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        First, reminder that this series used to be titled the One Taste Series. If you started the One Taste series at the beginning, you know that this series was supposed to end with One Taste of Sin. I had no intention of writing Newman’s story. I honestly didn’t like him by the end of book 4. I love when readers fall in love with my characters. You never know when writing a story if a reader will love them as much as you do. So, when one reader reached out to me asking if Newman was getting his story, I felt bad saying no, but I just couldn’t do it. I was super mad at him for his actions—for his cheating. But she strongly felt he needed his story told. She wanted to understand why he acted the way he did. In my mind, once a cheater, always a cheater. But, over time, she convinced me Newman DID need his story told. Although, I was scared to write him. And I’m totally scared to share his story because he’s a different kind of hero for me because of his past. If you didn’t notice *awkward grin*, I don’t like cheaters. *chuckles* But I hope I did his story justice, that you fall in love with Newman as much as I surprisingly did by the end. Am I still mad at him sometimes when I think about what he did? Um, yeah. But I understand his pain more…and well, Amelia doesn’t like it when someone doesn’t understand him, doesn’t try to see the person he is underneath all his rough parts, and I don’t want to upset her! Lol

      

      

      I want to dedicate this book to Buffie Gier. If it wasn’t for you nudging me to write this story, it would’ve never been written. And you picked the perfect title for it as well. Newman thanks you very much.
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      His grandfather once told him, “The best things in life require the most patience.” He had been teaching him how to hunt. Newman thought it meant he should take his time aiming so he’d have a perfect shot, but he always took too long and missed. He was a terrible hunter. Plus, he wasn’t a fan of sitting outside for hours on end in the freezing cold waiting for a deer to cross his path. He didn’t like hunting and told his grandfather it wasn’t the best thing for him.

      “How hard did you try? You barely gave it a chance. Patience. It’s always about patience and taking your time,” his grandfather had replied in a sad, disappointed tone of voice.

      That was his one and only year he went hunting. It didn’t matter he had tried. He sat the entire weekend in the tree stand alone, shivering from the freezing temperatures, even with hand and foot warmers to help keep the chill away. And a deer had crossed his path. He lifted his shotgun, took aim, and…and well, he couldn’t pull the trigger. The deer had looked him in the eye and froze, daring him to shoot. But he couldn’t do it.

      Maybe he hadn’t tried as hard as he could’ve.

      Newman stretched out, sitting on the same couch his grandfather had owned when he lived in the tiny cabin.

      He owned it now.

      Even though he disappointed his grandfather—not the only time in his life he had—his grandfather left him his cabin when he passed away five years ago. Now it was his safe haven. His home. His escape.

      Three months ago, his life disappeared. His livelihood. Everything he worked for…gone. One quick blink, and it all vanished.

      Great job. Good friends. Almost a great relationship. Unfortunately, he damaged that months ago by cheating on a good woman.

      Three long months ruminating, dissecting every part of his life, how it all went wrong.

      There was so much he should’ve done differently, starting with Chrissy and his feelings for her.

      Snapping his legs together, he stood up abruptly.

      Nope. He didn’t want to think about her. Because every time his mind conjured her, it conjured the dangerous feelings he wasn’t ready to face.

      Glancing at the punching bag hanging in the corner near the fireplace, he decided he needed to release some tension. A daily occurrence. So much tension. So much shame. So much rage consumed him. He liked to use sex and lies for an outlet, blaming others for his problems. These days, he used the punching bag instead. He rarely had contact with anyone, unless he made a trip to the grocery store, which meant he didn’t have many chances to lie. Or have sex. Not that he didn’t run across a beautiful woman or two when he went shopping. He usually smiled. They smiled back. Before it could turn into anything flirtatious, he hightailed it out of there as fast as he could.

      He was done with sex.

      For the time being, anyway. He wasn’t sure he could completely give it up. He was a guy, after all.

      He’d have to join the real world soon. He couldn’t live off his savings forever. He needed to find a job soon.

      Tossing his shirt off, he stretched his arms, rotating and removing the kinks before he demolished the bag. He never used gloves while punching. Sometimes, his hands hurt so intensely, he knew he should stop. He didn’t. Other times, he bruised his skin or even started bleeding. He still didn’t stop. The pain was part of his penance for his actions.

      Throwing a punch, he let the thrill, the power in his hands fill him up. Every time he hit the bag, a part of his damaged soul released. He figured as soon as he freed all the bad parts, the good part of his soul would be free to live a normal life.

      He only had to be patient like his grandfather told him.

      Some days he didn’t think he’d ever live a nice, normal, carefree life. Honestly, he didn’t deserve one.

      Punch after punch released. He moved around hitting different spots on the bag. The muscles in his shoulders and arms started to ache, his hands throbbed, but he kept hitting.

      The bag, not swinging too much, almost connected with him when a loud knock sounded on his door.

      Holding the bag to stop its motion, he glanced at the door. Nobody visited him. The only person who knew the location of his cabin, besides his family, was Sauer, his old partner and best friend. He hadn’t answered Sauer’s phone calls since he left, and he didn’t expect him to visit. His wife probably wouldn’t let him. She hated him as vehemently as everyone else did.

      Whoever it was could leave. He didn’t want company.

      Heading for the bathroom to grab a towel, another loud knock echoed in the small confines of the cabin.

      And another knock.

      And another.

      Snagging a towel from the hallway closet, he wiped his face, removing most of the sweat, then slung the towel across his shoulders and headed for the door. If this person insisted on bothering him, then they could deal with his wrath. He didn’t punch long enough to release the tension boiling like a hot volcano inside.

      He flung open the door.

      The woman standing on the other side gasped, her eyes trailing around his chest as if mesmerized.

      At one time, her blatant approval would’ve started his libido and so many fantasies he would love to perform with a beautiful woman. Now, it just further notched up his irritation.

      He wouldn’t call himself a ladies man, but he had his fair share of women. He liked women. They liked him. Simple as that.

      “I’m not buying, donating, or know directions to anything around here. Go away.”

      He didn’t give her a full-on appraisal of her slim figure, something he had always done in his old life. Instead, he started to close the door. Her hand slammed against it, stopping him. He could’ve easily shoved the door shut, most likely with enough force to cause her to fall on her ass. He could be a dick. An extreme dick that said he had no conscience.

      But he did have a conscience. He cared about people. He truly did.

      He had to start acting like it.

      Opening the door wider, he cocked a brow. He might not slam the door in her face, but it didn’t mean he had to be completely nice. She was bothering him at a bad time.

      “Are you Detective Newman?”

      Detective Newman…

      He hadn’t heard those words in over three months. He didn’t think he’d ever hear them again. Because he wasn’t a detective. He would never be a detective again. He sabotaged his own job. Ruined his life. Destroyed relationships that meant something to him.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      This time he took a moment to look at the woman. She had bright-pink hair with a few light strands of purple mixed in. He had never seen such colorful hair…well, on such a beautiful woman. The color suited her complexion—light, pale skin with a few freckles sprinkled around. Sweet red lips. No lipstick. Natural red lips that looked perfect for kissing.

      Which he wouldn’t be doing. No more kissing. No more touching. No more sex.

      “My name is Amelia Benedict, and I need your help.”

      “Not interested.” His hand tightened on the door, needing to close it. The urge was so strong, his hand clenched harder to stop it from shaking.

      “My brother is missing. He’s only thirteen. I need your help.”

      “Call the police. I’m…” He swallowed. “I’m not the police.”

      She brushed her hair behind her ear, rolling her eyes. The gesture reminded him of Dee, Sauer’s wife. He wasn’t always a fan of her, but he always respected her. Now she hated him. Thought he was a douche. And he was. He wouldn’t deny it.

      “I did call them. They said they needed to wait forty-eight hours.”

      “For a kid? Highly doubtful.”

      She rolled her eyes again, huffing. “Well, it’s not the first time he’s…” She shrugged. “That he’s…”

      He cracked a smile, knowing exactly what she wasn’t saying. “He’s what?”

      “That he’s missing, in a sense.”

      “The only thing that makes sense right now is you’re bothering me.” He tilted his head as his smile grew. “And he likes to run away, am I right? Which is why the police told you to wait forty-eight hours. He’s done this before and they’re sick of it.”

      “I’m sick of people not taking me seriously. Okay, so he’s left home before on his own accord. I won’t deny it. But not this time. He’s in danger. I need to find him.”

      “I still can’t help you.”

      Putting her hands on her hips, another gesture that reminded him of Dee, she narrowed her eyes. “Billy from the gas station said you’re a detective.”

      Damn. Small towns could be annoying at times.

      He had never lived in a small town before. He only ever visited Napleton when he was a young boy to see his grandfather. He never realized how much people enjoyed getting into each other's business until he came to lick his wounds.

      “Billy’s wrong.”

      “Rebecca Sue from the grocery store said you would help a person without blinking an eye.”

      “Rebecca Sue’s wrong.”

      Shifting her hips, a little too enticing to his deprived eye, she stared at him with the sadness bleeding from her gaze. “Mary from the post office said you’re a lying, cheating bastard who I shouldn’t trust for a second.”

      Frowning, his hand fell away from the door. “Mary’s the only one right.”

      Amelia suddenly clapped her hands, a beautiful smile adorning her exquisite face. “Great. You’re the perfect guy, then.”

      Furrowing his brows even more, he tried to understand what she was saying. Perfect guy? He agreed he was a lying, cheating bastard. How did that make him the perfect guy?

      “Look, Amelia⁠—”

      “Most people call me Mel.” She shrugged, swiping a strand of hair behind her ear. “But call me whatever.”

      “I’m not a detective anymore. I’ll never be a detective again.” A sharp pain struck him in the chest. “I don’t help people. I lied to my friends. To my boss. I cheated on my girlfriend for no damn reason. I’m not perfect. I’m far from perfect. In fact, I’m the last person you should be asking for help.” He put his hand on the door again, ready to slam it in her face. “I wish you luck on finding your brother.”

      This time, he did slam the door in her face.
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      Mel stared at the closed door, pondering her choices.

      Choice A. She could turn around and get back in her car and find her brother on her own. And fail miserably.

      Choice B. She could knock on the door until the rude asshole—super hot rude asshole—answered and she pleaded her case. She wasn’t opposed to begging on her knees either.

      Choice C. She could open the door and invite herself in. Then proceed to plead her case and possibly get down on her knees and beg.

      Nodding, she made her decision quickly. She grabbed the handle and pushed open the door. Detective Newman⁠—

      Wait. He said he wasn’t a detective anymore. What did she call him, then? Just…Newman?

      She’d ask him after she got him to agree to find her brother.

      He was in the corner farthest from the door punching hard at a bag hanging from the ceiling. He hadn’t heard her open the door yet, so instead of making her presence known, she stared.

      Intensely.

      He might be an asshole, corroborated by Mary at the post office and a few other whispers around town, but he was a mighty fine-looking asshole. Sweat glistened on his back, his muscles bunching as he swung hard at the bag, not stopping for even a quick break. A defined chest, chiseled in all the right places. When he first opened the door, she had wanted to run her hands up and down to see what it felt like. She had never dated a man so ripped before.

      And she probably never would. She didn’t attract the sexy muscular men who made it their life’s mission to look good at all times.

      Although, with the way he was attacking the bag, he wasn’t doing it to keep in shape. More like, release the demons inside building and festering. She knew a little about demons sucking your soul away.

      His unkempt black hair that could use a comb—not that she was judging—was slick with sweat. He paused in his attack, turning to grab the towel lying on a small circular table, and ran it over his face and across his head, which made his hair even more unruly.

      She inhaled sharply as he twisted her way.

      He caught her gaze. His jaw tightened. His royal-blue eyes, so fascinatingly beautiful, eyed her with such a fierce expression, she was afraid she picked the wrong choice.

      She didn’t know this guy. She didn’t know what he might do to her.

      Although, in his defense, he admitted to cheating on his girlfriend, but he didn’t beat her. So that meant he wasn’t violent. Right?

      Mary seemed under the impression he couldn’t be trusted. That he was a loose cannon.

      Rebecca Sue, who had a caring, trusting heart for most people, had said his grandfather, Pappa Roy, said he was a good man, which made him a good man. Honestly, for most people in this town, Newman’s grandfather’s word held a lot of weight. Not that she ever met the guy. But people loved to regale stories about him all the time like she cared or something. To be polite, she normally listened. Or, more like, made it appear like she was listening.

      Neither said a word as they stared at each other. Since she didn’t know how he’d react, she waited for him to say the first word.

      “Do you always barge into someone’s home when you’re not welcome?”

      She could work with that. He wasn’t telling her to get the hell out.

      “I don’t visit many people.”

      A brow rose. “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “Being a detective, I guess you’d interpret it that way.”

      His eyes cast down to the floor. “I told you I’m not a detective anymore. I can’t help you, Amelia.”

      Her full name slid out of his mouth in a silky smooth tone, yet filled with desolation.  People rarely called her Amelia, and it sent a rush of something unfamiliar through her. She wasn’t sure how to decipher it.

      But she wasn’t here to get googly eyes over a man, especially a man-cheating whore. Another thing Mary called him.

      She was here to elicit his help to find her brother.

      “Okay. You’re not a detective. I won’t say it again, but you were a detective. You have a skill set I need.” She took a step closer, praying he’d look at her again.

      Her mother used to say she had the eyes of a temptress. One look in her eyes and people would never disobey anything she said. So far, that was a lie dealing with this guy. He slammed the door in her face.

      “My brother…he has issues. I won’t deny it. But he’s only thirteen. He’s all I got left.” Her voice broke. “I don’t care what you might’ve done in the past. Right now, I need you.”

      His eyes met hers. “Nobody needs me.”

      She wanted to wrap her arms around him and hold him. He sounded so lost and alone. And feeling his hard, muscular chest wouldn’t hurt either. She never let an opportunity pass her by, something her mother always drilled into her, too. You see an opportunity, take it, honey.

      But again, she wasn’t here to get laid or feel sorry for this guy. She was here to find her brother. By any means necessary.

      Groveling commence.

      She started to take a step forward, figuring she should get closer to beg on her knees, when he held his hand up.

      “Stop.”  His jaw clenched. “Don’t come near me.”

      Okay.

      She was back to thinking maybe she shouldn’t have walked in here. Was he violent? Should she be worried?

      Well, she wasn’t too worried. She knew how to hold her own. Fighting, defending herself, had been a top priority the minute she moved out of her parents’ house. Escaped, more like it.

      But she didn’t want to get distracted and go down that particular memory lane. She needed to grovel to this annoying man, so she’d do it from where she stood.

      “I’m not leaving until you say you’ll help me. Please.” Her knees shook, terrified she’d have to get down and beg. His expression still looked fierce and unyielding. “Please, Newman. I need you.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, his eyes narrowing. But he didn’t say a word. Instead of speaking, he ran the towel over his face again and turned away from her, then walked out of the room.

      Not exactly how she expected this to go, but she didn’t lie. She wasn’t leaving. He’d have to call the cops on her or physically pick her up and remove her. Then lock the door so she couldn’t walk in again, because she would. She also knew how to pick locks, so really, that wouldn’t keep her out either. Nothing would stop her from finding her brother.

      And sadly, he was her only option in this rinky-dink town. The cops didn’t believe her that her brother didn’t run away again. He was in serious trouble. She could feel it in her bones.

      She didn’t move from her spot. Glancing around the small cabin, eyeing the tiny kitchen to the left, the living room where she stood, and his workout station on the right near the fireplace, she didn’t have many options where to go. She could take a seat on the couch. That might be better.

      But her feet wouldn’t move.

      She wouldn’t exactly classify it as fear, but she couldn’t move.

      What was he doing?

      Grabbing a gun? He might not be a detective now, but he had been in the past. And he lived in a small cabin in the middle of the woods. He probably had a hunting rifle or shotgun somewhere.

      He didn’t look happy when he walked out of the room. She should be nervous. Extremely nervous, especially since she didn’t know the guy. Just because he was good-looking didn’t mean he was a good guy. Most times, at least in her experience, it meant pure evil hid underneath the handsome facade.

      Looking at the lonely bag hanging in the corner, she wondered what it would feel like to throw a solid punch at it. Since her brother went missing last night, the anger and fear bottling up inside refused to settle down. She needed to release it. Except, she didn’t know how. Scrubbing the house from top to bottom only took so long, and it didn’t work to unleash the tension coiling deep inside.

      “You’re tenacious. I’ll give you that.”

      She jumped, startled she didn’t hear him walk back into the room. He stood near the old couch she had pondered sitting on. Now she was glad she didn’t. It would’ve put her closer to him. It looked like he had taken a shower, his hair freshly wet and combed. She wasn’t sure which look she preferred now, seeing it combed and styled in a spiked, classy way. The messy look was just as sexy and alluring as this style was. Although he hadn’t bothered to shave, still sporting a rough, scruffy jaw—about two days’ worth, if she had to guess. She didn’t mind. It enhanced his handsome features. He, unfortunately, put on a black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. How long had she been standing here?

      “You’re not going to leave, are you?” His brow rose. “Do I have to call the—” He swallowed. “Police.”

      So interesting he had a difficult time saying such a simple word, especially when he used to work for the police department. She didn’t know the entire story of why he quit, but she was suddenly dying to know. Why did it pain him to say the word? His eyes shattered with agony.

      People loved to talk in this town, sharing stories, spreading rumors. Yet they never said why Newman left his job and moved to the small cabin in the middle of nowhere.

      Maybe they didn’t know the real reason.

      Crossing her arms, she shrugged. “You can do whatever you like. If you call them, they’ll have to drag me out of here kicking and screaming. I’ll do whatever I have to if it helps me find my brother.”

      Glancing at the floor, he shoved his hands inside his pockets. “I’m not the right person for this.”

      “You’re my only option.” Her mind begged him to look at her. “Whether or not either of us likes it. I need you because my brother needs you. And you need me.”

      His gaze jerked in her direction, puzzlement lighting his eyes. “Excuse me? I don’t need a damn thing from you.” His eyes grazed up and down her body. “Except maybe one thing.”

      She shivered at his perusal. He was obviously attempting to make her feel uncomfortable. His gaze screamed loud and clear he wanted sex. Maybe later when she found her brother, she’d take him up on the offer. It had been a while. Sex was sex. She wanted some. And he definitely made her horny for lots of sex.

      He was trying to scare her off. News flash, buster. She didn’t scare that easily.

      “You do need me.” A slow grin formed. “You might say you’re not a detective, but you miss it. You miss the thrill. The chase. You miss being a part of something. So yeah, I’d say you need me just as much as I need you.”

      His eyes flashed with pained torture, then narrowed. “You don’t know me.”

      She swallowed. Well, he was right about that. She didn’t.

      But she knew herself pretty damn well.

      And every time she looked into his eyes, she saw a bit of herself. Swimming and floating in misery with no chance of survival.
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      He didn’t want this woman in his cabin, his domain, begging him for help. He didn’t want anyone here or even near him.

      He was a virus. A disease. Bad luck. No matter where or what he did in life, things always went to shit. And if he tried to help her find her brother, nothing good would happen.

      You might say you’re not a detective, but you miss it. You miss the thrill. The chase. You miss being a part of something.

      He hated how what she said was true. Too damn much. He missed his old life. His friends. His job. That feeling he was making a difference one case at a time.

      So maybe he didn’t always infect and destroy things. He and Sauer closed quite a few cases—some tough ones they almost gave up on.

      But damn it. She didn’t know him. She might’ve hit a sensitive spot, a few things ringing true, but she didn’t know him.

      Nobody did.

      “I’m not leaving.” She crossed her arms in defiance.

      A corner of his lip curled up before he realized what he was doing, immediately turning his smile into a frown. He would not let this woman get under his defenses with her bold attitude. He didn’t care how much he admired her assertiveness. Not simply admired it either. It turned him on. It was hot as hell.

      And her pink hair… He liked it. She reminded him of a fairy. But not a sweet, docile fairy flying around spreading pixie dust and happiness. More like a warrior fairy, soaring through the world with one thing on their mind. Fortitude. To make the world a better, safer place.

      What the hell was he thinking?

      Was there such a thing as a warrior fairy?

      He was losing his goddamn mind.

      “I’ll toss you out if I have to. I can’t help you.” Then he crossed his arms in mockery.

      Her eyes narrowed, two tiny slits piercing him with a death glare worthy of skewering him with one touch. “You can. You’re just refusing to. There’s a difference. Go ahead and touch me. I dare you.”

      He snickered. “Sweetheart, you don’t want me touching you. You won’t like it.”

      Neither would he. Not because he was afraid he’d hurt her, but because he was terrified he’d pick her up and carry her to his bedroom. He hadn’t touched a woman in three months. It was like a drug. A sweet, sickening drug that needed to be fueled at all times. He hadn’t had a dose of anything in forever. He needed a fix. With her enticing, defiant attitude, she made it easy to want, to crave a touch of her sweet, delectable body.

      A sassy smile spread across her juicy red lips as if she knew exactly what he was thinking. “I might like it.” Then her smile disappeared. “But my name is Mel, not sweetheart.”

      Whoa. Whiplash. One second teasing, then firm about what he should be calling her.

      He didn’t need this irritation in his life. Letting his arms drop to his sides, fisting his hands tightly, he nodded at the door. “Get out. I’m not helping you.”

      She shifted, planting her feet firmly in a defensive position in case he decided to charge at her. Oh, he had no intention of touching her. He didn’t trust himself. He’d been deprived of sex for too long, and it didn’t matter who she was. He wanted to screw her ten ways to Sunday. Any woman would do at this point. That’s what her presence in his safe haven had done to him. The carefully built wall he fortified started to crumble into pieces. All because of a visit from one sassy, brash woman with pink hair.

      “He’s only thirteen. Please. You have to help me. Nobody else will.”

      He laughed with no humor behind it. “You must be out of your mind to think I’d be your only hope.”

      “Half the time I am out of my mind. The only good decision I ever made in life was to take care of my brother, and I’m failing at it. You know what it’s like to fail. I want him back safe and sound, and I want a second chance. Don’t you?”

      Again, thinking she knew him or something. She didn’t know shit. Turning away from her, he stalked to the kitchen a few feet away, ignoring everything she said.

      A second chance?

      He didn’t deserve a second chance. He took a good relationship and flushed it down the toilet with one wrong decision. A decision he went into with his eyes wide open. He knew exactly what would happen when he slept with Tonya. Because he set it up that way.

      Like the true bastard he was.

      “Detective Newman⁠—”

      “Don’t call me that!” he shouted as his arm swung across the kitchen table, sending the empty plate and glass cup from his lunch shattering to the floor.

      Breathing heavily, his fists clenched by his sides, he couldn’t look at her. To react in such a way to a simple title. A title he couldn’t claim ever again. Every time she called him detective, a piece of him died a little more.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, he counted to ten, trying to calm the rage sizzling like an inferno deep inside. He rarely lost control. At least, not in such a blatant manner. His loss of control usually entailed overt behavior. Lying, quick sex, snapping and yelling, but he definitely never threw or broke things.

      When he heard tiny sounds near him, small clinks of ceramic hitting together, his eyes popped open. Amelia was crouched down picking up pieces of glass from the plate and cup that broke.

      “Stop. Leave it.”

      She shrugged, continuing in her quest to clean up his erratic mess. “It’s not my first rodeo. I caused the mess, I’ll clean it up.”

      Oh, hell no. She didn’t cause a damn thing except make him take a deeper look at the mess of his life. Something he’d been avoiding since the moment he arrived at his cabin. With three long strides, he was by her side, gripping her arms in a strong but not painful grip.

      She shivered, cowering away from him. Her reaction told him enough, as had her words about cleaning up the mess. She’d been abused before.

      He might be a lot of things, but he had never laid a hand on a woman, and he wasn’t about to start now. He would never hit her.

      But he wasn’t ready to let her go. He couldn’t even feel her soft skin—not with her thick winter coat on. Even knowing he was frightening her, making her wonder whether he was going to hurt her, he couldn’t let go.

      She was a strange woman. Refusing to leave, insisting he had to help her. Yet cowering and showing fear with the slightest touch.

      She fascinated him a little too much for his liking.

      Urging her to her feet with a gentle tug, he let go of one arm and held out his hand. “Give me the glass.”

      He could feel her body trembling, yet the strength in her eyes said she would not go down without a fight. Just one more reason to respect this woman. Even as scared as she was, she would defend herself. Good for her. Not that she needed to against him. But still.

      Slowly, her hand reached out and placed the shards of glass into his palm. Her fingers grazed his skin. It sent a bolt of electricity straight to his cock. Damn, he wanted to wipe her fear away with a kiss. Something sweet and simple. Something to calm her down and let her know he wouldn’t hurt her.

      Maybe it would help calm him down some, too.

      He knew he should’ve never touched her. Now, he couldn’t let go.

      “Who hurt you?”

      She glanced at his hand still wrapped around her bicep, then back to him. “What makes you think anyone ever has?”

      “I’m a—” He caught himself before uttering the word that sent him into a violent tailspin a minute ago. “I’m a smart man. It’s not hard to see.”

      A smile touched her lips. “Which makes you perfect to find my brother.”

      So tenacious. She saw an opening, she jumped in with both arms swinging.

      He pulled her closer. Her smile died as his mouth stood mere inches from hers. It wouldn’t take much to lean even more and kiss her.

      “I’m not perfect, Amelia. And I have no patience. You shouldn’t trust me for one second.”

      “But I do,” she whispered, her sweet breath hitting his face, enticing him to close the distance.

      The intensity in her gaze said she wasn’t lying. That she honestly trusted him.

      Well, to find her brother.

      If he was good at one thing in life, it was his job as a detective.

      Dropping her arm, her soft, sweet tone scorching him to the bone, he took a step back, squeezing his fists shut. A wince crossed his face as the pieces of glass cut into his skin, yet he didn’t loosen his fist. He needed to feel the pain, anything to keep away from her. From devouring her, from showing her pleasure instead of pain.

      “Have a seat on the couch while I clean up this mess.” He stared hard at her so she understood perfectly clear. “I made the mess. So I’ll clean it up.”

      There was no way in hell he wanted her to think, for even one second, she made the mess. He made the decision to toss the plate and cup to the floor. Not her. It didn’t matter she said something to upset him. He still made the decision to fling his arm across the table in rage.

      She nodded. “You’re going to help me?”

      “We’ll talk.” His hand tightened around the glass some more. “But this in no way means I’m saying yes. We’re only going to talk.”

      A sweet, delicate smile graced her luscious red lips.

      If she kept looking at him like that, he wouldn’t be able to refuse her a damn thing.

      What kind of mess was he getting himself into?
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        * * *

      

      Mel sat on the couch, her knee bouncing off and on as she waited for him to clean up the mess in the kitchen. After throwing away the glass, he washed his hands with soap and water, then grabbed a paper towel, wrapping it around his right hand.

      He swiped a broom from a tiny closet in the kitchen.

      Her knee started bouncing like crazy.

      He cut himself.

      He was cleaning up the mess.

      The bouncing wouldn’t stop as she watched him sweep up the glass. Then it stopped when she glanced away, realizing she was staring. Back and forth she went, watching, stopping, watching, stopping. Not once in her crazy, erratic glances did he look at her.

      She still couldn’t understand why he insisted on cleaning up the mess. She created it. She made him upset enough to throw it on the floor. Her father always said it was her fault when things like that happened.

      And he cut himself. That was her fault, too. She saw him squeeze his fists. A slight wince crossed his face. But not once did he cry out in pain.

      Neither did she.

      Not that he hurt her. His hand on her arm wasn’t even near painful. He had a firm grip on her, but with one quick move, she would’ve been able to get him off. Except, she didn’t sense he was going to hurt her. He was all talk and bluster, no action. It was all the anguish building up inside him that made him act like a complete jackass. If he simply dealt with his issues, he probably wouldn’t be such an asshole.

      Not her problem, of course. Only her brother was her concern, and she would do anything to get him back, to save him, including allowing this guy to lay a hand on her. When he first grabbed her, she wanted to scream in terror, something she used to do in her old life. Her old shell of a life. No matter how many times she told herself don’t cry, don’t show fear, she usually did.

      He was right. Someone had hurt her in the past. Her father. Day in and day out, the man made her life a living hell. The second she walked out of the house and moved away, she learned how to defend herself. No man would ever make her feel weak and useless ever again.

      So Newman could put his hands on her all he wanted, but he would never control her. Never hurt her. Unless she allowed it.

      Soft clinking sounds echoed in the tiny confines. Glancing toward the kitchen, she saw Newman shut the cupboard underneath the sink, then he put the broom away.

      He washed his hands once again, using two pumps of soap from the dispenser, then swiped another paper towel, wrapping it around his hand. Taking his time, he walked into the living room and stood near the couch but didn’t sit down. It was the only available space to sit. Apparently, he didn’t want to get too close to her. She was fine with that.

      They stared at each other.

      Neither said a word. She didn’t know where to start or what to say.

      Then she saw him press on the paper towel. He was still bleeding.

      She stood up. He flinched. Not enough where a normal person would’ve noticed. But for someone who had grown up flinching every time her father walked into the room, she saw. She noticed everything.

      “Come on.” She nodded toward his hand. “We should bandage that.”

      “I’m fine.” He didn’t look down at his hand. His expression didn’t change, still displaying annoyance that she was in his home.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “You need to stop thinking you know me. I said I was fine.”

      A soft chuckle floated out. “You really live up to the lying bastard part.”

      His eyes clouded with agony before he glanced away. She instantly felt bad for saying anything. She was trying to lighten the mood, not make him feel bad. But it was true. He was lying to her face. He wasn’t fine—not with his hand bleeding.

      Making a decision, probably a bad one, not anything new, she walked right up to him and grabbed his uninjured hand. This time he visibly flinched, his vivid blue eyes widening in surprise.

      “Don’t be such a baby. Men are such whiners when they’re hurt or sick. Come on.” She started to drag him toward the hallway to the bathroom.

      Surprisingly, he didn’t say a word or fight her. She didn’t want to fight him either. She would attempt to hold her own, but the way he attacked the punching bag, she didn’t think she’d come out the winner. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t fight with every last breath in her body.

      Stopping at the first door she came upon, she flipped the light switch and smiled. The bathroom. Dragging him inside, she knocked the toilet seat lid down with her boot and then nodded at it as she let go of his hand. “Have a seat.”

      “Who made you the boss around here?”

      Rolling her eyes, laughing, she opened the cupboard below the sink. “Clearly someone has to boss you around. You’re a hot mess.”

      Very hot.

      She would never deny how handsome and yummy the man was. But she didn’t mean that kind of hot in this instance. He was an utter mess.

      She totally wasn’t taking the job to fix the issues he had, but until she found her brother, she'd do what was necessary.

      Finding a medicine kit, she grabbed it, then turned toward him where he continued to stand in the same spot. Arching a brow with the best glare she owned, she nodded at the toilet seat again. “I said sit.”

      He looked ready to lash out. With a fist? With tainted words? With tears? She wasn’t exactly sure, but the look of torture on his face said he wanted to do something. Finally, after they stared at each other for what felt like minutes, he took a seat.

      Not seeing a closet in the bathroom or any washcloths underneath the sink, she stepped into the hallway. She found what she was looking for in a small closet right outside the door, then walked back into the bathroom. Newman still had the same annoyed look on his face. She wet the cloth with warm water, then held out her hand. “Let me see your hand.”

      He eyed her, his expression oddly blank, except for the annoyance. He still hadn’t masked his annoyance at her presence. Tough. She wasn’t leaving.

      “Now.”

      Nor was she going to be ignored.

      He slowly reached out his hand, palm open. A few nicks and scratches coated his palm, along with two deep cuts. He cringed when she lightly dabbed at them, but he didn’t say a word.

      “Does it make you feel better to hurt yourself? You’re such an idiot.”

      “For someone who wants my help, you have a funny way of endearing yourself to me.”

      She pressed harder on his hand to stop the bleeding. He grimaced, his lips tightening into a straight line, yet he didn’t say anything. Well, she might’ve pressed harder to show him she wasn’t afraid of him. She would say and do anything she wanted, unafraid of the consequences.

      Her father showed her she could survive anything. She survived eighteen years of hell. She could survive this.

      He looked down at his hand. “Tell me about your brother.”

      Finally, she was getting somewhere with him. He was actually going to hear her out.

      “Look. I’m not going to lie. My brother has not been a saint. But who is these days?”

      He flickered a glance at her with a hint of a smile curling his lips.

      She couldn’t help but press on his wound to staunch the bleeding as she continued. “I moved out as soon as I turned eighteen. My father was an asshole. I begged my mom to come with me. My brother was only five at the time. I should’ve never left him.”

      She paused to rinse out the rag and to give herself a moment. Talking about her past was normal for her. It made her who she was today. She embraced it instead of hiding from it.

      But with Newman…

      Oddly, for some reason, she cared what he thought about her.

      Why did she care? He was a means to an end. She needed his help to find her brother. That was it. Who cared what he thought of her.

      Most people took one look at her pink hair and flamboyant mouth and made an immediate opinion that she was nothing but trouble. Whatever. She never cared what those people thought, so she wouldn’t care what he thought either.

      Placing the washcloth back onto his wound, she was grateful he didn’t fill the silence with words that wouldn’t mean anything. She heard it all. She was thankful he didn’t try to placate her.

      “About a year ago, my mom called and said she needed me. She left my dad and moved here with my brother Adam. I heard the desperation in her voice. And I always told her if she needed me, I’d be there. No hesitation. So I packed up my shit and I came. She handed me custody papers for Adam and said she was sorry and left.”

      Taking the washcloth off, she saw the bleeding had stopped. Grabbing a dry washcloth, she dried the area before taking a piece of gauze filled with antiseptic and placed it over his wound.

      What a smart man still not saying a word. She could kiss him for understanding she needed to tell her story at her own pace. Most people loved to stop, add their sympathies and unwanted advice. It always drove her nuts. Some people didn’t realize she didn’t always need to hear something in return; she just needed them to listen.

      “It’s been a year from hell for me and my brother. I saw him here and there over the years, but not much. We barely knew each other when I came. He has not made a moment of this easy on me. But I love him. I will do anything for him.” She grabbed the gauze tape and started to wrap it around his hand. “He’s run away a few times. Typical teenager defiance. He has a lot of shit he’s dealing with. I get it. I’m never mad at him. We had a heart-to-heart the last time he did it. Let me tell you, the asshole chief around here made it pretty clear he wasn’t going to take any more of his shit. So I made sure my brother understood what could happen if he kept this kind of behavior up.”

      Finished wrapping his hand, she stood up and threw away her garbage and then washed her hands. They shook as she dried them on the hand towel hanging near the sink.

      Newman still didn’t say a word.

      She stared at the wall as she continued. “We stopped by the store yesterday afternoon to get a few groceries. There was a pickup truck in the parking lot when we were leaving. The guy creeped me out. I didn’t see much of his face because he was wearing a black hoodie with the hood up, but he was just…off, you know. He watched us the whole time. I didn’t see him follow us, though.” She turned toward him. “Shortly after we got home, Adam said he was going to ride his bike back to the store, about a mile from our house. He didn’t really ask. He just left.” She shrugged. “Not that he would’ve taken my no very well. Probably would’ve still biked anyway. When it got dark out, and he still wasn’t back, I knew something was wrong. I knew that man did something. He was off. Seriously off. There was something…” Inhaling a deep breath, she blew it out in slow increments, remembering how the chief of police laughed in her face. “He has my brother. I know it. Adam did not run away again. He didn’t.”

      Newman stood up.

      She took a step back, hating herself for retreating. Never show fear. Something her defense instructor drilled into her.

      “You said you didn’t see much of his face, but can you describe anything about him? Anything distinctive?”

      Heart racing a mile a minute, she tilted her head. “You believe me?”

      He shrugged. “I believe that you think something terrible happened to your brother. Whether something really did, I don’t have enough evidence to say. I look at everything in front of me and go from there. It’s not about believing you. It’s all about following the evidence.”

      Reaching into her jacket pocket, she pulled out a slip of paper and held it toward him. “Then here’s your first lead. I wrote down his license plate number. I told you. He creeped me out. That’s the only explanation I have for writing it down.”

      Newman eyed the piece of paper, then took it from her. A small smile touched his lips. “I’d say it’s gut instinct. Let me make a call.” His smile died. “I can’t promise anything. Don’t expect a miracle from me.”

      Oh, she didn’t. She knew it had been a long shot when she came here, especially with the rumors around town about him.

      But, at the moment, he was her savior. Her only hope. And she’d take it.
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