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“DETECTIVE, ARE YOU okay?” 

The soft, but urgent voice caressed Brian Barnes as it echoed through his brain. It called to him, soothing his soul like wisps of cool touches across his fevered skin. He needed to see who it belonged to. He had to open his eyes. 

His muscles tensed and fire tore through his side, burning and stealing his breath, as Brian pushed back to consciousness. Automatically he wanted to reach toward the pain, but he couldn’t move his arm. His groan rumbled as the agony in his gut radiated out over his entire body.

“Oh, come on, don’t do that.” The voice again, but this time it wobbled like she was about to cry. “When you try to move, you bleed more. Come on, Brian, listen to my voice. Hold still. I don’t want you to bleed to death, just open your eyes so I know you aren’t going to die and I’m not alone here.”

He had to follow the compulsion of her voice. Disappointing her wasn’t an option, not with that voice pulling at him. Slowly his eyes fluttered open. 

A vision of the beautiful Toni swam in front of him. Why was she crying? What happened? A blistering pain shuddered across his torso and reality came flooding back. He’d come over to Pete’s house because he thought something was wrong. His instincts had been right, but the reality of the situation was so much worse than he’d ever imagined. He refocused on Toni and the bruises marring her face and arms.

She was dating Pete and right now she looked so freaking scared. But who could blame her since her boyfriend, his friend, had gone bat-shit insane. How had he missed all the signs that the cop and the man who’d been his friend had lost all touch with sanity? He hadn’t seen it until today. So now he sat here on the floor with a gunshot to his gut and two women in terrible danger. If Toni was here, somewhere Julie, her friend, and the focus of Pete’s obsession, had to be here too. Somehow, he had to get them both out before Pete hurt them. 

“Toni...are you okay?” Goddamn, even breathing hurt. Black spots danced before his eyes as another wave of pain crashed over him. He moaned.

“Shh, I’m fine. He didn’t want to hurt me.” She strained to look down at him from her position on the bed and her face paled even more. “Oh God, you’re bleeding so much. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

He didn’t even have to look down to know how bad it truly was. He couldn’t feel anything below the radiating pain in his gut anymore. Blood soaked everything. The cold seeping over him was definitely not a good sign, but he wasn’t going to freak her out even more by telling her that. She needed to get to safety.

He took a shallow breath and focused to take stock of the room. 

Pete shot him and then dragged him to this bedroom and cuffed him to the leg of a heavy armoire. The gunshot to his gut was why everything hurt so fucking bad. 

It was hard to tell from where he was at on the floor, but it looked like Toni was handcuffed to the bedframe. As he watched her, she wiggled. 

“What,” he gasped, “are you doing?”

Her torso twisted. “I’m trying to get my charm bracelet off.”

Okay, Brian knew his brain wasn’t functioning at full capacity, but why was she worried about her jewelry right now? 

His question must have showed on his face because she gave him a wink. “I have a handcuff key on it. Think about what that means for a moment instead of what’s happening here.”

Her mischievous look and the reality of their situation were at complete odds, but the reason why she had a key like that hit him and he couldn’t help but find the humor. He gave a bark of laughter which morphed into a moan when his gut clenched. It took a moment to get his breath back. “You wear a...” he breathed through the black spots and nausea, “handcuff key on your bracelet?”

Her chagrined smile took his breath away and this time it had nothing to do with the gunshot wound in his gut. She was so beautiful, even roughed up and messy like she was now. Her auburn curly hair fell over her eyes. She kept blowing it to move it out of her face. The urge to touch it, to run his fingers across those curls, pulled at him. He instantly regretted that this would be the last time he’d see her. 

The numbness spread along with the pool of blood below him. He had a feeling that he wouldn’t wake up again when the unconsciousness, creeping at the edge of his brain, overtook him this time. 

“Got it!” Toni raised her freed hand in victory and rushed over to his side clutching the key. At the same time a muffled scream echoed throughout the house.

Her frantic eyes met his as she fumbled with his cuffs. “That’s Julie,” she whispered.

He wasn’t going to be any help to her now. He was too far-gone. At this point, he’d just endanger and slow her down. She had to get out of the house. 

“Toni, you can’t help me.” 

She stilled for a moment, squeezing her eyes shut. When she re-opened them, resolve shone through their turquoise depths. He had to use that to get her to safety.

“Get out. Go get help.”

“I can’t leave you here.” 

Another scream sounded out.

“Do you know how to shoot?” He winced as another arc of pain shot through him.

She gave a frantic nod.

“There’s a gun inside my right pant leg. Get it out and help her. Do whatever you have do, Toni, to get both of you out of here safely.”

She fumbled for a moment with his pant leg and rose up on her knees with the gun firmly in her grasp. 

“That a girl.”

Their eyes met for a moment before she leaned down, gently brushed the hair off his forehead, and gave him a soft, light kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be right back. Don’t die.” The fierceness in her voice was a powerful thing, but he had a feeling he didn’t have much say about it anymore. 

As she crept out of the room, the cold of his body swamped him. 

A gunshot rang out over the house and then eerie silence ensued. 

Black dots encroached over his vision.

His job was to protect.

He’d failed.
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​Chapter 1
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Five months later

IT CAME DOWN TO A CHOICE. Either she gave up men or chocolate, because as Toni Vincent sucked in another pained breath, it occurred to her that she really despised exercise. Her thighs burned, sweat rolled down her spine, and she knew she looked frightening. She had that pale complexion that always turned bright red when she exercised. But she did love chocolate...and men, even though there hadn’t been one of those in her life for five long months. Not that the one five months ago could really count, either.

No, she wasn’t going to think about that. Not now. Not ever. Not anymore.

Better to concentrate on not passing out before making it back to her apartment. Whose bright idea had it been to go running today anyway? Yes, she’d indulged in three too many of the chocolate chip cookies that Chris, one of her bosses and her friend Julie’s husband, had brought into the office at Mad Rob. So what? She’d rather give up men than put up with this torture again. That was her only recourse. 

Chocolate meant flabby thighs. Men weren’t worth the exercise needed to keep the flabby thighs away. Besides, her life proved she was better off without men in it anyway. So she would have chocolate and flabby thighs...no men. Decided, she was almost rejuvenated to finish this torturous run. Almost. Instead, she took the short cut through the small wooded area toward her apartment.

Finally, she had the driveway into her apartment complex in sight. She grinned through her tortured breathing. It should be about time for Nathan, her teenage next door neighbor to get home from his job at the Grind, the local coffee shop near their apartments. On Friday nights he tended to bring her gifts in her favorite form...decadent mocha Frappuccino. She frowned down at her thighs. Oh well, maybe she’d exercise again tomorrow. Not.

The torture was almost over. But at this point, she was afraid to slow her run to a walk for cool down. Without the forward momentum, her legs were going to turn to jelly, and then would cease to support her. How embarrassing would it be to fall into a puddle right at the edge of the apartment complex? And on a Friday night when everyone else with a real life would be heading out for a night out on the town. 

Instead, as she entered the complex, she slowed to a walk and as soon as she neared the manager’s office, she collapsed against the exterior wall. Trying to look nonchalant while dragging in harsh breaths of air, she worked desperately to get her lungs functioning correctly again.

Almost to the point where she was no longer at risk of going into cardiac arrest, she heard voices. Male voices, several of them, echoed around the corner. Standing outside the office wheezing, she forced her jelly-filled legs to lock so she could stand and hoped to look natural. She stood in front of the bulletin board with the advertisements from the occupants for pet-sitting and furniture for sale and tried to look fascinated while she perused it.  

Four guys came barreling around the building. It quickly became apparent they had already been partying pretty hard this evening, although it was barely 7:00. They stumbled and guffawed as they shoved each other around with lots back-slapping. 

“We showed him. Did you hear the whimper that came out of him when you kicked him in the balls?” 

“Yeah, the fag won’t try to stick it up someone’s ass for a good long while.”

“The cock-sucker won’t look at someone else like that again.”

The homophobic slurs and back-slapping continued as the four stumbled across the courtyard. Toni knew better than to draw attention to herself, but she watched them, surreptitiously scanning them for any distinguishing features. 

All four appeared to be college age. The tall blond had the look of a beach bum or surfer about him. He wore shorts although the autumnal air was cool. Two of the guys had muscles everywhere and easily stood over six feet tall. They had to be brothers because they looked so much alike. Both had dark hair, one was clean cut while the other wore his hair longer. The final guy was shorter and stockier than the other three, but was definitely the most vicious in his slurs and demeanor. Even his eyes looked dead and cold regardless of the way he acted. That was not a nice guy. A chill rolled through her.

Whatever they’d been up to, it wasn’t good. The small guy and one of the brothers had what looked to be blood droplets on their shirts and more smeared across the backs of their hands and knuckles.

Her thoughts immediately flew to her young next-door neighbor, Nathan, the only gay guy she knew in the complex. He worked really hard to stay under the radar since he was young and slightly built. He was on his own, but from what she’d gathered of his story, he was better off this way. But when it came to things like this, she worried about him. Alarm skittered down her spine. He better be okay.

There were bound to be others that were gay in the complex. It’s not like she knew everyone or their sexual proclivities. No need to panic yet, but a stab of guilt flashed through her as she realized she was wishing harm on someone else by hoping they’d been after someone besides Nathan. 

But before she worried about anyone else, she had to get back to her apartment without these testosterone-laden baboons spotting her. 

They were almost past her when the smaller guy suddenly stopped. Her stomach dropped. “Well, what do we have here?” he said as he stepped toward her.

Her breath froze in her chest. Damn, why hadn’t she taken the extra time to find her misplaced pepper spray? She was smarter than this.

He stepped right up behind her into her personal space. His rank breath blew across the back of her neck as he pressed up against her, murmuring softly with a low, menacing tone, “I don’t think our fun for the evening is over yet.”

A shudder slid down her spine. “Looks like you guys are having way too much fun for me. I’m not much of a partier,” she mumbled, regretting again that she hadn’t been able to find her pepper spray before her run.  Her heartbeat raced and this time it wasn’t from the exercise.

“James, come on,” the blond guy standing to the side of them said as he glanced around nervously. “We don’t have time for this. We need to get out of here.”

“Aw, come on, Brady. No one’s gonna know. Look at this pretty little thing.” He pressed into her ass and her throat convulsed at the intimate feel of him against her. As he slid the back of his bloody knuckles down the side of her cheek, she worked to control her rising nausea.

“Looks like y’all have already been having a pretty good time tonight.” She tried to strengthen the sound of her voice. These guys would just get off on her fear. “No offense, but I’m not interested. I have other plans with my boyfriend and he wouldn’t appreciate you all making me late.”

She’d taken self-defense classes last year, and she probably had a decent chance of getting this one guy off her, but there was no way she’d be able to fight off four of them. She hoped his friends could talk him out of whatever he had planned for her. 

“Come on, sweet thing,” he whispered in her ear, “you know we could have so mu—”

The sound of a siren on a nearby road broke into whatever he was saying and one of the other guys pulled him away. “Come on. We have to get out of here. Now.”

As they ran off around the corner, she slumped into the bulletin board, her heart racing. That had been way too close for comfort, proving once again that nothing good came from jogging. 

A few seconds later the sound of tires squealing had her swinging around. A sixties model, souped-up, black Camaro peeled out of the parking lot, fishtailing as it went. Those guys had way too much to drink to be driving. They were going to kill someone.

With adrenaline surging through her system, she took off for her apartment, pulling her key out of the hidden pocket in her running tights as she sprinted. The sight of Nathan’s motorcycle parked in front of his apartment stopped her. Oh God, she hoped he was okay. She passed her apartment to knock on his door, but there was no answer. Twisting the doorknob, she found it locked. 

Okay, he was probably out with friends, because there’s no way those guys would beat him up and then lock up after themselves, right?

With shaking hands, she finally got her own door unlocked. As soon as she entered, she turned and dead bolted it behind her. Sam, her chocolate Labrador retriever, met her at the door, his tail wagging. She wished she’d taken him with her on her run. Then those jerks would have thought twice about bothering her, but he’d had surgery on his hip three weeks before and she didn’t want to tax it yet. Reaching down, she settled her shaking hands into the thick coat at his neck, letting his presence settle her.

“It’s okay, isn’t it, boy?” she murmured into his ear. 

He whined low, sensing her distress.

She took another deep breath and steeled her spine. Pull it together, Toni. You can handle this.

First thing, she needed to find her cell phone and make sure Nathan was okay. Where the hell did she leave it? She glanced frantically around her messy apartment. See, this is why she should put things away, so she could find them in an emergency. Scattering the piles of papers and books, she finally spotted it buried under the pile of mail on the counter. And dammit, there was her pepper spray, too. She had to get more organized. 

Her fingers shook as she found her contacts and scrolled through, locating Nathan’s number. Wrapping an arm around her stomach, she paced and listened to it ring. Sam followed right on her heels, obviously feeling protective. 

As she listened to the ring through her cell, she heard a ring on the other side of the wall, the wall she shared with Nathan. His phone was in his apartment. Damn, where could he be?

Lost about what else to do, she called the police. She told them about the drunk and disorderly guys, the state of their clothes and hands, and that they drove off, obviously drunk. The dispatcher thanked her for her call, but said unless they were caught probably nothing would come of it. She also promised to have a police cruiser drive through the apartment complex to check things out. 

Toni hung up her cell phone and sank onto the couch, overwhelmed and shaky after the adrenaline overload. Where was Nathan? She looked down at her cell phone screen for a moment before dialing him again. When his voice mail picked up, she left him a message. “Nathan, it’s Toni. There were some rough looking guys at the apartments tonight and I just want to make sure you’re okay. Please call me when you get this. I know I’m probably over-reacting and you just forgot your phone when you went out, but call me, okay? I don’t care what time it is.”

She sat there for a moment with her breath shuddering through her. Everything was fine now. There was absolutely no reason to freak out over this. Not all violence ended in death. 

But even as she told herself that, past visions of blood, gore, and violence swam through her brain, sharpening her panic.

She thought about calling him, knowing he’d come to her rescue. The urge to hear his calm powerful voice was strong, but he’d made it clear she had no place in his life. He wasn’t an option. No, not going there again, not even in her mind.

Jumping up from the couch, she frantically searched around her apartment for something to distract her. She couldn’t stay here immobilized by fear. Doing something productive would help. 

Finally her glance caught on a shirt hanging askew off the corner of her bed through her bedroom door. Laundry. She could do laundry. With a relieved sigh, she scooped up the dirty clothes into her basket, grabbing her pepper spray, phone, quarters, and detergent as she stepped out of her apartment. 

“I’ll be right back, Sam.” She awkwardly patted his head with the stuff tottering in her grasp.

For a moment in the doorway, she hesitated, questioning whether she should leave the safety of her apartment, but she knew those bastards were gone. She’d watched them leave. She was strong again. She wasn’t going to let fear rule her life. Hopefully by now, the police had picked them up off the highway so they weren’t a menace to sober drivers.  

Determined, Toni squared her shoulders and pulled the door closed and locked behind her as she cocked her laundry basket on her hip. The bottle of pepper spray sat along the top edge, close to her hand-hold if she needed it quickly.

The laundry room sat in a building by itself in the middle of the apartment complex. The nice thing about having no social life was it almost guaranteed Toni would have the entire place and could use as many washing machines as she wanted.  

As she entered the room, it was deserted just as she’d expected. It was also extremely dark which was odd. The lights in here were always on. As she fumbled along the wall for a light switch, her foot kicked something on the floor, something that moved and groaned. She dropped her laundry basket and screamed, clutching her pepper spray in front of her.

Once the initial seconds of panic receded, she realized there was a person on the floor, one that sounded like he was in pain. Fumbling along the wall again, she frantically searched and found the light switch and flipped it on. Her heart sunk at the sight before her. That lock of brown hair, even matted with blood was familiar. Nathan, beaten and bloody, curled into a ball, his clothes ripped and torn. He didn’t even react to the light although he’d moaned when she kicked him so she knew he was at least alive. She dropped down to the floor beside him. His groan must have been a natural reaction because as she bent down to check on him, he was unconscious. 

Afraid to move him too much, because everything looked like it hurt, she lightly caressed his shoulder. “Hang on, Nathan. I’m gonna get help.”

As she dialed 911, she looked him over, trying to categorize his injuries. There was some bleeding, but nothing that looked life threatening. But who knew what was happening internally from the amount of bruising she could already see on his arms and ribs where his shirt had ridden up. His clothes were ripped, his jeans pulled down. Oh God, they hadn’t raped him had they?

His hands covered his face where he’d obviously tried to protect his head from the assault. Gently she pulled one of his hands aside and couldn’t stop her gasp. If she didn’t already know this was Nathan, she never would have recognized him with the swelling and bruising. 

Tears filled her eyes as he started to shiver, although she didn’t know if the shivering was a result of the pain or the cool fall evening air. She grabbed a towel out of her basket to cover and protect him. 

Finally after what seemed like hours, but was probably only a few seconds, a 911 dispatcher came on the line. Toni requested an ambulance and then quickly hung up as Nathan moaned again.

She ran her hand through hair that normally hung in his eyes. “It’s okay, Nathan. You’re safe now and an ambulance is coming. You’re gonna be okay.”

Suddenly he jerked up and away from her. The one eye he could get open darted around the room in terror as he scrambled away from her on the floor. The movement had to hurt as he immediately crumpled back to the floor moaning and curling into a ball. 

She followed him across the floor and gingerly touched his back in soothing motions. The single eye he could open was unfocused in his terror and pain. “Nathan, honey, it’s okay. It’s Toni, your neighbor. Hold still, hon, so you don’t hurt yourself anymore. I promise I’m not going to let anyone hurt you again.” She re-covered him as his entire body shuddered under the weight of his tears and pain.

“Toni?” he questioned through raspy sobs which broke her heart. 

“Yeah, it’s me. It’s gonna be okay. Just hang with me okay until the ambulance gets here.”

He gave a single nod, but then haltingly asked, “Don’t leave, okay?”

She swallowed again against the unfairness of it all. “Of course, honey. I don’t know if they’ll let me ride in the ambulance, but I’ll follow in my car. Don’t worry. I’ll be there with you.” No one deserved this kind of treatment, but especially not Nathan. He was only seventeen years old and already his life had been filled with too many challenges and hardships. And the thing was, he was one of the greatest kids she’d ever met, always polite and friendly. 

They’d formed an unlikely alliance in the last few months as she nursed her broken heart and he’d learned to live on his own after his father beat him up, kicked him out, and abandoned him. They’d learned to lean on each other. 

He watched her warily for a moment as if he expected her to abandon him, too. But then his eye shut and he sank back into unconsciousness. She felt for a pulse, just in case, beginning to panic about how long it was taking the ambulance to arrive. 

Finally, she heard the siren pulsing through the neighborhood. Leaning down, she whispered, “I’ll be right back. Let me go get the paramedics so they can get you taken care of. I’m not leaving you though.”

She wouldn’t do that to him. She knew what it meant to be alone and scared, and she would make sure that this kid never had to suffer through that again.

* * *
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DETECTIVE BRIAN BARNES strode down the hospital corridor, ignoring the tingle of dread spinning down his spine. After his gunshot wound five months ago, which left him short a kidney, he had a hard time entering the hospital. Too much time spent here and way too many horrible memories to keep him up at night. Unfortunately, too much of his time was spent here as part of his job with the police department investigating crimes. A job which he used to love and live for, but in the last five months had him questioning his entire life plan. 

All because of her. 

But he gave up his right to even think about her when he kicked her out of his life and made her face her own life. She’d never forgive him for that. Hell, he couldn’t forgive himself for that, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it. He had a case of assault to work on tonight. He’d been delayed by a rash of Friday night crimes, most of which were a waste of taxpayers’ money and his time, because the criminals would manage to get off. Some days it definitely felt like he was on the hamster wheel of life, with no hope of getting anywhere.

It was close to one o’clock in the morning when he stepped into the kid’s room after talking to his doctors. According to them, Nathan Morrow was one very lucky kid. He’d sustained a broken arm, multiple cuts, bruises to both kidneys and several ribs, and a concussion. But besides mental damage, none of his injuries would have a permanent physical impact. There hadn’t been a sexual assault although it sounded as though they’d used a broom handle to threaten him with one, bruising him heavily with it. 

The hospital staff told him the kid only had his sister to help him and she was also a witness. While she hadn’t seen the assault, she could identify who’d perpetrated it. He hoped she had some good information for him so he could send the punks who’d done this to jail. 

The lights in the room were dimmed when he came in. The kid looked even worse than he’d expected, his face a mélange of red, purple, blue, and green bruising and swelling. Outrage on his behalf roiled through Brian’s gut. This is why he did this job, to get criminals off the street that preyed on others. 

At that moment the kid moaned in his sleep and a woman bolted out of the chair in the corner. He hadn’t even seen her sleeping there. As she quietly soothed the boy, she sensed his presence and looked up at him. He found himself once again drowning in the depths of those turquoise eyes which haunted his dreams, both day and night. 

Toni.

Seeing her was like a blow to the gut. Thoughts about her still hurt, but seeing her completely out of the blue like this, after a long damn night, was almost too much. 

But wait a minute. She didn’t have a brother. What was she doing here with the assault victim?

She scowled at him obviously not any happier to see him than she was the last time he’d seen her. But then her eyes had been filled with angry, heartbroken tears. If he lived to be one hundred years old, he hoped to never see that look in her eyes again.

She glanced back at the bruised, wounded boy with a finger to her luscious lips. Lips he spent hours obsessing over in the dark of the night when sleep eluded him. She gently shoved him out the door, pulling it partway closed behind her so not to disturb the kid’s sleep. 

In the light of the hall, he got a better look at her. She must have come here from the gym, her long hair, silky smooth now, was pulled up into a high ponytail, lighter in color than it had been the last time he’d seen her. Lycra and spandex encased her amazing body from head to toe, the skin tight fabric emphasizing her luscious curves and made his cock stand up and take notice. Everything about her had always appealed to his cock, that traitorous bastard. That had been true even when he’d been critically ill and shouldn’t have even been able to get it up because of the enormous quantities of painkillers in his system.

Her face was scrubbed clean of any sign of makeup, and he could see the lines of exhaustion and worry that marred it. Her normally glittering turquoise eyes appeared tortured with an unspoken pain and hurt. Right now, he wasn’t sure how much of that was because of their situation. But really, how egotistical was that? He hadn’t seen her in five months. The odds were good that she never even considered him anymore. 

So that left the question about how much of it was because of the boy who lay in that hospital bed? A boy who she claimed to be related to, although he knew for a fact he was no relation to her whatsoever.

He didn’t realize he’d just been staring at her until she asked, “Are you in charge of Nathan’s case?”

“Nathan Morrow, yes,” he said, referring to his notes. “I was also told that his sister was here with him.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I’m assuming that’s you, although I know you don’t have a brother.”

She bit her lip and glanced away. “I didn’t know he was my brother. I just found out about him.”

Lie. He spent his days cross-examining criminals. Toni was no criminal and sure as hell didn’t have the skills needed to lie to him. He knew her too well for that to work. The question was why was she lying? Who was this kid to her? She didn’t need to take on the difficulties that would come with an underage kid in the mess this one currently found himself in.

“Okay, you and I both know that’s not true. Tell me what’s going on here, Toni.”

She sighed deeply. “He’s my neighbor and he doesn’t have anyone else to be with him. If I hadn’t told them I was his sister, they wouldn’t have let me stay with him. He’s only seventeen years old. His dad kicked him out of the house last year when he told him he was gay. Legally, he’s emancipated, but he’s still just a kid. I will not leave him to face this all alone. He’s scared and hurt and you cannot make me leave. I won’t do it, besides not even you can be that cruel.” Those gorgeous, imploring eyes looked up at him pleadingly and his heart twisted just a little bit more. “Don’t make me leave, Detective, please.”

Detective. Once upon a time, he’d been Brian to her. She’d known him at his lowest of lows and he’d betrayed that. Now he was Detective and hated it even if it was his own fault.

He rubbed a frustrated hand over his face, exhaustion pulling at him. “Toni, I won’t make you leave. I’m not heartless. I was told his sister,” he emphasized the word sister, “could identify the guys who did this. Is that you?”

She nodded and then glanced back around the door to make sure the kid was still sleeping. “Do you want to do this here?” she asked. “He’s not sleeping very sound. They’ve sedated him, but he’s scared. I don’t want to leave him, but I don’t want to wake him up either.” She bit her lip, obviously worried and frazzled.

He needed to finish up with her so she could get what little rest she could during the quieter night hours. “Yeah, give me the basic overview of what happened tonight. Then you can come in and give your official statement tomorrow morning.”

He took notes in a small notebook in the hallway while she relayed the facts of the evening to him. When he realized how close she’d come to the same fate as that kid in the hospital room, he had to tamp down the urge to howl in rage. They already had suspects in custody. It would feel so good to go and interrogate them personally. With his fist. And his boot. And whatever foreign object was handy—if it was a broom handle, well then, all the better. 

Taking a deep breath, he struggled for control to hide his rage. Toni didn’t need to know how protective she made him feel. Hell, she didn’t know how deeply she made him feel about absolutely everything. He needed to keep up his professional façade, solve this case, and get out while he still could.

He closed his notepad as she finished talking. “Okay, Toni, we have the suspects in custody. Do you think you can come in this morning,” he glanced down at his watch, “say at around ten, and make your official statement as well as identify them in a line up?”
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