it, though.

	And as I got closer to our favorite deli, I remembered her asking for a tea.

	Swinging in there, I ordered our teas, then ordered a sandwich.

	I thought better of it before I left, though, and went back for two chocolate chip cookies.

	“Thank you, Edna,” I said to the woman behind the counter.

	She waved at me and I went on my way, heading home.

	Finally arriving to the place that Rowen and I had purchased together a couple of weeks after I asked her to marry me, I took a good look around.

	The yard needed weed-whacked.

	Bad.

	But I could tell that it’d been mowed.

	Telling myself not to get too upset when I knew damn well and good that it wasn’t the neighbor that did it again, I walked inside with my bag of spoils.

	I found my woman at the counter chopping up an avocado.

	She had two large sandwiches made with everything I wanted on them, a pitcher of tea made sitting next to it, and cookies cooling on the counter.

	My heart fell.

	“Shit,” I said as I saw all the work she’d done. “I’m sorry, I thought…”

	She turned and found the bag of food in one hand, the teas in the other, and her face fell.

	“It’s okay,” she said as she gathered the sandwich meat and spreads up. “They’ll keep.”

	We both knew that they wouldn’t.

	And nobody, not even the dog we got last month, would eat it either.

	I didn’t eat old sandwiches because it was inevitable that they’d be soggy. And Rowen didn’t like mustard.

	Meaning those sandwiches she’d made, with goddamn bacon even, would go to waste.

	I looked at the sandwich in my hand and considered throwing it out, but she stopped me with a firm, “Don’t you dare.”

	I looked up to see her arms crossed tightly over her chest, forearms resting on her distended belly.

	I placed the food on the counter, then walked to my wife and pulled her into my arms.

	She rested her head against my chest and sighed.

	“I thought you said that you weren’t stopping. That you were too tired,” she muttered.

	I squeezed her a bit tighter and felt the baby kick me in response.

	Smiling at the small life that she carried within her, I pressed my hand to her belly and waited.

	The baby, like always, never kicked me again.

	It was as if he or she knew what I wanted and refused to give it to me.

	Like mother like child.

	“I was, and still am,” I admitted. “But the tea sounded really good after spending the last four hours outside in the hot sun. And then I thought you might really like it. So I got you one. And a cookie.”

	She sighed.

	“You’re right. I would’ve liked it.” She paused. “Had I not eaten like eight of those cookies already. I don’t have any room left.”

	I looked at the cookies that’d barely had time to cool, and grinned.

	Putting my food into the fridge, I gathered my sandwiches that she’d made me, salted my avocado, and ate the shit out of the food she’d prepared for me.

	Her smile was soft as she watched me demolish all twelve of the leftover cookies.

	“At least,” I said as I took a gulp of milk between cookies. “With the deli, I wouldn’t have gorged on all these cookies.”

	She snorted. “I’m sure that my bread was about half the carbs than the stuff they use,” she said. “It’ll wash.”

	I rolled my eyes, then got a good look at the lawn again.

	Eyes narrowing, I turned to her.

	“So…” I said. “Did you mow today?”

	She opened her mouth to deny it, then thought better of it.

	“You’re always gone, Dax,” she said. “I just wanted to see it nice and mowed. And if it makes you feel better, I used the riding mower.”

	I rolled my eyes and gathered her to me, then placed one hand on her head while the other curled into her back.

	Her hair had grown out over the last seven months we’d been together.

	We’d gotten married last month at a small, intimate ceremony with only our closest family and friends in attendance. She’d put it up in the cutest updo I’d ever seen. And even now, the short spiky tendrils that barely touched the back of her neck made my heart ache.

	God, she must’ve had gorgeous hair when it was long.

	I couldn’t wait for it to grow back.

	Thank God for her pregnancy, because her hair was growing so fast that I might have to get her pregnant all over again just so I could have the stuff wrapping around my fist while I took her from behind.

	“You’re not being very nice.” She pouted.

	I wasn’t.

	A month ago she was ordered to go onto light duty thanks to her placenta being very close to her cervix. They’d even had to sew her cervix shut to keep the baby baking a bit longer.

	Which also meant no sex for the time being, either.

	“Sorry,” I murmured, pressing my lips to hers. “That was pretty mean, wasn’t it?”

	She sighed and pressed her mouth to mine once more, then got up to clean up the dishes.

	I helped her in silence, then went to the laundry room to strip out of my gear.

	Once it was all where she liked me putting it, I came back out in jeans, a t-shirt, and some boots.

	She grinned at me.

	Then watched me while I weed-whacked the entire yard despite being tired as hell from the day.

	But the sweet way she kissed me, all sweaty with grass sticking to me everywhere?

	That’s what made it worth it.

	Rowen was worth it.

	The baby she was carrying?

	Worth it.

	My life she’d given me? 

	Worth it.

	“Let’s shower,” she ordered. “There was a new scary movie that released on Netflix. I want to watch it.”

	So we did.

	And I enjoyed every single second of her pressed up against me, face half hidden behind the blanket, while she watched the scary movie through the gaps of her fingers.

	That was my girl.

	Hard as steel on the outside, but all soft and gooey on the inside.

	All. Mine.

	
What’s next?

	Herd That

	1-21-20

	Chapter 1

	Save a horse, ride a… bike. Nobody wants a fat ass.

	U-Sports bottle

	Codie

	“Yes, Granddad,” I said through shivering lips. “I’m on my way. Yes, I’m okay. No, the truck’s not having any trouble pulling the trailer. Yes. No. Yes.”

	I sighed in frustration when Granddad continued asking me questions. Obviously knowing I was driving in the rain didn’t much matter to him.

	“Yes, I’ll look for Mr. Valentine,” I soothed. “I don’t know how to back up the trailer, so I’m going to ask him to do it. Do you think he will?”

	“Yes,” Granddad immediately replied. “I think he will. Just make sure to say please. He’s very formal.”

	Did I note a hint of satisfaction in his voice?

	Whatever.

	“Listen,” I said, spotting the sign for the Longview Livestock in front of me. “I’m almost there, and I’m about to turn. I love you.”

	“Love you, too, Codie,” Granddad said in his shaky, aging voice. “Have fun.”

	I smiled at the words coming from Granddad’s mouth.

	He didn’t say ‘I love you’ very often, so when he did, it made the words all the more special to hear.

	Dropping the phone into the seat beside me, I looked in my rearview mirrors and started to slow the large one-ton Dodge diesel dually, making a wide turn into the parking lot and coming to a stop almost immediately after pulling in.

	“Where do I go?” I asked the empty cab.

	My eyes took everything in at once, and my belly started to flutter.

	“Shit,” I growled, turning right and keeping it slow as I accelerated.

	I didn’t know how to drive a trailer, and I’d had to learn almost in a trial-by-fire type way.

	Granddad had entered these cows into the show, and when he got sick, he couldn’t back out because he’d had a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ with the livestock place, whatever the hell that meant.

	I’d tried to tell him we could take them together next week, but he would hear none of it.

	Take them, Codie. You can do it; I have faith in you. Plus, if you have any trouble, an old friend that lives on the next farm over will be there to help you if you have any problems.

	Gritting my teeth, I followed the trailer in front of me to the back of the lot and swung a bitch at the very end of it, coming to a stop behind a pretty silver trailer.

	Granddad had forced me to rent a trailer, and it looked ridiculous. Nothing could’ve signaled me as an inexperienced person more than the bright red trailer with ‘rent me’ on the side of it.

	I’d tried to get Granddad to let me use his trailer, but he’d refused to allow me to even touch it.

	“That’s a fifty-thousand-dollar piece of equipment. If you wreck it, then I won’t have anything to transport Shaggy in,” Granddad said.

	Shaggy was my granddad’s prized bull, and the moneymaker of his farm at the moment.

	At three years of age, Shaggy was the reigning champion, never been ridden for a full eight seconds, prize winner who was babied by my grandfather, and likely the cause of his heart attack.

	Granddad tried to go to every event that Shaggy went to, and I loathed to admit it, but Granddad was no longer a spring chicken.

	Something he’d had proven to him four weeks ago when he’d suffered a heart attack and been informed that he needed to take it easy.

	That’d been my cue to come home, and I’d been with him ever since.

	Four weeks of listening to my grandfather whine about not being able to make any of Shaggy’s games… or bouts…or whatever the hell they were called.

	Then him saying he needed to get some work done, and sell some cows this morning, had come out of the blue.

	He’d been so distraught about ‘bleeding money’ that I’d stupidly volunteered to help him any way I could. Which brought me to now, driving a trailer full of freakin’ cows, in a fucking thunderstorm.

	Once I was fully in a stopped position, I put it into park and reached for my phone, typing out a text.

	Codie (11:11 AM): I’m here.

	Codie (11:14 AM): Where do you want me to go?

	Codie (11:16 AM): Hello?

	Growling in frustration, I snatched up my purse and hopped out of the truck, my new, pretty boots sinking about an inch and a half into a puddle of muddy water.

	At least I hoped it was muddy water.

	Placing the keys into my back pocket, I tucked the phone into my purse and started toward the big white building.

	I smiled at a man who waved at me, his eyes taking in my attire, making me blush.

	I was a city girl at heart.

	I loved Kilgore, I’d grown up in the small town, but I wasn’t a rancher like my family had been before me.

	I was a city girl who loved to wear flip-flops and high heels. I liked to wear dresses more than I liked to wear jeans, and I most certainly didn’t shovel manure unless I absolutely had to—i.e., never.

	And for the last four weeks, I absolutely had to.

	I loved horses. Had adored them since I got my first one at the age of three, but I didn’t like cleaning up after them.

	I liked riding them and feeding them treats.

	Poop wasn’t really my thing.

	Growling under my breath, I picked up my pace, trying my best to ignore the water that was saturating my chambray shirt that had the cutest little rhinestones as buttons.

	By the time I made it to the front door, though, I was soaked to the bone.

	It didn’t help matters that the weather was exceptionally cold, either.

	“Can I help you?” I heard asked the moment my feet stepped inside the door.

	I looked up to find a man wearing a cowboy hat standing in front of me.

	Not that that made him very special.

	Every man in the joint had on a cowboy hat.

	“Hi,” I chirped. “I’m looking for someone.”

	“Who might that be?” the older cowboy asked, bringing his spit cup to his lips and letting loose right there in front of me.

	I tried not to grimace at the disgusting use of the nasty product and instead focused on the area around me.

	The building looked old.

	Really old.

	The paneling on the walls was faux wood and had worn down with time.

	The floors were an off-white linoleum that looked like it’d seen way better days.

	It was almost as if the entire place was stuck back in the seventies.

	“Mr. Valentine,” I replied, finally turning back to the man, grateful to see that he’d dropped his dip cup to his leg.

	I kept my eyes firmly above his waist as I waited for him to reply.

	“What you want with him?” the man asked.

	“He’s supposed to be helping me get some cows unloaded for my granddad,” I explained patiently.

	The man smiled. “He’s at the last shoot looking at the newest bull for sale.”

	He pointed toward a rickety brown door, and I smiled gratefully at him.

	“Thank you,” I acknowledged appreciatively to him as I walked toward the door.

	“Watch your step,” he called from behind me.

	I waved my hand at him and opened the door, stopping when I realized that there were stairs on the other side of the door, with absolutely zero landing for you to walk out on to introduce you to the stairs.

	Steep ones that looked to be about three times the size of a normal stair.

	I looked down at my boots—ones that were brand new and had absolutely no traction to them like tennis shoes—and growled in frustration.

	Taking one last glance back and not finding the cowboy in sight, I climbed up the first step and closed the door behind me.

	The first four steps were the worst, and they evened up the closer to the top I got. It was worse and better, of course. Better because the smaller steps meant I didn’t have to worry about my shoes losing traction. Worse because now that I was so high up in the air, I could see the entire sale barn.

	It was about a football field in length, and about a football field wide.

	There were pens on either side of the walkway that was suspended high above the area down below it, giving each and every person there a perfect view of the entire shebang.

	“’Scuse me,” I muttered to an older gentleman that could rival my grandpa in age.

	He looked fit, though, compared to Granddad. Granddad, although in good shape body-wise, looked just worn out.

	He looked like he’d led a hard life—which he had.

	The older gentleman turned to me and immediately said, “Codie Spears!”

	I blinked, surprised by the outburst.

	“Hi,” I said. “How do I know you?”

	He grinned. “You may not remember me, but you do know me. I’m your mother’s sister’s ex-husband.”

	I blinked. “Aunt Peggy?”

	He winced. “That’d be her.”

	I laughed then.

	“Poor guy,” I cooed. “I’m glad to see you’re still standing.”

	He grinned and patted me on the back.

	“Gotta agree with you there. Careful of that board, it’s loose,” he said as I stepped over the board in question.

	“Thanks.” I patted his hand that was still on my arm. “I’ve got to find someone.”

	“Who ya’ lookin’ for?” he asked.

	“Ace Valentine.”

	His smile fell and his eyes narrowed.

	“Whatcha’ want with him?” he questioned, his entire demeanor changing.

	I blinked in confusion at his abrupt change in attitude.

	“He’s supposed to be helping me… ahh, I think I see him.” I hurried away before he could say anything else, my eyes on the brown hat I could see bobbing up and down at the end of the walkway.

	Skirting one last person about ten feet before the man, I slowed.

	My steps went quieter, and I studied the man’s back.

	His backside.

	If his face was anything like his butt, he’d be breathtaking.

	I couldn’t begin to thank the Lord enough for the invention of Wrangler jeans.

	There was no way that the guy was cute, though. Not with a body like that. Surely God wasn’t that generous.

	From the back he was breathtaking.

	He was wearing a white t-shirt tucked into a pair of dark-washed tight—and by tight, I mean so tight I bet he had to jump and shimmy to get into them—jeans that were on the closest side to ‘snug’ as you could get.

	He had on a pair of brown boots that were nothing special, but with one glance I could tell that they were his nice ones.

	These were clean… and the man didn’t strike me as the type of man that didn’t get his boots dirty.

	His hands were rough, those I could see because he had them interlocked behind his back, making his shoulders appear even broader than what they would normally appear as.

	His brown cowboy hat nodded every few seconds, his head slanted downward to watch the pen that was underneath him.

	And what I saw in that pen made my heart start to hammer, and a gasp to escape from my mouth.

	“Holy shit,” I breathed, my eyes on the bull as I moved forward to get a better look.

	At first, I didn’t notice that I was close to the man at the very end of the wooden plank walkway.

	My eyes were all for the massive bull that was really pissed off.

	In fact, I was nearly on top of Mr. Valentine before I knew it.

	Glancing up quickly at the closeness of the man, I stopped at his side without ever taking my eyes off the massive bull.

	I felt more than saw his head turn to survey me, but I couldn’t keep my gaze from the black beast below me.

	“Jesus,” I breathed when that bull pawed the red dirt underneath his feet. “Jesus.”

	The man at my side didn’t say anything as we both watched the animal stalk the cage like a large cat instead of a bull, and it was only when the announcer above us informed the arena that the bidding would start in twenty minutes, and that all entering animals should enter them in the next ten minutes, that I became unstuck.

	“Oh!” I cried. “I need your help!”

	Finally, I turned to the man beside me, and my breath stalled in my chest when I got my first good look at Mr. Valentine.

	He wasn’t an old man.

	Far from it, in fact.

	He was gorgeous.

	Beyond gorgeous.

	“Are y-you Mr. Valentine?” I asked for confirmation when the man didn’t reply to my outburst.

	Please don’t be him. Please don’t be him.

	The man’s beautiful head nodded, his brown cowboy hat bobbing with his ascent.

	And those eyes of his.

	They weren’t brown.

	They were like glowing orbs of amber lit with something shimmery and darker golden. Like lions’ eyes.

	I’d never seen anything like them before.

	But no, his eyes weren’t plain boring brown. They were other.

	“I am. You Spears’ granddaughter?” he asked.

	I nodded mutely, unable to unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth.

	“You got the cows dropped off yet?” he continued, not bothered in the least by my proximity like I was to his.

	I shook my head.

	“Let’s go get it done, then,” he said, leading the way.

	His long legs ate up the distance, and I had to practically run to keep up with him.

	I idly wondered if me falling from this height would kill me, and then nearly laughed when I decided that even if the fall didn’t kill me, the bull in the pen I fell into would.

	I’d just made it about halfway when Mr. Valentine made it to the end.

	Almost as an afterthought, he turned to see where I was and scowled when he realized I wasn’t right behind him.

	See, I was five foot nothing. In fact, if you asked my doctor, I was four feet eleven inches. I rounded up to five because I could.

	My legs were about half the size of Mr. Valentine’s, and I would never be able to keep up with that man even when he was walking slow.

	He waited almost impatiently at the end of the walkway, then held his hand out to me the moment I arrived at him.

	“Keys,” he snapped.

	I quickly foraged for my keys in my back pocket and handed them to him.

	He frowned at the huge set of keychains I had on my keyring, then rolled his eyes and walked away.

	I watched him go, wondering whether I should try to go with him or not.

	When he stopped about halfway to the truck and turned to see where I was, I decided that most likely I was supposed to follow.

	Running now, I caught up to him, and immediately stopped once I reached him.

	“They’re gonna need your signature,” he muttered when he walked me to the passenger side of the truck.

	I nodded and got in, using the step on the side of the truck and the OS handle (oh shit handle) to climb in and plant my booty in the seat.

	He slammed my door shut, quickly walked around the hood, and hopped in. I breathed deeply at the smell of him that permeated my senses due to his proximity and turned to survey him settling into the seat.

	He had drops of rain gathered on his hat, and his hands were also wet.

	The white shirt he had on became transparent in the spots that the rain hit him.

	I tore my eyes away and looked out the window, trying to ignore the way the muscles in his arms bunched and lengthened as he turned the wheel.

	“Thank you, Mr. Valentine,” I whispered.

	He turned to me before hopping out of the truck and said one word that changed my life. “Ace.”

	I followed him, thankful that the portion of the loading dock that we were now in had a covered area where we could unload the cows into the chutes without drenching ourselves.

	Except once I’d signed the papers, I didn’t have to do a damn thing. Ace wouldn’t let me.

	“Go stand over there, out of the way,” he ordered angrily.

	My brows furrowed.

	“Did I do something wrong?” I asked.

	“You should’ve never put that bull that close to in heat cows,” Ace chastised me. “He could’ve really hurt himself or them.”

	“I didn’t have much choice,” I said. “Granddad made me do it this way. He was worried if I had to make two trips, the truck wouldn’t make it.”

	Ace’s eyes flared.

	“Could’ve called me, I would’ve come and taken it. Stubborn bastard,” he growled.

	I bared my teeth. “Don’t call my granddad names.”

	His eyebrows lifted in surprise.

	“What?” I asked.

	“You’re pretty mouthy for such a small thing,” he said.

	My mouth dropped open.

	“You should really not talk. It’d help you stay sexy,” I muttered darkly.

	His white teeth flashed. “Is that so?”

	I nodded.

	“You’re done, Valentine,” a man called from behind us, handing Ace a slew of papers, which Ace immediately turned over to me.

	“These are yours. They have your numbers on them,” he informed me.

	I nodded and took them, tucking them into my bag.

	“Can you get the trailer from here?”

	I nodded my head. I could.

	I had no clue where to go, but I could do it.

	He must’ve followed my thoughts, because he sighed and took my hand, once again leading me to the side of the truck and helping me into the passenger side.

	He took us both around to the same spot I’d been in before, expertly parallel parking it into the exact same spot I’d been in previously.

	I had to say, his skill at backing a trailer was extremely impressive.

	Not that I would actually say that to him. He didn’t need to know.

	“You know where to go now?” he asked.

	I nodded.

	He handed me my keys, then got out of the truck, leaving me without another word.

	 

	Fries Before Guys

	2-11-20

	Prologue

	I really don’t mind getting older. But my body is taking it badly.

	-Coffee Cup

	Derek

	I don’t want to do a fucking picture for a calendar, Dad.

	Those had been the words that I’d said to my father, the chief of police, two weeks ago.

	Yet here I found myself, getting myself photographed, in a motherfuckin’ bed.

	Or, at least, there was a fucking bed in the room.

	“I am not getting in that bed,” I said to no one in particular.

	Dax, who was coming out of the room as I was going in it, rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry. I got in the bed. I’m sure she’ll make you do something else… like get naked in the shower.”

	I snorted. “I’m not doing that, either.”

	“Don’t get too excited,” a soft, feminine voice said from somewhere in the room. “I’d planned on a totally different look for Mr. February.”

	Dax slapped me on the shoulder and shut the door behind him as he left, leaving me giddy to see the owner of that voice.

	Except, when I finally got a good look at the lone figure sitting on the bed, her back to me, my excitement deflated.

	Because on the bed was Avery Flynn.

	A teenager.

	The nineteen-year-old photographer who was doing this photoshoot today for free.

	That wasn’t to say that she wasn’t very talented. She was.

	But she was also in high school and dressed—as well as acted—like a nerd.

	Avery Flynn was well known to the officers of Kilgore Police Department. But not because she was bad or anything—at least not to my knowledge.

	The reason for her notoriety was that Avery Flynn was a cop’s kid.

	A cop’s kid times two.

	Her mother, Rhonda Flynn, had been killed while heading home from a shift by a drunk driver. She’d died after two harrowing days on life support.

	She would’ve died the first day, but Rhonda had always been a helper. A person of quality and life. And Avery had decided that Rhonda’s viable organs needed to be donated.

	It’d taken her twenty-four hours to convince Rader, her father, to donate.

	Rhonda had saved eight lives in the following days. Her heart, kidneys, lungs, liver, small bowel, and pancreas had all been donated to seven different people. The heart even to a young man right here in Kilgore, Texas.

	A young man who had been the boyfriend of a town mean girl who didn’t like the attention that Avery got from the young man after his surgery. The young girl had then set out to make Avery’s life a living hell before she’d filed a restraining order against her, forcing the girl to stay five hundred feet away from Avery at all times.

	Which was tough seeing as they both went to the same high school.

	Avery’s father hadn’t been around for the bullying. But it hadn’t mattered.

	When Kilgore had lost one of its own, the town had rallied around his only child, making sure that the case was taken on pro bono by the lawyers. Then going even further to attend each and every trial day. Sometimes the judge would look into his courtroom and see more than half of the seats occupied by an officer.

	So yes, to say Avery Flynn was loved by the cops of this city would be an understatement.

	Which was why I looked at her and immediately dismissed her.

	She was a cute girl, but cuteness only got you so far.

	And she was still in high school.

	So yeah, I was staying very far away from that.

	I was so caught up in what I was thinking—Avery to be specific—that I didn’t pay attention to the girl who was no longer sitting on the bed.

	“Ready?”

	I blinked, looking down at the woman—no, teenager—who was staring at me.

	She reminded me of one of those nerdy anime chicks. The ones that were fabricated and staged.

	She had on a pair of black leggings that fit her shapely legs like a glove. They came to a stop right below her calves, exposing about four inches of milky white skin before her black Chucks with red skulls printed on them came into view.

	I had to admit, the skulls were pretty cute. Even if a bit childish.

	And why the hell was I having a problem looking away from her ankle bones? Ankle bones weren’t sexy… at least they hadn’t been before Avery.

	“I’m thinking we’ll go outside to the cruiser for your shoot,” she said, startling me out of the contemplation of her ankle bones.

	I reluctantly slipped my way back up her body, pausing slightly on her t-shirt.

	It was black like her leggings but had bold white lettering that said ‘Klingon Captain’ on it.

	The shirt was so fucking baggy that I couldn’t make out a single thing.

	Not the shape of her waist, or the curve of her breasts. Hell, I could almost make out her collarbone, though. Her shirt was very nearly hanging off of one shoulder. But her long, thick black hair was blocking it from my view.

	Long black hair that was falling in waves around a beautiful face. Perfect, kissable lips.

	“Is that okay, Mr. Roberts?” Avery asked.

	My eyes finally met hers. Eyes that I’d been avoiding since I knew they were so fucking pretty.

	This was the real reference to anime, in my opinion.

	Avery’s eyes were so fucking blue—an intense blue that just rocked you when you looked into them—that they reminded me of those girls on anime. Where their single most defining features were their eyes.

	Eyes that were slightly covered up by large, black-framed glasses that looked as if they took up her entire face.

	And then there was the dusting of freckles right underneath those big, beautiful blue eyes.

	“Derek?” she pushed. “Are you okay?”

	I blinked, snapping out of my thoughts.

	“Yeah, outside is fine,” I finally settled on, trying to get my shit straight.

	I couldn’t be having these kinds of thoughts about a woman this young.

	I certainly couldn’t be having these thoughts about a woman that was still in high school. I know there weren’t that many years between us, but just the idea that she was only a senior made me feel old.

	“Where do you want me?” I asked curiously.

	“Do you have a police cruiser?” She finally looked up.

	My breath caught once again as I caught sight of her eyes.

	“I do,” I said, surprised that my voice had come out sounding so even.

	“Then that’s what we’re going to take your photo in,” she said, going back to her camera. “I just have to switch out the lens.”

	I nodded but didn’t reply, too busy berating my body for doing things that it shouldn’t be doing for a nineteen-year-old.

	“How’s your dad?” she asked conversationally.

	And that was a very good way to get my mind out of the gutter and back to the matter at hand.

	“My dad’s good,” I said. “Going on a cruise in a few months. So I’d say he’s stressed seeing as he’s trying to figure out how to delegate tasks while he’s gone. But what he does is too much for one person to do, so he’s struggling with it.”

	Avery snorted. “Your dad works too much. And he should already be delegating a lot of those things without having to take a vacation.”

	My sentiments exactly.

	“I agree.” I crossed my arms over my chest. 

	Avery got her lens switched out and gestured for the door.

	I followed her, then had to take over because she stopped and looked confused.

	“This way,” I said, leading her out the back door.

	I nodded at the two men that were at the back door smoking.

	Avery, on the other hand, started to cough.

	“Oh, God.” She coughed again, waving her hand in front of her face. “That’s awful.”

	Both officers froze as they saw her.

	“Officer Morre.” She tilted her head, looking at the officer on the left. “I didn’t realize you started smoking again. Didn’t your wife say you quit?”

	Officer Morre winced. “I only do it upon occasion.”

	Avery raised a brow at Morre. “Is that right?”

	Morre immediately dumped his cigarette onto the ground and stomped it out with his boot.

	Officer Tuscon, the man on Avery’s right, snickered.

	“And you,” she said. “Tuscon, is it?”

	Tuscon nodded, his smile slipping away.

	“Don’t you have a pregnant wife at home?”

	Tuscon nodded. “Four months.”

	“Hmm,” Avery said. “Did you hear about that little baby, she was three years old, that got lung cancer? From secondhand smoke?”

	Tuscon froze.

	“It’s not just you anymore, my man.” Avery patted him on the shoulder. “Gotta think about that.”

	Avery followed me down the steps and to the front of my cruiser, and I couldn’t help it. I had to ask.

	***

	Avery

	Holy. Shit.

	I was standing next to Derek Roberts, and I was about to take his photo.

	How was this my life?

	“Did you have someone close to you die of lung cancer or something?” Derek asked, looking at me curiously.

	I shook my head.

	“No,” I admitted. “I just like to spread my ‘it’s not good to smoke’ vibes everywhere. Plus, Morre’s wife, Natalie, has a family history of lung cancer. He should be doing better than he is with that hanging over his head.”

	Derek grunted.

	“Did you really know a three-year-old that got lung cancer?” he pushed.

	I snorted. “No. I didn’t know them. I only read about it on the internet.”

	He grunted again, making me think he didn’t like that I’d told the men that smoking was bad.

	Smoking was bad.

	It wasn’t my fault if they didn’t like to hear the dangers associated with it.

	“What do you want me to do?” he asked, and the vibe I was getting from him was a whole lot more formal now.

	“I want you to get in your cruiser and act natural.” I paused. “With your shirt off.”

	He lifted a brow at me, making my heart race.

	“Do you honestly think it’s ‘natural’ for me to be in my cruiser shirtless?” he wondered.

	I looked at him.

	“I’m just doing what I was told to do,” I said. “If you don’t want to take off your shirt, fine. Not my business. I was just told to make you take your shirt off and make it look ‘hot’ but ‘tasteful.’ Those are direct quotes from the man in charge. So completely up to you, you’ll still look good with all of your clothes on, but Dax, who was before you? He was able to do it shirtless in the bed. Just sayin’.”

	Derek rolled his eyes and started to unbutton his shirt.

	There was a wolf whistle from the doorway, and I turned to see that there were four other SWAT team members standing there making raunchy comments and thrusting their hips against the air.

	Derek sighed.

	“I hate my life,” he mumbled darkly.

	My lips twitched as he stripped his shirt off and laid it neatly on the hood.

	The next thing to go was his Kevlar vest.

	Followed by the white t-shirt that he wore underneath it.

	“Why aren’t you in the SWAT pants and t-shirt like them?” I asked curiously.

	Derek looked at the four imbeciles on the steps who were still gyrating their hips, then back to me.

	“I have a court hearing today,” he said. “At court hearings, I have to wear my uniform.”

	I opened up his car door and then pointed for him to get inside.

	He did, leaving one foot to rest on the running board outside the door.

	He had his closest hand resting on the steering wheel, and his head leaned back against the headrest.

	“Switch your hands around so that this arm isn’t blocking the rest of your chest.” I tapped his wrist, right above his big ass watch. “And tilt your head toward me and lean it forward a bit.”

	He did as I asked, and I had to swallow hard to keep myself from drooling.

	“Good,” I said, raising my camera.

	I took more photos than I needed and then made him move and change positions in the seat once or twice even though I was fairly sure that I had the shot that I wanted.

	And oh my God. He was looking at me with those smoldering eyes and I was just about dead.

	“Okay,” I said, stepping back. “I think I got what I needed. Do you want to get your clothes back on?”

	Derek jackknifed out of the cruiser’s cab and jumped down, leaving us quite close because I hadn’t stepped back that far.

	“Sorry, sorry,” I said, backing away.

	Only, I caught my foot on the lip of the curb that he was parked next to and nearly fell straight on my ass in my haste to get out of his space.

	He caught me before I could hit the ground and pulled me up until we were almost pressing against each other from chest to knee.

	“Steady,” he rumbled, making my belly flutter with butterflies.

	“Sorry,” I said again, this time taking a step up and back.

	He let me go once he knew I was on solid ground, and the moment he did, I felt like a piece of my soul had left with his hand.

	“Do you like hamburgers?” I blurted.

	Oh my God.

	Why had I just asked that?

	Derek frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, why?”

	“Do you want to eat some burgers with me tonight?” I exclaimed.

	Oh my God. What was wrong with me?

	Had I really just asked him out? On a date?

	Derek laughed, then continued. “I’m sorry, but no. You’re way too young for me.”

	Then he slammed his door closed, grabbed his clothes, and took off.

	Only, when he did, he closed the door behind him that we’d come through, and it was automatic locking after that.

	So when I finally scrounged up the courage to follow behind him, I found it locked.

	Then I had to walk around.

	Meaning that I had to walk past him. Again.

	I slammed into him when he came out the front, making me really fall on my ass this time.

	When he offered his hand, I slapped it away.

	Then got up on my own.

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered, walking around him and not looking back. I felt his eyes on me as I walked up to the front counter and said, “Hey, Nixie? Can you beep me back? I went out the back way and the door automatically closed. I got locked out.”

	Nixie smiled at me just as I heard a man curse.

	“There you go, dear. That was a long walk!”

	It was.

	It was a long walk, and now I was all sweaty.

	The jerk.

	“Yeah, it was. But I can handle it.” I shrugged. “Thanks, Nix.”

	When I chanced a look back over my shoulder, Derek was nowhere to be seen.

	Thank. God.
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