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Chapter One




“Have they set a date for your recital? I need to get it in the schedule.” Mel Michaels kneeled in the foyer to tie her work boots. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Nicole shouldered her see-through backpack. “Ms. Ortega said she needed to finalize some things. She’ll let us know in a couple of weeks.”

“Okay.” Mel looked up and tilted her head at Nicole. “You want a ride?”

“No. Steve and Erin’s mom is making them walk to school ’cause she thinks they don’t exercise enough. I promised Erin I’d walk with them.”

Mel stood and met Nicole’s gaze. “Be careful. I’ll pick you up after piano today. I might be a little late. I have to help take Grandma to her doctor appointment.”

Nicole’s brows lowered. “Grandma’s been forgetting a lot of things. Did you see her bruises? Grandad said she fell while he was taking a nap.” She chewed her lip. “What if she falls and one of us isn’t with her?”

Mel shifted her gaze away from Nicole. “We’re going to help Grandad do his best to keep her safe, and to help her remember the important things, okay? I’ll talk with him again about getting help with her.”

“She’ll just wait till he takes a nap and do it again.” Nicole pushed back her hair and shifted on the balls of her feet. “Erin’s mom is taking her to get her temps next week. When will you take me?”

“I’ll take you the first day you’re old enough to test, okay?” Mel rested her hand on her niece’s shoulder. “You’re studying the manual, right?”

“Yeah. Me and Erin are quizzing each other.”

“Good. Now scoot or you’re gonna be late.” Mel gave Nicole’s shoulder a squeeze and urged her toward the door.

“Bye.” Nicole opened the door and hurried down the front steps.

“Bye.” Mel stood in the doorway and watched her niece until she turned the corner. She closed the door and leaned back against it.

The kitchen clock chimed half seven. Mel turned to the entryway mirror and checked her reflection. In the glass, her gaze rested on the photo hanging on the wall behind her. She turned toward it. Nicole’s gap-toothed grin contrasted with her sister Jane’s forced smile and spaced-out expression as she held Nicole’s hand.

Memories of screaming matches with her sister over empty pill bottles and promises to quit, to seek counseling, to take better care of Nicole bubbled up. Mel shoved away her grief and anger. She closed her eyes against the intrusive images of her sister’s body, of Nicole patting her mother’s face, her frightened voice. “She won’t wake up, Aunt Mel.” The memory was as clear and bright as a razor’s edge. Mel’s chest tightened as the images overlapped and morphed into other painful memories too numerous to count. Rage flooded her senses. She snatched the photo off the wall. The edge of the frame dug into her palm. Her hands trembled as she lifted it over her head.

“Get it together, Mel.” She spoke out loud, her words echoing back to her in the empty hallway. “Stop. Stop thinking about it. You got things to do.” She placed the photo face down on the table. Mentally, she slammed the lid shut on her box of memories before she straightened her shoulders and blew out her breath forcefully. She picked up her keys and snatched her gym bag off the floor on her way out the door, counting down the minutes until she could work over the heavy bag.


      [image: ]Sofia splashed water on her face before she picked up the icy cold washcloth. She placed it against the puffy dark circles under her eyes, the chill soothing. When the cloth warmed, she rinsed it and hung it to dry. She tamed her hair with quick strokes of her brush. 

She dug an elastic hairband out from the red container on the shelf and surveyed her face in the bathroom mirror while she pulled her hair up into a high ponytail. Fine streaks of grey stood out against the dark-brown strands of her hair. Satisfied she was presentable, she pulled her favorite yellow sundress on. The sounds of plates clinking and her mother humming drew her toward the kitchen.

The morning light streamed in, creating a sunbeam across the linoleum. The floor was warm under her bare feet. Her mouth watered with the aroma of fresh brewed coffee and the cinnamon scent of muffins.

“Morning. Coffee’s ready.” Sofia’s mother, Alejandra, glanced up at Sofia as she arranged steaming muffins on a platter. Two place settings and a bud vase with miniature white roses graced the round table.

“You spoil me, Mom. I’m never going to want to find a place of my own.” She poured a cup of coffee for her mother and herself.

“You don’t need to. I’m going to travel after I retire. It will be like living alone. This house is paid for. Save your money. Then you can spoil me in my old age.”

Sofia picked up the grocery list from the tabletop. “Let’s talk about it later.” She held out the paper to her mom. “What’s this one? I can’t read it.”

Alejandra squinted at the list. “A pint of heavy cream. You can’t put me off forever, Sofia.”

“I know, Mom. I know.” Sophia added cream to her coffee before she placed a muffin on her plate. She sipped her coffee, savoring the rich Costa Rican blend. Steam rose from the muffin as she split its top with her knife. Her stomach rumbled as she pulled off a piece and popped it into her mouth. The sweet cinnamon flavor burst over her tongue followed by the rich crumb of the topping. She ate the rest of the muffin in two bites.

“What’s your hurry?” Alejandra’s brow wrinkled. “I won’t force you to talk about it.”

“I’m not avoiding the conversation, Mom,” Sofia lied. “I want to get to the grocery before the yoga mom crowd.”

She scooted her chair back, stood, and drank the rest of her coffee while avoiding her mother’s gaze. Sophia bolted from the kitchen. “Love you, Mom.” She strode down the hall and snatched her purse off the hall table before she plucked her keys out of the rack. “Text me if you think of anything else you want.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Mel Michaels clipped her work radio onto her duty belt before she pulled her workout bag from the car. Heat rose from the asphalt, warming the soles of her boots. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades. She snagged her water bottle from the door pocket. She took a long drink before shoving it into the mesh pocket on the end of her bag. She locked her car and watched a steady stream of cars circle the parking lot. 

She scanned the lot for Michaela’s car as she walked. They’d been friends since they sat next to each other in their high school home room, and Michaela’s punctuality was legendary. As she approached the end of the line of cars a tall woman in a yellow sundress stood beside a pickup truck. The truck was tricked out with deep-treaded high wheels and exhaust pipes routed for off roading. The black paint gleamed in the noonday sun. Mel indulged herself, taking advantage of the woman’s distraction to study her. Her wrap dress clung to her perfectly and displayed her deliciously thick thighs.

The elegant woman propped her sunglasses on her head. She took a step closer to the truck before she cupped her hands to her face to peer inside the crew cab window. She straightened and glanced around the parking lot. She was dark haired, and her thick eyebrows drew down as she pressed her lips together in a hard line.

She bent at the waist and picked up a large rock from a ring around a miniature tree in the parking border before hurrying back to the truck clutching the dusty rock in her hands. She shifted the rock to one hand, bracing it on her hip, before she pushed stray strands of hair back from her face and replaced her sunglasses. The dark lenses hid her eyes, but her agitation was palpable as Mel approached.

Years of dealing with people in crisis sent all her senses tingling. As Mel watched, the woman straightened her shoulders. She lifted the rock with both hands high over her head and aimed it at the window.

“Hey! What’re you doing?” Mel broke into a jog. “Stop!”

The woman lowered the rock and inclined her head. “There’s a dog in there.” She raked her gaze over Mel’s uniform. “Are you the police?”

“Fire department.” Mel dropped her bag onto the asphalt. She pressed her brow against the hot glass of the truck window. A brown-and-white dog lay on its side. “Step back.”

She pulled her multitool from her pocket and used the window point to break the glass. It shattered around the point and Mel used the tool to clear the shards of glass from the window. The dog lifted its head and wagged its tail weakly before it lay back down on the seat. Mel popped the door lock, setting off the truck’s alarm system. She gathered the limp dog in her arms. It struggled briefly before collapsing against her.

“Easy, boy, we got you.”

The dog whimpered and snuggled into Mel.

“Poristio,” the woman murmured. “What kind of idiot leaves a dog in a car on a day like this?”

“What’s your name?”

“Sofia.”

“Sofia, go get my bag. There’s a water bottle in the side pocket.” Mel carried the dog to the sparse shade of the tiny tree and laid him on the grass. The woman bolted to Mel’s bag and plucked the water bottle from the mesh pocket. She slipped her bag strap over her shoulder as she ran back to Mel’s side. She passed the water bottle to Mel, placed her bag next to her, then kneeled in the grass beside her. She stroked the dog’s head.

“Is your car close? Do you have air conditioning?” Mel opened the bottle, lifted the edge of the dog’s lip, and gently squeezed water into its mouth while stroking its throat. The dog swallowed. She poured some of the water from the bottle over the dog. Its skin was hot to the touch. The dog panted, its tongue lolling from its mouth as it lay on its side.

“My car is two spaces down.” She pointed to the far side of the truck. “And yes, I have air con.”

“Start it and turn your AC on. Not full blast. Only enough to cool the car off.” Mel pulled her radio from her belt. She called for the police and animal control before she emptied the rest of her water bottle over the dog, avoiding his face. She unzipped her bag and rooted around for her second water bottle. She opened the squeeze top, cupped her palm, and squirted water into it. He nuzzled her hand and weakly licked the liquid from her palm. She searched the fur around his neck for a collar and found nothing. Mel stroked his wet fur.

“What else can I do?” Sofia came back and kneeled next to Mel.

“What’s up, Mel?” Michaela Morgan’s sneakers came into Mel’s line of sight.

“Some pendejo left this dog in their truck.” Sofia’s venomous tone pulled a smile from Mel.

Mel glanced up at Michaela. “What she said.”

“You radio it in?” Michaela placed her backpack on the ground.

“Yeah. Do you have any more water, Michaela?”

“I do, but we need to get him into some AC.” Michaela passed over her water bottle. Mel uncapped it and tipped the bottle up to soak his skin.

Mel cradled the wet dog to her chest. He rested his head on her shoulder, snuggling into her neck, and whimpered.

“Hey, you! The fuck you doing with my dog?” A woman in a flowered halter top and jean shorts jogged up to them. She scowled at them as she pressed the buttons on a key fob. The truck alarm ended.

“Saving its life, idiota.” Sofia stood, rested her hands on her hips, and arched a brow.

“You the owner of this dog?” Michaela lifted her chin toward the dog.

“It’s my ex-boyfriend’s.” The woman glanced at the truck. Her eyes widened. “Fucking fuck, you assholes broke my window? You’re fucking going to pay for that. I’m calling the cops.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. “Do you know who I am?” The scent of beer wafted from the woman, and she swayed on her feet as she dialed the phone. “The fuck is wrong with you breaking my window for a fucking dog.” She squinted at the dog. “Is he dead?” Her hopeful voice sent a chill down Mel’s spine.

“What is wrong with you? You should be locked in a hot car. See how you like it.” Sofia advanced toward the woman.

“Fuck off, bitch.” The woman lifted her middle finger. “Hello, yeah, I got an emergency. Some fucking illegal broke into my truck.”

A flush colored Sofia’s cheeks. Her eyes narrowed, she took another step toward the woman, “Pig. You are—”

Mel took a step to the left, blocking Sofia’s path. “Sofia, olvídalo.” Mel spoke softly, for Sofia’s ears alone. “Ayúdame a llevarlo a tu auto.”

Sofia shifted her glare to Mel. Waves of rage flowed from her. Mel met her hard gaze. “Let them deal with her.” She tilted her head toward a police car, lights flashing, driving toward them.

Sofia looked down and away before she spun on her heel, leaving the woman raging at Michaela. Head down, she stalked toward a vintage Lincoln. Mel followed. Sofia opened the passenger door and held it open. Mel placed the dog on the front seat. Sofia leaned in behind her and pointed the air vents toward him.

“Not too much directly on him. He’ll shiver and make it worse.” Mel moved the air vents. She stood and turned toward the drunk woman. With one hand on the door, she listened to the exchange between her and the police.

“You guys are fast. I’m Cassie Hicks.” She gestured toward Michaela, Sofia, and Mel. “Those assholes broke my window to steal my dog.” Her slurred shouts echoed over the parking lot. “Arrest them.”

Officer Brett Abbott turned away from Cassie. “Hey Mel, Michaela.” He raised his hand to them.

He walked over to Sofia’s car and left his partner to deal with Cassie. Abbott stood close to Mel, blocking Cassie from Mel’s view. “Let me guess. Sunshine over there left the dog in the car and you busted the window to get him out?”

“Yep.”

“You call animal control?”

“A while ago.” Mel inclined her head toward the dog. “He was in rough shape when I got him out.”

“Are they coming soon?” Sofia stood with her hand on the car door. Her knuckles were white where she gripped it. “Do you think he’ll be okay?” Her voice was a teary whisper.

“I don’t know. We need to get him to the vet.” Mel met Sofia’s gaze.

Sofia chewed her lip. “Can’t I take him?”

“We’re supposed to let them handle it,” Abbott broke in. Over his shoulder, Mel could see Cassie, one hand on her hip, jabbing her finger in the other officer’s face. “Um, you might want to go help your partner.”

“Jeez. The heat does something to people, ya know.” Abbott turned from them and strode back toward Cassie.

Sofia placed her hand on Mel’s forearm. “If you hadn’t stopped me, I would have broken the window and driven straight to the vet. He needs care. Now.”

Mel stared into Sofia’s eyes. The concern for the dog reflected in them tweaked Mel’s heartstrings.

Sofia withdrew her hand.

“Let me see how far out they are.” She backed away from Sofia, pulled her radio from her belt, and moved to the rear of the car to make the call.


      [image: ]Sofia squatted next to the car door and stroked the dog’s ears. His breathing was shallow and rapid, his gums pale. Anger at Cassie’s callousness mixed with sorrow and fear for the dog’s life bloomed into a rage. She set her teeth on her lip. No matter what this ridiculously gorgeous firefighter said, she was going to take the dog to her vet, consequences be damned. She rose to her feet and turned to Mel. “The longer we wait, the more the dog is at risk of dying or being damaged for life. I’m not waiting anymore.” 

“No. What are you doing? Fucking get your hands off me. Are you stupid? They broke into my car. Arrest them, you fucking idiots.”

Sofia tuned out Cassie’s threats and focused on the dog’s sweet face as she stroked his soft ears.

A gunshot echoed across the lot. Sofia slammed the car door shut. She dropped to her hands and knees between the cars. An acid taste rose in her throat. The hot asphalt burned her knees. A bit of glass dug into her palm. Sofia shifted back on her heels, staying low. She turned her hand over. Blood welled up from her palm and dripped down her wrist. She pressed her hand against the fabric of her dress, cursing silently.

Mel crouched behind the back of the car. “Sofia? Are you hurt?” she mouthed silently as she crawled toward her.

Sofia shook her head. Mel moved closer, until her body was positioned between Sofia and the direction of the shots.

A cacophony of shouting sounded from the direction of the truck before a second gunshot rang out over the parking lot. Sofia made herself small against the side of the hot car, forcing herself to stay still. She clamped her teeth on her lip, fighting the urge to run as screams echoed over the parking lot followed by garbled profanity and the crackle of police radios.

“You’re hurt. Let me see your hand.” Mel held her hand out, palm up, her dark-brown eyes fixed on Sofia.

Sofia relented. “It’s a scratch.”

Mel clasped her hand gently. “We still need to clean it out. Are you sure you’re not hurt anywhere else?” She ran her broad hand down Sofia’s forearm and up over her shoulder.

“No.” Sofia stared into Mel’s eyes. Her cheeks heated with Mel’s touch and her tender voice. “We need to get the dog to the vet.” She pulled her hand free.

The crunch of glass under boots made them both look up. “You okay?” Officer Abbott stood at the back of the car. He holstered his service revolver. “Mel, we need you.” His mouth drew down.

Sofia stood and dug around in the outside pocket of her purse for a tissue, then pressed it to her wound. “I’m taking him to Sikesville Animal Hospital.” She held Mel’s gaze as she settled her purse strap over her shoulder. “Now.”

Mel grimaced. She pulled a card from her shirt pocket and placed it into Sofia’s hand before she turned to follow Officer Abbott toward the truck.

Sofia tucked the card into the outside pocket of her bag next to a pack of tissues. A crowd had gathered in the parking lot. With quick steps, she strode around the front of her car and slipped behind the steering wheel. She backed out slowly.

She pulled away as an ambulance arrived. The dog shifted on the seat, scooted over, and laid his head on her thigh as she drove. She stroked her hand over his warm ears as she blinked back tears.

“Courage.” Sofia straightened her shoulders and gripped the wheel tightly, unwilling to contemplate what had happened in the parking lot.








  
  
Chapter Three




Cool air, ripe with the smell of antiseptic, washed over Mel as she entered the veterinarian’s office. Wedged between a man holding a tiny poodle on his lap and a woman with a large shepherd at her feet was Sofia. Her brows were drawn down as she studied her phone. 

Mel took advantage of her distraction to observe her. The bloodstain on the hem of her dress was a hard reminder of the day’s events. Scattered tendrils of dark hair with a few lines of gray spilled from her high ponytail, framing her face. Her thick brows were perfectly arched. The cleavage displayed by her sundress was more than distracting. Sofia was gorgeous, with long legs, and thick in all the right places. Her quiet beauty and elegance were evident even in casual clothes and the mundane setting. Mel considered her approach. It had been a long time since she had chatted anyone up, even longer since she had asked anyone out. How to do it without seeming creepy?

“Hey, Mel. Whatcha need?” the receptionist called from behind the high desk.

Sofia’s head snapped up, and she met Mel’s gaze.

A bolt of desire rocked Mel as she stared into Sofia’s golden-brown eyes. Mel waved the clerk off. “Here to check on a friend.”

One brow arched as Sofia’s mouth pulled into a tight smile. She rose from her seat and crossed to Mel’s side. She rested her hand on her hip and inclined her head toward the door. “Let’s step outside.” She turned on her heel and pushed through the exit door.

Mel followed close behind her. The late afternoon sun glinted off the cars’ heat in the asphalt parking lot. A trickle of sweat rolled down Mel’s back between her shoulder blades. Watching the roll of Sofia’s hips as she walked ahead of her was even more distracting than staring at her from across the waiting room.

Once in the parking lot, Sofia turned to Mel. She clutched her purse strap with both hands. “Friend? We’re ‘friends’? Why are you here? Is there a problem?”

Mel held up both hands. “Sorry. I figured breaking into a truck for a joint rescue counted as bonding. Not to mention explaining everything to animal control.”

“I thank you for your assistance.” Sofia crossed her arms over her chest. “But you haven’t answered my question.” Her assessing gaze drifted over Mel’s body before she brought it back to her face. “Why are you here?”

Mel’s cheeks burned. She was unaccustomed to being openly admired and took a step back from Sofia. “I came to see if you…” She rubbed the back of her neck. Why was she here? She had lied to herself as she drove to the vet’s office that the reason for her visit was her curiosity about the dog’s health when a phone call would have saved her the trip. Damn it, what to say? How much she liked the way Sofia looked? How much she was intrigued by her demeanor? Admired her resolve in rescuing the dog? That Sofia was sexy as hell, and she wanted to know more about her? Or the real truth—she had gotten under Mel’s skin during their brief time together. “I wanted to see if the dog was okay.”

Sofia studied Mel’s face a long moment before she spoke. Her knowing expression pricked Mel’s conscience. “I see. They’ve been working on him. I’m waiting for the vet to talk to me.”

Mel glanced at her watch. “Do you mind if I wait with you?”

Sofia tilted her head at Mel. “Why?”

“Because I want to know how he is. And to help with the bill.”

“I don’t need your help. Thank you.” Sofia pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I appreciate your offer. But I don’t want to complicate this more than it is. They know I rescued him and will pay his bills. I’m sure you have better things to do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to miss the vet.”

She stepped around Mel and hurried back inside.

Mel shoved her hands in her pockets and rocked on her heels. So much for the soft approach. She strolled down the sidewalk toward her car. Across from the vet’s office on the far side of the parking lot stood a shopping center. Her stomach rumbled as she scanned the row of stores and small restaurants. Marc’s Deli caught her eye. Time to feed at least one of her hungers.


      [image: ]Sofia turned away from Mel’s intense gaze. In the before times, she would have entertained the idea of spending more time with this woman, whose eyes were so dark they appeared black. In her uniform she had been handsome. Dressed in a white T-shirt and jeans, her swagger was on full display, Mel was irresistible. Years ago, Sofia would have pressed her advantage, leaned into her flirt, asked Mel to coffee, then exploited Mel’s clear interest to entice her to spend a long evening getting to know each other. 

But given how small Sikesville was, she had no desire to be the subject of the rumor mill, more than she was sure she already was since her return nine months ago. She saw no ring on Mel’s finger, but it meant nothing. As she had painfully learned. No. Mel could keep her broad hands with shoulders to match and charming smile to herself. She strode back to the door and yanked it open. The blessedly cool air washed over her.

The waiting room was empty now. Sofia rubbed her forehead. Damn the cute firefighter and her distracting self. Had she missed the veterinarian? Even the receptionist’s desk was vacant. Sofia lifted her eyes to the clock. Four forty-five. The office was open until six o’clock according to the sign over the desk. Sofia crossed the room and perched on the edge of a chair. She scanned the magazine rack for something to read while she waited. Nothing appealed and she settled back into the hard wooden seat.

The receptionist returned briefly, then left again, never making eye contact with Sofia before she hustled out of the room. After fifteen minutes of staring at the clock, Sofia plucked her phone from her purse. She tapped her reading app to open it and scrolled through her books looking for something lighthearted to distract her from her worry. What-ifs circulated in an unrelenting pattern in her mind. What if it was too late? What if the dog had been in the heat too long? What if there was no hope for him? Would she have to make a decision she didn’t want to make? Would they give her the choice? Or would they call the owner and let the heinous woman decide. She closed the app and opened her browser to search for animal cruelty laws in Ohio. Her phone vibrated in her hand, and she thumbed it on.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Are you okay? What did they say? Do you want me to come wait with you?”

Sofia leaned into the concern in Alejandra’s voice. The door to the waiting room opened. Sofia lifted her gaze. Mel stood in the doorway with two bottles of water and a brown paper bag. She lifted her chin in greeting.

Sofia locked gazes with Mel. “No, Mom. I’m okay. I’ll be home as soon as I know something.”

“I have a late class tonight and we’re going for drinks after. Don’t wait up.”

“Tchau, Mama. See you in the morning.” Sofia hung up.

Mel bent down and held out a water bottle. “I thought you might need one.”

Sofia stared at the water bottle a moment before she clasped it. Their fingers brushed. She ignored the frisson of heat from their casual touch. Trouble. Mel Michaels was trouble. And what was her problem? The last thing Sofia needed right now was the kind of temptation Mel appeared to be offering. “Thank you. Is your life so dull you don’t have anything better to do than wait here with me?”

Mel’s brows drew down. “If I say yes, will you stop being rude to me? It’s boring and stressful to wait. You seem alone. I thought you might like company. Excuse the fuck out of me for being concerned.” She straightened and cracked her water bottle open before she tipped it back.

Sofia watched the muscles of Mel’s throat work as she drank. Pissed-off Mel was even more interesting than sweet, concerned Mel. What would it be like to curl her fingers around her throat? To feel the crash of her pulse against her palm while she kissed her? To have her at her mercy? Sofia’s mouth went dry. What was she doing? Letting her body dictate to her again. She forced her gaze to Mel’s face.

Mel lowered the bottle and glared at Sofia.

“I’m sorry. Thank you. For the water.” Sofia looked away from Mel’s hard gaze. “I’m not at my best today. You have been more than kind. Forgive my rudeness.”

“Ms. Ortega,” the receptionist called from the desk. “Dr. Halliday will see you in exam room two.”

“Excuse me.” Sofia tucked the water bottle into her purse as she stood. She stepped around Mel before she settled her purse strap over her shoulder. Brass numbers were above the four wide doors on the far wall of the waiting room. She glanced over her shoulder. Mel had turned and was staring at her openly. Sofia turned away, crossed the floor to room two, and shoved through the door.

The overhead fluorescent bulbs cast a cool white light over the exam table. Sofia studied the animal health education posters while she waited. No lunch and anxiety combined into a fiery ache in her stomach. The door to the exam room clicked open.

Dr. Halliday entered. “Ms. Ortega, Judy Halliday. Good to meet you.” She held out her hand and Sofia shook it. “The good news is he’s responding well to hydration and cooling.” Her brows furrowed. “But we may not know the full effect of the heat for a few days. I’ll need to keep him here.”

“I’ll pay for whatever he needs.”

“I’ve talked to animal control. They’ll try to track down the listed owner. If they surrender the dog, you can take him home from here. If not, he will go to the shelter once we’ve cleared him medically. Given the circumstances, if the owner refuses to surrender him, they will take the case to a judge to ask them to step in and force surrender.”

Sofia inhaled sharply. “The owner could get him back? After trying to kill him?”

Dr. Halliday held Sofia’s gaze. “I wouldn’t worry. She’s not the name listed on his license as the owner. But until the dog is declared surrendered by the registered owner, we can’t release him to you.”

“How long will it take to know?” Sofia chewed her lip.

“Given it’s Friday afternoon, the soonest we would have an answer would be sometime next week.”

“Can I see him before I go?” Sofia rubbed the back of her neck.

“Sure.”

Sofia followed Dr. Halliday down a short hall to an open room with kennels lining the walls. She kept her eyes focused on Dr. Halliday’s back as she led the way to the dog’s bedside.

He lay on his side sleeping in his kennel. An intravenous line dripped fluids into his body.

“We gave him something to help keep him quiet.”

Sofia’s heart clenched seeing the dog again. His sleek brown-and-white fur shone in the overhead lights. “Can I pet him?”

“Sure. He was a lamb during all the treatments.” Dr. Halliday reached up and unlatched the front of the kennel.

Sofia brushed her fingers over the dog’s soft fur. “Did you find out his name?”

“The license bureau has it listed as Chance.”

Sofia rested her palm on Chance’s side. “Rest easy, Chance. I’ll see you soon.” She stepped back from the kennel.

Dr. Halliday closed the door and locked it in place. “He’s doing well. The fact he was responsive when you rescued him, the way you cooled him off quickly, helped him a lot. It’s a waiting game now but, based on what we are seeing, he’s most likely going to be okay.”

“Thank you. You’ve been more than kind.” Sofia followed Dr. Halliday to the front of the office.

“You are very welcome. We can’t call you with updates because you’re not the owner of record, but if you call us, I will leave word it’s okay to update you.” She picked up a business card and scribbled a number on the back. “Here. He will be with us at least through Sunday. On Monday, call this number. It’s the animal shelter. Talk to them about what happened. If he’s surrendered to them then they’ll know you want to adopt him.”

“I will. And thank you again.” Sofia allowed herself to smile for the first time since she had seen the dog in the truck. Dr. Halliday excused herself. Sofia turned and scanned the waiting room. A woman with a nervous mixed breed puppy on her lap sat next to a woman with two chubby dachshunds wrestling for space under her chair. Sofia chewed her lip. No sign of Mel. What did she expect after she had blown her off? Better. It was better this way. She crossed the room and snatched open the door.








  
  
Chapter Four




Mel waited until the exam room door clicked closed. She rolled the top of the paper bag tighter. Fuck it. Fuck this. Fuck me for trying to be nice. With quick steps she crossed the floor and shoved the exit door wide. So much for trying.

A stiff breeze stirred the grass in the parking lot border. The evening yawned ahead of her. Nicole would be late rehearsing at the music school, then spending the night with her best friend, Brianna. No need to rush home. What the hell was Sofia’s problem? It wasn’t like she’d asked her out. She strode toward her car and stopped halfway down the sidewalk. Damn it. Not going to leave it like this. No way.

Mel turned back and stormed along the sidewalk to the bench outside the door to the veterinarian’s office. She placed the bag and her bottle of water on the bench seat and crossed her arms. In the west, a line of darker clouds formed on the horizon. A chill wind pushed trash along the asphalt in sharp contrast to the blazing heat of the day. Mel pulled her phone from her pocket and checked her weather app. The radar showed a red line of thunderstorms approaching.

Another gust of wind rattled the metal parking signs. Stay or go? Why was she wasting her time waiting to talk to a woman who clearly did not want to talk to her? Or did she? Mel had not missed Sofia’s appreciative gaze, or the taunting look in her eyes when she confronted Mel about why she came to the veterinarian’s office. Nor the way she shut down when Mel was not forthcoming about her desire to see Sofia. The door to the office opened. Sofia stepped out into the parking lot, her face a mask of indifference.

Mel turned on the bench toward Sofia. “Hey.”

Sofia turned to her and lifted an eyebrow. “Are you talking to me?”

“I’m not trying to start anything with you.” Mel lifted her chin.

Sofia strolled toward Mel. She placed one hand on the back of the bench and leaned close to Mel’s face. Heat washed over Mel with Sofia’s proximity.

Sofia stared into Mel’s eyes. Their honey-colored depths were unable to hide her obvious interest. “Really?”

“Okay. So maybe I was.” Mel stared at Sofia’s mouth, now dangerously close.

Sofia’s lips lifted in a half-smile. “At last. The truth. I have no time or patience for people who beat around the bush. So to speak. What kind of ‘something’ did you have in mind, Mel?”

Her direct gaze pinned Mel in place. She shivered at the husky tone of Sofia’s voice. A sharp breeze lifted the edge of Sofia’s skirt, offering Mel a clear view of Sofia’s upper thigh. A fat drop of rain splattered on the sidewalk.

“Maybe finding some place dry to wait out this storm?” Mel trailed her forefinger over Sofia’s forearm. “Unless you want to get wet.”

Sofia straightened and pulled away from Mel’s touch. More drops hit the sidewalk. A rumble of thunder rolled over the parking lot. She dug in her purse and yanked out a key fob. “Come with me.” She strode away from Mel.

Mel grabbed the bag of snacks, bolted off the bench, and followed Sofia as the thunderous rain swept across the parking lot.
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“Sorry.” Mel turned toward Sofia. Her dark hair was wet and her soaked-through white T-shirt transparent. A rivulet of rainwater ran down the side of her face. Sofia reached out and wiped it away.

“Mmm, you’re already wet.” She peered into Mel’s eyes and leaned closer. She glanced at Mel’s full lips. “Unless you tell me to stop, I’m going to kiss you.”

Mel leaned in and caught Sofia’s bottom lip between her teeth. She bit it gently and released it slowly. Sofia cupped the back of Mel’s neck and pulled her in for a deep kiss. Her mouth was hot, sweet, and perfect. Their tongues tangled as Mel gripped Sofia’s shoulders. Sofia wrapped her hand in the front of Mel’s shirt and twisted it tight, holding her in place while she took what she wanted from her mouth.

All the stress from the day melted away as she lost herself kissing Mel. Savage and seductive, Mel’s mouth promised the kind of rough love Sofia craved.

Mel slid her hand to the front of Sofia’s dress, cupped her breast, and drew her thumb over her stiff nipple, sparking a ripple of heat through Sofia.

Sofia broke their kiss and trailed her mouth over Mel’s rain-slicked skin to the thick column of her throat. She scraped her teeth over the taut skin; drew her tongue over her salty flesh, the sound of their coarse breathing and the steady tattoo of the rain the soundtrack in the confines of the car. Sofia pulled back to study Mel’s face. She reached between her legs and under the seat. She grabbed the handle and pulled up, shoving Mel’s seat as far back as it would go. Mel’s eyes were glazed, her pupils blown.

Mel glanced around the parking lot. “I’m not sure we should do this here.”

Sofia inhaled sharply. “We can’t drive anywhere in this.”

Mel tilted her head and cupped Sofia’s face. “I meant we’d have more room in the back seat.” She unzipped her boots and toed them off.

“After you.” Sofia inclined her head.

Mel shimmied backward until she was in the back seat.

Sofia scooted forward to the edge of her seat. She pulled off her sandals before she pulled the passenger seat forward and flipped it down. With as much grace as she could muster, she clambered between the seats, grateful she’d not replaced her Lincoln with a smaller car.

“I don’t think I’ve done this since high school.” Mel lay back, one hand resting over her fly, the other over her head clasping the armrest.

“I doubt that very much.” Sofia lifted Mel’s hand and placed it over her head. “Keep them there.”

Mel’s mouth twitched. “What if I don’t want to?”

Sofia placed her hand in the middle of Mel’s chest. “Then we stop. I take you to your car and that is that.”

“What?” Mel’s eyebrows rose to her hairline.

“What part did you not understand?” Sofia cupped Mel’s face and ran her thumb over her bottom lip. “Do you not play this way?”

“Well. No. I’m— Well, I’m usually the—”

“The one who’s in charge? The top?” Sofia gripped Mel’s chin hard. Her skin blanched under her fingers. “No. Not with me.” Mel’s lower lip quivered. Under her palm, Mel’s nipples pressed against the fabric of the shirt. “Your body tells me you are interested. What do you want, Mel? Someone who will lie back and let you do whatever you want? Give over to your charms? Surrender to you absolutely?” Sofia leaned down and kissed Mel, savaging her mouth. Mel groaned beneath her, but she kept her hands over her head. Sofia broke their kiss. “Are you willing to let me take control? Let me give you the freedom to feel. To focus on your pleasure. To not think about anything other than what I’ve told you to do.”

Mel swallowed visibly. “I—I don’t— I’ve never— Are you a—?”

“A Dominant? Yes. Although I prefer the term Mistress.” Sofia released Mel’s chin. She studied Mel’s expression, searching for signs of disapproval or disgust. Finding none, she leaned down and kissed the corner of her mouth. “Shocked? Curious?”

“Yes.” Mel peered into her eyes. “Are you always in charge? How does it work? Does it mean I can’t touch you?”

“Yes. And yes, no touching. Not without my permission.” Sofia kissed her again, gently this time. “Don’t worry. I’m a generous Mistress.”

Mel’s face flushed red. “I’ve only thought about, er, I mean I’ve read about it.”

“Thought about it? Or fantasized about it? Imagined someone taking you? Giving up control? Letting someone else be in charge of your pleasure? Wondered what it would be like to be at someone’s mercy? What it would be like to just feel?” A bolt of lightning crossed the sky. White light filled the car, illuminating Mel’s face long enough for Sofia to see her longing expression.

Mel’s chest rose and fell rapidly. Her pupils were wide. Sofia studied her, gauging her reaction to her revelation. “You want this?” She cupped Mel’s face with both hands and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. “To surrender to my control?”

Mel nodded.

Sofia drew her thumb over Mel’s lower lip. “You have to say the words, Mel. For some things I’ll take a non-verbal answer but not this. True consent is of utmost importance.”

Mel stared into Sofia’s eyes. “I want you.”

“I know.” Sofia leaned her brow against Mel’s forehead. “I knew when you fetched me snacks even though I hadn’t asked you to. I knew when you came to see me even though you could have easily called the vet’s office. Now. Do you want to play this way? Do you agree to submit to me?”

Mel’s tongue slid over her lower lip. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?” Sofia rubbed her fingers over Mel’s peaked nipple.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Her intertwined tones of fear and excitement fanned the embers of Sofia’s desires. “Perfect. You’re a fast learner.” She bent to Mel’s mouth, nipped her lower lip, then soothed it with her tongue. “I like that.”

She slid her hands under Mel’s wet T shirt, over her sectioned stomach muscles, and up to her small breasts. She snapped the edge of her sports bra against Mel’s skin. “This is in my way.” She shifted on the seat until she leaned back against the far door. “Take it off. Take everything off.”

“What if…?” Mel’s voice squeaked. “What if someone…”

Sofia patted the soft blanket she kept on the back dash. “This will cover your dignity if we’re busted.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you think anyone will disturb us in this rain?”

Mel sat up and yanked her wet shirt over her head, then pulled her sports bra off. She folded the clothes and placed them on the back dash.

“You’re lovely.” She drew her fingers over Mel’s thick shoulders. The firm muscle under her soft skin was delightful.

“I have some scars.” Mel lifted her chin and held Sofia’s gaze.

“Don’t we all?” Sofia smoothed her hand over Mel’s breast, setting off a wave of want. “Show me. Scars are proof the world did not defeat us. Go on.”
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“All right, gorgeous. Lie back for me. Same position as before.” Sofia touched her shoulder, urging her backward.

Mel flushed when the reality of her situation hit her. Fully naked in a car with a woman she’d just met. Fear shoved aside her excitement. She sat up and caught Sofia’s wrist.

“You’re thinking. I can see it in your eyes. Worried about the what-ifs. Let me go, Mel. Trust me. I’ll keep you safe.”

Mel waited a beat and rubbed her thumb over Sofia’s wrist before she released her. Mel held her gaze and lay back on the soft leather seat.

Sofia reached over her and pulled up the rear window shade before she turned to raise her shade as well. “You’re safe with me.” She smoothed her palms over Mel’s shoulders and arms, before moving to her belly and hips.

Mel closed her eyes and savored Sofia’s featherlight traces as she explored her body. Her fingers lingered over the thickened skin of the scar stretching from her ribs to her left thigh. She cupped Mel’s small breasts.

“Have you never explored this side of yourself?” Sofia rolled Mel’s nipples between her fingers. “Open your eyes and look at me.”

Mel widened her eyes and stared into Sofia’s gaze in the dim light. “No.” A drop of sweat tickled the side of Mel’s face.

“Why not?” Sofia released her nipples and drew her nails down Mel’s stomach, lightly raking her skin. Her gaze swallowed Mel whole.

A flood of desire flowed from Mel’s body, wetting her thighs. “Dunno.”

“We won’t do anything you don’t want to do. You’re in control. With a single word you can stop whatever is happening. You’ve heard of safe words, yes?”

“Of course.” Mel panted as Sofia teased the backs of her fingers over her clit. Her barely there touches had Mel’s hips arching for more.

“Be still.” Sofia’s sharp command pinned Mel in place. “Pick one. Now.” Sofia dug her nails into the soft skin of Mel’s hip.

Mel gasped as her nipples hardened. “Luck.”

“Luck it is.” Sofia pulled the elastic holding her high ponytail in place free. Her dark-brown hair fell below her shoulders, brushing the top of her deep cleavage. As she leaned over Mel, her silky hair skimmed over Mel’s skin. She kissed her, her hair falling forward, forming a curtain around them.

With teasing strokes Sofia traced her tongue over the seam of Mel’s lips. A groan rattled Mel’s chest as she opened to her, surrendering to the kiss. Sofia took her time, driving every worry from Mel’s mind with her languid kisses. Nothing existed but the moment between them as she traced her fingers over Mel’s belly, then lower.

Mel trembled with Sofia’s sensuous touches. Her body was tight as a bowstring, and her hands ached where she gripped the armrest as she forced herself to remain still.

Sofia nuzzled the side of Mel’s neck. She suckled her earlobe, pressed her lips to the shell of her ear, and whispered, “Spread your legs for me.”

Mel bent her knee and rested her leg against the seat back before she placed the other on the floorboard. “Please. I want to touch you.”

“Later. If you’re well behaved.” Sofia eased a finger just inside Mel. “So wet for me. So tight. You haven’t been fucked much, have you?”

Mel’s ears burned. “No.” She groaned as Sofia pushed forward until her knuckles brushed Mel’s clit.

“Call me Mistress.” Her fingertip stroked a spot that sent a bolt of pleasure through Mel.

“No! Mistress. Ah, oh,” Mel cried out. Her hips arched off the seat seeking more. “Oh. It’s—it’s intense.” She shook with pleasure.

“Easy. I’ll go slow, baby.” Sofia pulled back achingly slowly before she pushed forward again. “Have you ever come this way?

“No.” Mel panted, her body clamping around Sofia’s finger, craving more. “I’m usually the—I haven’t let—” A shiver shook her as Sofia stroked gently in and out. “Ahh. Oh. Don’t stop. Please.” Mel flushed at the neediness in her voice. “Mistress.”

“I won’t. If you’re good. Touch your clit for me.”

Mel’s face burned. She could stop this. End it with one word. Sofia held her gaze as she continued her slow thrusts, each one a delight almost enough to make her come. Almost. Mel swallowed on a dry throat as Sofia fucked her. Her gaze pierced Mel’s soul. Intense. Demanding. As if Mel was the only woman on earth and Sofia wanted nothing more than Mel. She shoved her fear to the back of her mind as she let go of the door. She slid her hand down to her clit.

A tight smile lifted the corner of Sofia’s mouth. “Good job, my sweet stud. Show me how you get yourself off. Jack your clit for me.” She kept up her steady thrusts.

Mel gathered the slickness on her fingers. She rolled her fat clit between her thumb and forefinger. Her hips bucked as the sensation sent a bolt of pleasure through her.

Sofia’s gaze swallowed her whole. “You’re beautiful like this. Slow down.”

Another flash of lightning lit the car, casting an eerie light over them. A boom of thunder rattled the windows. Rain pelted the roof. No worries about anyone discovering them. Mel worked her clit, jacking the stiff tip between her fingers. Sofia added a finger and fluttered them inside. The sting and burn mellowed with the sweet sensations Sofia created inside her. She bounced her hips off the car seat, desperate for more.

“Do you want to come for me?” Sofia teased her tongue over her lower lip.

“Yes. No. It feels so good. I want to keep going.” Mel’s words came out in a rush. A shudder shook her as pleasure built in her belly. She eased off touching her clit. She soaked up Sofia’s attention like a sponge. How long had it been since anyone cared what Mel wanted?

“Even if you come now, it doesn’t mean we have to stop, baby.” She edged Mel, pushing her closer to orgasm.

“I—we can’t stay here all night.”

“Your mind is racing ahead. You want more of this. Of me. Don’t you?” Sofia punctuated each word with slow strokes, setting Mel’s nerve endings on fire.

Mel closed her eyes. The sensation of feeling cared for, out of control, cherished, could be addicting. Even if it were only for tonight, why deny herself? “Yes, Mistress.”

Sofia sped up her strokes. “Come for me. Now.”

Mel kept her eyes closed. She jacked her clit as Sofia fucked her. A wall of pleasure crashed through her. Her shoulders lifted off the seat as her muscles tensed. She came hard, biting her lip to stifle her cries. Her heart pounded in her chest. The risk of discovery, combined with Sofia’s attention, created the perfect storm of sensations.

“Hands over your head. Now.”

Mel panted and latched her fingers onto the armrest as the echoes of her orgasm shook her body. Sofia sped up her strokes. Pleasure built deep in Mel’s belly again. Waves of sensation shook her as Sofia fucked her, driving her up again, wringing every bit of pleasure from her, as she ruthlessly fucked her into another climax. Mel cried out, unable to stifle her shout as she gushed her release. Wet heat flowed from her as Sofia’s murmurs of satisfaction spilled over her. With gentle thrusts she stroked in and out, slowing until she stilled her touches. Aftershocks coursed through Mel’s body. Her throat ached from her shouts of pleasure. She licked her dry lips.

“You are magnificent.” Sofia bent and pressed a quick kiss to Mel’s belly, her hair tickling where it touched Mel’s thighs.
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“Look at me.”

Mel opened her eyes.

Sofia touched her tongue to her fingers, savoring the flavor of Mel. The rain had slowed to a mellow drumming on the roof. Sofia shifted on the seat. So much she wanted to do to this delicious butchy bottom. “Are you expected anywhere? Could I steal you away for the night?”

Mel blinked and her brows drew down. “Umm—well—I don’t know.”

A twinge of sadness pierced Sofia’s heart. She had miscalculated.

“Are you married? Partnered?” Mel’s silence needled her as guilt wormed its way under Sofia’s skin. Why hadn’t she asked to begin with? Fuck. She sat up and turned from Mel. “Never mind. Let’s call it a night, shall we?”

She scooted to the door, unlatched it, and exited. The rain was cold against her hot skin. Idiot. She was an idiot. Letting her clit lead her around again. She opened the front door and slid behind the wheel.

“What the fuck?” Mel leaned forward. “I take my time answering you and you bail on me?”

“If you’re married, tell me now. I’m not interested in more if you are. I should have asked but given your behavior I assumed you were not attached.” Sofia studied her hands.

“I’m not married or partnered. I’m not the kind who cheats.”

“Good to know.” Sofia chewed her lip. It wasn’t the first time that after showing someone a side of themselves they had not known they had walked away, but it never got easier.

“Damn it, Sofia. Give me a minute to get dressed, will ya? These fucking wet clothes are hard to pull back on.”

“I’m not in a rush.” Sofia lifted her shoulders and straightened them. “Take your time.”

The car rocked with Mel’s motions as she struggled into her clothes and climbed into the front seat. She smoothed her hand over her hair. “I’m on call tonight starting at eight. That’s why I didn’t say yes right away.”

“Call?” Sofia picked at her cuticles.

“I’m a fire investigator. I’m on call tonight. For fuck’s sake, you scrambled my brain. Sorry if I’m slow.” Mel reached over and clasped Sofia’s hands, stilling their motion. “I would love to extend our time if you’re willing to take a chance I could be called away.”

Sofia turned her hands over and took Mel’s hand. “Sorry, I was abrupt. I’m fine if you have to leave because of your job. I know a place. Clean sheets, no questions asked.”

Mel’s mouth lifted in a crooked smile. “A no-tell motel? Are you talking about Hightower Inn?”

Sofia lifted an eyebrow. “You know it?”

“I think I lived there in my twenties and thirties.”

“I bet you did.” Sofia lifted her hand and traced her fingers over Mel’s high sculptured cheekbones and full mouth. “I’m sure women fell over themselves trying to get to you.”

“Some. Ancient history now.” Mel caught Sofia’s hand, turned it over, and placed a kiss in her palm. “I need to take my truck. Meet me there in fifteen?”

“I’ll get the room.” Sofia pulled her phone from her pocketbook and thumbed it open. “Put your number in. I’ll text it to you.”

Mel took her phone and typed her number in before passing it back to Sofia.

“Perfect.” Sofia leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to Mel’s cheek.
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