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      Fashion Designer Avery Cockburn lost everything in a single New York minute. Her fireman fiancé was gunned down next to her, and her business is in shambles. She fears her secrets caused her fireman’s death, and she wants to honor him at her next show.

      NYPD Detective Jason Burnett shot the killer and saved Avery’s life, but a year later, he has no leads and the case has gone cold. He believes Avery is still in danger so he stalks her—to the gun range, through clubs and parks, and hopefully into her heart.

      When Avery signs up quarterback Matt Swanson to model her new line of clothing, a series of attacks leaves her reeling. Her fiancé’s murderer is still out there, and a trail of dead male models leads back to her. With her fashion show looming, will her new relationship with Jason trigger the murderer to take out everyone who might expose her deep and dirty secrets?

      —

      Club Cockburn—from the Heart of the Big Apple, a series of high-octane romances—not safe for work or play.

      #1 - Leap, Laugh, Love, A pro surfer on holiday after being attacked by a shark gets tangled up with an Army Ranger on leave with a mission.

      #2 - Triggered by Love, After her fiancé was shot, all Avery Cockburn has between her shattered heart and death is a cocky detective, Jason Burnett.

      #3 - Blush of Love, A hot New Year’s Eve date with bad boy quarterback Matt Swanson leaves Safire Chu wondering if it’s love at first blush.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLUB COCKBURN SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the Heart of the Big Apple, a series of high-octane romances—not safe for work or play.

      

        

      
        Leap, Laugh, Love, Kerry Mills, #1

      

        

      
        Triggered by Love, Avery Cockburn, #2

      

        

      
        Blush of Love, Matt Swanson, #3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME

          

        

      

    

    
      I invite you to explore my world of over sixty romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/
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        * * *

      

      Don’t forget to download my Free Books from your favorite bookstore:

      Christmas Lovebirds (sweet)

      A Father for Christmas (sweet)

      Going Haywire: Sapphire Falls (steamy)

      Bad Boys for Hire - Ryker (steamy)

      Playing Without Rules (steamy)

      Broken Build (romantic suspense)

      Intercepted by Love: Part 1 (steamy)

      Hidden Under Her Heart (sweet)
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      http://smarturl.it/RachAyala

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!

    

  


  
    
      For the men and women in blue.

      You matter.
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      Avery Cockburn was on top of the world.

      Here she was, twenty-six years old, soon to be engaged to her dream man and living her dream career as a fashion designer.

      This was Manhattan Fashion Week, and her first show under her own label, Club Cockburn.

      Her models strutted on the runway, and the fashion press was going gaga over her daring designs.

      Haute couture with a wicked flair.

      Her longtime boyfriend, fireman Brando Bonet, fidgeted with his suit jacket and tie. She’d seen him sneak a plush velvet ring box into his pocket, so she looked away to let him double-check. Her heart did a pitter-patter or many pitter-patters when she took his arm backstage.

      They’d take the trademark ramp walk together, trailing the last model and accepting the accolades of her family, fans, and industry buyers. The photographers would be jostling and snapping wildly from the pit, and the fashion press would be on hand to witness the fairy-tale surprise he had in store for her.

      Brando squeezed his free hand over his pocket, and Avery knew without a doubt he’d be getting on his knees once they hit the turnaround at the runway’s end.

      “Ready?” She graced his handsome visage with an encouraging and adoring smile.

      She loved this man. How could she not?

      He’d saved her life. She was a complete stranger and a nobody back then—a design student staying late at her sewing table when a fire broke out at the fashion institute.

      Ivanna Chu, her assistant and model wrangler, signaled her. “It’s looking good out there. And, you’re on.”

      Striding in a more subdued gait than the slinky models, Avery placed one slender leg in front of the other, letting the slit of her off-shoulder evening gown part, barely. Her steps were in between mincing and assertive, and beside her, Brando’s hunky fireman’s body was solid and fluid like a symphony of testosterone and alpha manhood forged with power.

      The applause and cheers were deafening as they walked onto the runway. The spotlight heated her face enough to draw tiny prickles of sweat, but Avery was safe underneath her makeup. The heady, spicy scent of Brando’s cologne was enough to invigorate her from the stage fright she suffered—unbeknownst to her colleagues.

      This was her moment of glory. She had nothing to be afraid of. It was her hometown crowd, and she was the hometown favorite. With Brando at her side, she’d foregone her anti-anxiety meds. She could do it.

      Brando shined a proud and admiring glance on her, bucking up her spirits. They strode past the applauding models to the end of the runway. The cheers were deafening over the electronic pulses of techno music, and the rapid-fire of photographic flashes shot stars into her eyes.

      “We did it,” she whispered, glancing up at her hunky hero.

      “Love you,” his mouth formed the words.

      “Get down!” a man’s voice roared, followed by popping sounds.

      Avery tumbled off the runway. Pain showered her, punching the breath out of her and slamming her ribs. Her head thumped onto a hard surface, and her arms and legs flailed helter-skelter.

      A collective scream arose around her with the sounds of chairs toppling and footsteps running. Avery pushed and shoved underneath a big, heavy body.

      “Brando. Brando,” she cried, unable to see past the red blurring her vision. Hot, sticky blood dripped over her, and she could taste the salty tang in her mouth.

      The heavy man weighed over her, still warm but silent. The coppery scent of blood overpowered the manly cologne, but Avery knew every inch of her lover’s body.

      “No! No! No!” Her screams rose in a wail of anguish. She didn’t have to listen for a pulse to know there was none. No breath, no heartbeat, not a single muscle twitch.

      What happened? Why?

      She held on to him, moaning, sobbing. “I love you. I didn’t get to tell you. I love you. Come back. Come back. You can’t leave me. My love. I owe you. It should have been me.”

      “Man down,” someone shouted close by, but she already knew.

      A fusillade of what she now recognized as gunshots followed. Shells clicked to the floor, and a strong hand yanked her from underneath her precious Brando’s body.

      “No, no, no!” She was reduced to a single word. “No, no, no, no, no.”

      Pop. Pop. Pop.

      “You got to get out of here.” The stranger wrapped her slender body with one arm while shooting at the same time.

      “No, no, no!” She struggled and clawed at his face, hands, anything.

      Bullets whizzed by her, but strangely she didn’t care. She turned her head, looking back through the red mist. Brando’s eyes were still open. He lay on his stomach with his arms spread out. He’d protected her, and she was soaked with his blood.

      “No!” Avery’s wail was thin and forlorn. “No …”

      “Get down.” The man shoved Avery through a doorway and fired off more shots. “Got him.”

      He spoke into a headset mic and holstered his gun.

      “You killed him.” Avery kicked him with the heel of her stiletto. “You killed my Brando. Who are you?”

      “Officer Jason Burnett, NYPD.”
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      One year later.

      Avery Cockburn pushed her sweaty bangs from her eyes and aimed the pistol, holding it as steady as she could. She calmed her breath and depressed her trigger finger over and over, emptying the clip in rapid succession. Each shot jolted through her like the crack of a whip, and she fought to tamp down the fury surging through her veins.

      The paper target hung silent, and the outline of the head and shoulders remained pristine—not even a nick on a corner or a bullet grazing the edge.

      She slapped the pistol onto the counter and tore off her earplugs. Frustration stung her eyes, and she clenched and unclenched her useless fingers.

      Pow. Pow. Pow.

      Hurriedly plugging her ears, she shot a glare at the man next to her emptying out his clip. Slivers of paper exploded from his target. Pow. Pow. Pow.

      Her ears rang from his shots, and she was about to complain when she noticed the grim eyes underneath the safety glasses.

      Detective Jason Burnett.

      What a way to ruin an already sucky day.

      She couldn’t forget the aftermath of Brando’s shooting death. She’d lashed out at the arms holding her back, kicking and screaming with an agony that hollowed out her heart.

      She’d landed a blow on the man’s square jaw and scratched his eyes—enough so she could have been arrested for assaulting a police officer.

      For an insane minute, she believed he’d shot Brando. Instead, the official reports had him saving her life. She was the target, according to the police. Almost a year later and after countless interviews and investigation, they had no clue who was behind the hit. All they had was the dead gunman—a small-time gangster working on his first hit job with her name and the schedule of her runway walk in his pocket.

      Avery’s upper lip curled at the detective and his gun. He was a good shot, but if he’d spent more time investigating and less time shooting, maybe he’d have a break in the case. Instead, he’d given up. Brando’s death was officially a cold case and deep-sixed into never-never land. The cops had more important investigations, or in this case, more important bullets to plug into paper targets.

      Calmly, as if he was supremely aware of the daggers aimed his way, Detective Burnett pushed a button to retract his paper target.

      Avery wasn’t going to give him the benefit of a fangirl gasp when she spotted a single hole shredding his target. He’d emptied his entire clip into the red heart outline on the man’s head and shoulders silhouette.

      Despite the unpleasantness, she couldn’t help noting the detective’s lack of fashion sense. Oh, he was as rugged and as male as they came, but he was rough around the edges with a heavy Bronx accent. His build was firm and compact, not overtly bulging, but she’d felt the power and grace of his movements when he’d swept her away from danger. He’d been dressed in a sleek black suit, off duty, and attending her fashion show—probably on a date with one of the models. It was obvious someone else had dressed him that night.

      Today, at the gun range, he wore plain black jeans over black boots and a cotton sweater with a political logo—one of those gun rights, God bless America, flag waving types. Brave, considering they were in the Flatiron district of New York City where the residents tended to run liberal. Then again, he was a cop and he was armed, and a good thing too. He’d shot back and nailed the hitman.

      That was all well and good, but the detective was never going to nail her no matter how good of a shot he was. Avery took one more assessing glance, purely professional since he was a complete fashion faux pas, and began dressing him with her eyes. A clean shave would help for starters and some plucking to clean up his bushy eyebrows.

      Dark-brown hair over whiskey-colored eyes, his jaw was always grizzly with a shadow, even early in the day. A strong Roman nose over smirky lips, the detective thought himself a wise guy, but Avery firmly shut down any hint of flirtation.

      She was in mourning, and she’d always be in mourning.

      Jason’s eyebrows flicked up as he tore off the target, no doubt supremely satisfied with himself. He removed his earmuffs.

      “What are you looking at?” His voice pierced the cloud of Avery’s irritated musing, snapping her gaze to his hard face.

      He stalked toward her, crowding her space. He had a way of leaning slightly forward, tense and ready to jump into action.

      “Nothing.” She pointed at the target, lamely, scrambling to recover as she removed her earplugs. “How’d you do that?”

      “Practice.” He hooked a glance at her target, which was placed much closer in the lane than his had been. “Why are you here?”

      “Shooting.”

      “You taking lessons?” he asked.

      “Had the basics when I got my concealed carry license,” she replied in case he thought she wasn’t prepared.

      “Load up a clip. I want to see.”

      “I’m not in the mood,” she said. “Carry on.”

      Once, even up to a month ago, she would have been prying him for information. Asking him about leads or picking his brain for theories. But no more.

      Someone had tried to kill her, and it wouldn’t make a bit of difference whether she knew who it was or not.

      “Suit yourself,” Jason said. “Except if someone were coming for you, it’s better not to miss.”

      She packed the rental pistol in its case and picked up any loose shells on the concrete floor. She didn’t need Jason making her feel helpless. The handgun was more a security blanket than an actual tool.

      Even if someone were gunning for her, she could never picture herself taking a life. It was so irrevocable.

      She stepped away from the stalls toward the door.

      Hurried footsteps followed her around the cinder block wall.

      “Coffee?” Jason asked.

      She opened the noise-isolation door to the corridor separating the shooting stalls from the rest of the gun shop and kept walking. Maybe he’d think she hadn’t heard him over the noise of the other shooters.

      He opened the door to the gun shop for her.

      “Coffee?” he repeated.

      “You have any new information?” she challenged, looking back over her shoulder.

      He stood too close, raising the hairs on the back of her neck—not in a bad way, if she had to admit it to herself. She could sense his masculinity. The scent of gunpowder, aftershave, and animal magnetism spoke to that primal place in her.

      Something curled deep in her belly, a warm, expanding sensation, but she shut it down by clamping her jaw and stepping away from him.

      He wasn’t the kind of man to use and forget.

      He came with consequences.

      And he wasn’t forgettable.

      “There isn’t a minute going by when I’m not thinking about your fiancé and who killed him,” Jason said, shouldering his ammo bag.

      She’d upgraded Brando’s status to fiancé during the police interview because he’d had a diamond ring in his pocket at the time of his death. It sucked even worse that he’d held off from proposing before her big fashion show debut.

      “Even a cold case?” She practically growled, regretting for the thousandth time her excitement at winning the best new designer spot in the show. If she hadn’t been such a wimp with her stage fright, she would have walked the runway alone. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t walked it a million times as a teenage model.

      “No case is cold,” he answered grimly. “It might be buried in the background, but it’s always there. New what-ifs, theories, angles. If I come across something, I look for patterns, things that stand out or don’t make sense. The guy who ordered the hit is still out there.”

      “How sure are you that Brando wasn’t the target?” The words tasted bitter in her mouth, and she wasn’t trying to deflect the grinding guilt she marinated in. But it was damn tiring looking over her shoulder and wondering which of her competitors or frenemies, or even people she might have known in her past hated her enough to take her life.

      “Wish I didn’t kill the shooter,” he said. “Then we could have found out who hired him.”

      Except he was a two-bit drug user and was probably randomly accosted on the street to do the job—not a professional high-priced hitman. Disposable. Why?

      “We’ve been over this too many times.” She sighed. “Going around in circles. It’s been a year, and no one has tried again. Maybe it was random. Gang initiation or something. It was my first fashion show as a new designer, and he might have picked up one of my flyers, decided to make his mark.”

      Jason’s brows were drawn and his lips tight.

      She could tell he didn’t like the not knowing.

      They exited the indoor range—the only one in Manhattan—and were immediately on the busy street walking toward Fifth Avenue.

      Avery didn’t want to have coffee with Jason. Didn’t want to stir up emotions better left for dead. The man she loved was dead. The whirlwind romance that started when he’d carried her out of a burning building had turned to dust and ashes, and the family she thought she’d have would never be.

      There would be no Mrs. Avery Bonet even if they put the killer behind bars. No firehouse potlucks. No Christmas-decorated fire truck toy drives. No private strip show in turnout pants and fire gear, and no waking up late on a Sunday morning with nothing but Brando and brunch on the agenda.

      “You have a point.” Jason opened the door to The Big Bean, a trendy coffee house that roasted their own beans.

      “What point?” Avery asked, stepping into the atmosphere of fresh brewed coffee, infused with the comforting sounds of frothing and grinding and the muted chatter of young, urban professionals.

      “The circular part.” He made a twirling motion. “If we stop thinking about our theories, we would be more open to noticing something we missed. Maybe it’s like a problem we have to sleep on.”

      “Sleep on,” she found herself repeating, and her gaze moved silkily to his eyes—medium-brown with soft glints of golden specks. Wary and observant.

      “Yeah.” His voice burred, and his eyelids half-closed, going full-on bedroom. “Have dinner with me. Tonight.”

      “I don’t know.” She felt the stirring of attraction war with the impossibility of this situation. She could never carry on with Detective Burnett as if he were any other man. He was too deeply embedded with the worst thing that ever happened to her. Too involved with the trauma. Too tied in with the aftermath: the funeral, the investigation, the cold case.

      “Friends.” He put out his hand to shake. “Let’s start with coffee.”

      “We’re already here,” she muttered, letting her hand disappear in his firm and protective grip. “I don’t know if I can forget.”

      “No need to forget, but for now, let’s put it in a box and leave it be.”

      “You’ll take it out and worry over it in your spare time,” she accused, knowing it was next to impossible to pretend this was a new beginning.

      What was she doing entertaining the thought of starting over? Brando would always be present. His dying body soaking her with his blood. Being ripped from his side and thrown into a shroud of grief and regret.

      It wasn’t Jason’s fault, she reminded herself.

      He placed a hand on her shoulder, comforting her. “We’ll figure it out when we least expect. For now, let it rest.”

      “Okay,” she said, knowing she could never let Brando’s death rest. Yet, she was doing no good worrying and fretting. Maybe letting go would clear her mind and the answer would present itself. Maybe it was staring in her face.

      “Avery Cockburn, meet Jason Burnett, your best friend,” Jason said, guiding her to the coffee line. “How’s your day going?”

      “Fine,” she replied. “Coffee?”
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      Jason shielded Avery in the coffee line while keeping a watch on the glass storefront and doorway. He knew he was standing too close, but it wasn’t to be creepy, at least not by intention.

      Asking her to dinner had crossed a line. He’d never had much of a filter, but his role was to protect Avery—well, not officially, since Brando’s case was no longer a priority.

      He was still responsible. He’d gone to the fashion show as a guest of one of the promoters, because he’d been hearing noises on the street concerning a longtime congressman in a neighboring district. There had been several questionable deaths associated with fundraising parties. The investigations had been stymied by the mayor’s office. The official verdict was accidental drug overdoses, but a string of three within a year warranted suspicion—at least in Jason’s mind.

      Not that he had anything actionable. When he’d heard the congressman was to attend the fashion show, Jason had dressed the part, let his date make him presentable, and prepared for a boring evening of watching the attendees rather than the models on the runway.

      Which was why he’d noticed a man wearing a cheap tan suit who’d sat alone, staring at the program for most of the show. As a cop, Jason was good at picking out what didn’t belong. When the man made a sudden movement, Jason’s date, Alida Adams, a public relations consultant, had interrupted his response by pointing out the fireman walking onto the runway with Avery.

      “See that firefighter? He rescued her from a burning building. What a romantic story.” She sighed and clasped her hand on his arm. “That’s the hottest young designer in the city, Avery Cockburn. Did you like her wickedly colorful designs? So much verve and boldness—like living fire.”

      Jason had no comment on the implausible items passing as clothing, but he had noticed the designer earlier on the red carpet.

      She was strikingly gorgeous, with long, flowing honey-blond hair, a classically beautiful face, and the sensuous eyes of a Botticelli Madonna—wide-eyed but knowing. Her figure was slender, and she was model tall, but curved in the places that mattered.

      He'd caught the last bit from Alida. “She used to be a model, confident, supreme, and completely anonymous. Her aloofness was her appeal. She was a magical creature, dressed and made up as an ethereal being, half here and half there. I suppose it made her feel anonymous, like she was playing a part. Now that she’s a designer, she represents herself, and she’s frightened to come out on stage.”

      “Why would that be?” he’d asked as Avery had nervously straightened the tie of her firefighter fiancé. She’d given the man a look so adoring that it had made Jason’s teeth ache.

      What would it be like, he’d thought, to be on the receiving end of such love?

      The power couple walked down the runway toward the spotlight turnaround. Avery waved shyly at the applause, and the fireman was poised and rock-sturdy at her side, an arm to lean on and, as it turned out, an impenetrable shield.

      Alida said something, but Jason was already jumping over the front row of spectators. He’d caught the glint of a raised handgun. It was the sweaty man in the tan suit.

      “Get down,” he shouted, drawing his gun to return fire.

      The rest was indelibly stamped in his mind. And as he stared at Avery ordering her cappuccino, she turned and her gaze locked on to his with that wide-open Madonna look.

      “Get down?” She shrank back against the counter. “Jason? Did you think of something?”

      “No, it’s something Alida said.” He blinked to recover his sense of time and place.

      “Alida Adams? You know her?” Avery handed the barista her credit card.

      “Yeah, she was my date,” Jason admitted. “It’s nothing.”

      “What did she say about me?” Avery demanded, not giving him an out. “She’s my publicist, and I’d like to know.”

      “She said you were anonymous as a model. Why was that?”

      Avery’s face lost all its color. Her already large eyes popped wider, and a look of sheer terror froze over her face like a scream in a silent movie.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Avery took a moment to compose herself when Saul, the barista, handed her the cup of cappuccino poised on a tiny saucer. He’d poured the milk into a heart design, as he always did, and she thanked him. His was a friendly, open face, and he’d once helped her out when her purse was snatched outside of the shop.

      “Let’s see that smile,” Saul said, holding his hands as if he had a camera ready to snap. “Hold it, that’s good. Smile. Great. Looking good. Beautiful.”

      He always played photoshoot with her, as if she were modeling bikinis, which she used to do. He’d once confessed to her that he wanted to be a fashion photographer but hadn’t taken any of the coursework. She made a mental note to introduce him to the guy who did her photoshoots back in her modeling days.

      Saul had that quality that put people at ease, and his distraction enabled her to recover from Detective Burnett’s none-of-his-business inquiry.

      Smiling wide, Avery twirled toward an empty table in the corner away from the window.

      She didn’t look back at Jason, but she could feel his gaze piercing straight through her. How come she didn’t know he’d been Alida’s date that night? And why was her publicist gossiping about her when it was her big night?

      She was going to have a word with this woman. Sure, she’d had her best interests in mind, and she’d been the one who’d suggested Brando escort her for the final ramp walk. But if Avery hadn’t let her stage fright get the best of her, Brando would still be alive.

      “Avery, wait up,” Jason called after her. “Is everything okay?”

      She needed to stop falling apart like this. She had to shape up.

      It’s been almost a year already. But how do I get over what could have been?

      Taking a napkin and a deep breath, she forced her shoulders back and her head high. “I’m okay. Did you get your coffee?”

      “Yes, you should have let me pay for yours,” he said, quirking a half-smile.

      She took a moment to study his demeanor. It looked like he was going for casual. Having ascertained that she was okay, he wasn’t going to pursue her momentarily lapse.

      An explanation was in order, so she smiled closemouthed and motioned for him to sit across from her.

      “Are you still dating Alida?” she asked as he pulled his powerful body into the small chair.

      He gave a slight shake of the head. “She’s an acquaintance. I’ve been to a few of her events, but I wouldn’t call it dating.”

      “Oh?” She took what she hoped was a calm sip of the cappuccino, breaking up the swirly heart in the cup.

      Neither of them was forthcoming with information—probably a good thing. She was of the “loose lips sink ships” school, and it looked like he, too, kept his personal life close to his vest.

      It was easier to talk about Brando’s case, and so far, that was the extent of their interaction. Except he’d changed the rules.

      She raised an eyebrow to question him and get him to open up.

      Without looking at her, he stirred cream into his black coffee—no sugar.

      “What does Alida do for you?” he asked, appearing not to care about the answer.

      “Public relations.”

      “And?”

      Avery shrugged. What was the harm in letting him know? He already knew as much of her public history as he needed for the investigation.

      “She helped me make the transition from modeling to fashion design. I’m afraid I haven’t been as involved in promoting my line as I should have been.”

      “Understandable, given what happened at your debut. You doing any upcoming shows?”

      “My line has been to all the major shows,” she said. “I just haven’t been appearing on the runway. Alida’s been pushing me to go back into the spotlight.”

      “Think that’s wise?” He blew over the top of his creamy coffee before sipping.

      “They’ve upped the security at most of these shows. Gun free zones,” Avery said. “Metal detectors at the door. Alida says even if someone were out to get me, which she doesn’t believe, they wouldn’t try it the same way.”

      “How reassuring.”

      “That’s what I told her,” Avery said, wiping her lips. “I need to buck up and carry on. Can’t hide for the rest of my life.”

      “Are you seeing anyone about the stage fright?”

      “You know about that, too,” she stated, not surprised. “No, and I’m not taking anti-anxiety meds. It makes me paranoid.”

      She lifted her coffee cup and smiled.

      He tapped it with his. “To getting back in the game.”

      “I can do it. I’m sure Brando believed in me. I don’t need a man on my arm. In fact, I’m going to do the ramp walk this year.”

      “Good. I’ll be there.”

      “Alida’s date?”

      He reached across the table and grasped her hand. “Yours.”

      Her first reaction was to draw her hand from his, but the zinging pleasure of his grip gave her a warm feeling of belonging.

      “I’m walking alone, although Alida wants me to walk with one of her football clients.”

      He raised an inquiring eyebrow and gave her hand a slight squeeze.

      “It’s a publicity thing,” she hastened to explain. “You know New York Brokers quarterback, Matt Swanson?”

      “Everyone knows about him.” Jason’s voice was dry. “A real player, on and off the field.”

      “Yeah, a bad boy of bad boys.”

      “New York City is full of bad boys. What’s the angle?” Jason let go of her hand and rubbed his chin.

      “We’re two of Alida’s trouble kids,” Avery said. “He needs to be seen as a hero, and I’m a basket case.”

      “You don’t need him.” Jason’s brown eyes narrowed something fierce. “He might be able to throw a touchdown pass, but what good would he do if …”

      “Stop.” Avery raised her hand in a halt position. “I have to believe no one’s gunning for me. I could never put Matt or the other models’ lives in danger. The event will be as safe as ever, and I’ve heard that Secret Service will be involved.”

      “The president’s daughter in the show?” Jason was referring to Diamante Steele, a twenty-two-year-old model who was the nation’s treasure, having grown up in the fishbowl of the White House.

      “You really do your homework, don’t you, Detective Burnett.”

      “I keep myself knowledgeable on all that interests me.” His gaze on her was devouring, as if she were the sum total of all that engaged his appetite.

      Too bad she couldn’t date him. He was a cop. He was too rough around the edges to bring home, and he had blood on his hands. She’d done her research too, and while he’d been cleared by the department, there were those in the community who disagreed.

      “Friends,” she stated to keep him in his place. “I’m headed to a meeting with Alida. Do you want me to say ‘hi’ to her for you?”

      “Not necessary,” he said, his eyes shuttering. “I’m not dating anyone these days.”

      She almost said she wasn’t either, but that wouldn’t help her public appearance, and it was none of his business anyway.

      Instead, she said, “Thanks for having coffee with me. Let’s do it again.”
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      Avery had enough time for a quick shower. Her hair was manageable, thanks to it being mostly straight, and she touched it up with a quick spritz of hairspray. Makeup, not as heavy as when she was a model, and a stylish skirt suit as becoming her businesswoman status would do.

      She grimaced at a chipped fingernail on her trigger finger. There wasn’t time for a full manicure, so she touched it up with a dab of polish. Hopefully, Alida’s critical eyes would focus on the kaleidoscope-inspired pendant she’d designed for a charity art show.

      She was on her way out the door when her landline phone rang. Other than telemarketers and spam calls, the only people who used it were the concierge at the front desk and other residents who preferred using the internal private line. One in particular who she couldn’t ignore.

      Sighing, Avery picked up the call. “Hello? Avery here.”

      She hoped it was the concierge, but the gravelly voice on the line dropped the temperature several degrees. It was Richie Overton, Congressman Overton’s playboy son. His babyish round face, boyish eyes, a smooth, clean-shaven face and overall nonthreatening demeanor was a deceptive trap to the unwary.

      Avery fell into it when she dated him in her modeling days. He wasn’t a good influence on her, and he should know better than to reignite their disastrous relationship.

      “Richie, I’m on my way to a meeting.”

      “This will be quick. Got tickets to the Schitts of Fifth Avenue.” It was the season’s hottest Broadway show, a billionaire’s version of West Side Story, and tickets were hard to come by.

      “Oh, Richie, that’s so kind of you to think of me, but I’m up to my ears with work preparing for Manhattan Fashion Week.” While she would have jumped at seeing the Broadway show with a best friend or even one of her brothers, she couldn’t afford to fall off the wagon and go back to Richie and his lifestyle.

      “All work and no play,” Richie said with his sandpapery voice. His throat was perpetually irritated from all of the drugs he took. “Come on, Avery. Haven’t you punished me long enough?”

      “I went through rehab, and you haven’t,” she said. “I’m late for a meeting. I’m sorry, but I can’t see you until you get off drugs.”

      “You used to⁠—”

      She hung up. She hated cutting him off, but it had to be so she wouldn’t relapse. He had no idea how hard it was to stay clean.

      Twenty minutes later, she alighted from a cab and made her way to her publicist’s office. The city was caught in a midsummer heatwave, but as much as she wished she opted for jeans, she was aware that image was everything in the fashion business.

      Tucking her large-framed sunglasses in her purse, she ascended the elevator to Alida’s twentieth floor office. After her discussion with Detective Burnett, Avery was sure she didn’t want Matt Swanson or any other man with her on the ramp walk.

      She would do it alone, and she’d show whoever was gunning for her that she wasn’t afraid.

      “You’re late,” Alida said, standing at the window of her corner office.

      Avery was about to protest when she caught a movement from the corner of her eye.

      Quarterback Matt Swanson leaned against the doorway with one elbow up, striking a pose designed to show off his muscular shoulders and arms.

      He gave her a slow wink and said, “Every inch worth the wait.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you had company,” Avery said to Alida who was primping her severely cut bob of sleek black hair.

      “Thought I’d kill two birds with one stone.” Alida gestured to a chair opposite her desk. Her overly red lips gleamed with a fresh application of gloss, making her look like a hungry wolf.

      Avery sank onto the chair and noticed it was lower than the one Matt took, making her feel like a child at the school principal’s office.

      “Now that we’re all here,” Alida said. “Let me make the introductions. Matt Swanson, meet Avery Cockburn. Avery, meet Matt.”

      Avery went through the motions of shaking the big man’s hand and keeping her composure. Why was Alida so keen on putting them together?

      “Alida tells me one of your male models has come down with mono,” Matt said. “Since I’m going to be at the fashion show, I volunteered to take his place.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Avery looked him square on the shoulders. “I don’t have your measurements, and I’m sure you won’t fit into anything Jorge was wearing.”

      “How about your Cocky Heroes big and tall collection?” Alida suggested. “Think what a boon it would be to have Matt Swanson modeling it. You couldn’t pay for such publicity.”

      Alida did have a point, but in the business world, nothing was for free. She wanted to ask directly what was in it for Mr. Swanson, but she was sure she already knew. He wanted to show the world he was brave enough to be in the Cocky Heroes lineup for Manhattan Fashion Week, especially since it would be the one-year anniversary of the shooting.

      “I’ve taken a look at the outfits,” Matt said. “Such power. Dazzling boldness. The colors and fit. Totally on fire. It’s like you designed them with me in mind.”

      Actually, Brando was the muse for this new line of active and formal menswear. It was cut to fit powerful and heroic men—the first responders who put their lives on the line without a thought for their own safety.

      It was definitely not inspired by a selfish athlete with their multi-million-dollar contracts and off-field antics.

      Avery’s lips twisted, holding back the words that would get her in trouble.

      “Isn’t this wonderful?” Alida filled in. “We all know your brand took a beating after you ghosted the media the entire winter and spring season. I did the best I could, milking the sympathy for Brando’s heroic death, cultivating the mystery of the unknown assailant, and yes, I did amp up the danger inherent to your designs. One could get hurt with some of the hardware you stitch into the apparel.”

      Avery had taken to enlarging sequins into colorful and iridescent metallic scales and stitching them onto the bodices of her evening gowns. She’d also incorporated quill-like spikes down the backs and over the shoulders of fitted jackets, and of course, she littered her party dresses with dazzling arrays of sewn on crystals and shimmering chains.

      “The Cocky Heroes menswear line is paying homage to first responders,” Avery stated, hoping Matt would get the hint.

      “And every dollar raised will go to the firefighter’s widows and orphan fund,” Alida said. “Matt is prepared to write a huge check in addition to being the public face for Cocky Heroes.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Avery stuttered. This was beyond what she’d ever imagined. If she were to look at it objectively, having all-pro quarterback Matt Swanson be the public face of her Cocky Heroes line was like getting a presidential pardon for jaywalking.

      What’s in it for him?

      Before she could think of a polite way of determining what she had to do in return, Alida shoved a contract across the desk.

      “Just say ‘yes’ and sign,” she said.

      “How much are we looking at?” Avery had the presence of mind to ask. She couldn’t afford to pay a world-famous quarterback for his endorsement. “I’d like to speak to you in private, if Mr. Swanson doesn’t mind.”

      “Of course,” Matt said. “I’ve got to go to the little boy’s room.”

      Avery waited until the hotshot football player swaggered out of the office. She was aware of Alida checking out the quarterback’s backside, but she kept her gaze on the contract.

      As soon as the door closed, she said, “I wish you’d consulted me first. I’m not sure Matt is the right face for the line. He’s not exactly heroic and way too noisy for the strong, silent hero I’m thinking about.”

      “Oh, Avery, I know you’re thinking of Brando.” Alida’s brows bent in a sign of concern. “And we’ll dedicate the line of clothing to his memory, of course. But for publicity’s sake, you need a living, breathing icon.”

      “He’s not a first responder. He’s an athlete,” Avery countered. “Besides, how much is this going to cost?”

      “Nothing.” Alida blinked as if proud of herself. “Not a red cent.”

      “But why? Matt Swanson’s endorsement is worth a fortune. He does shoes, hotels, and luxury cars.”

      “Not lately.” Alida’s mouth turned down. “Got himself in a bit of trouble at a strip club. You know how it is these days. A guy gets handsy, and someone complains.”

      “Oh … then why would I want my line associated with him?” Avery’s hackles rose. “He’s damaged goods.”

      “Not quite. We took care of it—got the stripper to retract her accusation with a nondisclosure agreement. I see this as a win-win. Your branding needs sprucing up. I know you’ve been bowled over by grief, but your clothing is designed for the upbeat and optimistic young man. One who loves life and has places to go. Lately, there’s been too much doom and gloom, and I’ve been having trouble placing the men’s line in some of the shows.”

      “I don’t care about the men’s line, other than to honor Brando,” Avery said. “If people don’t like it, too bad. It’s not easy being a first responder. The pressure. The sacrifice. All of it.”

      “That’s exactly it,” Alida said. “Your absence from the party scene is dragging down the rest of your Club Cockburn brand. The fun, young, glitzy out on the town cocktail and evening gowns.”

      “I’m still doing the colors and bling,” Avery countered. “You’ll see. The models will stun the fashion world. Think Maleficent meets Mardi Gras.”

      “I have no doubt your women will be stunning. It’s your men’s line I’m concerned with. These days, there’s an ambiguous gender trend for guys on the lines of Conan on top and Scarlett’s ballgown below the waist—the ultimate melding of ultra-masculinity with antebellum femininity.”

      “My men will always be men,” Avery declared hotly. “No skirts. Ever.”

      “Never say never.” Alida wagged a finger at her. “Still, you have to catch the eye. I know you want to honor Brando, but the 1930’s classic look won’t catch anything other than the sympathy press. What you need is bold and viral, garnering free publicity through social media.”

      “Might as well put a bloody head on a stake,” Avery grumbled. Last year, she had designed a set of animalistic skins, feathers, and scales for her male models to wear, but her professor had pooh-poohed it, so she’d refrained for her debut show.

      “You’re not the only talent in town.” Alida’s voice lowered. “There’s a young artist who showed me an edgy line of menswear—blurring the line between man and beast.”

      Avery’s lips stiffened, and she glared at Alida. “Those are my designs, and she had no right showing them to you.”

      “I know you tried it in private, but you backed off. There are others bold enough.” Alida leaned back and steepled her fingers. “I know about the nondisclosure, but I’m sure any halfway decent artist could design her own shapeshifter’s line. After all, there are millions of animal patterns to incorporate.”

      “I’ll sue the pants off of her,” Avery said. “She won’t have a leg to stand on.”

      “Only if you come out of your shell. Come on, we know with your connections and the Cockburn name, she’d stand no chance against you if you weren’t wallowing in the background.”

      “Honoring Brando is my main objective.” Avery ignored the snide remarks. “The Cocky Heroes line has to reflect well of him: well-tailored, classic, and twentieth-century retro.”

      Alida made an exaggerated yawning motion. “If your audience is the Greatest Generation fawning over Cary Grant and Clark Gable.”

      Deep inside, Avery knew Alida was right. No one wanted conservative tweeds and pinstripes when they could have sparkle and shine, even in menswear.

      These days, FacePlant posts sold more clothing than sending lookbooks to traditional department store buyers. It was all about capturing the blink of an eye and shocking the sensibilities enough for a viral moment.

      Brando’s killing had gone viral, for sure. And the outpouring of support had made her online Shopahol storefront sales skyrocket. But that was so “last year.”

      Eons ago.

      She picked up a hawk feather from Alida’s desk and twirled it between her fingers, considering whether to make her hands into wings. “I might be able to tastefully introduce some of the animalistic material on my men’s faces and hands. Would Matt Swanson agree to have feathers glued to his forehead and fingers covered with scales or quills?”

      “I can get concessions,” Alida said with a smile. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses. The fashion world doesn’t wait for anyone, and if you have a bold idea, you strike first.”

      “The employee you spoke to is Ivanna Chu, correct?”

      “You already know.” Alida turned to her computer. “Let me update Matt’s side of the contract and print it out. He might want informal concessions for gluing material to his flawless skin.”

      Of course, nothing is free, and knowing the kind of man Matt Swanson is, he’s likely to demand sexual favors.

      Avery was used to that kind of bargain, but she had limits to what she’d do. Dates, yes. Kisses, maybe, and public appearances, but nothing behind closed doors.

      “As long as I get to dictate the limits, I’m fine with it.”

      She got up from the low-slung chair and walked to the window. Up so high in the atmosphere of Manhattan, it felt like the world was at her feet. Fortunes were made and lost within a New York minute up and down canyons of glass-walled buildings.

      Alida was right. She could no longer hide behind her personal tragedy. A year out of the party scene, away from the fashion press, especially for a new designer would be fatal. Her label needed a face behind it, and she was it. She couldn’t let tragedy derail her lifeline goal. Besides, the freedom to create eclectic designs and get invited to the major fashion shows required a level of celebrity and knowing the right people—especially in today’s social media marinated world.

      Decision made, she whirled around and remained standing, looking down over Alida’s desk while the printer churned out updated contracts.

      “If Matt Swanson’s doing this for free and you can guarantee I won’t suffer any blowback, then I’ll sign. However, I’m canceling him at the first sign of indiscretion. He needs to behave. No grabbing, no touching, not even a sniff of controversy. The boy better be on his best behavior.”

      “That won’t be a problem.” Alida’s chin tilted up, and she winked. “He’ll be your boyfriend and your responsibility.”

      “What? Wait!” Avery’s jaw dropped. “You’re not serious.”

      “Actually, those are the terms,” Matt said, coming through the door without nary a knock. “You go on a few high-profile dates with me, let the press and gossip rags write it up, and I’ll endorse your Cocky Heroes line.”

      “My personal life isn’t for sale,” Avery said. She picked up her copy of the contract and shook it at him.

      “You’re not dating anyone, are you?” Alida checked. “I didn’t think so, and it doesn’t have to be for real unless you two decide to take it to the next level. The way I see it, Avery, you need to make a splash on the social circuit. Matt needs to be seen as a steady, loyal kind of guy. It’s a win-win.”

      Matt raised his hand in a swearing on the Bible motion. “I will take my cues from you, Avery. Our dates are in your control. I’m sure Alida filled you in. I swear, I will look but not touch.”

      “How many dates?” Avery asked, turning the pages of the contract.

      “I wouldn’t hold you to an exact number,” Alida said. “It’s for publicity and buzz. You two play it by ear. Who knows, maybe you’ll hit it off.”

      “You’re in control.” Matt spread his hands and gave her an engaging smile designed to lower her guard.

      If they thought she was afraid, they needn’t worry. While she wasn’t ready for another relationship, no one was asking her for an emotional commitment. She could do this.

      “Sure, a few parties. I can fake it.” She tipped her head as confidently as she could and placed her hand in his. “Let’s get your measurements and start an advertising campaign.”

      Matt gave her hand a tight squeeze. “You won’t regret this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason didn’t truly have an off day, not where Avery was concerned. But come Saturday, he did have a day off duty where he should do normal things like laundry and groceries. He’d already gone to the gun range where Avery had her firearms lesson. This time, he stayed out of sight, waiting for her while cleaning his gun and chatting with the gun range owner, who was polishing the sign above the counter that read, Making good people helpless won’t make bad people harmless.

      Jason knew Avery’s schedule down to clockwork. She rented space inside the studio and workshop of an established designer, and she worked long, but regular hours on the weekdays. She shopped for materials in the wholesale areas of the garment district, used the same freelance models as her associates, and attended as many trade shows as she could.

      She worked some weekends, but her spare time was devoted to exercise, skills-building, and spending time with family, which included Brando’s widowed mother. Her desirable apartment was in the Melbourne Building, an upscale complex on the west side of Central Park.

      The proximity to Central Park meant she regularly ran through the park for exercise. Thankfully, her guardian twin brother, Damon, ran with her most evenings, but on the weekends, he partied too much or stayed up late working at his video game and online entertainment company, leaving Avery to stroll through the park on her own.

      Sure enough, after Avery finished with the gun range, she stopped at a neighborhood market to buy groceries and then headed upstairs to her apartment. Jason was already dressed as a jogger and ready to follow her through her workout routine.

      A group of men hung out on the corner, smoking and bouncing a basketball between them. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go into the park, so Jason jogged by and tried not to stare.

      On his way to Avery’s doorway, he was hit in the back by the basketball. He missed a step, tripped on the curb, but caught his balance and managed not to fall on his face. The rough laughter of the men grated in his guts. That had to have been on purpose.

      Whirling around, Jason kicked the bouncing ball into traffic.

      “Hey, what you do that for?” A tattooed tough with stringy blond hair growled at him. “Oh, it’s you, the cop.”

      “Too hot out here for you?” A chubby guy with curly brown hair jeered while a third guy smashed a giant cup of ice water over Jason’s head. “Rough me up, cop. Let me have the video.”

      Raw anger blew from Jason’s veins, but he was fully aware of the gathering crowd pointing their camera phones at him. He swiped his hand through the cold liquid dripping from his hair and forced himself to walk away with as much dignity as he could.

      New York City wasn’t a friendly place for policemen.

      A wolf whistle caught his attention, and he turned toward it, catching a flash of honey-blond hair, a lavender T-shirt, and pair of long, tanned legs, right before Avery skidded to a stop in front of him.

      “Jason, what happened?” She touched his partially soaked T-shirt.

      The guys who threw the ice water were still there, laughing and jeering. “Hey there, pretty lady. Stay away from the pig. Oink. Oink.”

      “You going out for a jog?” Jason asked Avery.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she lifted one corner of her lips. “Smart guy. Of course, I’m going for a run. It’s next on my schedule, which I’m sure you already knew.”

      Great. She’d no doubt caught on to his stalking, and the neighborhood toughs knew he was a cop. Nothing wrong with a little deterrence. It kept Avery safe, and as an off-duty cop, he packed his piece in the holster underneath his shirt.

      “Let’s go, then. I’ll race you, friend,” he said as they crossed the street and headed into the park.

      “You can cut the friend thing, Detective. I think we’re already coffee buddies.”

      “Coffee mates,” he countered and headed toward one of Central Park’s many hills.

      Neither talked much while they ran, and Jason found himself trying not to gasp for breath. He was carrying more weight than her, and his thigh muscles cried out for relief as they crested the hill.

      Avery slowed and turned to say something to him, but out of nowhere, someone shouted, “Fuck the police.”

      A mountain bike clipped Jason and sent him sprawling onto his hands and knees.

      “Are you okay?” Avery offered her hand.

      Jason had too much pride to take it. He bounced back up, brushing off the gravel, and gave chase to the mountain biker. It was a lost cause. The long-haired creep went underneath a bridge and disappeared.

      “Wow, you’re a walking accident or a magnet for cop haters,” Avery said. “What did you do? Rough someone up?”

      “Me? You think I’m the problem?” He slashed his hand across his sweaty face and glared at her. “I’m the guy busting my butt out here keeping the public safe. I’m all that stands in the way of violent criminals on a killing spree.”

      “I appreciate all you’re doing, but don’t you think you have a public image problem? Why are people so up in arms against the police?”

      “Because they want to commit crimes and not be held accountable.”

      “I didn’t mean the criminals,” Avery said, walking at his side. She was breathing harder than she had while running. “I meant ordinary citizens. They don’t seem to back the police anymore. They see you guys using excessive force.”

      “You don’t know if force is excessive until after the fact.” He bottled up his fury and tried to soften his voice. “I might have slammed you to the ground, but I didn’t want you to get shot, and I had to shoot first and take out the threat before asking questions.”

      “I’m not talking about you.” She quailed and turned white, gaping at him. “I’m sorry. I’m on your side. I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “But you did,” he muttered, turning away from her. “You side with the poor, oppressed criminals because you want to feel good about yourself. Feel charitable. Let them out of jail. No cash bail. No arrests. Let them go because they’re down on their luck. They’re misunderstood. But do you care about the victims? Do you see the victims?”

      He felt the punch on his back. “Dammit. Don’t talk to me about victims. I was meant to die, but Brando took my bullet. I know why you’re hanging around. You haven’t caught the real killer, and you’re bandaging up your guilt. If you’re so tough, leave me alone. Don’t come around unless you’ve caught the guy who wanted me dead.”

      He remained standing with his back turned. He refused to turn around and confront her. Every word she spoke was the damn truth. He was guilty. If he’d left the shooter alive, he might have found a lead. He might have gotten the guy to talk. A two-bit hired shooter had no loyalties, and if he was too scared to talk, that said a lot too about how high up the order to kill had come from.
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        * * *

      

      Avery was shaking and trembling like she was trapped in an ice storm instead of Manhattan’s sweltering mid-summer heat. She tore her way back from the park, pumping her arms and legs at a breakneck speed.

      Several runners whooped to encourage her, but she paid them no attention. She was way past exercising. She was exorcising the grief that gnawed on her heart, chewed through her bones, and corroded her bloodstream.

      Brando died because of her. She knew it. She could feel it, and the damn detective acknowledged it. He suspected something, had to. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be tailing her and stirring up trouble.

      He was shaking the box to see what would pop out.

      Except nothing had happened. Not even a crank phone call. She’d withdrawn from the party circuit. Stopped hanging out at Lushpuppies, the local bar where her brothers celebrated. She hadn’t gone on the annual Vegas trip her sorority sisters made, and she’d definitely not logged in to any of the dating apps she’d entertained herself with prior to meeting Brando. She didn’t have the energy, and Brando made all of her past dating life obsolete and dull. Not even tickets to a hilarious Broadway show could tempt her. Richie ought to know she’d be no fun at all.

      Whoever shot at her had shot the life out of her. It was like they wanted her to join a cloister, shut herself off, and exist in a cave. All work, no play. Exercise yes, gun range yes, dating no, charity balls no. Family visits yes. Singles bar no. Church yes. Amusement parks no.

      And he’d succeeded. Brando’s death had turned her temporary stage fright into a permanent disability. And yet, she could not let the killer win.

      There were no leads, as if a petty street thug would take a random shot at a fashion show for kicks.

      And Brando had died. The revered firefighter hero who the entire city had grieved. A real American hero who had no enemies.

      Avery dashed into the shower and let the hot water burn her skin. She stood underneath it, washing away the ever-present tears.

      Brando would hate to see her this way. So rattled and afraid of her own shadow. Brando gave his life for a big nothing if she were to give up now. She couldn’t live like this—on hold, waiting for the incompetent detective to find a reason.

      Perhaps there was none.

      She got out of the shower and paraded around her apartment, naked and dripping. She had to get her mojo back and strike forward with bold moves. When was the last time she sketched or even doodled?

      She wanted to make the most use of Matt Swanson’s chiseled face and be known as the first designer to go beast mode. The face of a predator over the understated heroism of a Cary Grant. What kind of animal was Matt?

      Feathers, scales, or fur?

      She pulled up photos of Matt Swanson on her laptop and studied the angles. He had well-defined cheekbones, a slight cleft in his chin, and a high forehead. While it was tempting to portray him as a reptile, possibly an iguana, he was on her team to make her look good.

      His brown hair was swept upwards in a quiff, and she could accentuate that upward flight with feathers. He was a professional quarterback, so the theme of air and flight worked. She wouldn’t turn his nose into a beak or anything Halloweenish, and she didn’t want to go overboard. The feathers would blend up to his hairline. She’d add makeup around his dark-blue eyes to sharpen them, and a few longer feathers to accentuate his eyebrows.

      Picking up her sketching pencils, she blocked in Matt’s face and dotted his temples with hawk feathers, laid flat. Enough to give him the bird of prey look without being garish and distracting from the tweed, cravat, and suit of clothes he’d be modeling.

      The phone rang. Even though she was okay with being naked while sketching, she pulled a towel over her body before answering. Strange, wasn’t she?

      It was her friend, Kerry Mills from Hawaii, a blond bombshell professional surfer and swimwear model. It didn’t seem so long ago when Kerry had taught her how to surf, and the two of them were bonding over boyfriend gossip and cheating on their diets with dollops of vanilla ice cream over hot fudge brownies.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Kerry said. “Your summer hot enough?”

      “I’m wilting.” Avery put on a cheerful voice and laughed. “Took a shower after running through Central Park.”

      “At high noon? You know what they say about mad dogs.” Kerry chuckled.

      “Actually, I had a mad dog with me.” Avery wrapped the towel around her and slouched onto her sofa. The shades were drawn so she was in no danger of anyone spying on her from the high rise across the street.

      “Oh, and is it a he? A male dog?” Kerry picked up on the slight innuendo.

      “Yes, and no, I’m not in heat, despite the heat wave.”

      Even with the air conditioning blowing, Avery could feel the sheen of sweat slicking over her face. At least the hot shower had taken the chill of Brando’s death from her bones.

      “Tell me all,” Kerry said encouragingly.

      “Actually, I told him off, and no, he’s nothing interesting. Just that Detective Burnett with no news and no clue.”

      “I wouldn’t call the man who saved your life just anybody,” Kerry said. “So, he’s your training partner now? Is that a new thing?”

      “He stalks me. He thinks he’s my guardian angel, but I’m betting he doesn’t like to lose. He’s watching to see if anyone will make a move.”

      “Why would they?” Kerry asked. “It was probably a random crazy guy and you were unlucky. Maybe gang initiation. I’m sorry Brando got caught in the crossfire.”

      “Me too, but I guess Brando would want me to go on,” Avery said. “I’ve designed an entire heroic menswear line to honor him at Manhattan Fashion Week.”

      “That’s why I called,” Kerry said. “I’d like to do the ramp walk with you in Brando’s honor, if you’d have me.”

      “Oh, Kerry Merry, of course I’d have you, but I can’t put you in danger.” Avery felt her heart catch in her throat. “We don’t know if they were gunning for me.”

      “We’ll be safe,” Kerry said. “The president’s daughter modeling for you is such a coup, plus the hunky Secret Service agents are a big bonus. I’ll be safe.”

      Kerry had faced down sharks in the water, but she wasn’t made of iron. After being bitten, she’d conquered her fear of surfing, and Avery was proud of her courage and glad for her support.

      “I’d love to have you walk with me, but this is something I have to do myself,” Avery said. “My publicist is offering a football player. I can’t put him in the line of fire either.”

      “You can’t think that way,” Kerry said. “They might have been gunning for Brando. I know everyone loved him, but Finn says there are nuts out there who are jealous of heroes. They target those who are revered, hit policemen, military veterans, and the most beloved firefighters. There was a case out in …”

      “Please, Kerry, I don’t want to hear.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. Avery, I’ll be there in a week, but I’m hugging you so close.” Kerry’s voice broke.

      “I love you, Kerry, you know that,” Avery said. “Don’t be sorry. I have to face the fact I might never know.”

      “I know, and it’s so hard to look over your shoulder all the time.”

      “Actually, not really.” Avery let the towel drop since she was alone, then stood up, stretching. “If a bullet finds me, I won’t complain, as long as no one I love is in the way.”
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      Left hook. Right jab. Thud. Thud.

      Feint and duck. Then a swing. Blocked.

      Jason parried with his left fist and punched.

      His glove glanced off his sparring partner’s shoulder, and he raised his left glove to protect his face.

      Pow.

      The punch snapped his head back, and he reeled onto the ropes. His right ear rang where he was boxed, but he pushed himself back into the fight.

      He swung wildly at his opponent, landing a blow and missing another one. Off-balance, he stumbled and was knocked down.

      His partner, Blade Camden, ripped out his mouth guard and extended a gloved hand to pull him up. “You okay, Jase?”

      Jason swallowed back the nausea that accompanied the stars circling his visual field and nodded. Sucking in a breath, he struggled to his feet. “I’m good for another round.”

      “I say we hit the showers and call it,” Blade said. “Any plans for the evening?”

      “You hit the showers. I’m just getting started.” Jason mock-punched his partner. “That was only the warmup.”

      “Something’s bothering you.” Blade Camden might be a rookie on the police force, but he was a former UFC fighter and so physically fit he hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      Add to that a rugged, square face, jutting browbone and aggressive jaw that didn’t seem to dent, no matter how many punches he absorbed.

      “Nothing more than the usual.” Sweat rimmed Jason’s eyes, and his hair was soaked underneath the headgear.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      That was another annoying thing about Blade. He talked too much for a man. Oversharing and sticking his nose where it didn’t belong—especially in the realm of feelings.

      “Think I’ll go hit the bags,” Jason said, walking out of the training ring.

      Blade followed him. “Great idea. It’ll help you work off all that frustration. In fact, it’s therapeutic. Clears your mind and lets you sleep better at night.”

      Jason grunted while removing his headgear. He didn’t box to relax or chase out anxiety. He did it to stay in shape and hone his reflexes, although he’d been sluggish today. It hadn’t helped that he’d tossed and turned all night—unable to shut out the images of a blood-soaked Avery Cockburn underneath her firefighter fiancé.

      The two men stood underneath separate punching bags. Jason ignored Blade’s quip about picturing a face on the bag and proceeded to wallop the bag with everything he had.

      Loud thuds reverberated in the gym, and Jason’s punches were rapid-fire, like a machine gun’s splat as he sent the bag flying backward, pounding it over and over and over.

      The same way his father had pounded him over and over and over.

      Instead of quelling his fury, Jason drove his fists into the bag harder and faster, daring the bag to clap back at him.

      “Whoa there, Burnett.” Blade’s voice distracted him enough for the bag to sock him upside the head. “What’s chewing on you? Need to get laid or something?”

      “You seriously want to take it there?”

      A whirlwind of fury gusted deep in Jason’s gut, and before he could stop himself, he slammed his shoulder into Blade’s torso.

      The two men crashed onto the padded floor. Jason bounced off his partner’s chest and immediately regretted his rash action.

      “I didn’t mean to do that,” he muttered. “But sometimes, you need to shut up.”

      “Me, shut up?” Blade grunted, sitting up. “You’re the one out of control. I’m just trying to help.”

      “Don’t need help.” Jason helped his partner to his feet. “Let’s hit the showers and fuhgeddaboudit.”

      “Actually, no.” Blade removed his gloves and wiped his hand over his sweaty forehead. “I’m not going to forget you assaulted me.”

      “Sorry,” Jason managed to squeak out and turned toward the locker room.

      “Your apology isn’t good enough,” Blade said, dimming his ice-blue eyes. “I could report you to the chief. You have an anger problem.”

      Jason couldn’t believe his ears. Blade wasn’t hurt. He was into martial arts and used to getting knocked down.

      “Sorry, I bruised your face, but you must have taken worse hits in your fighting days.”

      Blade pointed to the swelling on his cheek. “I have an audition for a Broadway show. Think this is going to look good?”

      “Wait, what? What are you, getting into acting?”

      “Dancing. It’s what keeps my stamina up. You better hope the makeup artist can cover this up.”

      “I said I’m sorry,” Jason reiterated. “Besides, I’m sure they aren’t looking in your ugly face for the chorus line.”

      “It’s a minor role, but I have a few lines in the spotlight.” Blade turned his face in front of the mirrored wall near the locker room.

      “Look, I’ll buy you a drink,” Jason offered. “I’m sure you’ll do well. I didn’t know you’re into dance.”

      “Keeps me on my toes.” Blade’s tone turned jocular again. “But you, my friend, aren’t getting off that easy. Since you’re my buddy, I’ll make you a deal.”

      Jason would have rolled his eyes if this weren’t serious. Assaulting a police officer was a felony, and if Blade insisted on filing a report—not that anybody other than a wuss would turn in his own partner—it would mean an investigation and possible suspension, if not outright criminal charges.

      “Look, it got out of hand, and I apologize,” Jason said, mimicking the touchy-feely dancer talk. What he wouldn’t give for an old-fashioned, no-holds-barred fistfight to settle the score. Not that he was that old at thirty-one, but it was the difference between being born in the free-wheeling eighties and the wussy nineties.

      “Hey, I understand.” Blade stepped in front of him, blocking his path. He placed a hand on Jason’s arm in a weirdly intimate fashion. “You’re not sleeping well and you’re worrying about that model lady. I know you’ve been stalking her because you want to catch the guy who ordered the hit. I bet you’re replaying the scene over and over in your mind, wondering what you missed.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Chief heard about your run in the park with the model lady.”

      “She has a name.” Jason tensed his muscles and stood firm. “Avery Cockburn, and how I choose to spend my free time is up to me.”

      “You know the case is dead, don’t you? The shooter acted alone. Gang initiation rite.”

      “Just because he was Salvadorian didn’t mean he was a gang member,” Jason said. “I’m not even sure we have his real name.”

      “He was illegal, so how did he get here? Must have owed money to the gangs.” Blade scratched his chin, something he did when the wheels turned in his mind. “He worked as a dishwasher at a dive bar in Soho—not a high-paying job. Someone comes by, offers him money to take a kill shot. He either hit his target or missed.”

      “Now you’re thinking,” Jason picked up the thread. “That someone got him into the photographers’ pit.”

      “Or he got a pass and camped there where he’d be less noticed,” Blade added. “Trouble is, this someone could have been anyone, likely one of the gang bosses.”

      “I just don’t see a gang hit at a fashion show,” Jason disagreed with his partner. “Gang violence is usually retaliatory against rival gangs—not firefighters or fashion models.”

      “Maybe Brando pissed someone off,” Blade repeated Chief Grimes’ favorite theory. “Let someone’s pad burn down, or someone’s mother died in a fire. We’ve gone over this too many times, and I think you’re obsessed. We have a missing person and a fresh murder to solve. Cases piling up, and Chief’s breathing down my neck to get you to focus.”

      “I am focused.” Jason glared at his younger partner, hardly able to hold back from pushing Blade’s self-righteousness from his face. He was fully aware of Blade’s brown-nosing and willingness to take credit while throwing shade on his more experienced partner.

      “If you weren’t my partner, I wouldn’t even be warning you. Chief wants you to leave Avery Cockburn alone.”

      “What if I’m dating her?”

      Blade’s thin lips twisted in a barely disguised smirk. “I’d tap that too.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Jason shoved his partner in the chest. “She’s mine. Got it? I’m going to find the person behind this. On. My. Spare. Time.”

      “You’ll have a lot of that if you get fired,” Blade warned.

      Jason flipped his partner the bird. “You with me or against me?”

      “Hey, you know I’ve got your back.” The young and flamboyant man spread his hands palms up, feigning cooperation. “It’s just that our caseload is so high.”

      “Which is why we have to work together. You do the online and database search and I stick to footwork.”

      “Which give you access to that pretty almost-widow.”

      “I saved her life, but I didn’t save her heart.”

      “More like it’s your heart hurting. It’s your post-traumatic stress talking.” There went the psychobabble again.

      “Then you’re going to help me find the person behind this.”

      “Only on my spare time, Burnett. I’m not putting my ass on the line for a cold case.”

      “It’ll make you a hero if you break the case.” Jason kept his voice steady as he baited the hook. “Mark my words. This goes a lot higher than a busboy at a dive bar. I’ll give you all the credit for the bust. I was at the show to chase down those male model murders. My gut tells me Congressman Bill Overton was involved, but I can’t prove it.”

      “And you won’t, not if the Chief takes your badge. Better get the help you need.” Blade pointed his index finger like it was a gun. “Pow. Get a therapist first.”
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        * * *

      

      Avery needed Ivanna’s help for Manhattan Fashion Week, and she couldn’t afford to antagonize the talented artist who outfitted her models and made sure they showed up and got in line in the right order.

      No one in the fashion world could be truly trusted, but for now, she needed the young woman. It was understandable that Ivanna was disappointed. She’d been crestfallen after Avery rejected some of her designs as being too cosplay to be cool. She did have an artistic eye, and she was a valuable member of the team, especially with her talent for accessorizing the models.

      Besides, like Alida said, Ivanna could never get her fashion line off the ground without major sponsors and heavy publicity—something Avery got from her family’s name, as well as the support of her fashion institute professor.

      The young artist was hardworking and creative, although she was on the mousy side, being dominated by her mother and two older sisters who believed being an artist meant laziness, as opposed to engineering and business degrees.

      Avery was lucky her mother had artistic leanings. Maybe it was time to take Ivanna under her wing and work on developing the beast mode line and extending animal features into accessories. Gloves with claws. Visors with horns. Eyeglasses with flared fins.

      For now, she’d have to settle on Matt’s hawk look and prepare drawings for some of her other ideas. Maybe she could introduce a few elements, sprinkle them here and there to spice up her designs.

      Satisfied with her direction, Avery spent the entire day with the show team choreographing the entrances and exits of each model, the exact beat of music they were to walk to, and even the rhythm of light pulses flashing onto the catwalk. Every step the model took, each pose they struck, and every turn or wave of a hand or arm had to be accounted for.

      She loved her work and the creativity involved, and being busy with the details kept her mind from wandering to the dismal state of her personal life—relegated to “fake dating” another client of her publicist.

      She’d signed the contract, knowing Alida was right. She had been wallowing in her mourning for Brando, and it was affecting her business judgment. She’d basically squandered her debut year of being the new, hot designer, and now, her Club Cockburn line was yesterday’s news.

      In the current world of viral video moments and a constant state of shock and outrage, her publicist had to work harder than ever to manufacture attention-worthy news or gossip. She had to keep feeding her FacePlant stories, MeTube videos, and InstaDirt streams to keep her fans engaged and juice the algorithms to show her posts to their networks.

      People wanted more than pretty pictures. They wanted scandalous pictures and news. Perhaps being with Matt would up her bad girl quotient and let her reap the rewards of notoriety which seemed to be worth more than the hard work and nose to the grindstone values of the past century.

      In any case, she’d gotten Matt’s measurements and was altering a suit of clothes for him to wear at the show. She’d surprise him with the feathers, knowing he’d signed an agreement to wear whatever she deemed necessary. She’d have to place an order and make sure she had the glue and design ready for her makeup artist to apply.

      She wasn’t happy about having the star quarterback, who was known as one of the bad boys in the league, but he seemed harmless, and a few dates with him would raise the profile of her Cocky Heroes brand as an edgy style for the young and aggressive future movers and shakers.

      After a long day, Avery dashed to her apartment where she was lucky to snag a unit near her twin brother, Damon Cockburn, the CEO of Slipstream Entertainment, an interactive gaming and online meeting place.

      Of her five siblings, Damon was her best friend and yes, she and he had that twin intuition thing going. He couldn’t hide anything from her, and similarly, he was attuned to her emotions, most times before she was aware herself.

      Which was why she’d avoided him the past few days. They didn’t live on the same floor, so it wasn’t hard, but they shared keycards with each other, and he was always welcome to raid her refrigerator.

      She, on the other hand, rarely went to his man cave.

      She swiped the keycard to her door and noticed a basket of wildflowers sitting on the coffee table. The light was on in the kitchen, and Damon was standing in front of the refrigerator with the door open. He had a puzzled look on his face as if he was deciding which casserole to raid.

      “Are you stooping to bribing me for food?” Avery laughed, picking up the basket. No surprise, the card was blank—so Damon-like. He was a nerd, but a handsome one.

      Like most of the men in her family, Damon had that dark, brooding look most women found attractive. He wore his dark-brown hair swept back, longer on the top with cropped sides, and he hated to shave.

      Since he spent long hours at work sitting in front of a computer, he kept in shape by lifting weights and training in the full service gym downstairs. He was probably in between a shower and going back to work the rest of the night coding, brainstorming, and running his business.

      “Found them,” Damon said. “Who’s on the note?”

      “Not filled out. You sure it isn’t that woman who’s always working out at the same time as you?” She thrust the basket at him. “Here, be a man and take it.”

      “Was left in front of your door,” Damon said, pushing the basket back at her. “I’d rather have food. Food. Food.”

      Acting like a raving caveman, he grabbed a pan of lasagna and set it on the counter.

      “Hey, leave that alone,” Avery said. “It’s Joan’s favorite dish, and I’m bringing it to her tonight. You should eat salad.”

      “I need meat. Grrr. Meat. Red meat.” Damon flexed his muscles, still imitating a caveman, although one who was wearing a workout tank and pants. Sweat glistened on his bare arms, covered with the tattoos he got on a dare when his company got its initial round of venture capital funding.

      “Heat up some of the ham.” She averted her gaze from his physique. No one matched Brando when it came to beef and strength. But then, no one had the hazardous job he had and the requirement of being able to climb ladders carrying a two-hundred-fifty-pound man.

      “I’m sure Brando’s mom won’t eat all that much lasagna.” Damon eyed the cheese and sauce laden dish.

      “Make you a deal,” she conceded. “You pop that in the oven and you can have a serving. But someone has to make sure you eat your veggies.”

      She sloughed out of her work jacket and poured herself a glass of wine.

      “That kind of day, huh?” He set the oven’s temperature and crossed his arms, waiting for her to comment. “At least you got flowers. Secret admirer?”

      She knew she was physically attractive and getting anonymous bouquets, boxes of chocolate, and random gifts came with the territory. She didn’t put much stock in them, especially if the guy couldn’t bother signing his name.

      “If you’re still seeing Svetlana, sign the card and gift them to her.” She went for deflection over confrontation. He was a typical commitmentphobe, like all of her brothers, and it likely had to do with the competition their father set up between the siblings.

      Svetlana was one of the models she used for her shows who Damon dated as occasional arm candy.

      “High-maintenance and doesn’t eat meat,” he said with a noncommittal shrug.

      “Yeah, well, she barely eats anything if she wants to keep her figure sharp,” Avery said. “One of the fringe benefits of being a designer is being able to eat real food.”

      Except Alida had been nagging her about packing on the pounds—only ten since her modeling days and well within range for her five-foot-eleven frame.

      “How’s it going with the upcoming show?” Damon seemed to be in an inquisitive mood. “Is Joan going to attend?”

      “My, you’re a thousand questions today.” Avery swirled the wine in the glass, watching the wine tears, or legs, streak down the side of the glass. “Joan’s going to be my guest.”

      “You doing okay? The first anniversary’s always the hardest.” Damon hovered closer. “I know you haven’t been sleeping well.”

      His body heat radiated, and the concern written on his face was palpable. That was how Brando was too, sensitive and aware of the slightest emotional distress.

      “Guess I need more concealer,” she said, begging herself not to burst into tears. “I’m going to have to be fine, won’t I? Part of the show’s a tribute to Brando, and I can’t be falling apart in front of his mother.”

      “You going to do the ramp walk?” He put the casserole into the oven once it reached the correct temperature. “I can escort you if you need an arm.”

      “No, I won’t need an arm or a leg.” She sipped the dry wine and set the glass aside. “Brando will be looking down at me, and I’m walking alone—just like I do every day since he passed. Walking alone.”

      He grimaced at the stark truth of her existence. “You still have family. All of us. Don’t you ever forget it. We are all here for you, every hour of every day.”

      Her family was the epitome of close-knit, at least on the surface—from her Army general father to her artsy mother on down. Growing up, she’d never felt the lack of companionship, and as hard as the siblings competed with each other, they stuck together against any outside threats, real or perceived.

      “I know.” She squeezed Damon’s bicep right over the Thor’s hammer tattoo. “But this time, I have to stand alone and show the world and whoever’s out there that I’m not afraid. I’m not going to let them win. I’m not going to ever quit, and I’m definitely not going to hide behind my twin brother or any other man.”

      “You can do this.” He flashed her an okay sign. “But we’ve all got your back.”

      “And it’s good to know,” she said, grateful. She hooked her okay sign with his, the loop formed by her index finger and thumb intertwined—their secret twin handshake. “I’m going to take a shower and then head over to Joan’s place for the evening.”

      “Sure, do what you need,” he said. “Don’t close yourself off to dating again. You’ve got your whole life in front of you, and as much as you and Joan have Brando in common, you’re way too young to hang out with her for the rest of your life.”

      Avery nodded curtly. “Why don’t you worry about your dating life and let me forget about mine?”

      “Does that mean you’re going back into circulation again?” He eyed her with interest on behalf of his co-founder, Cory Adams, who happened to be Alida’s brother.

      “Tell Cory to forget it,” she said. “Alida can fill him in.”

      Whirling around, she headed for the bathroom and turned on the shower.
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