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The world took a radical turn during the course of writing this book. Hate crimes soared. Fingers pointed everywhere to a possible cause. Women’s rights plunged. As of last month, women could theoretically be sentenced to prison for having a miscarriage while their rapists gained parental rights to any offspring.

None of this makes any sense to me.

However, none of these events prompted this story. This story was already halfway done (and abandoned, and then restarted again) before many of these events made headlines. I was already working on final revisions when a young woman athlete ran a race wearing facial warpaint to raise awareness of murdered and missing indigenous women. Other young women have already been out there, addressing large crowds of people, demanding world change.

It made me wonder: what it would take to be the kind of person who enacts serious changes in the world? What kind of fortitude, strength, conviction and moral character does someone have to have to confront the evils of the world? To what lengths would someone go to rectify an injustice and demand, if not command, change?

That was the crux of this story.

Special thanks to Officer Carlos Oquendo for the in-depth look into what my hero would have had to endure—as well as what he would have to overcome—in order to achieve his goals.

And special thanks to the powerful women of the world who inspire me.
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Dedication



Women the world over have never had it easy. Overwhelmingly, we work twice as hard for half the respect and sometimes only a quarter of the pay. 


In light of the changes I’ve witnessed in the world this last year, I dedicate this book to women. All women. You are amazing and beautiful and have a gift the world needs, even if you don’t know that yet. No one can replace you, though many may have tried. You are wanted and unique and your presence shines light on all those around you.


May your inner light always burn brightly. 
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​In one family, generation after generation relied on the magic of one Norse ring to lead them to their destined match. For those who heed its advice, only joy and health follow. But the ring has also been known to foreshadow impending doom. Ignore its truth at your peril.... 

––––––––
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ONE PARTICULAR CASE has caught the attention of Officer Skyhawk Werner, along with the rest of Syracuse: The Man-handler, a vigilante who assaults innocent men under the guise of protecting women from a supposed attack. But as a policeman, Hawk knows the difference between protection and assault, and this vigilante is no hero. Despite being a rookie, Hawk has every intention of solving this case, a crucial step to becoming a detective. The fact his family’s magic heirloom ring warns him of the danger only further incites him to solve it. He can’t wait to slap the cuffs on this lawless creature and drag him to justice. After all, Hawk knows what it’s like living with someone hiding a secret identity, and he doesn’t want anyone suffering from the tortured past he had. One major problem: his captain’s orphaned sister wants to help, and his ring seems to think this forbidden woman is his match.

Watching her bar customers disappear one by one has alerted Gloria Reyes to a dangerous situation: women are being kidnapped. It’s not just from her bar, either—other bartenders have noticed the same thing. Working in an off-duty cop bar should mean Gloria gets to catch snippets of shop talk, but she’s not learning fast enough to help. Her self-defense classes provide the security she needs to investigate—despite her cop brother’s protestations—but nearly a year later, no one has stopped the abductions, or recovered the missing women.

Somebody’s got to do something. 

The problem is, that gorgeous playboy Officer Hawk Werner seems bent on solving the case, automatically making him her enemy.

The last thing Gloria needs is her secret crush learning the truth. 
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YOU 

BEGIN:

Have you read 

Cloudy Skies: Prequel?

It’s free!

Click here to download your epub book.
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Prologue
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The door to McGillicuddy’s bar slammed open, and Gloria looked up from the martini glass she’d been washing to see Suzanne, one of her regulars, pale and trembling in the doorway, hands braced on the jambs for support.

“My friend’s been kidnapped!”

Gloria dropped her glass into the dishwater, but the sound disappeared under the collective gasp echoing off the walls. Gloria waited to see which of the off-duty cops would leap to the woman’s rescue. 

Nobody moved. 

Just like grade school, when nobody noticed her, when people pretended she never existed, when she was left all alone in a big, scary world with no one to help her.

Jerks!

“Please! Someone! It was at the convenience store. I came out, and Lydia was being pulled into a van, screaming. Please! You’ve got to do something!”

No! Not Lydia! Gloria pivoted to face her unmoving brother, Captain Rinaldo Reyes, but when she made to leave her station behind the counter, her brother warned her off and walked over. With all eyes focused on the rambling woman, Gloria stepped closer, watching her off-duty brother question the victim’s friend.

Words tumbled out of Suzanne’s mouth. “Her name is Lydia Alverez. We’re both pre-med students at SUNY. I went in to pick us up some energy drinks for our midterms, and when I came out, I saw men pulling her into the van while they drove away.” Fresh tears filled Suzanne’s eyes. “She was screaming for help. Please!” 

“Ma’am, ma’am, please calm down.”

Calm down? Gloria wanted to smack her brother. Why the hell did men still think, even thousands of years later, that telling a woman to calm down would ever work? Shooting a dirty look at her brother, she touched Suzanne’s arm. “What color van? And which convenience store?”

Rin physically pushed her back. “Glor, stay out of this.”

But Suzanne didn’t notice Rin’s rebuke, focusing instead on the question. “Two blocks down. And black. It was black. No windows.” 

“New York plates?”

Mouth ajar, eyes unmoving, Suzanne fists grappled for an answer. “I didn’t see a plate. I don’t think there were plates.” More tears loomed. “Why didn’t they have plates?”

Her brother indicated the correct direction with his chin. “The Food ‘N Fuel?”

Suzanne seemed frantic as she spun around and confirmed the location. “Yes. That one. But they were heading that way,” she pointed in the opposite direction. “We have to stop them!” Blind panic widened Suzanne’s eyes. “Shouldn’t we get a cop?”

“I am a cop. A lot of us here are.”

Now the woman swept the bar, taking in the faces staring at her. “Then why aren’t any of you doing anything?”

Her brother picked up his cell and dialed. He gave his name and badge number and reported a crime in progress, and Gloria wondered if he was always this lackadaisical about abductions, or simply tired from a long week. Either way, there was no sense of urgency in his voice whatsoever. 

She and Suzanne exchanged puzzled looks, but Gloria didn’t want her lack of faith to show, so she wrapped an arm around the shaking woman and walked her to the bar. A man who had been seated abruptly vacated his stool, and Gloria nodded thanks to him and guided Suzanne to sit. 

Gloria placed both hands on the pale woman’s shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. “I have herbal tea in back. Would you like some?”

Wide-eyed, Suzanne looked up, seemingly unable to process the question. Gloria popped a cup of water in the microwave to heat, then added the pouch and placed it in her dazed customer’s frigid hands. Maybe two minutes later, her brother answered his cell, glancing at Suzanne in resignation before coming over. 

“Massive high-speed chase on I90. Four bank robbers, two cars. It’s going to be a while ‘til anyone gets here. Would you be willing to look at some mug shots to ID the guy or guys involved? I’ll drive you to the station if you’d like.”

Suzanne looked to Gloria for guidance, who calmed her. “He’s my brother, and he’s also the captain of this precinct. You’re safe with him.”

A nod of agreement, and together, those two headed out.

––––––––
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WHEN SUZANNE HERSELF turned up missing five days later, Gloria had no qualms cornering Rin to get the details the next time he showed his face. She mixed his rum and Coke the way he liked it and slid it across the bar, hanging onto the glass until he looked up.

“What’d you find out about Suzanne?”

He cocked his head in abject confusion. “Who?”

She knew all the guys liked playing stupid with her when it came to discussing open cases, but she wasn’t in the mood. “Suzanne. The girl who ran in here screaming last week about her friend being abducted. The one you drove to the precinct last week.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Yes. You do.” Frustration laced her words, and Gloria gritted her teeth to keep from flashing fangs at him. “She’s slim, quiet, pin-straight black hair, always wears scrubs. Her friend got pulled into a black van.”

“Who was her friend, again?”

She fought down her growl. “Lydia. You do remember Lydia, right? You and Jack always buy them drinks when you come in, even though they keep refusing them.”

“I buy lots of girls drinks.”

“Yeah. I know. I mix them. But how many of those girls were tall, blonde, and wore a purple cowboy hat? Just one. Lydia. You were looking into her abduction, and now Suzanne’s gone missing, too.”

Instead of answering, Rin eyed her. “How do you know all these women?”

Pretending she gripped his throat instead of the tumbler helped Gloria keep her sanity. “I don’t get tipped well when I don’t know my regulars. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re avoiding answering my questions.”

“Open case. Can’t discuss.”

“Okay,” she droned. “We’re not. We’re only talking about women you buy drinks for.”

“If that were truly the case,” he sent her a wolfish grin, “we’d be here all night.”

“Jerk.” She released his glass with a shove, sloshing the liquid over his hand. 

“Hey, that’s coming off your tip.”

“Can’t get lower than zero. Seven for the drink.”

“Last week it was six.”

“Yeah. Inflation. Pay up.”

He mumbled and pulled out a ten, and she stuffed the bill in her pocket and walked away.

“Hey!”

Still, she couldn’t seem to let this one go. Those were quiet, studious girls who only ever came in here to chill out after a brutal exam. They never flirted with the guys, never dolled up, never intentionally sought or returned anyone’s attention or drank more than a few sodas or an occasional glass of wine. They only ever came in to unwind, not go home with somebody. And the fact her brother had practically blown off Suzanne during her hysterics didn’t set right. 

She continued to mull over the case, even as the Friday night crowd thickened. She forced herself to focus on mixing the next drink, serving the next customer. It wasn’t until around 1 AM that Gloria was able to step away from the counter to start cleaning tables. Four college women, about her age and clearly enjoying the freedom that came with legalized drinking, had passed revelry three Cosmos ago and now dwindled into blubbery, streaky mascara messes as the inevitable alcoholic letdown rolled over them.

Gathering up the empty glasses onto her tray, Gloria assessed the women. “Need me to call you a cab?”

“No. Debra’s driving.”

Ah, yes. She remembered serving Sprites to this table all night and nodded gratefully at the one clear-eyed girl in the bunch. “Okay. Good.” But they clearly weren’t. “Something wrong?”

Debra was the one to speak. “Emily. Today’s her birthday, but no one’s heard from her.”

In light of her conversation with Rin, Gloria turned a sharp eye on them. “Emily who?”

“Shupe. She was supposed to meet us here. We planned this three weeks ago. None of us,” a finger swept the table, “has heard from her all week, but we all met up anyway as planned. Now it’s almost closing time and still no Emily.” 

“Who saw her last?”

“Her doctor, last Tuesday.” One of the tipsy girls held up her phone. “She had just gotten her physical at the college. Routine for joining the FBI. That’s how we met, did I tell you?” She looked around at her friends, who nodded, so that girl focused on Gloria to explain. “On the firing range. Me for personal protection, and her for training. Anyway, she texted me when she was leaving to confirm tonight. She was really excited to see me. Us. Blew me kisses, see?” The text message showed an emoji blowing kisses, followed by three hearts. The girl’s face dissolved into a blubbery mess as she stared at the text bubble. “That was the last anyone’s heard from her.”

That made three girls in three weeks. “Nothing on the news? Police reports? Missing persons?”

Debra frowned as she picked up the conversation. “No. Nothing. Her parents have reported it, I’ve called and reported it, but even posting on social media isn’t working. Stuff’s getting blocked.”

General consensus from the table as the other women mumbled they’d done the same.

Now Debra slumped as she dipped a finger into her Sprite. “I guess missing women just aren’t big enough news around here to report.” 

Emoji girl looked off to the side, tears lingering.

Since Gloria knew what two of the missing women looked like, she posed a question. “What does Emily look like?”

“She’s Asian. Not dark skinned like her mom, but same eyes. Petite.”

“She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” emoji woman added, right before fresh tears welled in her eyes. “Or was.”

“Don’t talk like that,” one of the other women said, patting emoji girl on the arm, who only jerked away, angry.

“It’s the stalker, I tell you.”

“Stalker?” That caught Gloria’s attention. “She was being stalked?”

“No.” Debra leveled a hard stare at emoji girl. “Not for nothing, but Emily’s always been a little on the paranoid side.”

“Not paranoid. Instincts. They’re called instincts.”

“Whatever.”

Gloria attempted a pragmatic approach to interrupt the accusatory glares between the two women. “I’m sure she’ll show up.”

But then the blubbery emoji woman whirled to face her. “That’s what the cops said, but it’s a lie!”

Trying not to dart her eyes around the bar at all the cops she knew, Gloria squatted down beside her. “Why would you say that?”

“Because Emily’s parents said they got a text from her, stating that she and her beloved Shawn were driving to Vegas to elope!”

Something was missing from the loaded statement. Gloria raised an eyebrow at her. “And?”

“I’m Shawn! Shawna. Emily never came out to her parents, so she refers to me as Shawn.” More tears streamed from the woman’s eyes, and the other women placed consoling hands on her shoulders and offered platitudes during her breakdown.

Something was wrong, very wrong, with her city. Working in an off-duty cop bar meant Gloria might be able to overhear snippets of conversation, figure out what was going on. But as she considered the scores of women who frequented her bar, she couldn’t help wondering: which of her customers was going to be next?
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Chapter 1

Eleven Months Later
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So much for a fun and relaxing Friday night. While Hawk didn’t know every single man and woman in his precinct, he certainly knew names, and retired Officer Jackson and Detective Little were two on his radar and currently in his sights. 

Shit. He lowered his gaze, not wanting these two particular people who his dad had screwed over to see him enjoying a night off.

All he wanted was to hook up with a nice girl for the night, but putting the moves on a chick while two former vengeful cops were settling into the bar bothered him. 

If he’d wanted to hang out with his fellow officers, he’d go to McGillicuddy’s. The fact he was at The Wicked Chicken meant he’d gotten his fill this week of being low man on the totem pole. Why the hell were they here, in a singles bar, anyway? Weren’t they both supposedly happily married?

He nudged his beer around on the bar in front of him while he watched two girls dance suggestively. Twenty-one, twenty-two max, both of them dolled up and flirting like the apocalypse would hit at midnight. Once the song ended and the ladies headed to their booth, Hawk decided. 

No pain, no gain.

He left his beer and headed across the room, shuffling his beat-up deck of cards as he went. When he stopped at their table, they looked up, and he granted them his best smile. “Ladies.” He cut the deck with one hand, flipped out a card, caught it in the deck, then air-shuffled, the cards sliding two feet between his hands in a perfect arch, “How are you two doing tonight?”

They giggled, looked at each other, then back to him, still smiling. “We’re great.”

Perfect. “Mind if I join you?”

Their bright eyes told him they didn’t mind at all, so he hooked a chair with his foot and dragged it to the end of their table, still flipping cards, tossing one up and out and catching it. He fanned them in one hand. “Did you know? Life is like a deck of cards.”

The blonde leaned forward, chin on palm. “How so?”

A waft of her perfume carried to him. He snapped one card out, caught the five of clubs, and set it on the table. “First, there’s fun, bars. Clubbing.” Without looking, he pulled out the five of hearts. “Then, love.” Shuffled and flipped over the five of diamonds. “Marriage, and then, unfortunately,” he snapped out a final card between two fingers, displaying the five of spades, “Death.”

They looked at each other, then back to him. “Spades are death?”

“Burying. Shovels. Spades.” 

At their giggles, he shuffled in earnest. “Tell me when.”

The blonde watched him shuffle, hand hovered over his, so he focused on her. She tapped his hand and left it there. 

“Stop.”

He stopped and flipped the top card, displaying the queen of hearts. A rogue smile was enough to win her over, but he raised the hand still touching his wrist to kiss anyway. “Buy you a drink, my queen?”

“Mm. How about Sex on the Beach?” 

Now there was an opening no red-blooded man would turn down, and he wasn’t about to relinquish his prize. “Whatever my queen wishes.”

She giggled. “Chase it with an Orgasm, then?” Blondie was totally into him.

With full plans on getting laid tonight, he stood and bowed low to her, earning another delighted giggle. When he pivoted to buy her the requested drink, he came face to face with Jackson and Little, who blocked his path to the bartender.

“Well, if it isn’t The Joker.”

A slight improvement over “Boots,” the name most new recruits got called.

Make that very slight.

By the hostility glinting in their eyes, Hawk knew these two had every intention of interrupting his plans for the evening. Better to head them off now. “Why, it’s Officer Jackoff, and Detective Littledick.” He turned to the ladies and wiggled a pinkie in emphasis, earning more laughs. “I didn’t know you two would be... together.”

The girls giggled again, this time louder. 

The detective leaned over the table to address the girls. “Why are you wasting time with this clown? Comes from the most twisted family I ever heard of.”

Before they could respond, Hawk shoved the cops out of the way. “Find your own ladies. Or men, if...?” He played it up, pretending they were more than former police partners.

“Fuck you.” Jackson squeezed into the booth, crunching the brunette against the wall. “Detective’s right. His damned father was not only a bigamist, he screwed us out of, how much money you lose?”

“Eight grand.”

“And me seven.” He snapped his fingers. “Called his company, what was that name?”

“Fully Protected Officers.”

“Yeah, that’s right. FPO. The Fuck People Over company.”

Hawk considered shooting Jackson dead, but wasn’t ready to lose his badge just yet.

Eight eyes rotated and fixed on him. Shit. Ten years later, he still couldn’t escape the stain of his father’s actions. “Not my fault.”

Now Little braced his arms on the table, blocking Blondie in. “Don’t waste your time on this one. He’s just like his dad. All he’s gonna do is screw you over.”

“Says the two married men in a singles bar. I wonder how your wives feel about that? Let’s find out.” He picked up his phone, fuming mad, pretending he had their numbers programmed in. Not a far stretch, since most cops had an extensive contact list of their fellow officers, just in case their quarry crossed beat lines, or they needed general guidance. 

The retirees glanced at each other, then the detective focused on Hawk, smacking his arm to stop his search. “Heard you were interested in the vigilante case.”

Especially interested in it. “Who isn’t? The Man-handler’s been terrorizing the city for what, nine, ten months?”

“Not your case. No one wants a fresh pair of boots working on something this major. Leave this to the grownups.”

“You mean the fat, old guys like you? In your dreams. I see or hear him, I’m running him down.” He pointedly glanced at their round girths. “Somebody’s still able to pass their physicals.”

“Cocky little...”

“Not little. Not by a long shot.” He smiled for the ladies, but then crossed his arms and frowned at the men. “Why don’t you two large grownups take a few laps around the block?”

“Fucking upstart.” They stood, but then Little pointed hard at him. “You know what? Do it. Captain’s already itching to grab your badge. Why don’t you break protocol again?” 

Hawk didn’t need the reminder. Gunning fifty miles an hour down city streets at four AM chasing after the drunk had been really stupid. They all could have been killed. Rookie mistake.

The retirees left the table, but not before Jackson snatched the deck of cards out of Hawk’s hand. When Hawk clenched his fist, Jackson’s hand reached for his concealed holster. “You want ‘em?”

Instead of grabbing for the only item his father had given him for his ninth birthday, Hawk focused on Jackson’s eager hand, then looked around the bar. “You seriously going to draw on me? A fellow cop?”

“Punk.”

“I got one, too, you know. Same issue as yours, but mine has better aim.” He leaned toward Blondie in an aside. “I’ve seen his target practice. Sucks.”

She looked back and forth between the men. “You’re all cops?”

Hawk nodded, but Little shoved him to emphasize his words. “For now. Biggest screwup the academy ever shit out. How the hell did you even graduate?”

“Since I’m not related to the commander, it must have been based on my scores and stamina.” Since the ladies’ attention was rapt, Hawk flexed his arm for his intended audience, then waggled his brows at them. “Lots of stamina.”

The ladies erupted in delighted laughter, and the spark of interest was rife in Blondie’s eyes. 

“Who wants to play a card game?” Jackson considered the deck in his hand, and Hawk read his dirty intention.

“Man, just hand them over.” Though Hawk affected a calm demeanor to diffuse the situation like they were taught, Jackson blew it off. 

“How about fifty-two card pickup, Joker?” He bent the deck over one finger, spraying them across the bar floor. 

“Asshole.”

Both retirees left the bar laughing, and Hawk waited until the door closed before bending to pick up all fifty-two of them. 

Shit. Sludge stuck to some of the cards, one landed in somebody’s ketchup, and one was a millisecond from getting torched on a tabletop candle. 

By the time he collected them all, the girls were gone. 

Beaten down in more ways than one, Hawk paid for his beer and got into his bacon-scented car, moving the zippered bag of crispy fried strips to make room for his coffee. 

Irritation made him restless, and being taunted to drop the one interesting case in Syracuse kept Hawk glued behind the wheel, hoping for a glimpse of the vigilante. His dashboard clock displayed midnight, so, if the pattern remained true to form, The Man-handler should be making an appearance any time now, bashing in knees or noses, slamming people into Dumpsters, then hogtieing them before having the supposed “victim” call in a disorderly.

The irony made Hawk smirk as he flipped one card up and out of the deck with one hand, cut the deck with those same fingers, and caught it again. The Man-handler actually asked the ladies to call the cops to report disorderly conduct.

Every. Frigging. Time.

What the hell was up with that?

And all the intended victims were young women, mostly college students or slightly older. They all reported that The Man-handler had saved them from a man they hadn’t known was following them. Every single woman reported the vigilante as young and healthy, dressed completely in black, with ninja-like skills, who ran up the wall and disappeared after instructing them to report the crime.

Seriously? A ninja? Running up walls? 

The last man they found zip-tied on the sidewalk was a beefy truck driver. Through his split lip, he swore all he was doing was returning the twenty bucks that the young woman dropped on the ground. 

No good deed goes unpunished. Wasn’t that one of Hawk’s mom’s favorite sayings?

But the shocked young woman swore up and down the cash wasn’t hers.

Mistaken identity? Or was something else going on here?

Technically, since it was his rare weekend off, Hawk shouldn’t be doing any police work. But working nights meant that his day/night cycle was reversed, and being warned off the case had him intent on solving it. Normally, running stake-out would be reserved for a detective—not a rookie—but since his goal was to become one, he figured this was good practice. As one of the youngest men on the force, he generally didn’t have much say in his assignments. He got the crappy hours, the crappy details, the crappy cars. Good news was that, having almost two years’ seniority over the newest rookies, his superiors now referred to the new guys as, “Boots,” as in, Boot Camp, and not him. 

Hawk maintained that a body like his was meant for motion, and sitting in general made him angsty. Despite the fact he was warned off the case, Hawk knew if he so much as got a glimpse of this menace, he’d call it in, then run the jackwagon down on foot. 

Somebody had to catch this guy. Why not him?

He’d just have to remember to call in back up this time.

He reached for the bacon and snapped off a cold piece to chew, hoping he’d see the dog again. Despite all the animals they’d had growing up, his father had never consented to owning a dog, the one pet that Hawk and his brother, Wren, had always wanted. And since Animal Control had been unable to catch the stray these last few weeks, Hawk thought he’d see if bacon-y bribery might work.

A group of three women left The Wicked Chicken, wobbling on their stiletto heels and laughing loud enough to make him imagine how much fun he could have had with them between the sheets had he gotten to them before their current level of inebriation. He liked his women relaxed, coherent, fun, and definitely not drunk. Damn Jackson and Little for their interference. He was far too pissed to put on a game face now, anyway. 

Shit. Perhaps he had acquired his father’s propensity for infidelity, though, because Hawk hadn’t slept with anyone more than once—not since high school.

Not that he boasted about it, but facts were facts.

Skyhawk Werner, son of Wayne Warner, was apparently genetically unable to remain monogamous. A regular chip off the old block. 

Admitting what he knew to be true, even silently and to himself, did not make Hawk feel any better about it. Alone with his thoughts, he wondered if maybe his father hadn’t been happy with his socially-acceptable marriage to his first wife, and thus, his second, secretive family was born, raised in poverty but with love, smack-dab in the middle of cow country. Not that any of his family approved, but Hawk remembered how wounded they’d been when they’d learned the truth. Growing up with that stigma made him realize how important transparency was to him. 

As Hawk admired the view of the ladies staggering past, he noticed a militant man in a baseball cap leaving the bar behind them. He looked like he might be from another precinct, maybe another single cop like him who also had a fine appreciation of available women.

Damn. Hawk slumped deeper in his seat. At least one of them was going to score tonight.

He jumped at the sudden pain on his finger and looked down to see a giant silver ring glinting in the darkness. His heart raced as he snapped back into the seat cushion, freaked and alarmed as he stared into the dragon’s eye. Even without the benefit of the car’s overhead light, Hawk recognized the item. How could he not? Runic symbols or letters topped it, and a snake-like dragon circled the face. And it burned. Fucking burned his finger. 

It was that damned ring his half-siblings claimed was magical. He hadn’t seen the thing in months, not since he tossed it away at his mom’s house. There was more to the ring, though. Something about a tale? Leading the bearer to his or her perfect mate? Might be nice if it were true.

But the only person anywhere in sight right now was the cop leaving the bar.

A male cop. 

The girls were gone. 

“The fuck?” Hawk yanked off the ring and lowered the passenger window to chuck it away from him. He was not homosexual! Shaking off the very notion, it wasn’t until Hawk raised his window back up that he realized he never heard the ring smack the brick wall, or clatter to the sidewalk.

Creepy.

Those short hairs at the nape of his neck raised, and Hawk shrugged off the feeling and rubbed down the goosebumps on his arms. “Fucking ring.” He swigged some lukewarm bottled water, trying to focus on finding the vigilante despite the unsettling chill skittering across his shoulders. A homeless person riffled through a trash can. Two cats screamed their battle cries, then slunk away from each other in slow motion. The Wicked Chicken closed early for the night, the staff all hopping into their cars and driving off.

One woman passed by him, smiling as she saw his face. He nodded, having forgotten her name, but remembering she’d been braless. Beautifully braless.

See? Hawk Werner was not gay.

When the stray dog appeared, Hawk reached for the bag of fried bacon and lowered his window. When the shaggy dog was close enough, he made a quiet kissing sound. 

It looked at him, and Hawk held the strip of crunchy bacon to his mouth and blew across it, sending its delicious aroma across the vacant street.

Nostrils twitched as the mutt’s nose came up; he’d gotten the dog’s attention. 

“Here, boy. Girl? Good puppy.” He snapped off a few pieces and tossed them near. Those floppy ears pricked up at the sound, and then the nose dropped to the asphalt. The sound of crunching encouraged Hawk to toss a few more pieces. 

He’d lured the dog to the dotted line when a cat or raccoon knocked over a nearby trash can, the clatter startling the dog so much it yelped and tucked tail when it ran away.

“Damn.” He zipped up the bag and dropped it back on the seat for next time, hoping he could lure and tame the mutt before Animal Control decided it might be a menace.

Waiting another hour revealed absolutely nothing, and finally, Hawk’s boredom had peaked. He needed something to liven up his mood.

Better yet, someone.

Female, he clarified, just in case that damned ring thought to appear again.

He glanced at the clock on the dash. Just enough time to make last call at the last open bar in town. If he was lucky, he’d meet a girl, a woman, female, who really liked a man who wore a uniform for a living.

Hopefully, those retired asshat officers were both in bed by now, lying to their wives about where they’d been all night.

An unsettling feeling of lacking nagged at him. While Hawk’s buddies all commented on how easy it was for him to nab some arm candy for the night—and really, what man didn’t appreciate a beautiful woman on his arm?—none of the ladies he’d brought to his love nest was a woman of any substance. Trying to get to know them was like asking for spiritual advice from his coffee maker. All they cared about was if their mascara was smudged.

Vapid and insipid, the lot of them.

Maybe he wasn’t as shallow as he liked everyone to believe.

Or maybe, this was the best he could expect in life, being the son of a thieving bigamist. Coming from his gene pool, would he even be capable of committing to a woman? Of finding love? 

He pulled into a parking spot and headed into the bar. A small group had gathered around the main counter, and Hawk’s hand heated, like he’d slipped it into a glove straight out of the dryer. He looked down to see the ring had reappeared on his finger. The shock caused him to jolt enough to bump into someone leaving the bar. 

“Sorry. Sorry.”

The warmth continued, carrying with it a sea of pleasant emotions. He scanned the crowd, wondering if this was the reaction the ring was supposed to have if/when the bearer found their perfect match. 

His eyes locked on the female bartender as the crowd cheered her on. She twirled a coin around her fingers, flipping it from one knuckle to the next, over her thumb, back to the pinky, then she flicked it into the air and caught it on its edge between the knuckles on her other hand, only to start its journey once more.

She managed three circuits as Hawk watched, impressed. He appreciated the time it took to learn such maneuvers.

Even better that his hand warmed the closer he got to her.

He wondered what she’d be like in bed. A dynamo? Submissive? Whatever it was, if the ring guided him to her, he guessed the sex would be fantastic. 

One of the cops at the bar waved him over. “Hey, Joker, show her one of your tricks.” 

He’d never performed before a person who had equal talent, so he made a show of declining, preferring to watch and study her to determine the best way to approach her. His off-duty buddies heckled him until Hawk cajoled the same bartender for three empty cups. “I’ll need something round,” he announced as he upended them.

A patron—one he’d slept with three months ago—sucked the alcohol off her martini olive and made a show of pulling it from her lips. “How about this?”

She still wore too much makeup. Hawk remembered finding lipstick everywhere.

With the olive on the counter, Hawk made a display of covering it under the middle cup. “Come on, come on, step right up. Keep your eye on the prize.” He locked gazes with the bartender, wondering if she was new here. He wasn’t positive, but he thought she might have blushed when she turned away.

Submissive, then. Interesting.

The rest of the group watched as Hawk slid the olive from one cup to the next, back and forth as he rotated them around the counter. He kept going until the bartender returned her attention to him. “Now, where is it?”

While the gathered people argued, the bartender put up her hands to silence them. One look warned Hawk she could see right through him. “Guys, he palmed it. Right hand.”

While they protested her claim and argued which cup it was under, Hawk merely stared at the woman. Without even resorting to his usual showmanship, he opened his palm for her. “How did you know?”

“Nice try, but it takes more than prestidigitation to impress me.” She nabbed his cups and dunked them into the dishwater.

Knowing the actual word for “sleight of hand” impressed Hawk, though. He put on his game face and cranked a brow for her as he leaned against the counter. He’d never banged a bartender before, but there was a first time for everything, right? “What does impress you?”

Instead of answering, she rolled her eyes and turned her back on him to announce last call. Requests came in, and he watched her get back to work. 

Never once in his life had a woman bested him at sleight of hand. 

Never once had a woman scoffed at his game face.

He didn’t know whether to be annoyed or intrigued. 

The heat radiating from his hand indicated the latter. With her back to him, Hawk admired the view, wondering what it was about her that prompted the ring to appear.

Perfume drifted to his nose. It was a new scent, one he hadn’t met up close and personal yet. He smiled down at the woman beside him. Blonde, leggy, dressed conservatively. Dark green eyes. She assessed him cautiously, then a shy smile tipped the corners of her pink mouth. 

Too innocent looking, but if the bartender wasn’t interested, the blonde would do.

Now to win her over.

He opened his mouth to break the ice, but a tap on his elbow caught his attention, diverting him as the leggy blonde eked away. It was the bartender. She poured two sodas over ice and pushed the drinks at him. “Can you bring these to that corner table, please?”

He frowned. “I don’t work here.”

Instead of an apology, the bartender spared a quick smile. “Those women in the corner have been eyeing you since you walked in. They’re your type, right?”

He obediently followed her finger to see two knockouts openly admiring him. Oh, yeah. But then the meaning struck. “Wait. How do you know my type?”

She tapped her temple. “I see things.”

Part of him wanted to deliver those drinks to the dynamic duo clearly hoping to score tonight, but he couldn’t force his hands to pick up the drinks, not when the ring sent pulsating warm waves up his arm. “You’ve been watching me?”

“You’ve been in here before. I know who comes in, who drinks what, how much tip I can expect....” She shrugged like it meant nothing.

Holy shit. He blinked at her. Now her smile blinded him, even in the moody bar at two AM. How had he not noticed this woman before? Dark waves tumbled below her earlobes, and blue eyes sparkled with mischief and knowledge. He wasn’t sure, but thought he noticed a few freckles on her nose. Though not the arm candy his buddies expected him to leave a bar with, something about her sparked his attention. Something... unique.

Would he have noticed her had the ring not pointed her out?

Best not to question it. 

He must have stared a bit too long, because she laughed. “Telling you the drinks are getting cold won’t really work, so maybe I should caution you that they’re getting away?”

He glanced over, and the ladies really were wrapping up. Purses were already clutched, and the tip was already out. If he ran, he could probably score a two-fer. 

He hadn’t had a two-fer since college, and right now, after losing out on two blondes tonight, he had some serious hormones to burn off.

But he couldn’t force himself to leave the counter.

As the door closed behind them, the bartender patted his forearm and tsked. “You probably could’ve had a two-fer.”

He burst out laughing as he openly appreciated her joke, then looked at the drinks. He pulled out his wallet. “How much do I owe you for these?”

“Nothing.” She collected them back at his behest and tipped the contents down the sink. 

Now he felt bad. “No, I should pay for them. You obviously tried to hook me up.” He frowned at her as he folded the twenty lengthwise, then folded it again, noting she wore long sleeves. “Why would you do that?”

“Do what?” She blinked oh-so-innocently.

“You always try to get your customers laid?”

Now she scanned him, her look hinting at... disgust? Disdain? “I doubt you’ve ever had a problem in that department.”

“How the hell would you know that?”

The look vanished. “I told you. I see things.”

“You watched me.”

“I watch everyone.”

She had the same uncanny ability as he did, to see what others didn’t see. Only this time, Hawk was one of the blind masses, one of the people in his own audience, unable to see what was happening right in front of him. He wanted to know more about her. “I’m Skyhawk Werner. Call me Hawk.”

“Yeah, I know.” Then she caught herself and stuck out a hand. “My name’s Gloria.”

As he closed his fingers over hers and covered her wrist with his other hand, passionate warmth swept through him. He should be envisioning reckless doggy-style sex, sliding into her heat as he held her hips flush to his. What he saw, though, was their heads bent together, hovering over paperwork in a manila folder. Adrenaline coursed through him, melding into something so powerful, it clenched his chest and obstructed his air. Children’s laughter surrounded him, and visions of kids with his tawny curls and her dark blue eyes ran up and down stairs in a house he’d never seen.

He snapped his hand away from hers, seeing his shock mirrored in her eyes. She flushed and clattered the glasses in the sink, furiously scrubbing them down.

“The fuck?” he whispered. No kids for him, not now, maybe not ever. One thing he was extremely careful about was having the strongest condoms ever created always within reach. He never trusted a woman with her own; what if she pinned holes in them? What if it broke? Growing up poor taught him a thing or two about responsibility, and being a child of a bigamist came with its own set of lessons. 

This night off had rattled him, even more than Hawk could have anticipated. Now, though, his finger burned, and he looked down at the ring, which seemed to be shrinking onto his finger. The pain was so piercing, it caused him to almost drop his wallet. Gloria still studiously scoured those glasses, as intent on ignoring him as he was about ignoring the ring on his finger. Careful scrutiny of the bar proved he was the only man in here.

What did that mean? One of the women here was a danger to him?

Fttppt. 

He glanced at Gloria’s long sleeve once more and headed out, pleased she never felt him slide the cash under it and simultaneously ignoring the chill that emanated from his ring finger the closer he got to the door. He tugged off the ring and dropped it as he opened the door to leave.

This might have been the first time in Hawk’s adult life he left a bar alone.

Right now, he was okay with that.

Sort of.

Tomorrow was another day. 
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Chapter 2
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When the man’s cell rang in his darkened office, he checked caller ID and saw Maggot’s name. He picked up. “You’re damned lucky I’m not home.”

“I know you’re not. Your car’s not here.”

“You spying on me, you little shit?”

“No, Jupe. Just wanted to let you know, I got you an accountant.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Young, smart, easily bullied. Got a shit-ton of debt from paying his mama’s hospital bills. He’s perfect for the job.”

“Good.” The man considered his arsenal: a doctor, a plastic surgeon, a funeral home front company, two long-distance truck drivers, a couple dirty cops, a whiz kid for the techy stuff, a pharmacist who asked no questions, and a handful of goons, like the one on the phone. With an accountant in his pocket now, like his godly namesake, Jupiter was ready to rule this world. 

“And, Jupe?”

“What?”

“I, ah, checked on the girls. One smells like a cop.”

“Oh? Cops have their own smell?”

“Nah, but, there’s, um, something in her eyes.”

“Well, that’s why you’re in charge of drugging them, right? If you look blurry enough to them, you won’t have to worry about what’s in their eyes.”

“Yeah, okay. Still think she’s a cop.”

“I don’t pay you to think. I pay you to procure. Speaking of....”

“Yeah. Okay. Roach got one picked up already. She’s in his trunk, heading out. Pretty little thing. I think Mr. Sh—”

“Shush, you idiot!”

“Oh, yeah. Anyway, tell him it’s his special order, ha ha, cumming right up.”

“That’s funny. Now go.” He disconnected, then scrolled through for Mr. Sharp’s information. He texted the hotel magnate what Maggot said and got an OK for a reply.

A lot of horny men in the world needed an outlet, and only a man with godlike powers could provide such services.

After all, sex trafficking was not for the weak of heart.
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Chapter 3
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“So.” Jasmine leaned against the mirrored back counter filled with high-end liquors and eyed Gloria under the soft glow of the McGillicuddy’s sign. “Hawk noticed you, did he?”

“No.” Gloria scrubbed lipstick off a tumbler and dunked it back into the soapy water. Shivers continued to race her spine as possibilities flicked through her mind. Something about Hawk’s touch and piercing gaze terrified her. What was she thinking by even entertaining the idea of exchanging words with him? How braindead could she possibly be?

Gloria couldn’t help but fear the man who had the mental acuity and, she sensed, tenacity to arrest her. 

Arrest her.

For one split second during that handshake, cold terror had filled her, pooling the blood at her feet and making her dizzy. 

Hard to believe this was the same man she’d been fantasizing about for four straight months now, wondering if he’d ever waltz back in here and notice her, like, notice her. Not in the hit-it-and-quit-it way he seemed to have mastered, but something with staying power.

Hey, a girl deserved to dream, right?

But tonight? With that toothy, showing-all-the-molars smile and only-sexing-her-up look, it was the last thing she ever wanted from Officer Werner. 

And that freak-me-the-hell-out touch? Shit and shinola, if Hawk had a tenth of her powers of observation, she was screwed. 

No doubt about it; Hawk Werner was one hundred percent off limits. 

She glanced at Jasmine as she dried the glass. “You see the girls he gravitates toward. I’m not Hawkmeat.”

A laugh. “Don’t be too sure. Seriously, girl, a change in color isn’t going to kill you. Swap out all that goth black for some teal to highlight your eyes, add a dab of lipstick, and bam,” she snapped her fingers, “you’d be next on his to-do list.”

“Why would I want that?” Her sleeve itched, and when she looked at her wrist, paper poked out from under the hem. She tugged it out and saw it was a twenty. Folded lengthwise, twice.

Huh. Hawk paid for those sodas, anyway.

Maybe she was wron—

Nah.

“Yeah, why would you want that? I mean, he’s only seriously hot. No big deal. Loser.”

With a little smirk, Gloria added the price of those two wasted drinks to the till and pocketed the generous tip Hawk left her, finding herself pondering him a little more than was healthy.

She closed down the bar with Jasmine, loading the chairs on the table tops to sweep and mop the sludge off the floor. The neon green McGillicuddy’s sign ebbed to darkness as she flipped the switch, plunging the bar into shadows. She donned her customized black vest, and Gloria made sure she had her small black apron in her hands, then pressed her silver baton to her side under her black sleeve as they locked up and headed toward Jasmine’s car. 

“You and that baton.”

“A girl needs protection.”

“A cheerleader’s baton is protection?”

Gloria squared off on the sidewalk as Jasmine opened her car door. “Can’t rely on the masked hero in black, can we?”

Now the eye roll. “There is no hero; only a vigilante.”

“The papers are slanted. The hero in black is rescuing women, not beating up innocent men.”

“Whatev’s. Be careful.”

“I always am.” Gloria even scanned her surroundings as she said this. One thing nobody in this town knew was that Gloria had seen first-hand as a young child what a crazed assailant could do to a woman, and she had no interest in ever being in that position again. 

Barely eight years old, Gloria’s mom had just come back to their mobile home from the grocery store. It was the first time her mom had left her home alone, but since Gloria was near the end of the third book in a series for her summer reading, her mom had allowed her to stay there and continue her story. As always, her mom had walked in the door singing her favorite song from The Water Drops, an obscure seventies band that focused on love songs. Even as a child, Gloria had heard their albums so many times, she knew all the lyrics by heart. 

And, she’d always thought her beautiful, talented mother belonged in the band. 

The groceries had just thumped on the counter when Gloria heard someone burst through the kitchen door, drawing her focus from the story to her mom.

Her mom had yelped, then said, “You... you’re that man from the grocery store. Did you follow me? What do you want?”

“I want a pretty woman like you. Come on, baby, let me see some more of that skin.”

“No! Get away from me! Get out!” Something smashed against the wall.

“You married? Got a guy here?”

“None of your business! Get out of my home! I’m calling the cops.”

A thunder of footsteps preceded the struggle, and Gloria grabbed her book and slipped soundlessly behind the couch, one hand over her mouth to prevent any noise from escaping as the phone crashed to the floor. There’d never been a man in the house, and based on her mom’s frantic screams, Gloria understood why her mom never dated. Slaps and punches soon elicited withering cries.

“Come on, baby, come on. Ten minutes. Just ten.”

More slapping. The kitchen table skipped across the floor. “Get out. Get out. Get out!”

A zipper. Strangled cries. Strange sounds carried to her—male grunting mixed with her mom’s tearful whimpering—and as an adult, Gloria knew the crime being committed that her younger self had not understood. When the grunting had stopped, she listened to the rummaging through the plastic bags. 

“Shit. Juice boxes and sugar cereals? You got kids here?”

Gloria’s terror peaked at the question. Was that man going to hit her like he had hurt her mom? 

But her mom lied and said, “No. I babysit for my niece and nephew.”

Gloria’s mouth dried, worried that Rin might walk in at any minute and that the man might hurt her mom again for lying to him. 

“That’s good, baby, ‘cuz I’d hate to have to hurt any spying eyes when they see what we’re going to do next.”

Though her voice was weak, her mom said, “Get out. Get the fuck out of my house.”

Gloria’s eyes widened. She’d never heard her mom swear before. 

“Baby, we’re just getting started. Where’s the bedroom?”

A long pause, so long Gloria could feel her mom wavering, especially when her voice barely carried. “Look. They’re going to be getting dropped off any minute now. They don’t deserve this. I’ll... I’ll go with you. Just... not here.”

Gloria’s eyes widened. Her mom was leaving with the man who hit her? Why would she do that? Who was going to take care of them if she left? Didn’t her mom love them anymore?

“Ah, baby, we’re gonna be so good together. You’re exactly what I’m looking for. Damn.” 

And then Gloria listened to the unmistakable sound of the man ripping off some duct tape. “Just so you don’ start screaming the second we walk out that door.”

She heard the whimpers as her mom was gagged. The screen door creaked open and banged shut. Car doors opened and closed, then tires peeled down the asphalt. 

Her mom left without even saying goodbye.

Rin never walked in. 

Gloria had never felt so scared and alone in her life.

Shadows stretched and lengthened in the silence of the house. Gloria’s body cramped from remaining stiff and still for so long. The phone rang, and the answering machine picked up. 

“Mom, it’s Rin. I’m staying to watch Jen practice cheerleading, then I’m driving her home. I’ll be home for dinner. Bye.” 
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