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To Kelly,

 

I figured since it started with you, it should end with you. Not sure if I would’ve discovered the world of my delicious firefighters and kick-ass women without you, but I’m glad you were along for the ride.
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Tessa

 

NEVER LEAVE A fallen soldier behind.

It had been drummed into me since before I could walk, service and sacrifice hardwired into my DNA like my brown eyes and dark hair. Not that I had much of a choice when both my parents were retired military, each of them having done stints deployed in warzones. Mom was Air Force, and Dad, a Marine, and it didn’t matter they’d long hung up their uniforms, they lived—and held their two daughters—to the same standard.

“Okay, so here’s what’s going to happen.” My eyes panned across the room, cataloging intel as I memorized the layout. “You’re going to start on the south perimeter and work your way in. I’ll keep eyes on you and be your backup. If it looks like it’s getting hairy, I’ll come in and pull you out.”

“I don’t know, Ricci,” Miller hesitated, the fear in his eyes very real, “maybe we fall back, get some more recon.”

A frustrated breath blew out my lips, my commitment to my partner and my last name keeping my feet rooted in their place. “Grayson,” I used his first name, hoping it would ease some of the tension, “you can do this. It’s been two months since Maxine left and you said that meeting someone new was what you wanted.”

Spending Saturday night at a club with a friend was never a hardship, but Vault was the shiny new thing in the Meatpacking District and filled with pretentious assholes. I also despised Maxine, and as much as I hated seeing my friend going through the heartbreak, I was glad she was gone.

He was visibly deflated, scanning the offerings of beautiful women but lacking any of the confidence he’d had when we’d walked in. And when you’re a cop in New York City, confidence wasn’t something that was usually in short supply.

“Miller, you’re a good guy. You’re smart and good-looking, and any woman would be lucky to have you. Don’t try and find someone to date, just go have a conversation. Let them tell you how great you are, because you obviously don’t believe me.”

He shrugged, sinking his hands into his pockets. “Maybe it’s too soon? And speaking of getting out there, why aren’t you? I know you didn’t wear that dress for my benefit.” His eyes floated down my mostly exposed body. “Not that I don’t appreciate the effort.”

My balled fist punched him in the arm, laughing as I tossed my hair back. “Just because I have to keep myself regulation appropriate most of the time, doesn’t mean I don’t like reminding the world I’m a woman. And you’re welcome, just don’t stare at my tits too long and make it weird.”

Miller’s lips spread into a smile, shaking his head as he looked back at the crowd. “Fine, I’m going in. But if I give you the signal, you pretend I’m like your baby daddy or something like that and get me the hell out. I’m out of practice, and these women look like they’d eat me alive.”

“Only if you’re lucky, Miller.” I gave him a not-so-gentle shove. “And I’ll extract you from hostile territory the minute you put out the distress call.”

Like a proud parent on the first day of school, I watched as my amazing partner, Grayson Miller, took the first tentative steps into the crowd. I knew he would be okay, which was why I agreed to go to Vault in the first place.

While our station was in the Hell’s Kitchen precinct, over the bridge in Brooklyn was where we called home. I lived in a tiny cubbyhole my dad told me I was paying way too much for, with Grayson living in a cupboard remarkably similar about a few miles away. It was dumb luck that we got along so well, our friendship evolving from the minute we’d been paired up by the department. And while there’d never been a romantic attraction between us, I would, without a doubt, take a bullet for him. So I guess standing around a nightclub while he tried to get lucky wasn’t such a big deal.

And as much as we hated coming into the city on our time off, Manhattan was definitely the place for our latest mission. Not only were there more options, but no one seemed to care what we did. And if you were looking to hook-up rather than hunt for a relationship, being somewhere no one gave a shit was preferable.

“Hey, beautiful.” Some dude in a suit sidled up next to me as I watched Grayson from a safe distance. “What’s someone as sexy as you doing alone in a place like this?”

I tried not to laugh, wondering if his old man had given him pointers. Because surely that little gem didn’t work after 1985. Turning, I noticed that while his line might have been tired and old, he wasn’t. He was good-looking, late twenties to early thirties, and his suit was incredibly well-tailored. It fit him just right, showing off his attributes in the best possible light, which is why I assumed he was wearing it.

“I’m not alone.” I smiled, deciding I wasn’t interested in the distraction. The night wasn’t about me, and even though it had been a while since I’d had a hook-up of my own, I needed to stay focused. “Better luck next time.”

“So, where’s your date?” Suit man didn’t take the hint, glancing around us and probably expecting some angry possessive meathead to make an appearance.

“Why? Am I a piece of luggage that can’t be left unattended?” I asked, slightly irritated. “Or are you angling for a threesome and want to see if he’s up to par?”

Suit man’s eyes blinked wide in surprise, probably not expecting the last part. And I’ll admit, it was added purely for shock value. Because if I had to tolerate a stupid question then I might as well entertain myself.

His silence spoke volumes, his mouth opening and closing with no real comeback. It was clear that looks were all he had going for him, which was a shame because I might have welcomed a little intellectual sparring. Foreplay was mental for me as much as it was physical.

“Nothing?” I shrugged, already bored. “Better stay in the shallow end of the pool then, have a good night.” I grinned, leaving him with what I thought was some helpful advice as I went looking for Grayson.

It wasn’t ideal that I’d lost my line of sight, praying he hadn’t gotten himself into too much trouble, or was looking for a bailout while I’d been occupied.

“Ricci!” I heard my name, a female voice calling me from the direction of the bar. My head swiveled, torn between continuing to look for my partner or acknowledging whoever wanted my attention. My eyes flicked back to where Grayson had disappeared, squinting as I tried to find him in the sea of people.

“Ricci!”

My name again, the choice made for me as I felt a tug on my arm. “Hey, I thought it was you. I can’t believe the law is in my house and didn’t say hello.” Her eyes floated over my dress before returning to my face. “Oh, so I guess you’re here on pleasure rather than business.”

Her smirk was predictable, the fiery redhead not known for being subtle. I grinned, lifting a shoulder in a shrug. “I’m trying to blend in, Raelle. Advertising I’m a cop is probably bad for business.”

“Please,” she scoffed, waving her hands. “You think Marcus would let anything illegal go down in here? You guys wouldn’t even be able to cite someone for littering in this place. But it’s good to see you enjoying the spoils of our fine city. Let me know if you want me to set you up. There is a day trader, that is hotter than should be legal, sitting at the bar primed for a good time. And trust me, in that dress,” her finger swirled in my direction, “there isn’t a man in this place going to assume you’re a cop.”

Well, if anyone knew what the men in the club were thinking, it would be Raelle. As the sultry bar manager for the hottest new club, she was living up to both of those reputations. She was beautiful with an unapologetic sexy vibe, unashamed to flaunt what she had while working the bar like she’d been born to do it. Guess that was how she’d noticed me in a crowd of sweaty, gyrating bodies, her eagle eyes spotting that I wasn’t looking to score like everyone else.

“I’m just here to help Miller get over his cheating ex, not really interested for myself.”

It wasn’t a lie either, my expectations of finding anyone remotely engaging were at an all-time low. Not because the men in the club weren’t attractive, that wasn’t the problem. But because I was tired of dealing with guys who were intimidated by the badge or my attitude. Even in a city as big as New York, it was hard to find someone who was secure enough in his own manhood to deal with me. And despite sometimes feeling like I was “too much,” I refused to compromise. At least for the current week. A cheeky hook-up, with a guy who didn’t know who signed my paycheck, could very well be on the agenda at some point in the future if my hormones took over.

“Miller looks like he has it handled.” Raelle lifted her brow, my partner shooting us a sly smile as he came into view. He’d acquired some company since he’d disappeared, an enthusiastic brunette on his arm as they made their way to the bar. “Let me know if you guys need anything else. Presley likes to keep our first responders happy.”

And with a nod, she headed back to the bar.

The “Presley” in question was the owner of Vault. Who, in addition to being smart and ambitious, was the sister of one fireman and engaged to another, both who served in our precinct. We’d also looked out for her when she was dealing with a crazy-ass ex, so her feelings of gratitude were a little more than just the run-of-the-mill liked to keep us happy.

My eyes glanced over to where both Raelle and Grayson had migrated, the long bar of Vault getting a lot of action from the thirsty crowd. My partner—like the rest of the people vying for drinks—seemed completely oblivious to me and my look of satisfaction, glad it hadn’t taken long for our mission to have been achieved.

Of course, all that had happened so far was two people of the opposite sex sharing a friendly conversation. But even if that was all that transpired for the night, it would be a massive step in the right direction, Miller’s smile hinting it had been the ego boost he’d needed.

Meant I could relax a little too, the need to intervene hopefully lowering by the minute. Not sure what I wanted to do with my newfound reprieve from responsibility. Dancing wasn’t really my thing, and finding a distraction of my own wasn’t on the agenda either. Which left only one other option, drinking.

While I vowed to stay sober and alert, a drink or two wasn’t going to kill anyone. And considering we were in a bar, it would probably help me look less like I was on a stakeout and more like the general population.

I was making my way over to the bar—the end opposite Miller so I didn’t cramp his style—when I noticed a couple of familiar faces sitting in a nearby booth. They had a waitress looking after them, laughing animatedly as she seemed to be taking their order.

Great.

Leighton and Tibbs were here.

While their appearance didn’t really surprise me—the two of them comprising of the previously mentioned brother and the fiancé of the owner—I had hoped I’d be spared the interaction. And not because I had an issue with firefighters in particular. In fact, Leighton was a total sweetheart, and one of the nicest guys you’d ever meet.

But Tibbs.

Yeah, he was something else.

I’d seen him perform acts of unparalleled bravery and his commitment to the FDNY and competency in the face of danger was something I admired and respected.

But once he took off that uniform, he was a complete manwhore.

A beautiful manwhore, delicious in every way that mattered, and I’ll admit I’d been unable to take my eyes off him when we first met. God, I remember that day, his smile, the way he strode into the room with such confidence, my heart beating a little faster every time he’d look in my direction.

But beautiful or not, he was nonetheless a manwhore.

He was unapologetic about it too, the smug smile on his face confirming he knew his amazing six-two athletic frame would probably be cozied up to some bar bimbo by the end of the night. They’d take one look at his gorgeous hazel eyes, incredible body and sexy smile and would willingly be his next conquest.

And what I hated more than anything was that I even cared.

What did it matter who he went to bed with or how many women he entertained? On the list of my concerns, it should’ve ranked dead last. But regardless of not wanting to have anything to do with Tibbs taking up my mental space, I couldn’t help that thoughts of him and his stupid sexy face and body featured anyway.

It was ridiculous, an irritation that chaffed me like a blister that wouldn’t quite heal. And if there was any God at all, I hoped his next hookup gave him a scorching case of genital warts and his dick would fall off.

Sure, it was irrational. Because while I’d admit—begrudgingly—that he was gorgeous and probably knew exactly what to do with that sexy body, he was the last person on earth I would sleep with. One, because I refused to be another number on his list of used-and-discarded. And two, because even if I lost every single ounce of sense I had and went there with him, he’d probably turn me down.

Yep, even the manwhore had a type, and apparently, I wasn’t it.

I should have been thanking my lucky stars, grateful that even though I’d entertained the idea one time—before I knew how incredibly gross he was—that I’d been spared the indignation and embarrassment. But it didn’t matter, it still stung. It hadn’t even been a real rejection, our interactions never getting past a platonic capacity.

Nope, I was an idiot, holding a grudge because he did the one thing I’d demanded. To be treated like a person instead of a vagina. I wanted no special treatment, to be one of the guys. And he excelled at it. Hell, half the time I was positive he’d forgotten I was a woman, trash talking with me like I was one of the men in his crew.

Gah, I hated I still thought about it. And hadn’t let the stupid—and unhealthy—fantasy of him go.

But if not for his questionable choices when it came to dating and women, he would’ve been exactly the kind of guy I’d want.

Strong, determined, hardworking—and someone who treated me like an equal. Throw in his amazing body and gorgeous face and he was perfect. Hell, I’d even been tempted to ask him out in the beginning, attracted to him in more ways than just physical.

But perfect doesn’t exist. And Tibbs was a crotch hound that I wanted no part of.

My eyes floated back over to where he was sitting, covertly appreciating how hot he was even though it would be a cold day in hell before I’d ever admit it out loud. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him or his lady friends, so avoiding his vicinity was my prime objective. With any luck, Miller would give me the signal he didn’t need me anymore and I could head home.

If I stayed, and he saw me, Justin Tibbs would find a way to ruin my night. Because as much as I liked to look at him—and I liked it very much—I hated there was a part of me that was still attracted to him. Even though I knew it was never going to happen. And then have to watch him give it away so effortlessly to other women.

It was easier when we were part of a group, the buffer giving me a chance to ignore him or at least distract myself from the spectacle. But with Miller occupied, I was out of luck, and didn’t know if I had the energy or the inclination to be polite.
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Justin

 

“WIPE THAT SMUG look off your face, I know you were with my sister. There was no need for you to go to the bar for beer, Denise would have happily delivered them.” I shook my head, Leighton returning to the table with a couple of beers. And unless he’d gone to get our drinks in Queens, he’d taken way longer than required. It didn’t take much to work out where he’d been.

“You have an issue with me saying hello to my future wife?” He eased back into the seat, not even trying to hide his smirk. “It would’ve been rude of me not to.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I rolled my eyes, knowing he’d been doing a lot more than saying a fucking hello. And not that I wasn’t ecstatic my best friend and my sister were going to be tying the knot sometime soon, but the idea of them getting busy wasn’t what I wanted in my cerebral cortex. She was still my sister, and I really didn’t ever need to imagine that.

Leighton laughed, taking a slow pull from his beer. “You know, I half expected you not to notice. Where did those women who were in your lap go? You run out of North’s deodorant?”

“Fuck you. North has nothing to do with it.” I flipped him off.

It had started as a joke, me stealing North’s deodorant from his locker whenever we got back from calls. The guy couldn’t go two steps without some woman throwing herself at him. It was like he had some magical superpower that could attract ladies without even trying. I mean, sure he was decent looking, but he was no more special than any of us.

Our jobs in the FDNY demanded we stay in shape, so most of us got a decent amount of action. And since Leighton and North were both out of rotation, it meant more for me.

And not sure if it was the added opportunities or the lack of competition, but things had been relatively good with the ladies. Except for the current situation, which had been fruitless.

“Meh, they were predictable.” I sighed, bored they’d just been more of the same. “I think I might be coming down with something. I swear, five minutes in and I was already losing interest.”

It was unlike me to turn down attention, especially when it came in such a delightful package. I reveled in it, getting off on hero worship and appreciation, believing that having a healthy ego was nothing to be ashamed of. If anything, it drove me to be better. Pushing myself to compete against the guy I was yesterday so I was constantly a better version of myself. And yeah, maybe the adulation was one hell of a sweetener.

So why I had turned down the fine-looking women who were more than happy to give me what I usually wanted was a mystery. Hell, it even surprised me.

“You think that maybe you’re seeing everyone in healthy and loving relationships and possibly want it for yourself?” Leighton raised a brow as he leaned in and whispered, “You know, I hear it’s contagious. Good thing it’s pretty fucking awesome too.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing that me wanting to be tied to a ball and chain was definitely not the reason for my lack of interest. “Jesus, Leighton. You hear yourself? This is me we’re talking about, not you. I love you, brother, but you sucked at playing the game. It was only a matter of time before you ended up taking the walk down the aisle. Now, North, that was the one that came out of left field. Not that I’d blame him with a woman like Quinn, but everyone knows that shit is the exception and not the rule. So, going to have to pass on giving some girl the key to my balls.”

It wasn’t like I had issues with long-term relationships per se. My parents had been married for forever and were still into each other. As were Leighton’s parents. So, I knew it worked out sometimes. Which was why I’d consider it when I was like forty or something. Hell, the chief was edging close to fifty and had recently tied the knot and had a new baby. And considering what a shitshow his first marriage had been, it was proof there was no need to rush it.

“Well, whatever your deal is, make sure you don’t say any of that shit in the best man speech at my wedding. Especially about North’s wife.” Leighton laughed, shooting Presley a smile as she walked by, almost ignoring me completely.

He was so whipped.

It hadn’t even been ten minutes since he’d come back to the table, but by the way he was looking at her, it was like it had been a fucking week.

“Christ, Leighton.” I shook my head, rolling my eyes as Presley gave him a stupid love-struck grin of her own. “If you want to go hang out with her, go. I don’t need a sitter.”

Leighton shook his head, watching as Pres disappeared from view. “Nope, she’s working. Besides, this conversation about your balls is so riveting. Not sure I want to miss it.”

My grin widened as I flipped him off. We’d known each other since we were eighteen, moving into an apartment in Hell’s Kitchen and gone through the academy together. He’d been the only roommate I’d ever had until he moved out and shacked up with my sister. And as much as I liked having the apartment all to myself, I kinda missed having him around. He was more than my best friend. And while he was soon going to officially be my brother-in-law, he’d been family for longer than I could remember.

“Fine, stick around.” I pretended like I wasn’t thrilled he wasn’t going to ditch me in favor of Presley. “But do me a favor and dial down the commitment talk. I’m happy for you, and for everyone else who’s . . .” I waved my hand around trying to find the right word, “giving up their freedom, but it’s not for me. I must be just getting the flu or something. Or maybe yesterday’s warehouse fire took more out of me than I thought.”

Yesterday had been a shitshow.

We’d barely clocked on when the first call came in, and they didn’t stop until we were done twenty-four hours later. A five-car collision where miraculously no one died, two domestic disputes, and a gas leak—just to name a few, and all before dinner. So, when we were faced with a warehouse burning out of control close to midnight, we’d been running on vapors.

Still, there was no other job I’d rather be doing, even though it could be physically and mentally exhausting. Which was why after twenty-four hours of duty it was important to let off some steam. Recharge in the best way I knew how in the forty-eight before heading back in. Not sure why my usual methods weren’t up to scratch.

“Maybe you should—” Whatever else Leighton said was completely lost on me. It was like I could hear he was talking, but the words receded into background noise.

Holy.

Shit.

My eyes snagged on what was probably the hottest brunette I’d ever seen, which was saying something because, trust me, I’d seen plenty.

She was toned, a body that clearly saw the inside of a gym on the regular, with the length of her hem giving me a really good view of her legs.

And fuck did I like what I saw.

Her killer heels boosted her height, but even without them she wouldn’t be short. And while it was hard to tear my eyes away from her legs, the rest of her was pleading to be discovered.

Jesus.

The curves of her body leaned more toward athlete than model, every muscle radiating strength and power like it was begging to be unleashed.

And I liked it.

The fact I could put my hands around her and not feel like I was gonna break her was a turn on I hadn’t realized I wanted. And if all she had was a smoking hot body, that probably would’ve been enough. But she was gorgeous as well. Long, straight, dark brown hair that spilled over her shoulders like an oil slick and a pair of dark brown eyes that were staring right back at me.

She looked . . .

Hell, did I know her?

When I didn’t look away, her eyes narrowed, a silent conversation I didn’t understand happening between us that got me on my feet whether I wanted to or not.

And trust me, I wanted to.

“Heading to the bar,” I mumbled to Leighton, not daring to break eye contact with my mystery woman. I wasn’t risking her leaving and losing her forever.

Nope.

Not happening.

My body moved through the crowd unable to shake the feeling that we’d met before. And fuck, if I’d been stupid enough to date her and not called her back, I’d beg—on my hands and knees—for her forgiveness.

She didn’t flinch, standing her ground as I closed the distance, and I liked the heat in her eyes. It was somewhere between lust and hate and I’d be lying if the combination wasn’t doing it for me in some sick twisted way.

Oh, we knew each other all right. And while I didn’t know the circumstances, we’d definitely not slept together. Because while I’d made some questionable calls in my life, there is no way I’d have slept with her and not wanted a second taste.

It didn’t take long until I was standing in front of her, moving through the crowd quickly with a desperation crawling up my skin I didn’t quite understand. Those beautiful eyes were filled with so much trouble I had to fight the urge not to just bend down and kiss her.

“I know you.” It wasn’t a question, not bothering with the hello because it was time I didn’t want to be wasting. My mouth lowered, skating the shell of her ear as I whispered, “And you know me too, don’t you?”

Her hand pushed hard against my chest, her eyes flaring wide. “What the hell are you doing?”

So far, the only one who’d done any touching was her. And while I wasn’t in a hurry to stop her from putting whatever she wanted on me, the edge in her voice had me slightly concerned.

“I’m not doing anything.” I lifted my hands, proving they were behaving. “But I’m also not wrong. I might forget a name, but I never forget a face. And yours isn’t one I’d be able to get out of my memory even after a lifetime.”

She laughed, tossing her head back before her eyes settled back on me. “Really? You that bored tonight? C’mon, Tibbs, I haven’t got time for your bullshit.”

Tibbs.

So she did know me.

Hearing my name on her lips just made me want to hear it again.

Moaned.

Repeatedly.

But while we’d established she knew who I was, I was still coming up empty on the circumstances, and why she was so pissed off. Granted, I wasn’t exactly the most reliable guy around, but I was respectful. Annnnnd always made sure any woman who was with me didn’t regret it in the morning.

“I’m not here because I’m bored, sweetheart. So why don’t we start with your name, beautiful, since you already know mine.”

Backing down wasn’t an option. Neither was ignoring that as much as she wanted to pretend to be irritated, she hadn’t asked me to leave, nor had she done so herself. And while the details of her identity might’ve been foggy, her ability to kick some serious ass was not in question.

She radiated confidence.

And power.

And if she wanted out of the conversation, I’d have already been handed my balls.

Not sure I didn’t want that to happen, to be honest. The idea of her chewing me out kinda made me hard. Her attitude was as attractive as the rest of her, and I wasn’t dumb enough to walk away, especially when it was so incredibly familiar. And so goddamn delicious.

Confusion flashed through those beautiful brown eyes as she met my stare, and whatever she’d thought I was going to say, that hadn’t been it.

She leaned in, her voice stroking me in all the right places. “Are you fucking with me, Tibbs?”

My eyes closed, unable to stop myself from savoring the treat that was hearing my name and the word, fucking, in the same sentence. And the only reason why I didn’t beg her to say all of that again was because I wanted to hear what else she had to say, hoping it might include some other dirty words as well.

“I’m not fucking with you,” I almost choked out. “I—”

“Heeeeey!!” Leighton’s voice came up behind me, the bastard wearing a beaming smile as he slapped me on the shoulder. “Ricci! What’s happening? Damn it, Tibbs, why didn’t you invite her over already. We’ve got a booth if you want to hang. Unless you’re here with your friends, don’t want to cramp your style.”

“Ricci?”

The name fell out of my mouth as it tumbled around in my brain, unable to piece it together. Because the only Ricci Leighton and I knew was a cop from our precinct and while she was totally cool . . .

“Wait! Tessa Ricci?” I asked again wondering how much I’d drunk. It was only a few beers, right? Not enough to be hammered.

My gaze steamrolled over her body again, trying to reconcile the new information.

Jesus.

Fucking.

Christ.

“Yes, it’s me.” She rolled her eyes at me before turning to Leighton and giving him a smile. “And thanks, but I’m probably going to bail soon. I was Miller’s wingman, but I think he’s got it handled.” Her head tipped to the far end of the bar, her partner—also in civilian clothes—having what looked to be an in-depth conversation with some girl.

“Come on, have a drink with us,” Leighton offered, ignoring me and my inability to say anything other than just her name. “It’s not every day we’re all off shift together and in the same place.”

“You’re so beautiful.” My eyes widened, the words spilling from my lips before I could stop them.

Actually, beautiful was underselling it. She was by far the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen. And how I’d not noticed before was a mystery I couldn’t work out.

Leighton coughed, elbowing me in the ribs. “What he means is—”

“No, seriously.” I cut him off, not in any way confused as to what I meant to say. “You’re fucking stunning.”

My eyes raked over her, absorbing every cell. I couldn’t believe she’d been hiding that ridiculously hot body underneath a cop uniform for the last three years. And wow, I was suddenly becoming a huge fan of the NYPD. Hell, even the few times I’d seen her out of uniform, she’d never looked like that.

I’d always thought she was pretty, sure. I mean, I hadn’t been blind. But what I was seeing in front of me went so far beyond fucking pretty, it wasn’t even funny.

Her eyes narrowed, the smile tightening on her face. “You know, if that was supposed be a compliment, you shouldn’t sound so surprised when you say it. It negates the sentiment.”

She probably had a point, but if she’d expected me to keep the surprise from my voice after discovering all of that, then she didn’t know me well enough.

Actually, she didn’t.

Something I was definitely going to change.

“My apologies.” I put my hand to my heart, my lips edging into a grin. “So, Ricci,” Lord, I was still reeling from the shock, “enjoying your night?”

Her brow arched, again like she was expecting something different. But I wasn’t a complete moron, and unless I wanted to totally blow it, I needed to play it cool.

Not that it was going to be easy.

Oh hell, no.

It was diffusing a bomb wearing oven mitts level difficult. But I never backed away from a challenge, and I was looking forward to finding out which wires needed to be cut.

“It’s been okay.” Her shoulder barely lifted, not committing to a full shrug.

And I don’t know why, but the indifference was sexy. “Well that shit won’t do. Presley finds out someone has been in one of her clubs and having just an ‘okay’ time, shit will hit the fan. Someone will get fired for sure.”

Total bullshit.

Well, Presley would be pissed about someone having an ordinary time, but no one would be joining the unemployment line because of it. At least not that I knew of. She was a hard-ass—especially when it came to me—but she wasn’t totally heartless.

“So, I think it’s in everyone’s best interest if you come back with us and at least pretend to enjoy yourself.”

If I’d been hanging with anyone other than Leighton, I might have reconsidered. I didn’t need the competition. And judging by the eyes on her from a suit hanging at the bar, my feelings of her being the most beautiful woman in the room weren’t mine alone.

But Leighton was neck-deep in love with my sister and even if he wasn’t, would never tangle with a woman I was interested in. And if he hadn’t guessed I was interested yet, I’d be confirming it very, very soon.

She glanced over at Miller, her partner still busy with his date. “You going to continue to be weird, Tibbs?” Her eyes swung back to me. “Because I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with you tonight.”

I leaned in, looking for any excuse to get closer. “Well then, let’s go see exactly what you do have the bandwidth for.”

Weird was the last thing she was going to have to worry about.

Nope, not even close.

And by the end of the night, I was positive I wasn’t the only one who was going to be looking at the situation very differently.
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IT WAS EITHER curiosity or boredom that had me agreeing to hanging out with Leighton and Tibbs. Because common sense surely wasn’t responsible.

Not because I thought they were terrible company—well Leighton wasn’t at least—but because I didn’t particularly think any good would come of it.

Tibbs had either been drinking heavily or had a brain injury. Because the way he’d looked at me when he’d first approached had been the same sexy eyes he usually reserved for his ho parade.

Smoldering.

Illicit.

And dancing with so much heat I was surprised he hadn’t been rocking a full erection.

I’d seen the “look” firsthand, watched as he charmed his way into other women’s pants like a lion moving in for the kill on a savannah. But had never been the recipient of it. And maybe part of me—the stupid part, obviously—was intrigued.

He hadn’t known it was me.

At least not initially, eyeing me up and down like I was a snack and he hadn’t eaten in a while. It was both thrilling and unnerving, hating myself for whatever small—microscopic—segment of my brain thought it had been a good thing.

Man. Whore, I reminded myself. In case I was the one with the brain injury and actually entertaining the idea of doing anything with Justin Tibbs other than Mirandize him.

“So, Miller is still trying to get over Maxine?” Leighton asked, pointing to the vacant booth they previously occupied. “What happened with the two of them? Last time we spoke, he’d been thinking of proposing.”

I shuffled in, sliding my butt along the black leather semicircle seat as Tibbs followed close behind, forcing me all the way to the other side. He didn’t even give Leighton a chance, filling the space next to me and keeping his body just far enough from mine so our thighs weren’t pressing together. It seemed weird that he wanted to sit in the middle, but since I didn’t like being caged in, I wasn’t about to complain.

“Well, finding out she’d been screwing a bartender from TGI Fridays probably made him change his mind,” I bit out, the idea she could cheat on a guy as amazing as Grayson still making me mad.

It was unlike me to share business that wasn’t mine, and I absolutely hated people who gossiped. But exposing Maxine for the deceitful piece of shit I’d always suspected and was later proven to be, was too big a temptation. Plus, it was Leighton and Tibbs, and they’d probably hear it from someone at the station anyway. It wasn’t exactly a big secret.

“Ouch,” winced Leighton, flagging over a waitress as he planted his ass on the curved leather bench next to Tibbs. “Poor Miller. Still,” he glanced over to where my partner was still happily entertaining the brunette, “looks like he’s found something interesting to take his mind off her. At least for a few hours.”

“Yep,” I agreed, my eyes deviating to the bar briefly before returning to my male company. “Small mercies. He’s a good guy, he deserves someone equally great.”

“What about you?” Tibbs asked, a grin twitching at his lips.

My eyes widened. The idea of me and Miller dating was so freaking foreign I couldn’t even believe he’d suggested it. Yeah, we were good friends, but he was more like a brother to me. No. There was no scenario where Grayson Miller and I would ever be romantically involved. Even if we didn’t work together.

“Umm, he’s my partner, moron. Not only is that the worst idea ever, but it’s not even like that with us,” I scoffed, wondering if he would’ve even suggested it if he hadn’t seen me in a dress. 

Tibbs chuckled, rolling his eyes. “Not you and Miller, Ricci. Jesus. I meant you and someone else. You dating anyone?”

Wow.

Why did he even care?

It could’ve just been small talk.

And since I’d so easily volunteered information about Miller’s relationship status, I couldn’t really think it was too personal to talk about my own.

Or he could want to know for more devious reasons. Like to amuse himself with the fact that I was single.

Deciding I wasn’t going to willingly give him any advantages, I turned to face him, our legs accidentally making contact. “What about you, Tibbs? Dating? Wait . . .” I paused, tapping my finger against my lips. “You can’t really call it dating when you’re only with them for a night.”

It was a cheap shot and I was better than that, annoyed at myself for sinking to that level. Not only because it was none of my business, but because as long as it was consensual, who the hell cared how many people he slept with.

Leighton laughed, coughing into his hand as the waitress approached us. “So, Ricci, you want a beer? Cocktail? Tibbs, want some Neosporin to go with that burn you just got?”

“I’ll have an old fashioned.” I smiled sweetly, knowing my little jab was going to earn me some recourse. “Thank you.”

“I’ll have a beer. Stella. Thanks, Denise.” Tibbs winked at the waitress who seemed thrilled just to have his attention. And if he was annoyed by what I’d said, he wasn’t showing it.

“I’ll just take a soda, Denise.” Leighton grinned. “And thanks again.”

Denise didn’t bother writing down our order, nodding wordlessly but giving Tibbs an appreciative smile before she sauntered off.

“So, you really want to know about my dating habits, Ricci?” Tibbs popped a brow, not moving his leg which was still pressed against mine. “Or there something else you want to make assumptions on.” He didn’t even try to hide his grin, like he was pleased I’d basically called him a whore.

“More an observation than an assumption, Tibbs.” I met his smirk with one of my own. “But if it makes you feel better to talk it out, then go ahead. We’ve got at least ten minutes before our drinks arrive, you’ll just have to find something else to talk about for the other eight.”

Last thing I wanted to hear about was Tibbs with women, but I wasn’t going to be the first one to flinch either.

Tibbs laughed. “Tell me, Ricci. Do they teach you how to be so judgmental in cop school or you learn that on the job? You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous.”

“Oh pllllllleeeeasssee,” I scoffed, unwilling to accept there was any validity to his statement at all.

Like none.

Because I couldn’t be any less jealous if I tried.

And jealous of what exactly? Of those women he treated like disposable razors? Like that was something to aspire to.

“Wow, no wonder you guys need to ride around in a truck. Your egos wouldn’t fit in a regular sized vehicle.” I rolled my eyes, choking back the laugh.

And to think I’d been attracted to him; I’d reallllly dodged that bullet.

Leighton pointed his finger at me, shaking his head. “Hey, don’t include me in this shit. You two want to insult each other, have at it. But don’t be bringing the uniforms into it.”

“Yeah, Ricci,” Tibbs chuckled as a smug grin edged at his lips.

“You’re just as bad, Tibbs.” Leighton raised his brow, challenging his friend to say different.

Tibbs pinned his buddy with a hard look but the smile he was fighting told a different story. “Where’s the loyalty, brother? I need better friends.”

Leighton planted his feet on the floor, coughing out a laugh as he stood. “And on that note, I’m heading to the bathroom. Play nice, kids.”

He shot us a grin as he walked off, leaving me alone with Tibbs while he disappeared into the crowd.

Great.

“It would take a lot longer than ten minutes.”

“What?” My head whipped back around, Tibbs still wearing his smug grin.

“Anything to do with me and women,” he qualified.

“Oh really? Like ten real minutes? Or using guy measurements?” I asked, unable to stop myself. It was such a bad idea to continue . . . and yet . . . “You know that’s why so many women have trust issues. More than ten minutes, bigger than six inches. . . blah, blah, blah. Believing in alternate facts doesn’t make them true.”

He coughed, his eyes darkening while he sucked in a full breath. “You know, all this talk, Ricci, I feel the need to defend my honor.”

“And do what, Tibbs?” I was almost afraid to ask.

He was kidding, right? He wasn’t seriously suggesting that we . . . What the hell was he suggesting?

“You’re not dating anyone. I’m not dating anyone.” He waved his hand nonchalantly. “And you made some very serious accusations.”

“I never said I wasn’t dating anyone,” I pointed out, wondering why out of everything he’d said, that was what I was focusing on.

He leaned in closer, dropping his voice even though it was competing with the music. “Are you?”

“No,” I answered honestly.

“Neither am I.”

It shouldn’t have mattered one way or another, but those words made my skin tingle. And the way he was looking at me made it even worse.

I hated it.

Hated that for some stupid reason I was still attracted to the jerk, especially knowing all I knew. And what? I should be grateful that he suddenly showed interest in me because I was wearing a goddamn dress?

Hell.

No.

I was smarter than that.

I was, wasn’t I?

“What do I care?” I volleyed back, hoping he wouldn’t see through my bravado.

His gaze dipped to my lips but didn’t drop any further, moving back to my eyes. “You’re not even a little bit curious?” he asked, his voice dangerously seductive.

“No.” I sucked in a breath, doing my best to keep my voice from wavering even though inside I was hot and confused. “Why don’t I just go home now and be disappointed. It’s how the night will end anyway and at least then you can still live in your own delusion and I can save myself the time.”

“A beer, old fashioned, and a soda.” Denise had returned, lowering the drinks from her tray one at a time onto the low table in front of us. “Anything else I can get you?”

It was perfect timing.

Punctuating that it was definitely time to leave because I was on a very slippery slope with Tibbs.

“Thanks.” I stood, picking up the tumbler and downing the drink in one big gulp. It burned, the rapid injection of whiskey heating my throat and making my eyes water. But sipping it and sticking around wasn’t an option either.

“We’re good, Denise, thanks.” Tibbs waved her off, keeping his eyes glued to me.

“Well, I should—” I didn’t get to finish my sentence, Tibbs already on his feet, wrapping his hand around my empty glass.

“Go?” he asked, leaning in a little closer, a grin taunting me. “You running from me, Ricci?”

I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the fact that Justin Tibbs—a guy who’d never given me so much as a second glance—was hitting on me, but it suddenly seemed funny. “Oh, Tibbs. You really want to go there?” I laughed, arching a brow as I threw back a taunt of my own.

I’d never run from anyone or anything, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start now.

“I’ll go anywhere you want to take me, Ricci. Anytime. Any place. To do anything you have in mind.” His head tipped toward the exit. “Where are we heading?”

He was kidding of course, radiating his usual cockiness, because for the most part, women really did fall at his feet. And I totally understood it too, not blaming the poor souls who were captivated by his spell. They couldn’t help it; he wasn’t only incredibly nice to look at but could be ridiculously charming as well.

But unlike those other women, I knew better. Besides, I’d inherited the willpower of my father and the stubbornness of my mother which mixed for a lethal combination. Not sure which of my awesome parents gifted me my sarcasm but that was another trait I was thankful for. Especially when I shot Tibbs a cocky grin of my own, making him falter a little.

“Do you need to go tell Leighton?”

He looked at me puzzled, narrowing his eyes as he tried to make sense of my question. “Tell him what?”

“That you’re leaving.” I dropped a hand to my hip, resting it there casually as I continued. “Not sure what your arrangement was, but I wouldn’t want your bestie to be mad at you.”

His eyes widened, the confusion all over his face. “I’m leaving?”

I rolled my eyes trying to look bored. “Seriously? Did you not just say you’d go anywhere I want to take you? Or was that just idle chat?”

He swallowed. Hard.

Either he had been playing some game—knowing the chances of me saying yes were remote—or he hadn’t meant it. And I was really curious which of those reasons was responsible for wiping that confidence from his face.

I liked it.

Tibbs on edge, and knowing I’d been the one to put him there.

“Ricci, I—” He stopped, taking a minute before sucking in a breath. It was all he needed, finding whatever confidence he’d lost as his eyes heated. “I’ll text him. Did you drive?”

“No. We’ll grab a cab. Send your text, and I’ll let Miller know he’s without backup. You ready?” My head tilted toward the exit.

“I’m always ready,” he leaned in and whispered, his breath tickling my neck. “Let’s see you put your money where that mouth is.”

It was a staring competition.

A game of chicken.

A chess match, where one of us had to flinch, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me.

I had no idea if he genuinely thought he was going to end up sleeping with me, or he was calling me on my bullshit and refusing to be the first one to blink. And part of me was excited to find out which. I was clearly more jaded or bored than I first thought, the thrill of playing our little game making my skin tingle.

Lowering my eyes for a minute, I quickly typed a text to Miller, asking him to confirm he was fine before I bailed. He’d looked solid the last time I’d glanced at him at the bar, but I wasn’t going to desert him either, even if I had a point to prove. Luckily —or unluckily, depending on how it all panned out—he responded quickly that he was doing great and was relieving me of my duty. He didn’t even ask questions, thanking me for the ride along and letting me know I would get a full debrief tomorrow. Good to know, but I wasn’t sure if it would be reciprocated.

Tibbs seemed done with his little text exchange too, sliding his phone back into his pocket as I tossed mine into my purse, the grin he was wearing a little sexier than I would have liked.

“Good to go?” I asked, arching a brow, knowing it was time to raise the stakes.

He lowered his hand, his eyes searching for permission before pressing it tentatively against my back and throwing in a few extra chips of his own. “Soooooo good, Ricci. Let’s go.”

I didn’t ask him to lift his hand, not entirely hating the pressure as he followed me toward the door. Marcus, the head of security, watched as we left, giving us a curt nod but not saying anything. It wasn’t his style, the man who was a slab of granite with zero emotion flicked his eyes back to the club as we stepped out onto the street.
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