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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bella

      

      

      I wasn’t in the woods at midnight behind my brother’s house to have mini orgasms caused by Dean Cannon, my brother’s best friend, from merely breathing in my ear.

      When I grabbed his wrist to dislodge his hand from my mouth, I noticed a few things.

      One, I couldn’t even wrap my hand around his wrist. Two, he was unquestionably all muscle. He was solid. There was no give under my hand. None. Three, he didn’t move the slightest when I pulled on his wrist. Not even a millimeter. Four, he had to have some sort of electrical suit on because the currents were expanding. 

      Through my hand.

      From his wrist.

      To decidedly specific body parts on me.

      Oh boy.

      “It’s me, Bella. Don’t scream.”

      Scream? I was having trouble breathing.

      “Are you okay?” The sparks tingled even after he removed his hand from my mouth. Only to place both hands on my waist.

      In an attempt to divert attention away from the fact I was not, I snapped, “Dammit, Dean! You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Bella, you are running in the woods in the middle of the night.” Dean’s disbelieving tone clearly pointed out the obvious stupidity in my statement.

      “Yeah, but I’m not lurking behind trees scaring people.”

      “Bella.”

      Not sure what he meant by that Bella, I remained quiet and focused on controlling my rampaging hormones. An extremely challenging task, even when we had a room separating us. But with this proximity? Prayers were in order.

      “Wait. Why are you lurking behind trees in the middle of the night?”

      Dean continued to hold me as he scanned my face. “I just left Alex. We knew you’d be out running tonight, so I told him I’d check on you on my way out. Save Alex the trouble.”

      “What? Why?”

      He gently squeezed me. “I wanted to avoid bailing you out of jail and Alex the headache of having you detained, again.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      Dean smiled.

      My stomach dipped.

      “Bella, a year ago you thought you had a clue and broke into Old Man Harper’s cabin looking for it. Alex and Trent had to finagle his kids into not pressing charges.” He shook his head. “Every time you think you figured out something new about the accident, you and Rocky take off on some wild goose chase that leaves either Alex, Trent, or me cleaning up after you. Since tomorrow marks ten years, it’s not that difficult for me to assume you’d up your sleuthing game.”

      “How were Rocky and I supposed to know they had an alarm installed on the premise?” I stomped my foot and grumbled.

      Chuckling, Dean pulled back, grabbed my hand, and led me down the trail. “I don’t know. Maybe breaking into someone’s house isn’t the way to go.”

      “It was vacant, so technically we didn’t break into anyone’s home.” I couldn’t ignore the sparks emanating from his hand anymore and tugged mine free. “Where are you taking me?”

      “I’m walking you back home.”

      I stopped in my tracks and replied, “Who said I was done jogging?”

      One of Dean’s eyebrows lifted. “You were standing behind Alex’s house”—minor detail—“and there is no way in hell I’m letting you walk around at night by yourself.”

      Of course, he wouldn’t. Dean’s protective ego wouldn’t survive my womanly independence.

      “What about you? I mean, after you verify I’m secure in my apartment, you’ll be all by yourself at night.” I stood in the universal pissed-off woman stance—hands on my hips.

      Dean’s response? He crossed his bulging arms across his massive chest.

      I threw my hands up, turned around and marched away harping, “You do realize women have been taking care of themselves for centuries, right?”

      He ignored my question. “Did you have another nightmare? Was it the same as the previous ones?”

      My next step faltered as my feminine outrage vanished to be replaced by shock. After Alex had admitted me to the psychiatric ward at Granite Creek Hospital ten years ago, I’d learned to hide the nightmares from everyone. How did Dean know I still had them?

      “No nightmare,” I readjusted my ponytail as the lie poured from my mouth. “It’s ten years tomorrow. Tonight. It’s understandable I’d have trouble sleeping.”

      Dean grabbed my elbow, and those damn sparks ignited. His voice was gentle but firm. “Hey. Don’t lie to me, Bella.”

      Looking over at him, I saw he was serious and a little—hurt? Of course, he wouldn’t take me lying to him, but Dean wasn’t someone who had earned the right to my nightmares, no matter how much my sappy heart demanded otherwise.

      “Sorry, Dean.” Hedging on what I could reveal without Dean rushing to Alex, I gave a little. “Both. It’s the same and not.”

      I was grateful to see my apartment complex and hoped Dean would take it as a sign not to push for more. Because while the nightmare was the same, the woman’s voice was not. And her yelling “Oh my God! What are you doing?” was absolutely different. I didn’t need or want the pitiful look that was sure to come from Dean as he reminded me again that it was just an accident.

      “You should have turned your outside light on before you left.” Dean focused on my entryway.

      “I did.”

      His expression plainly called bullshit.

      “I did. I bet the light just burned out.” I hoped.

      Dean removed my keys from my hand. “Wait here.”

      After years of Alex and Dean’s protective streak, I knew my best course of action was to wait while he ensured my apartment was safe, and since I lived in a small space it wouldn’t take long.

      Sure enough, Dean returned quickly. “Do you notice anything different?”

      “What?”

      “Anything look different?”

      My stomach dropped as I glanced around my apartment. “Was someone in here?”

      Guilt flashed across Dean’s face as he made it to me. “Shit. Sorry, Bella.” He rubbed my arms. “No, no one was here.”

      I thumped his chest once and bit out, “Dammit, Dean. Give a girl a heart attack, why don’t you!” I did my best to ignore his hands caressing my arms and how good it felt.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He watched me. “Are you okay?”

      Taking a step back and out of his reach, I bumped into the door and blindly reached for the doorknob. “I’m all good.” Not really. “Thanks for walking me home and making sure my apartment was safe.” Please stop touching me. Actually, touch me everywhere.

      “Are you sure?” His eyebrows met.

      “Yup. All good.” My erratic nodding a twin for an active bobble head.

      Dammit, where was the freaking doorknob?

      He leaned forward and grabbed my hand. “What’s going on?”

      Those damn sparks started back up. “I’m just tired.” I licked my dry lips as another lie slipped out, but I couldn’t tell him his proximity was driving my body insane.

      A brief but gentle squeeze of my hand followed by, “Why don’t you want to tell me about the nightmare?”

      I rarely got away with anything. Between my brother and Trent, one of his best friends being police detectives and Dean, rounding out their trio of friendship, being a private investigator, they always figured out when I was lying. This was one of those moments I wished Dean sucked at his profession instead of using what he knew of my past to call me on my bullshit.

      More importantly, I didn’t want him to tell me for the umpteenth time that the accident that killed my parents was just an accident. That what I thought I remembered while in the car with my dead parents wasn’t what truly happened. I’d had years of Alex and Dean, even if it was cautiously and irritatingly gentle, telling me my brain injury altered my memories from that night.

      “I…” I cleared my throat. “I’m not ready.”

      “Okay, Bella, but when you’re ready, I’m here for you.” Dean drew small circles with his thumb on my hand.

      I plastered a smile on my face. The one where you try to hide what you’re feeling? That’s the one that was losing purchase on my face as I answered him. “I know.”

      Just not the way I want you to be.

      He dropped his hand and opened the door. “I’ll be back tomorrow to change out your light. Make sure to lock this behind me.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can call management and have them replace it.”

      “Not a problem.” He ignored my veiled request as he leaned forward, cupped my face, and pressed his lips to my forehead.

      I froze. Dean hadn’t kissed me since we were kids and holy freaking cow, his lips were going to be permanently emblazoned on me.

      He stepped back and pointed to door. “Lock it.”

      Forcing myself to move, I closed the door, locked it, and through the pounding of my heart in my ears, I heard his footfalls as he walked away.

      Dean Cannon had kissed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dean

      

      

      I stared, unseeing, at the files on my desk because the thought—I fucked up last night—kept repeating through my head.

      The second I’d touched her face I knew I messed up. I never should have kissed Bella. She was so unbelievably soft and her fucking smell. All woman.

      Jesus. Playing it off had been torture as I’d turned away from her with a fucking hard on—all from a simple kiss on her forehead. The whole time I fought myself not to demand she open the door so I could finish what I’d started.

      All of this made me feel like the biggest asshole. It was the tenth anniversary of Bella’s parents’ death. A death she had been a party to and still reeling from as her midnight run demonstrated, and here I was lusting over her.

      Having her in my arms after the last few years of self-imposed physical distance, I’d slipped. No, more like years of watching Alex and Bella torture themselves over that night, my subconscious had demanded I give Bella the littlest bit of comfort.

      That one fucking slip strained my restraint to paper thin. Any more careless mistakes and it’d evaporate completely, leaving nothing but heartache. For Bella and me.

      So, I had to make sure it never happened again. Distance was vital and no touching. Absolutely no damn touching.

      Unfortunately, the case in front of me didn’t provide me with answers on how to go about that.

      “Dean, do you need anything before I head out for lunch?” Lily’s head popped around  the edge of my office door.

      Lily’d been my office manager almost as long as my private investigation doors had been open. To say she was the best would be a gross understatement. Something that asshole she was seeing didn’t get.

      “No. I’m good.”

      “I’m heading over to Harper’s. Want me to grab you something?”

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but I’ll grab something when I step out. Enjoy your lunch.”

      “All right. I’ll see you later.”

      When the door closed behind her, I refocused on the file in front of me. It was my latest case—a cheating husband who thought he could get away with banging his oldest daughter’s best friend while dipping into his children’s college funds to spoil her with luxuries he wasn’t even providing his own family. How the fucking dick could sit next to his family at the dinner table while his college-aged mistress gave him a handjob—yes, I had the pictures to prove it—I couldn’t fathom. More importantly, I didn’t understand how someone who had it all—a loving wife and family—would throw it away.

      Twenty-two years later and my dad still mourned my mother. He cherished every moment he’d had with her, even the times she’d sassed him. Looking back now as an adult, I knew he’d riled her up on purpose. To see the spark in her eyes, the flush in her cheeks.

      “Dean? You here?” Trent bellowed from the front.

      Just in time to get me out of my head because now I was romanticizing my parents’ relationship like Bella and Rocky did. We had enough of them waxing on about it growing up, I didn’t need to do it on my own.

      “Back here.”

      “Lily at lunch?” Trent asked as he walked through door in his usual detective uniform of jeans, button down shirt and blazer.

      “Please tell me she didn’t go see that jackass,” Alex demanded to know as he followed Trent into my office dressed in the same manner as Trent.

      “Harper’s as far as I know. As for the jackass, I think she may finally be coming to her senses. She’s been sending a lot of personal calls to voicemail, staying later to work. Small things like that.” I leaned forward, forearms on my desk as Alex and Trent sat across from me.

      “Did you offer to have a conversation with him?”

      “Yeah. A few times. She’s refused every time and I don’t want to push the issue.”

      “She’s a smart girl. She’ll come to you if she needs to,” Alex’s sentiment mirrored my own.

      “Yeah, I’m hoping she doesn’t have to, but you didn’t come here to discuss Lily and her problems. What’s up?”

      Alex started, “This goes without saying, but this stays between us.”

      I nodded my acknowledgment even as my gut warmed at the warning.

      “Looks like Richard’s death may not be as simple as driving while under the influence.”

      My eyebrows shot up. Richard was always inebriated. There wasn’t a time I remembered, high school included, when Richard had been sober.

      “Yeah, we all expected Richard to kick it behind the wheel with the way he drank, but Richard’s been drinking since he was a kid. It was his water and his body couldn’t not handle it.” Trent stretched his legs out in front of him.

      Alex picked up where Trent left off. “It made us look into Richard’s happenings before the accident occurred. Nothing unusual about it. Well, at least for Richard.”

      “Yeah.” I tensed, bracing for their response.

      Alex leaned his forearms on his knees. “We were right. Richard’s blood alcohol level was too high. He was likely incapable of walking, much less driving.”

      Uneasiness trickled through me. “Richard was an alcoholic. He could handle his liquor, more than the average Joe.”

      “True, but Richard wasn’t just drunk. His blood alcohol level was four times the legal limit.” Trent’s tone stated there was more to it.

      I still wasn’t surprised. “And? The man bathed in alcohol.”

      “His blood was saturated in it. He wouldn’t have survived the night with all that alcohol in his system. So why would someone put him behind the wheel?” Alex fisted his hands.

      “Someone used the fact Richard was a drunk to kill him. Why?” I leaned back in my chair blowing out the suddenly bitter breath in my lungs.

      “No clue.” Alex flexed his fingers in attempt to regain circulation after the white-knuckled fist he had them in earlier.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “Are either of you bothered by the fact that we know someone who was murdered and that we may even know the murderer? Especially here in our small town?”

      “Yeah.” Alex sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I always expected to find Richard dead, but by his own doing. Not by someone we might know.”

      “It’s difficult not to suspect people’s ulterior motives with our line of work.” Trent shook his head. “But this puts a whole new spin on things.”

      “So, who do we know who would want Richard dead and would be willing to kill him?” I asked.

      “Besides the usual suspects?” Trent’s grim question only confirmed the suspect list was way too long. “I have no idea.”

      Alex continued, “And, whoever did it did enough research to stage it to look like an accident.”

      “Interesting considering his usual pool of associates aren’t known to be the intellectual type. So, that really begs the question—who wanted Richard dead?” Because all of the above clearly showed someone was after Richard specifically.

      “We’re hoping Bruce will be able to give us some insight. He’s our next stop.” Alex settled back in his chair.

      “Do you think he’ll actually give you anything?” Doubt colored my words. “My guess, he’s probably a party to whatever Richard was messed up in considering they were locked at the hip since kindergarten.”

      “We don’t think he’ll intentionally give us anything. We’re hoping he’ll slip up or at least involuntarily lead us somewhere.” Trent drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.

      “Is that where you need me? To follow him?”

      “Yeah. He’ll be looking for Trent or me.” Both Alex and Trent stood as Alex continued, “Besides we want him to think we’re taking his word that he doesn’t know anything.”

      “Let me know when you’ve finished speaking to Bruce.”

      Alex and Trent lifted their chins and stepped out of my office.

      “Alex?” I called out.

      He stopped. “Yeah?”

      “How you hanging in there? Anything you need from me?” Besides closing the gap on the missing pieces in Bella’s memories from the accident. For years I watched her struggling to piece them together with no luck.

      “Nothing you aren’t already doing. I’m more worried about Bella and how the ten year anniversary is going to affect her. She still beats herself up trying to remember anything from that night.” He paused. “Now knowing she may have been right all these years.” He sucked a pained breath. “I don’t have the heart to get her hopes up without knowing for sure. Without proof. Without concrete evidence. Because right now all we have is Richard, of all people, drunkenly mouthing off at Shackles about my parents’ accident. I need more before I say anything to Bella.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. We all believed the same thing – justifiably. We had no way of knowing any better.”

      It didn’t matter that what Trent said was right. It would take Alex a long time to get over dismissing his sister’s beliefs regarding their parents’ deaths.

      “It’d make me feel a whole lot better if I could prove whether or not it was truly an accident or not once and for all. Until then, I’m meeting up with Bella later, so I’ll get a better feel on how she’s doing then. Hopefully her damn stubborn ass hasn’t done anything I’m going to have to get her out of.”

      Trent and I chuckled.

      “You’re looking in a mirror,” I yelled at Alex’s retreating back.

      He flipped me off as he continued to walk away.

      Trent flicked his hand out as he took his departure too.

      Looking back down at the papers on my desk, I mentally added checking out Bruce to my to-do list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bella

      

      

      “What is your familial relation to Bruce Evans?”

      I barely held my frustration in check before responding to Nurse Booby, “I’m a close friend.” Sort of.

      “We don’t give out patient information to close friends.” Her crossed arms and tapping red fingernails all lent to her unspoken command—fuck off.

      “I know, but Bruce’s brother is my good friend. I want to be here for him—to offer him moral support.” I pulled up a friendly smile, hoping to play on the strength of the sisterhood. “You know how guys are. They’ll never ask for help, but in times like this, they need it. They need us women.” I glanced at the male emergency room technician next to her hoping he didn’t take offense.

      “No.” She didn’t budge an inch.

      “I…”

      “Excuse me. Can you tell me where Phillip Hudson is?” Tall, Dark, and Handsome interrupted.

      The male attendant didn’t even have an opportunity to do his job because in a blink of an eye, Nurse Booby transformed into Nurse Helpful.

      “Well, I’m not supposed to give out patient information unless you’re family and I wouldn’t want to get in trouble.” Nurse Booby leaned forward, assets on full display, and all but invited McHotterson to give her his number as she completely ignored me.

      And, yes, he took the bait.

      Arms on either side of Nurse Booby, McHotterson closed the gap between them and murmured, “I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble. Of course we’re family.”

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” she purred while stroking his arm.

      Her coworker—the one supposedly working the emergency room desk—studiously inspected the papers on his desk, ignoring the mating dance happening in front of him.

      Turning to the side, she bent over—you guessed it, ass up in the air—to the computer to get McHotterson the data he needed.

      I desperately needed another shower after this.

      “Excuse me.” Not one single eyelash of hers fluttered at my words, but I wasn’t deterred. “Since you’re searching your database, would you please look up Bruce Evans?”

      “Ah, here you go.”

      She slid him a piece of paper that obviously had more than a room number on it and completely ignored me. Again.

      McHotterson held her hand and murmured, “Since you’ve been such a doll, would you mind giving her what she wants?”

      The venom that punched out of her sideways glance at me would have been lethal if McHotterson didn’t carry the antidote.

      But the seductive smile she gave McHotterson was an open invitation to assist him in any manner he’d like. “Anything for you.”

      Bitch.

      The word shot through my mind as I walked away from Nurse Booby at the information desk at Feldspar County Hospital. I tried not to demean my fellow sisters. It was tough enough being a woman, but when the sisterhood shit on you as well? Yeah, bitch was nice.

      I knew my ponytailed hair and make-up free face were a convenience for my work at the FeldsPaw Clinic. I received one too many kisses from my furry patients to justify putting it on, and why bother dressing up when I knew at any minute, I would end up with animal debris on my clothes.

      Even if I wanted to wear something more revealing, it wasn’t like I was overly endowed to begin with. No, my B-cups were barely a handful, and until this moment, I hadn’t disliked them; having smaller assets suited me well when dealing with my patients.

      But, to have a fellow sister who was heavily endowed in all of her feminine assets make another female who was not feel invisible or worthless?

      Bitch.

      It was on that thought, I reached the surgery waiting room and was immediately confronted with Alex and my good friend, Leonard, toe-to-toe, in each other’s face ready to… I didn’t want to find out what.

      “What’s going on?” Although I directed my question to Alex and Leonard, I scanned the room, noting Dean was in attendance. A few other officers were huddled in conversation and seemingly oblivious to the tension between my brother and my friend.

      I wasn’t surprised to see Dean there. As a private investigator, Dean often consulted with Alex on his cases. However, after last night’s kiss and Dean’s stopping by this morning to change my light bulb, my body was on a hormonal short fuse.

      Dean headed toward Alex and Leonard, in what I hoped would be his attempt to prevent an argument. However, the second our eyes connected, Dean changed his trajectory toward me. Meanwhile, both Alex and Leonard focused their attention on me. I didn’t know what to make of this, and I prayed my body didn’t give my wanton hunger away.

      However, it was Alex and Leonard’s heated expressions that held my attention. Not once in all the years I’d known Leonard had they ever had a disagreement. So many times after school, we’d hung out at my house doing homework, eating snacks, and goofing off. Not to mention all the dinners Leonard had stayed for just so he could enjoy a home-cooked meal and not once in any of those encounters had they ever raised their voices in anger to each other.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Dean looked down at me.

      At the same time, Alex bit out, “What are you doing here, Bella?”

      I chose to ignore Dean even if my body screamed at me to rub against him. Instead, I aimed my attention to Alex. “I’m here for Leonard.”

      “Why?” Frustration laced the word.

      “Because I’m his friend.”

      “I know that, Bella. How did you know to come here?” Alex growled when his patience disappeared.

      I gentled my voice before addressing Leonard. “After I completed my rounds tonight, I saw the local news report about an attack on Bruce. According to the reporter, you found Bruce beaten and unconscious in his hunting cabin. From their initial assessment, it looked like he had been there since yesterday.”

      I directed my next comment at Alex. “More importantly, the reporter stated Bruce was rushed to Feldspar County Hospital where the doctors were performing emergency surgery. I came as soon as I heard.”

      The already heated air in the room blistered.

      “Shit,” Dean pushed past the tightening of his lips.

      “That’s just fucking great.” Alex vibrated with renewed anger.

      Leonard echoed Alex’s temper. “What? Pissed off you’re being exposed?”

      Alex shifted the barest inch forward at Leonard’s words.

      My nerves took flight inside me. How would any of this expose Alex? Leonard couldn’t believe Alex was associated with Bruce’s attack. It just wasn’t a possibility.

      Then I noticed the room had quieted.

      Not good.

      “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

      Leonard did not hesitate. “It means I don’t trust the police. Always after Bruce, never giving him a break. One damn toe on the line, and they’re all over him. And, you—” He stared at Alex. “You don’t leave any fucking stone unturned.” Leonard squeezed his neck and began pacing. “And then, you got Castor walking around like a fucking peacock with his minions trailing behind him doing his bidding.”

      “Nuh-uh. Bruce doesn’t do toes,” Alex ground out. “He’s one hundred percent vested in whatever shit he’s doing. As for that other crap you just spewed about minions—fuck you. I do not do anyone’s fucking bidding.”

      Leonard swung around to face Alex. “Bullshit. Just last week at Coop’s, Brooke threw Bruce out when he chatted with another customer. Brooke didn’t even hesitate to toss Bruce out, but Blake King?” An angry shake of his head. “No, he got to sit back and enjoy his meal. Talk about keeping it all in the family.”

      Alex jabbed his finger at Leonard. “Watch your mother fucking mouth. Bruce has, on numerous occasions, destroyed Coop’s. Brooke has every fucking right to protect herself and her business.”

      “Protect?” Disbelief etched on Leonard’s face. “Bruce minded his own fucking business when Blake got all up in his face. Bruce also had every right to protect himself, but it wasn’t fucking Blake she kicked out.”

      “I’m sure Brooke must have had a good reason for her actions. What were Bruce and this Blake King arguing about?” I interjected before Alex moved any closer to Leonard.

      “Bruce Evans’ family?” The doctor had horrible timing.

      Or perfect timing.

      All the apprehension in the room redirected to him.

      Leonard stepped toward the doctor. “That would be me.”

      The doctor eyed everyone in the room before settling on Leonard. “May I ask your familial relation with Mr. Evans?”

      “I’m his brother, Leonard Evans.” The tension in Leonard’s body didn’t abate.

      The doctor beckoned Leonard, “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Evans.”

      Alex flashed his badge as he walked up to the doctor. “I’d like to know when I can speak with Bruce Evans, and I’ll want a detailed report of his injuries.”

      The doctor hesitated, looking around the room once more. “Please stop by the nurse’s station, and I’ll be with you shortly.”

      Leonard stiffened but didn’t say a word before following the doctor out of the room.

      Alex turned to me and clipped out, “Isabella, go home.”

      “This isn’t the best time for you to be here.” Dean echoed Alex’s sentiment.

      I felt like I was back in grade school when they did whatever they could to get rid of Alex’s annoying little sister. Dammit, at twenty-six, I was beyond being a kid, and it was time they treated me like an adult. “No, not until one of you tells me what the heck is going on.”

      “Not going to happen.” Alex’s barely controlled frustration rang through.

      Alex never told me anything about his cases, but this was different. This involved Leonard, my friend, who’d been there countless times after my parents’ death. Who hadn’t outright dismissed me when I ranted about there being more to the accident than everyone kept telling me. Being here now for Leonard was the least I could do to repay his kindness.

      “What I know is none of this makes sense. What was Leonard referring to? Why does he not trust you?” I persisted.

      “Oh, boy,” Dean muttered.

      Alex blew out a breath and rolled his shoulders. “Bella, I can’t tell you what’s going on. You know that.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it, and this is different.” This was my friend.

      Alex drew me in for a hug. “You’re going to stick around for your friend, aren’t you?”

      I held onto the sides of his shirt and nodded.

      “There’s no way I can convince you to leave?”

      I shook my head.

      “You do realize Leonard probably won’t leave Bruce’s side. You’ll be sitting here, twiddling your thumbs for hours.”

      “Then I’ll sit here for hours, twiddling my thumbs.” I didn’t budge.

      “I don’t like it, but I have to stop at the nurses’ station then meet Trent at Bruce’s cabin. Promise me you’ll stay out of whatever this is.” Alex’s frustration seeped through.

      I squeezed my lips shut because I knew from experience a non-answer was the best way to go. I couldn’t make that promise when Leonard, who had been there for me countless times, needed me now.

      “Promise me, Bella.” Alex stared down at me.

      “I’d be lying if I did.” And I’d learned a long time ago not to lie to Alex.

      He sighed. “Sorry our plans got canceled. How are you doing today?”

      “I understand, and I’m hanging in there. You?”

      “Same. Rain check?”

      Our sibling bond became stronger, deeper after our parents’ death and because it was, I knew Alex’s response was somehow—off. Was it because of Leonard’s comments, Bruce’s attack, the ten year anniversary of our parents’ death or was it something else?

      “Absolutely.”

      Dean interrupted our moment. “I’ll stick around with her, make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble.”

      I pushed away from Alex and argued, “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Works for me.” He bent down and kissed my cheek. “Love you, Bella.”

      “You know that doesn’t work on me anymore.” Ever since our parents’ deaths, Alex would routinely pull out the brotherly love to guilt me into cutting him some slack. “I can take care of myself.”

      Sincerity danced in his eyes even when his lips twitched. “Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      Okay, maybe his affection did work. “Fine, but don’t think I’m giving up that easily. I’ll just pester you tomorrow.” I smiled, indicating I was only partially joking.

      “I was afraid of that.” Alex didn’t sound like he was joking.

      Like all little sisters, I ignored my brother’s annoyance and stood on my tiptoes to give him a peck on the cheek. “Catch whoever did this.”

      “I’m working on it.” Alex called to Dean as Alex made his way out, “Swing by the station tomorrow.”

      “Will do.”
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      Not that I would admit my brother was right, but we stayed in the waiting room for hours, and Leonard never came back out. Which wouldn’t have been so bad if I had been by myself.

      But I wasn’t.

      Instead, I had six-foot-three and two-hundred-twenty pounds of deliciously solid muscle sitting next to me. And his voice? It was as if his voice had a direct connection to my uterus. Each syllable in his baritone tone caused fresh juices to soak my panties, and my nipples ached they were so hard.

      Squeezing my legs together hadn’t relieved any of the pressure. No, the slightest movement begged me to disappear to the closest bathroom so I could find some relief because sitting next to a sex god was torture. If rumor were anything to go by, the majority of the women in Feldspar could attest to this.

      Except for me.

      I tried to focus on the currently horrible and confusing situation so my hormones would stay off of Dean’s lusciousness.

      It didn’t work.

      No woman ignored Dean.

      So when Sheriff Castor stepped up and said, “Good evening, Dean and Isabella.” I practically leaped off my seat to greet him.

      “Good evening, Sheriff.” Yes, it came out breathy.

      Dean’s “Sheriff,” was calm and collected, unlike mine.

      “I’m sorry to break the news to you, but I just spoke with Bruce’s doctor, and Leonard is refusing to leave Bruce’s side.”

      I stared out the waiting room door as if I could see Leonard through the walls. “How is he doing?”

      Sheriff Castor lowered his voice. “He’s upset, but that’s to be expected. Bruce is still unconscious, so we won’t know anything until he wakes.” He leaned forward and gently squeezed my hand before he releasing it. “You both should go home and get some rest. I’m leaving an officer outside Bruce’s room. They’ll be safe, Isabella.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.” It was the best I could hope for at the moment.

      Dean took my hand and tugged me toward the exit as he bid farewell to the Sheriff. “Evenin’ Sheriff.”

      Now, I was entombed in the elevator with Dean and drowning in his intoxicating scent. Not to mention the delectable image of Dean was visible on every single reflective wall. Literally surrounding me with him. There was no avoiding him. I desperately needed out of the elevator and away from Dean.

      The second the elevator doors opened, I bolted out and ran right into a hospital orderly. If it weren’t for Dean’s quick response, we both would have ended up sprawled across the floor. Instead, I was wrapped in Dean’s arms, face buried in his chest, inhaling his scent up close and personal.

      Someone hated me.

      “Oh my! Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

      I knew that voice. Nurse Booby.

      Slowly, I turned my head, torturing myself with Dean’s physique, and came face-to-face with her perky melons.

      It felt as if I moved in slow motion when I raised my head to find Nurse Booby giving Dean a come-hither smile and ignoring the fact I was in Dean’s arms.

      See? Total bitch.

      What hurt more than the fact another woman would kick a fellow sister while she was down was the fact that I knew Nurse Booby fit Dean’s type. Tall, blonde, buxom, and willing.

      Everything I was not. Well, except for willing. No way I was going to stick around and watch them hookup.

      Dean’s grip tightened around me as I attempted to remove myself from the situation.

      “Bella, you all right?” Dean’s voice reflected his annoyance. Probably directed at the fact I was currently hampering his booty call.

      God, I had to get out of there.

      “Yeah. Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”

      In my attempt to escape Dean’s embrace once more, I placed my hands on his firm chest and pushed. To no avail.

      Nurse Booby huffed away in anger as she realized her offer was being rebuked by my presence.

      Dean slid his arm around my waist and moved us toward the exit.

      I knew Dean was doing his protective duty, ensuring I arrived at my vehicle safely before he returned to the hospital to take the nurse up on her invite. That was one hassle I could save him and another heartache I could save myself.

      “Dean, it’s okay. I can find my way to my truck. You can go on back, and you know…”

      Dean stopped in the middle of the parking lot.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said, you don’t have to walk me to my truck. You can go on back and connect with the nurse.” I said it and didn’t combust.

      Small miracle.

      Dean ground out, “There is no fucking way I am connecting with that woman. Jeez, how could you even think that?”

      “What?”

      “Shit, Bella, I do have standards.”

      I stared at him.

      Standards? Tall, check. Blonde, check. Abundance of cleavage, check. Willing, check. What did I miss?

      “You’re messing with me, right?”

      “I may like female companionship, but I do not appreciate being accosted.” Dean’s eyes narrowed and his mouth flattened into a thin line.

      Accosted? Yes, Nurse Booby had intimately pressed into Dean, but I wouldn’t categorize it as accosting. Invitation? Absolutely.

      It was Dean who looked confused now. “How were you in my arms and missed the whole thing?” A shake of his head. “Bella, no woman should hit on another man while he is with another woman.” This shake of his head was in disgust. “I’m surprised she hasn’t been outed from whatever universal group you women have.”

      I burst out laughing.

      He was right. Every woman should have the freedom to be who they truly were. But, in my opinion, our friendly neighborhood nurse was a little too friendly.

      I quieted and wiped the tears from the corners of my eyes. “Thanks, Dean. That felt great.”

      “Glad to be of service.” His smile—as usual—knocked the breath out of me.

      God, he was so beautiful. His thick, jet-black hair made his blue eyes pop, and his cheekbones looked as if they’d been chiseled on his face.

      Every inch of him was delectable.

      I had to stop thinking of Dean in that manner. I wasn’t doing myself any good.

      “Since your virtue is at stake, you can walk me to my truck.”

      “Smartass.” The humor in his word matched the twitch in his lips.

      “That’s me, the pesky younger sister.” I attempted to keep it light. To keep us on the easygoing road we’ve always been on.

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      I stopped at my truck and unlocked the door—all while purposely ignoring his odd comment and what it could possibly mean. “Thanks for walking me to my truck.” I folded into the driver seat and then looked up at Dean. “Have a good night.”

      “Bella, I know it goes without saying, but be careful.”

      I sat in my truck and looked at him. “I always am.”

      But if you want to be my personal bodyguard and guard my body all night long, I wouldn’t object.
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        Bella

      

      

      As I made my way to my darkened apartment, again, Dean’s cautionary words filtered through my brain, making me doubt my safety.

      A day earlier, my shadowed entryway would’ve had me guessing it to be more kid shenanigans. It was little things like the pool chairs scattered throughout; the sprinklers turned outward, so they sprayed the walkway instead of the grass or light bulbs exchanged with strobe lights.

      Kid pranks.

      When I looked at my darkened front porch for the second night in a row, the hairs on my arms stood up. A warning that whatever was going on wasn’t kid pranks.

      I was debating what I should do next when headlights from an approaching car and my neighbor’s opened doorway lit our joint entryway. And the broken glass on the ground.

      Definitely not kid pranks.

      Peering at me through his thinly wired spectacles, my aforementioned neighbor, Mr. Stewart, said, “Good evening, Miss Hall.”

      “Good evening, Mr. Stewart.”

      He glanced at the broken glass and promptly returned his attention to me. “I’m glad to see you’re finally home. Please make sure to remove this safety hazard promptly. It has created an inconvenience amongst your neighbors and shows poorly on our living environment.”

      At least this time, Mr. Stewart hadn’t threatened to report the infraction.

      “Of course. I will rectify the situation immediately. Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience this may have caused you.”

      A prim nod in acceptance and a terse, “Good evening,” and Mr. Stewart retired to his apartment.

      I hurried inside and grabbed the broom and dustpan. It had been a long day, and all I wanted to do was soak in a hot bath while I enjoyed a cold beer, not stand out in the cold sweeping broken glass. I figured if I moved quickly, I’d be able to—“Aaah!”

      Dean stood outside my door, looking from the broken glass to me.

      “Bella, you didn’t check the peephole before you opened your door. That’s not being careful.”

      “Dean! You scared the bejesus out of me.” My heart beat thunderously inside my chest. “What are you doing here?”

      At the same time, Mr. Stewart opened his door. “Miss Hall, please keep your evening festivities private.” Mr. Stewart glanced from Dean to my opened door to the broken glass still on the ground. “And remove this debris expeditiously.”

      Mr. Stewart didn’t wait for my response before retiring back into his apartment.

      I stared at Mr. Stewart’s closed door. Private festivities with Dean?

      Immediately, images of Dean naked in my bed flooded my brain. All his smooth, golden skin laid bare for my view, my touch and taste, while his rigid cock stood erect, imploring my attention.

      Just as quickly, my panties grew soaked, my nipples pebbled to hard peaks, and my breaths became pants.

      Visions of a naked Dean dissipated as he snatched the broom and dustpan out of my hand. “Bella, go pack a bag. You’ve got ten minutes before we head out.”

      Taking a deep breath, I attempted to gather control of my rioting body and focused on Dean’s comment.

      “Why do I need to pack a bag, and why am I leaving?” I shook my head to clear the cobwebs. “Wait, why are you even here?”

      Dean paused in the middle of his sweeping and looked at me. “I wanted to make sure you were okay, and I thought maybe you’d want to get some dinner. You know, so you’re not alone tonight.”

      My heart fell in a puddle of love. Normally, Alex and I spent the anniversary of our parents’ passing together, but with the recent events, our plans were sidelined. So for Dean to step up and want to soothe my pain almost made me go for a hug. Almost. Anymore contact with Dean and I wouldn’t be liable for my actions.

      “That’s sweet, but I’m going to just stay in and unwind.”

      He scanned my face. “Humor me.”

      “I’m fine. Really.” And I’d be better if he left. Any more time in his presence and my resolve to keep my distance would crumble. “As you can see, I’m okay, so you can go now.” I held out my hand for the broom.

      “I will after you pack a bag.”

      “What? Why?”

      “You’re not going to be here tomorrow.”

      He was losing his mind, and my grip on my temper was slipping.

      “Yes, I am. Aside from work, I plan on being here”—I pointed at the ground—“tomorrow.” I might have leaned toward him slightly on the last word, but really, what did he expect, telling me where I would be?

      “Bella, get your shit.” Dean, broom and dustpan in hand, made his way toward me.

      “Don’t order me around.” I took my own step toward him, the grip on my temper lost.

      In one step, he was toe-to-toe with me, looking down at me from his considerable height. “Bella, either you get your shit, or I do.”

      I sucked in a breath. “You go through my stuff and we’ll have problems.”

      No way did I want him to see my lacy undergarments or my Dean Toy.

      “Got something to hide?” Heat flared behind his eyes.

      Yes. Yes, I did.

      “You can’t just go through my things. They’re personal.”

      His smile was slow, wicked and knowing. “I bet they are.”

      Oh, God. How did I end up discussing my sex toys with Dean?

      Dean Cannon knew I had sex toys and was smiling about it.

      Shoot me now.

      Or fuck me.

      “I’ll just give you a hand with packing.” He made as if to move past me.

      I flew to my bedroom, locked the door, and yelled, “I don’t need your help!”

      His chuckle seeped through the door as my head plopped against it.

      “Really, someone shoot me,” I muttered.

      
        
        Dean

      

      

      I stood on Bella’s stoop and swept the broken glass to keep myself preoccupied. Mainly, so the images of having private festivities with Bella inside her apartment would leave my head. A challenge since her pebbled nipples strained against her T-shirt, letting me know she liked the idea too.

      It took more control than I wanted to admit to not act on our shared desires.

      The other reason didn’t help either. No, it threatened my control even more because fuck me, Bella has toys.  I really didn’t need to be thinking of sex toys and Bella in the same thought, but once there, all I could think of was how could I get her to play with me. The image of Bella with her head thrown back, her thick silky hair wrapped around my hand, while I rode her from behind, and drove her toy in her from the front played out in my mind. All the while, I would admire the smooth line of her back and her heart-shaped ass tipped up to me—for my taking.

      Shit, I had to be careful. I was going to make myself come in my jeans like a teenager.

      Rearranging myself, I forced my thoughts to the broken porch light I was sweeping. A second malfunctioning light—coincidence? I didn’t think so, but what exactly did it mean?

      Pain sliced through me at the thought of Bella being hurt. To not having her in my life, even if it was at arm’s length. I’d rather her remain Alex’s baby sister—off limits, but here, unharmed.

      Then I’d received Alex’s text asking me to keep an eye on Bella since he’d found something at Bruce’s cabin, and there was no way he could get to her tonight. Hence my lame excuse about dinner and pushing her to pack an overnight bag. Instead, I stood sweeping a broken light bulb in Bella’s entryway in an attempt to assuage my need to do something—to protect.

      Needless to say, after everything, there was no way I was going to leave Bella alone.

      No doubt it would be torture on us both, but until I replaced her light bulb—again—and checked into her security a little more, I’d fucking handle having her close without indulging myself. While I had her under my roof, I would not have her under me. So, no holding her, no kissing her, and absolutely no fucking.

      Shit. Forget torture—this was going to kill me.

      Forcing my mind off Bella’s body, I mentally created a to-do list. The first order of business was to replace her light bulb, again. Next, I’d contact Wyndham Terrace management to retrieve footage of their video surveillance. With any luck, whoever caused this would be captured on camera.

      Next up, a conversation with Alex about all the shit he’d found at Bruce’s cabin and how that equated to Bella needing protection. Did it have to do with Richard’s comments at Shackles? Bella’s accident? And did Leonard have anything to do with it? Shit. Add Leonard to the mix, and Bella was destined to place herself directly in the middle of this shit storm. I couldn’t stand by and watch her meander through danger without doing something about it.

      I dumped the broken glass in her trash, returned the broom and dustpan to their spot as Bella walked out of her bedroom. She was breathtaking in snug blue jeans and a tight white T-shirt that drew my eyes to her breasts and ass. Which made me want to wrap her silky ponytail around my hand and bend her over for my pleasure.

      Bella interrupted my inappropriate thoughts.

      “I’m ready. You can drop me off at the clinic on the way to your house.”

      She was too fucking cute. So fiercely giving and utterly oblivious to her draw. But there was no way she was going to spend the night at the clinic or anywhere without me to protect her.

      She just didn’t know it yet.

      Making my way to the front door, I started, “Do you have⁠—”

      “Shut it.”

      “Just making sure you don’t forget anything you might need.” I chuckled.

      She flounced by me, halting in her open doorway as she shined her sweet smile at me. “Thanks for sweeping the glass.”

      
        
        Bella

      

      

      I utilized the time I gathered my overnight bag to wrangle my rioting hormones under some sort of control. The precarious ledge of arousal I straddled barely made it bearable to sit a confined space with Dean.

      The fact I only had fifteen minutes before we reached the clinic helped me keep my sexual frustration in check. Fifteen minutes next to Dean before I could take a deep breath of air not accentuated by his manly scent.   

      “Dean, I am capable of driving myself to the clinic.” I bit out for the umpteenth time in the last ten minutes. “You don’t have to drive me.” 

      Standing next to my truck at my apartment, Dean and I had argued about him driving me to FeldsPaw Clinic. Until Mr. Stewart’s porch light came on, and I’d promptly climbed into Dean’s truck. I’d already tested Mr. Stewart’s equanimity twice tonight. I knew the third would result in another complaint lodged with management, something I did not want or need.

      Dean ignored my comment. “Have there been other random events around your apartment complex like the broken light bulb?”

      “Yeah. It’s just kid pranks.” Goosebumps erupted on my arms, reminding me that maybe it wasn’t all kid pranks. I swung my gaze out the side window and sighed.

      “What kind of kid pranks?”

      “The usual. Turned sprinkler heads, lounge chairs in the swimming pool, strobe lights in place of porch lights. Kid pranks.” I chuckled. “My favorite so far is when Mr. Stewart was taking his nightly swim and swam into a bar of Snickers. Oh my God, I don’t think I ever saw Mr. Stewart behave so inappropriately. I thought he was going to drown in his attempt to get out of the pool quickly.”

      “Now, that would have been something to see.” Humor lit Dean’s words. “All right. All jokes asides, anything else that didn’t seem like kid pranks occur? Anything that at the time you thought wasn’t quite right but labeled it as part of the pranks?”

      “What’s going on?” I turned back to Dean as I warmed at his questioning.

      He quieted. “Hopefully nothing.”

      Uneasiness spread through me. “The sprinkler prank happened the same time I found my doormat moved. I found it two feet away from the door like it had been tossed backward. At first, I thought the kids were trying to get everyone’s mats wet with the sprinklers, but my mat was the only one moved. At least down my line of sight.” I pushed the thought out of my mind, doing my best not to let fear overtake my sensibilities.

      “What about in your apartment? Anything out of place? Off?” Dean glanced at me.

      I fully turned to Dean and quietly told him, “You’re scaring me.”

      “It’s not my intention to scare you.” His voice gentled. “Bella?”

      “No. I haven’t noticed anything peculiar inside my apartment.”

      A nod from Dean. “That’s good. Get any funny vibes while you’re out and about? At work? With friends? Leonard?”

      “Okay, now I’m officially scared. What’s going on?”

      At the stoplight, Dean turned to me. “I don’t know—yet. But, Bella, I’m making sure nothing will happen.”

      “This has to do with what happened to Bruce, doesn’t it?” All of Dean’s questions, his unexpected appearance at my apartment, his invitation for dinner, and his insistence that I pack an overnight bag were all beginning to make sense. Neither Alex, Dean, nor Trent would leave me in a potentially unsafe environment.

      At the change of the light, Dean returned his attention to the road. “Yes, it has to do with Bruce’s attack. His brother is your good friend. That’s too damn close for my comfort, for Alex’s.”

      “Are you saying Leonard has something to do with what happened to Bruce?” My disbelief was evident in my voice. “I can’t believe that. Leonard wouldn’t harm his brother.”

      “I’m not saying that.” He didn’t deny it either. “What I am saying is you are Leonard’s good friend, and you’ll do what you can to help him, thereby inserting yourself in whatever mess is swirling around Bruce and Leonard.”

      “Leonard was there for me after my parents died, you know that.”

      “I know. But whoever attacked Bruce is still out there and knows he survived. They’ll be gunning to get him again. With Leonard standing vigilant at Bruce’s bedside and you attempting to stick to Leonard’s side.” Dean shook his head. “Just because he was there for you then doesn’t mean you have to place yourself in danger for him now—or ever.”

      “You have no idea. Leonard more than supported me during that time. He was there when I—” I stopped before I admitted just how much of a difficult time I’d honestly had after returning from Granite Creek Hospital. Alex had been tormented by my inability to recuperate fully after the accident; therefore, I’d vowed when I returned from Granite Creek Hospital to protect him just as equally as he had me.

      If it wasn’t for the medication, the night terrors would not only have plagued me but Alex too. Instead, I was able to keep from screaming. The constant replay of the accident and the images of my parents’ dead bodies—day or night—it didn’t matter. That night haunted me.
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