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      DEPUTY LIAM MCKENNA hit the flashing lights the moment he saw the woman limping down the dark Montana road. It was just past midnight on Friday night, and although the small town of North Star, Montana, was fairly peaceful, he’d arrested more than a few adventurous prostitutes who saw fit to travel from Helena on the warm summer weekends to be closer to the ranch hands looking for company. Not to mention stumbling upon a few druggies and drunks over the years, as well. Question was—which one was she?

      The woman turned at the blink of red and blue, automatically lifting her hand to shield her eyes from the bright beams of his headlights. In an instant, he took in snug jeans and a shiny black halter top, wild red hair that had fallen out of its neat twist.

      “Ah, crap.” He’d know that hair anywhere. And he could only imagine what Sheriff Taggert would say when he heard about this.

      What was the sheriff’s daughter doing way out here at this time of night?

      The fact that Caroline “Carly” Taggert wasn’t hysterical or bleeding helped calm the kick of adrenaline surging through him. But it did nothing to quell the mix of fear and anger that put thoughts in his head he didn’t want to consider.

      She was alone, walking, with no car in sight. And since he knew for a fact her shiny, red Rav 4 was parked in the driveway outside her house because he’d noted it as he’d driven by twenty minutes earlier, that meant someone had left her out here.

      Liam stopped the cruiser and got out. “Carly?”

      She winced as though hoping she wouldn’t be recognized, her full lips pulling away from her teeth in a telling grimace before she managed a weak smile. “Yeah, hi. Pretty night, isn’t it?” She turned her face away from the lights and made a show of looking up at the sky. “I mean, look at those stars.”

      He didn’t take his gaze off her. “Are you all right?”

      Liam approached, searching for clues and signs of what had taken place. She smelled like a brewery.

      Carly flashed him a look from beneath her lashes, as though he’d asked the stupidest question on the face of the earth. Maybe he had. But all right didn’t leave a woman abandoned on a dark road or smelling the way she did.

      “I’m fine. But I, uh, don’t suppose there’s any way you won’t mention this to my dad?”

      Her father had spent a full hour that very morning ordering his men—Liam especially, since Jonas had chosen Liam to head things up while he and Mrs. Taggert were on a cruise—to keep an eye on Carly and make sure she stayed out of trouble. The answer to her question? He wasn’t sure yet. “What happened? Why are you out here by yourself?” When she didn’t immediately respond, he followed those questions with, “Why are you limping?”

      She shifted her weight and shrugged. “You’d be limping, too, if you were wearing four-inch heels.”

      Her toes peeked out of the front of her bright red shoes and Liam noted how her jeans didn’t quite cover the spike in back. Sexy or not, he’d never understand why women did that to themselves. God knew she didn’t need the height. At least five-seven in her stockinged feet, Carly met him at eye level in those stilts. “Those aren’t exactly walking shoes.”

      She didn’t seem drunk, even if she had obviously gone out for a date—or a party—and something had gone wrong.

      Liam angled himself in front of her since she refused to face him completely and that’s when he noticed her halter top was misshapen, as if it had been yanked and stretched on one side. So much so the material gaped instead of lying flat against her skin where it roped around her neck and tied.

      “Stop that right now, Deputy. I can see what you’re thinking but you’re wrong. I’m fine.”

      But she wasn’t. What did she expect him to do? Take her home and not say a word? For the next two weeks, her safety was his number-one priority. “Have you been drinking?”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes. “My date was, though, and after he dumped half a bottle on me, I left. Want me to take a Breathalyzer test?”

      Up close and able to see into her eyes, he knew it wasn’t necessary. Her gray eyes were clear and heated with aggravation, her cheeks hot with embarrassment. “No. Let’s go.”

      She looked as though she wanted to argue but the pain of her footwear spared him the hassle. Liam reached out and grasped her elbow in a gentle grip, her freckled arm cool beneath his hand. “Do you need a doctor?”

      “No, I twisted my ankle a little ways back, but once I get off my feet it’ll be fine. And you can stop staring at me like that. Nothing happened and there is absolutely no reason to tell my father. It’s not like I’m sixteen or something. Blisters and a sprained ankle do not warrant a report to the sheriff.”

      “You’re sure that’s it?” He glanced at her blouse and hated himself, because the sight of her cleavage was an instant turn-on.

      He’d always had a soft spot for Caroline, first because she’d been nice to him from the day he’d met her in high school, then because she was so gullible and he couldn’t help but watch out for her. He’d also always known she was out of his league. She’d grown up the town sweetheart, while he was the badass kid from the wrong side of the fence.

      But for the past year, whenever Carly had stepped foot inside the station he’d noticed her more and more. For some reason he found himself staring at her mass of curly hair, smiling whenever she smiled. And the way she crinkled her nose?

      Man, he had it bad—not that he could or would do anything about it. Even he knew not to mess with his boss’s daughter. The fact the sheriff carried a gun for a living merely hammered home the stupidity of his thoughts.

      But whoever had messed with her tonight…the guy would answer to him. The sheriff could wait his turn. “You’re sure?”

      She paused again, her gaze smoky and sensual-looking, accented by her makeup and the full moon. “Positive.” She tilted her head to one side and sized him up. “Wait a minute… Did Dad give you orders pertaining to me?”

      Liam saw the spark in her eyes. Not a good sign. “Your father left a lot of instructions before he left.”

      “Oh, no. No, you know exactly what I mean. Did he tell you to babysit me?”

      She didn’t give him time to respond.

      “Oh, for the love of— Are you serious? He didn’t trust that I could handle myself for two weeks?”

      It wasn’t only the sheriff.

      Liam chose not to mention the betting taking place at the station. The firehouse. Even the diner.

      Carly was as smart and intelligent as anyone could be but her big heart overcame her common sense more often than not and she had a propensity for getting herself into scrapes. Just look where she stood. “Let’s get you home.”

      “I have no doubt Dad ordered you all to call him if I break a nail, but don’t you dare. It took Rissa years to talk Dad into taking this cruise. You wouldn’t really ruin their vacation because I sprained my ankle?”

      Liam opened the passenger door of the police cruiser and held her arm while she dropped into the seat. He saw her wince as she lifted her injured ankle inside.

      Swearing softly, he checked their surroundings for any sign of whoever had left her there before he turned on the brighter work lights inside the car and squatted, his back against the open door for support. “Let me see.”

      Not giving her a choice, he gripped her calf and gently removed the ridiculous shoe, surveying the damage. “Definitely swollen.” He ran his thumb over the bone and pressed gently. “That hurt?”

      “Just a little. It’ll be okay.”

      She leaned toward him and the position left him with a prime view down her top. Despite the shadows cast by the lights, he saw black lace and seductive cleavage, more than she’d had in high school. He’d looked then, too, fool that he was.

      Focusing on something guaranteed to get his mind off her as a woman and on the present. He fastened his gaze on the stain he could now see mucking up the front of her blouse. The stain…and the ripped seams. “What happened to your shirt?” When her lips formed a thin, firm line, he added, “You either tell me, or you tell the sheriff when I call the ship.”

      The other thing he’d learned about Carly after sharing science labs and classes with her in high school was that she had a tendency to be a regular chatterbox when she was nervous—or on the hot seat. He’d been more interested in getting by and getting out, whereas Carly had been all about her grades. On test days, she’d driven him insane with all her fretting. And the one time she’d wound up sitting beside him in the principal’s office?

      He smiled at the memory. Taking the blame for her screwup in setting the classroom on fire had made sense. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t done other things like it and not been caught.

      Carly leaned back in the seat and clutched the shoe he’d handed her. She’d painted her nails some dark, mysterious color that had a gleam of purple, and out of nowhere came the mental image of her stroking her nails down him.

      Swearing silently at his lack of control, Liam shoved the temptation away. “Well? What’s it going to be, Caroline?”

      “I had a date.”

      As if he hadn’t already figured that out? Liam narrowed his gaze. He wanted a name. Details. So he could take the guy down for ripping her shirt and leaving her here this way.

      What if he hadn’t been the one to find her? What if some pervert had come along and snatched her? It happened. On a long stretch of road like this one, anything could have happened and the thought made his hands shake like a boy’s.

      “It went badly. He spilled his beer on me. I left. End of story.”

      “Why do you date losers?”

      “Ever hear the saying about kissing a few frogs? You can’t tell who’s who just by looking at them.”

      He didn’t want to think about what she’d done with the guys she’d dated. “All I’m saying is that there are nice guys in this town. Why don’t you ever pick one of them?”

      “What do you think I’m trying to do? People roll their eyes if you say your biological clock is ticking, but you know what? Tick-tock,” she stated, her temper getting the best of her. She slammed her head against the padded seat. “Dating sucks.”

      “Only because you’re picking the wrong guys,” he repeated.

      “So who should I pick? A deputy? One of the firefighters? Are those the guys you mean?”

      He thought of her with one of the men he had to work with and see every day on the job and shook his head. Bad idea.

      “No way,” she continued, closing her eyes. “I lived with a cop for over twenty years. No way would I give myself a life sentence, always wondering if he will come home at the end of the day.”

      Couldn’t get much clearer than that. Not that he was thinking of himself. “Who was the guy who left you here?”

      Time to get back to the problem at hand.

      “Ooh, nice try, but I’m not about to share that information.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, the move emphasizing the cleavage he was trying so hard to not see. “Caroline, who was it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s Carly, remember?”

      He ignored the reminder that she preferred the name she and her stepsister had cooked up in an effort to change what Caroline considered her “boring” image. Any more exciting and he’d not make it through the next fourteen days.

      “Can we just go?”

      “Not until you tell me who left you out here.”

      A rough huff left her chest. “Then I guess we’ll be here all night.”

      He couldn’t allow himself to consider the possibility and waited patiently, barely breathing, because with every inhalation he got a combination of her perfume—and the guy’s beer.

      “I won’t tell you,” she insisted, beginning to fidget and squirm. “I mean, why would I tell you? Do you know how hard it is for me to date in this town with everyone watching my every move? All my life I’ve been the sheriff’s daughter. I’ve had to deal with guys who are afraid of ticking off my dad, or else wanting to. Dad might have said for you to watch out for me, but I refuse to tell you, when I know you’ll go after the guy like some Old-West posse.”

      He didn’t acknowledge the statement, unwilling to lie and say it wouldn’t happen, when they both knew it would.

      “Look, I took care of the problem myself. He isn’t out drinking and driving, so all you have to do is drive me home, okay?”

      No, it wasn’t okay. His brain cycled through what she’d said a second time, focusing on the hint of quiet satisfaction that shadowed the disgust in her tone. “How did you take care of it?”

      She hugged her arms around her front and squeezed, and the move emphasized her chest.

      Liam rubbed a hand over his mouth. Pavlov’s dog had better manners.

      Carly groaned. “You are impossible. What is it with cops? You all have alpha complexes that are borderline cavemanish. I don’t know how Rissa puts up with my dad sometimes.”

      He wasn’t about to be outmaneuvered. “How did you take care of it? Am I going to find a body somewhere?”

      She glared at him before she blinked twice and gripped her shoe tighter, as though she wanted to conk him over the head with it. “I wasn’t allowed to date until Dad taught us self-defense. He insisted Skylar and I be able to protect ourselves. Knowing that, how do you think I took care of things? If I had to guess, I’d say right now the guy is using his cooler of ice on his crotch.”
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      CARLY WAS AWARE of Liam’s look of surprise. Not that she cared. Like her father, Liam McKenna had a tendency to take life a little too seriously and wore a perpetual scowl. The guy needed to smile a little.

      This was so embarrassing. Of all the people to find her like this, of all her father’s men, why did it have to be Liam? The other men…she could have fooled them into thinking she’d broken down or something. But not Liam. He was always watching her. Not in a creepy way but always…there.

      “I see.”

      I see? “If you laugh at me, so help me⁠—”

      “I’m not laughing. The self-defense thing isn’t public knowledge?”

      Beneath the interior lights, Liam’s chocolate-brown gaze pierced her with an intensity she couldn’t look away from, the bronze flecks in his eyes more of a golden-topaz and freakishly intense, like a hawk waiting to strike—or a cop waiting for the right time to make his move. She’d learned to be leery because every cop she knew seemed to have some sixth sense about deception. “Skylar and I didn’t want the news broadcasted so we swore Dad to secrecy in exchange for agreeing to learn. I mean, how would you feel knowing I can take you on?”

      Liam froze for a split second, his gaze shifting down as though he checked out her boobs. But that had to be a mistake, right? Because the one good thing about Liam was that he never looked at her that way. They were the casual sort of friends.

      Liam wasn’t her type. Handsome or not, he held too many of the same cop qualities as her dad and that wasn’t her idea of a good time or date material. She’d meant what she said. She was looking to settle down with the right man, not one so ready to sacrifice himself at the first sign of trouble.

      Liam shoved himself upright. “Let’s get you home.”

      Just like that Liam shut the cruiser’s passenger door and Carly sighed, relieved he’d dropped the matter of her date’s identity for now. Getting Liam off that pursuit entirely wouldn’t be easy, but no way was it worth ruining her father and Rissa’s cruise to Alaska—or her two weeks of total freedom out from beneath her father’s dictates. Her father hadn’t had a decent vacation in years, and talking him into the trip was no easy feat. It had taken Rissa and Carly months to convince him.

      And now that he was… She was twenty-seven years old, for pity’s sake. She did not need Liam acting as her keeper.

      The object of her thoughts climbed inside the cruiser and settled beside her. The breeze carried Liam’s cologne across the expanse.

      Frowning, she watched as Liam hit the switch and the lights began to dim.

      “I can take you back to get your jacket from the guy.”

      The sudden suggestion made her smirk. “Nice try, but I didn’t wear one.” She should have, considering her sleeveless top, but she’d planned on being dropped off at her door, not forced to walk home.

      Liam shook his head, visibly disgruntled that his attempt to identify her date had been shot down. He went about turning off the flashing lights, securing his seat belt and putting the car into motion.

      Carly stared discreetly, focusing on the bridge of Liam’s nose. Her father’s nose had a lump, too, courtesy of a drunken brawl he’d tried to break up.

      Her father called it his rookie mistake, having quickly learned to let the brawlers duke it out and run out of steam before stepping in.

      North Star wasn’t the hub of crime but she wondered where Liam’s lump had come from. She knew better than to ask, though, since Liam would likely require her to answer his question to get a response.

      Carly tugged at the material encircling her neck and frowned when she felt the sagging, broken stitches. She’d paid thirty-five dollars for this top, plus shipping. And if Liam or her father found out Roger Billings was responsible for the shredded stitches, she’d never hear the end of it.

      Biting back a growl of upset and anger with herself for accepting the date in the first place, she stared out the window at the moonlit fields beyond the road.

      She’d felt sorry for Roger, that’s why she’d said yes. Newly divorced and missing his kids since they’d moved to Kentucky, Roger had seemed down and lonely, and she knew that feeling. Back to the frog thing again. What could she say? She identified.

      But once Roger had stopped the car and turned into an octopus, her pity had gone out the window along with one of Roger’s hair plugs.

      “Carl Butcher.”

      Liam’s voice broke the silence and she shook her head to rid herself of her morbid thoughts. Everyone made mistakes, including her, and finding Mr. Right in a town the size of North Star wasn’t easy. “Pardon?”

      Liam spared her a searching glance, his expression as tight as his hands on the steering wheel.

      “Your date. Was it Carl Butcher?”

      “No.” Carl Butcher was a nice enough guy, but she’d never been able to stand the way he sucked spit through his teeth to clean them. Gross much?

      “Guy Richards?”

      “No. Stop asking.”

      “I will when you tell me. Darren Collins.”

      She turned toward her window and didn’t bother responding. She wasn’t going to play Twenty Questions. Liam could name every guy in town if he wanted to. Luckily her house was but a few miles away. Had she worn sneakers, she could have made better progress and eluded Liam entirely.

      She made a mental note to carry a bigger purse next time, and a pair of socks. Maybe a can of mace, too. “So, how are your brothers? Zane? I saw him in town the other day at the feed store.”

      “They’re fine.” Liam all but growled the words.

      He’d never been that patient. In high school she used to babble about nothing, just to get his focus on her rather than the way the other kids treated him. Not once had Liam caught on to what she was doing. Guys like him liked being needed, she thought, unable to quell the small smirk that pulled at her lips.

      “Mac Nelson?”

      Considering Liam was a man of few words, tossing out all those names had to be using up his quota of words for the week, maybe the whole month. “Mac’s getting married tomorrow to Sara George.”

      And she was invited to the wedding. The fact that she had gone out with Mac a time or two depressed her. Mac was actually one of the nice guys in town and one who possessed all her required qualities in a man, but one—spark. Him tying the knot was disheartening. If she and Mac had sparked as anything but friends, maybe it would have been the two of them meeting at the altar with her wearing the white dress.

      Liam continued to offer names as he thought of them. She ignored him and stared at the shadows of the passing scenery. Finally they arrived at her house, but when she grabbed her purse and shoe in one hand and the door handle in the other, he got out, as well. “What are you doing?”

      “Walking you to the door and making sure the guy didn’t cart his ice pack here to wait for you.”

      Oh. She hadn’t thought of that. Surely she wouldn’t be seeing Roger again anytime soon. Did he really want another hair plug removed the hard way?

      Carly glanced around at her quiet neighborhood, scouring the bushes and yards for Roger’s bulky form.

      You sure know how to pick ’em, don’t you? Did you really think Roger could be Mr. Right?

      Sometimes she let desperation get the better of her, she’d admit. Roger was definitely a frog—one of the warty, toady ones. She’d known Roger wasn’t Mr. Right but a girl could only sit around and wait so long. She had dreams she wanted to fulfill, a life she wanted to lead. Going on one date with Roger was her way of pretending she was getting closer to her goal. “No signs of him. Thanks for the ride home,” she said with a gentle slam of the cruiser’s door.

      Head down, she made a one-shoe-on-one-off dash to the porch and prayed for a clean escape.

      Liam caught up with her on the steps.

      “I’ll help you.”

      She didn’t bother arguing anymore, willing to do almost anything to call it a night and pull the covers over her head so she didn’t have bags under her eyes when she was forced to hug Mac and his happily glowing bride tomorrow.

      She entered her small house but blocked the door when Liam tried to step through. Enough already. This ship had sunk before leaving port.

      “I’m going to find out who left you out there.”

      The smirk was back but this time she didn’t bother trying to hide it. “I’m sure you will.”

      But it would take Liam until morning, if not longer, and maybe by then his temper would have cooled and he’d see no harm was done—except to Roger.

      She removed her remaining shoe, welcoming the cool floor against her aching feet even as she noticed how Liam’s broad shoulders filled the frame. It really was too bad he was a cop. She’d liked him much better in high school when he’d been a rebel without a cause.

      That thought prompted others. Such as why the big change? How did one go from being a punk to a deputy? Why?

      “You’d make things a lot easier by telling me.”

      “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?” she asked as she began to swing the door closed. “Good night, Liam. Oh, and don’t have the boys circling the block all night. You’ll freak out my neighbors.”
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      THE NEXT EVENING, Liam watched Carly from the shadows of the theater. An unexpected twist in an afternoon arrest had left him swearing a blue streak—and eyeing Carly in a totally new light.

      Could twice in twenty-four hours really be a coincidence? Was the good-girl routine all a sham? God knows it wouldn’t be the first time he’d caught a so-called Daddy’s girl taking a trip on the wild side but—Caroline?

      The movie played on but he was completely uninterested in the latest suspense flick on the big screen and entirely focused on her. What was she doing out on that road last night?

      Carly sat alone, but every now and then she glanced around in self-conscious awareness. Yeah, he didn’t imagine she came to the movies by herself very often. And to have two dates with two different guys in the same weekend? Who was she seeing tomorrow?

      Scowling, he blinked when the screen flashed to a bright summer day. He shifted his gaze to Carly, the light allowing him to see her more clearly. Her lower body was in shadows but she’d dressed in another sleeveless top like the one she’d worn last night. The lack of material drew attention to her toned arms and the delicate curve of her neck.

      Carly glanced at her watch for the fiftieth time, then turned and looked toward the entrance at the rear of the cinema. Liam was slumped in his seat but he knew the moment she spotted him. She stiffened and no doubt turned as red as the burgundy carpet beneath their feet before she whipped forward to face the screen like a kid caught cheating on a test.

      So, who was she? A party girl or innocent?

      Liam rose and stepped into the aisle of the newly remodeled theater. The building was a relic of the past, the pet project of a California producer who’d brought his kid to the Second Chance Ranch for vacation and had liked the area so much he’d decided to invest his money in it.

      The carpeted floor and too-loud speakers disguised his presence until he plopped into the empty seat beside her. Nothing could hide her groan, however. “Go away, Liam. I’m meeting someone.”

      “You mean, you were meeting someone.”

      Carly turned to glare at him, her lips shiny and looking way too kissable.

      “What did you do?”

      Liam didn’t think it possible to hiss the word do but she’d managed it. He fisted some of his popcorn and tossed it in his mouth. He was not there to contemplate the kissableness of the sheriff’s daughter. “I didn’t do anything. Your date, on the other hand, tried to drive off without paying for his gasoline—or the box of condoms, the cherry freeze and packaged brownies he’d helped himself to at the Pit Stop. Then again,” he murmured for her ears only, “he really shouldn’t have had a bag of weed and crack in his car, either.”

      Carly blinked at him in unfeigned, openmouthed horror. “Are you serious?”

      “Why would I lie?” Her appalled state gave him the answer he needed and he released the breath he wasn’t aware he held. “You’ll be happy to know you were his one phone call. Must have gone to voice mail, but he isn’t visiting his sick mama like he said.”

      She closed her eyes and slumped in her seat. “But…he’s an accountant.”

      “Yeah, well, apparently he had the munchies.” He watched her, waiting, and cursed himself because even though his gut said she was on the up-and-up, he had to be sure. “You two have plans for those drugs?”

      Carly sat stock-still for a moment, her expression revealing her dawning comprehension and the trouble she could be in if her father found out, before she grabbed her purse and scooted to the edge of her seat. “No, I did not. I had no idea he did stuff like that or I wouldn’t have agreed to go out with him. I met him this afternoon at the wedding. He’s Mac’s cousin and one of the groomsmen.”

      “Yeah, well, now he’s trying to make bail.”

      She got to her feet. “I have to go.”

      Liam didn’t budge. “Why?”

      “Down in front!” Someone called from behind them.

      Carly immediately sat, but glowered at him. “Move your legs so I can get out.”

      “Why?” he repeated. “We paid good money for the tickets and it’s supposed to have a surprise ending. Might as well stay.”

      Carly released a put-out huff and settled into her seat. “You accused me of doing drugs. Why would I want to sit through a movie with you?”

      “I had to know if you were into that type of thing,” he said, careful to keep his voice low. “Exactly like the sheriff would’ve done.”

      She said something he couldn’t hear and he leaned closer toward her. She smelled like a fresh rain in the mountains, a mixture of wildflowers and earth, and the bittersweet tang of her Coke. “What was that?”

      “I said I’ve never done drugs, thank you. I like my brain cells just fine.” Her eyes held his, her lashes so long a shadow fell on her cheek from the lit screen.

      Liam waited a few seconds to let her cool down before he offered her his popcorn. “I believe you.”

      She had her arms crossed over her front, a cute pout on her face. Carly wore her hair mostly pulled back in that messy way women managed to achieve with pieces falling around her shoulders in finger-twitching waves he wanted to touch, just once. Maybe it was the lure of the forbidden but it was all too easy to imagine his hands buried in the length.

      Seconds passed and Caroline finally released a deep breath, nudging his arm. “Give me the popcorn. I need to binge.”

      Liam handed it over without comment.

      The movie continued over the next hour and Liam sat there, watching Carly with his peripheral vision. She seemed totally absorbed and unaware of the fact she’d devoured his sad excuse for a dinner. He watched her more than he did the screen, trying hard not to notice the way she licked the salt from her lips or how she dropped one of the kernels and it fell right into the V of her breasts.

      It had taken everything in him not to groan when she peeked at him then quickly dipped her fingers into the material to dig it out. He didn’t want to think about what her skin would taste like now. Or how much he’d like to find out.

      The movie heroine gained his attention when she tossed a vase toward the wall in frustration. She was a forensic scientist working to solve a murder but she’d become a target in the process, the hero the detective trying to save her life.

      It was easy to picture Carly in the white smock and heels the character wore. Wearing her glasses instead of her contacts and her hair in a twist, Carly would make the perfect studious professor or science geek, one who’d whip off the coat, toss the glasses aside and turn into a vamp in a matter of seconds like some had in ’80s music videos or—man—like the actress in front of them.

      His breath froze in his chest as the characters began to rip at each other’s clothes. Moans and heavy breathing filled the air and even though the screen faded to black, a lot of skin was revealed beforehand and Liam could almost guarantee every guy in the darkened theater was finishing the scene in his head.

      He certainly was.

      Ah, man, why had he imagined Carly wearing that smock?

      

      CARLY BARELY DARED to breathe by the time the lights came on in the theater. For a suspense/action movie, there sure had been a lot of sex. On-the-run-from-the-bad-guy sex. Hiding-out-in-the-motel sex. We-caught-the-killer celebration sex. And all the while Carly sat beside Liam, furious that he’d accused her of doing drugs and strangely, suddenly, more than a little aware of how handsome he really was. Not in a Hollywood-stud kind of way but darker and more…brooding?

      You don’t like brooding, remember? You like fun, easygoing, responsible types.

      She couldn’t deny it. The last thing she’d wanted to do was stay and watch the movie with Liam but the time had allowed her to calm down and realize Liam’s reaction and questions were perfectly reasonable. She had no right to be too upset.

      Her father certainly would have demanded answers had he been the one to arrest her date. And considering she and Liam hadn’t exchanged much more than social pleasantries when their paths crossed at the station or around town since high school, how would he know what kind of life she led?

      But it was mortifying. And the condoms? Thank goodness Liam hadn’t commented on that.

      “You going to sit there all night?”

      The question pulled her from her daze and she realized Liam had not only stood, but also moved into the aisle and thereby cleared her way to the exit.

      She grabbed her purse and tried to bolt by him, only to have him fall into step immediately behind her.

      “You in a hurry?” she heard Liam ask after she nearly mowed down a little kid holding a box of Twizzlers.

      Was he kidding? Of course she was in a hurry. Muttering so only he would hear, she said, “I was stood up because you arrested my date. The only thing I want to do is go home.”

      Focused as she was on Liam, she bumped into a guy from behind. “Sorry.”

      Liam took her arm and gently steered her away from the crowd waiting to enter the seating areas for the next show.

      Face blazing with heat, she pulled away and realized that she and Liam were attracting attention.

      Maybe because you’re bouncing around like a pinball machine?

      She ducked her head and barged through a crowd of people coming through the door.

      Outside, Carly kept going, leaving the front of the theater and hanging a left on the corner, speed walking as though the cops were after her—which he was.

      But with every step she took, she was aware of Liam. Once she cleared the mob of mingling people, Liam grasped her elbow in what she considered a cop’s tug-’em-along hold and pulled her to a stop.

      Carly reluctantly complied, but only because he wasn’t letting go. And since he was enough like her father to not give up until he had his say… “What?”

      Okay, so maybe she could have phrased that a little nicer. But she knew a lecture was coming and she hadn’t done anything wrong, so Liam got what he got.

      “You hungry? Want a burger or something?”

      Whoa. Where had that come from?

      Taken aback, she stared at him in surprise. The diner was around the corner and a great place to eat on a Saturday night but it also meant facing a boatload of small-town gossip if they were seen there together after being seen here together. Plus, she had the feeling Liam asked because he had an ulterior motive—like keeping track of her. Was she right? “Uh…”

      One of his black eyebrows rose. “You have other plans for the night?”

      Did a date with her hot tub and a pint of Chunky Monkey count?

      Liam was good-looking, some might even think he was hunky—okay, so he was hunky—but he was a cop and that’s where she drew the line. No exceptions. She couldn’t change who her father was or what he did, but by sheer avoidance she could make very sure dating or marrying a cop wasn’t in her future. Liam included. Or should she say especially?

      Jumping the gun, aren’t you? He said nothing about a date—or marriage.

      Didn’t matter, though. If people saw them together, there would be talk. And even though it was only a burger or something and Liam asked as a way of interrogating her, she wasn’t about to go down that rabbit hole. She’d worn her ruby slippers last night and had the blisters to prove it.

      “No, you go ahead. I’m going home. It’s been a long day.”

      Liam’s expression hardened, as though he hadn’t expected her to say yes but yet he wasn’t happy she’d said no. Another thing she didn’t need—a conflicted man.

      “I’ll walk you to your car, then. I have some questions for you about your date tonight.”

      And there it is. You might not know how to pick a date but you rock when it comes to reading cops.

      She could only imagine what questions Liam had left, and if he asked her about the box of condoms she’d die, right there in the parking lot.

      Really, who brought a whole box on a first date? Scott was an accountant!

      Yet another example of your lousy dating skills.

      Carly put her feet into motion and felt Liam’s presence hot on her heels.

      “You should always park where others can see you. At least under a light.”

      “I parked under a light.”

      “It’s blown out.”

      “I didn’t know that when I parked under it.” Men. Did they really think women didn’t know these things?

      “Carly, you know your father asked us to keep an eye on you while he’s gone.”

      Yes, but she’d chosen to ignore her father’s comment about siccing his deputies on her. “Yeah, about that. How about you say you did, but you really leave me alone? Liam, I’m a big girl. I don’t need babysitters and watchdogs dressed in uniforms.”

      “I’m not convinced of that. You’ve had two close calls in two days. How is that possible when you said you couldn’t date in this town?”

      “I didn’t say I couldn’t date.” And how nice of him to take it that way. “I said it was hard to date, given my father’s the sheriff. And, technically, the second incident never happened because you arrested Scott before he even got here, and the first I took care of myself. You were simply my ride home. Keep your facts straight, Deputy.”

      Liam glowered at her and ran a hand over his head. It didn’t take a genius to see he was frustrated by her lack of cooperation. Yeah, well, she was, too. Frustrated, that is. Dating was hard enough without throwing a gun and badge into the mix.

      First dates sucked, and hers? They sucked more than the norm. Maybe in larger cities women her age weren’t considered old, but in small rural towns she was getting up there. She wasn’t delusional in thinking her time was running out. Fact was most people her age had paired off in high school or soon after.

      What was it about her? Was she too picky? Too vocal? Not pretty enough? All the doubts were enough to drive a woman to OD on chocolate.

      She hated going home and having no one to talk to. Hated sleeping alone. Those on-screen love scenes were the best sex she’d had in years—especially since she hadn’t had sex in years. There had been offers and one near-engagement but when her fiancé mentioned bringing his mother on their honeymoon, Carly had handed back the ring then and there.

      She unlocked her car and threw her purse inside before she turned to find Liam not a foot away. “Carly…”

      The breeze blew her hair across her mouth. She used both hands to push it back but what she didn’t capture escaped and covered her face again. Before she could take care of it a second time, Liam’s hand was there, his fingertips raspy-rough against her temple.

      And just like that everything changed, slid away. All the embarrassment from tonight and her life, all the anger. It disappeared in an instant.

      Liam was one of her father’s men, someone who could very well be the next sheriff of North Star. But even that soul-sucking, run-far-far-away awareness was replaced by the blatant in-her-face knowledge that Liam was a sexy, frisk-me-officer-and-take-it-real-slow man down to his bones. And no amount of denial, self-lectures or restraint could change that.

      When he should have let go, when he should have moved away and let her take care of her own flyaway hair, he didn’t. Liam stared at her, his gaze glittering hot with something she was afraid to identify because it made her knees weak and she couldn’t breathe from the intensity and pace of her heart pounding away in her chest.

      He wanted to kiss her.

      He didn’t want to want to kiss her—she could read that in his expression, as well—but she knew he did. And right then cop or not—mistake that it would be—she wanted him to kiss her, too.

      The parking lot was deserted, seductive in its darkness, the shadows enveloping them in a net of safety that shielded them from prying eyes. If he kissed her now, no one would ever know….

      Carly wet her lips, trying to find clarity and distance because she knew this wasn’t what she wanted, knew he wasn’t what she wanted. But as she opened her mouth to remind them both what a disaster it would be, Liam muttered softly and closed the distance between them.

      His mouth settled over hers with mind-numbing possession and it was way better than the on-screen kisses she’d envied. Way better than— Wow.

      Liam released a husky groan. Fire exploded in her veins, a hot rush of feeling and sensation that obliterated the chiding voice in her head, screaming at her to run.

      She felt his fingers slide into her hair and tighten, the palm of his hand against her shoulder and neck, pressing her closer.

      She didn’t need the encouragement. She went willingly, eager to explore this kiss that shouldn’t be happening, drawn into the heat of him, the musky taste of him.

      Tall, dark and he could kiss.

      But as quickly as it had begun, it was over. Liam released her so fast she wobbled on her rubbery legs and didn’t stop until her hips bumped against her car. If not for the vehicle, she probably would have fallen on her butt, and wouldn’t that have topped off her night like a cherry on top of runny whipped cream? What was she thinking? What had just happened?

      “I’m sorry. That was a mistake. It won’t happen again.” Liam held his hand up—the one so recently tangled in her hair—as though he made a pledge.

      Wide-eyed, she watched him stalk away, his angry strides eating up the distance to his cruiser, which was parked at the curb by the theater.

      Talk about a dash of cold water. The silver-and-blue emblem on the side of the car gleamed beneath the streetlights, bringing an instant flash of regret.

      Carly poured herself into her car. On autopilot, she locked the doors and fastened her seat belt, gripping the wheel like a life preserver.

      Liam had kissed her—and he called it a mistake.

      Which hurt way more than it should based on the past two days and her past two dates. Yes, it was a mistake because they were friends, but she was well on her way to getting a complex. And when she saw Liam again?

      “Oh. Oh, not good. This is going to be awk-ward.”

      Because even now, if she closed her eyes and let herself, she could easily imagine Liam’s mouth doing wickedly naughty things friends didn’t do to each other.

      It was a kiss, nothing in the scheme of things these days, but still… It had been a hot kiss. An amazing kiss.

      After all those days in chemistry and biology class when she’d been a hormonal teenage girl and she’d stared at that tiny scar on Liam’s upper lip, she finally had the answer to what it would feel like to kiss it— him.

      Too bad it was ten years too late.
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