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Chapter 1







“Come on!” Krista Matthews screeched as she hammered her palms on the steering wheel of her dark green 1993 Toyota Tercel. “Start, you motherfucker. Starrrrrrrt!”

She turned the ignition off and then on again, but the car did nothing besides groan and sputter and trick her into thinking it was going to start. 

Fuck!

The clock on the dash told her she was going to be late. She glanced up at the elderly man coming out of the house in front of her. Nearly bent double, poor Mr. Geller was nearly ninety, and he still refused to use a walker.

Said his cane was just fine, even though the way he hobbled down the wet gravel driveway toward her said he should probably be in a wheelchair, not just using a walker. He lifted his cane and tapped on her window, rain dripping down over the hood of his forest-green rain jacket. 

“Mornin’, Constable. Battery?” he asked with a smile. 

Krista blew the dark red curls off her forehead and nodded. “I think so.”

“You need me to jump you?”

Oh, Mr. Geller, if only you were a few decades younger and not married to Mrs. Geller, I’d be all over that.

The twinkle in his soft gray eyes said he was fully aware of his innuendo. 

Rolling her eyes with an amused chuckle, she nodded. 

He toddled over to his beat-up old Ford. Within seconds, he had pulled it up in front of her car and was popping the hood. She did the same with her vehicle and watched as he deftly hooked up his truck to her car. He craned his head around her hood and gave her a drippy-faced nod. 

Praying, with eyes shut and crossed fingers, Krista turned the key one more time. 

Thank the elderly landlord, it worked. The car was alive. 

It was alive! 

Mr. Geller slammed her hood shut moments later and gave her a wave, telling her to git as he knew she was probably already late for work. She waved back at him with a big, thankful smile and was on her way up the driveway toward the station.

Fifteen minutes late for work, soaking wet from the run from her car to the police station, and with an earache that seemed to be a direct result of that nasty wind that had picked up overnight, Krista poured herself a cup of coffee in the breakroom at six fifteen in the morning. She prayed her partner and mentor had called in sick.

No such luck. 

Today was not her day for luck. 

She smelled him before she saw him. Heard him before she felt him. That disgusting body spray he seemed to bathe in. And the laugh that managed to make all the other women at the detachment swoon. To Krista, he just sounded like a creepy clown getting ready to peel off her face. It didn’t seem to matter how many times she turned him down, declined his advances or politely but firmly told him no; he still thought he could wear her down and she’d sleep with him or, at the very least, grab a drink. 

Like it was some rite of passage to have sex with your superior when you became a cop, or at least a female cop. She knew that it wasn’t. He was making shit up. Using every lame reason in his arsenal to get into another rookie’s pants. But so far, nothing had worked. No man had been in Krista’s pants in quite some time, and no way in hell was she ending her dry spell with Myles Slade, king of the douchebags.

Three of them had started at the detachment around the same time, all of them women. Only Krista was left on Myles’s list of women to vanquish. To cajole and coerce into his bed. So it made sense why he was so interested in her. She was the last one. He needed to get her into bed to complete the hat-trick. 

Barf!

Both Wendy and Marlise hadn’t gone into too much detail about their time with Myles; in fact, neither of them wanted to talk about it at all. They just shrugged it off. Said it was a night after drinks at the bar and that the man held their futures, their careers, in the palm of his hand, including making their rookie lives a complete nightmare. It was just easier to put up, shut up and move on. 

The man made Krista sick. He literally made her head hurt and gut churn the moment he walked into a room. And it was as though he had some sixth sense about where she was, because Myles always managed to put himself between her and a doorway. Managed to position himself between her and escape.

“Ready to go?” he asked with a disgusting purr to his voice, coming up behind her, popping her personal space bubble with his body. 

With flared nostrils, a grunt of disdain and rolled shoulders, she turned away from him. He’d only been in the room for half a second, and already he had her feeling uncomfortable and claustrophobic. She hated that he’d manipulated his way into being her trainer. She missed Janice. 

“Yep,” she piped, determined not to let him see her flinch. He always got mad when he thought she was deliberately avoiding him, and then enraged when she’d turn him down. Only instead of taking the hint that she wasn’t interested, he’d press on as though she were simply playing hard to get and treating it all like a game. While in reality, where Krista lived, it was anything but a game. 

He’d gone so far as to request to train her, and since he seemed to have the staff sergeant wrapped around his finger, Myles got away with pretty much anything, and Krista was stuck with the predator as a mentor. 

“All right.” Myles rubbed his hands together, a maniacal gleam in his eye. “Well, move it. We want to get a move on. We’re going to go patrol the highway later today. Set up a roadblock for a bit and maybe a speed trap. Write some citations.” He went to smack her butt, but at the last second, Staff Sergeant Wicks walked by, so he let his hand travel past her hip and land on the table. 

“Everything okay in here?” the staff sergeant asked, wandering into the small staff kitchen. 

“Everything’s just peachy, sir,” Myles said with a serpentine smile. “Matthews and I are on highway patrol today. Friday at four o’clock on a weekend is sure to nab us a few speeders.” Myles was all grins. It didn’t help that he looked like one might expect a serial killer to look. And not like the type of serial killer that hides in a dark alley or storm drain and uses a machete to hack their victims into tiny bite-size pieces. 

No. 

Myles Slade was the kind of serial killer that was handsome. His smile was almost too big and too perfect for his face, and his features were masculine and sharp. Tall and blond with square shoulders and a round face. It was easy to see why several of the women at the precinct fawned over him. And his cheeks held that forever rosy glow, liked he’d just come in from the cold outdoors. 

But none of that mattered when you looked into his eyes. They were the eyes of a predator. The eyes of the devil. So brown they were almost black. You couldn’t see the pupil—ever. Not even in a dim room or under a lamp could you find the pupil. It ceased to exist. More often than not, Krista found herself turning away from his stare, avoiding eye contact at any cost, because the longer she held his gaze, the more it felt as though Lucifer himself was staring back at her. Soulless, vacuous holes—demon eyes.

“Good, good.” Wicks chuckled. His eyes briefly flicked to Myles, and Krista almost missed it, but there was a hint of what looked almost like unease there before he masked it with a big smile. “All right, well, be safe out there.” And with a nod and smile so fake not even the coffee maker was believing it, he left the room.
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Brock Hart grunted, nodded and tossed cash onto the counter and then, without even waiting for the receipt, headed out the door to his big black pickup truck. Why was he so angry about a burned-out headlight? It happened to everyone, and yet for some reason, the inconvenience of it had him seeing red. 

Though if you asked those closest to Brock, they’d all say the man only seemed to see the world in various shades of red. And not the rose-colored glasses kind of red. More like the “I hate the world and everyone in it” kind of red.

He pulled out of the parking lot and gunned it onto the road, hitting the highway in no time, where he really let the rage inside flow. Weaving in and out of traffic like a Formula One driver. Horsepower and metal his to command. The windshield wipers were on full bore and the roads were slick from the sudden rainstorm. They still had a week or so left of summer, but fall seemed to be rearing its ugly head early.

He noticed the speed trap up ahead easily enough. Enough cars had flashed their lights as a warning, so with another grumble, his big size thirteens applied pressure to the brake before he tossed on the cruise control. 

Snorting, he shook his head. She was right out in plain sight, way, way up ahead, radar gun pointed directly at oncoming traffic. Anyone coming toward her would see her and have time to slow down before she got a read on their speed. Heavy rain and gray sky be damned, she was easy to spot.

Must be a noob.

She stood on the side of the road with her hip cocked and the radar gun pointed directly at his truck. 

Better luck next time, sweetheart. 

Then she waved him over. 

What the fuck. 

He glanced behind him. She couldn’t be waving him over. He was going the speed limit. Had been for the last eight seconds. But when he looked back, she snagged his eye and pointed at him. Directly at him, ordering him to pull over. 

What the fuck. He’d never been pulled over before.

He slowed down and pulled over, bringing his window down in the process, ready to educate her on her error, when he came face to face with sex in a uniform. All dark red hair tucked up into a no-nonsense bun and the most piercing blue eyes he’d ever seen. And the body, holy jeez, if she looked half as good out of her uniform as she did in it, any man privileged enough to take her to bed wouldn’t last long. 

Where the fuck were these thoughts coming from?

“Good afternoon, sir. License and registration, please.” Her voice was like smooth chocolate, but there was also a slight tremor to it. 

Did he make her nervous?  Was this her first ticket? Was he going to pop her ticket cherry? He handed her his license and then dug the registration out of the glove compartment.

“Do you have any idea how fast you were going … Mr. Hart?” she asked, the shake still in her voice and now in her hands as she continued to avert her eyes and read over his information. 

“In fact, I do. I had the cruise control on.”

Her head snapped up from the registration, and her perfect little mouth widened. “You did? How fast did you have it set at?” 

“The speed limit … of course.” 

She grabbed the radar gun out from under her arm and studied it intently, as if it were a piece of scripture and she was trying to quickly commit it to memory. Brock raised his eyebrows patiently, getting a kick out of how clearly flustered this little champion for justice was getting. 

She appeared cold. Water dripped off the brim of her hat and tips of her lashes, and her cheeks burned a bright pink. He remembered cold, wet nights out in the field on missions. All was well until his underwear got wet. Once his drawers weren’t dry then he was a more miserable fucker than normal.

She narrowed her eyes and looked back up at him. “I’ll be right back.” Then she stalked off toward her patrol car, his license and registration still in her hand. 

All part of the scare tactic. Make ’em sweat. 

Brock knew the drill. 

Not that he’d ever been pulled over before, despite his need for speed, but he’d been in the passenger seat enough times with friends who were pulled over to know she was going to take her sweet-ass time coming back. 

She hoped to come back to a truck where a frazzled driver waited. Ready to confess that he had indeed been speeding, had jaywalked yesterday and may or may not have a dead body in the back of the cab. 

But Brock Hart was no ordinary man. 

No ordinary driver. 

It took more than being pulled over for speeding and waiting for a cop—a hot cop no less—to rattle his nerves. So instead he simply watched the headlights of the oncoming traffic and the rain bead down the passenger window in meandering rivers.

To his surprise, she didn’t make him wait. Within three minutes, she was swaying her saucy little hips back to the truck, a smug smirk on those sensuous lips. 

She glanced down at his license and then back up at him. Yeah, he didn’t look at all like his picture. His buzz cut had grown out a bit, he had what his mother called “a permanent five o’clock shadow” on his jaw, and his face had filled out a bit. That picture felt like a lifetime ago. Taken just days after he’d returned from his final mission overseas. The only thing that would never change were his green eyes. 

She squinted at him and then back down at his driver’s license again. “You may not have been speeding, Mr. Hart. It would appear I mistook you for the car behind you, but your headlight is out and that’s a”—she began filling out the citation on her citation pad—“sixty-dollar fine.” She licked her lips and swallowed a few times. 

He smiled, a real rarity for him, but for some reason this woman pulled it from him. “All right, but just so you know, generally, a blown headlight usually results in a verbal warning, at the very most a written warning.”

Her head jerked, and she nearly dropped her pen. “You a cop?”

He shook his head and shrugged. “No. But I know how it goes.” He enjoyed the dash of red that raced across her face. “Plus, I’m heading home right now to go change it.” He grabbed it off the passenger seat and held it up. “This is the new light right here. And if you issue me the ticket, I can just dispute it in court once it’s fixed.”

She looked like she was about to puke. “Did you keep your receipt?”

“Yes.” 

A big ol’ lie.

She puffed up her chest, pushing her breasts toward him, and he couldn’t stop himself. As hard as he tried to keep his eyes on her face, he let them fall to the name plate on her chest for just a second, Constable K. Matthews. She caught him looking and made a noise in her throat, which forced his eyes to fly back up to hers. Her jaw was clenched firm, and the flush that had been snaking its way up her neck and cheeks now worked its way into her hairline. The woman was the color of a poppy. 

“Listen, don’t tell me how to do my job. Yes, a warning is typical, but if I want to issue you a fine, I will.”

He liked her fire. 

He bit the inside of his cheek. He was determined not to smirk if it killed him. “Sorry, officer.”

She huffed, a little bit of wind appearing to have re-entered her sails. Her blue eyes glowed in an oncoming headlight. “Just get out of here … and it’s constable.” The last part was whispered so low he could hardly hear her. She handed him back his information and, without looking back, headed toward her car.

Brock shifted in his seat, the half-chub in his pants twitching uncomfortably against the zipper of his jeans. 

Well, that was weird. 

For some strange reason, as he pulled back out into traffic, he felt lighter, less angry. The red in his vision was less scarlet and more of a burnt orange, kind of like Constable Matthews’s hair …
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“Another beer?” Mickey asked. 

Brock nodded.

“So, how’s your mum?”

Mindlessly shelling a peanut, Brock tossed the husk onto the bar in front of him before popping the nut into his mouth and nodded. “Good, good.”

“Maisie’s been meaning to call her. Misses their stitch and bitch since she broke her wrist.”

Brock grunted. “How’s her wrist?”

Mickey’s light-blue eyes twinkled. “Hasn’t slowed her down much. She’s still in the garden every day, still cooking. Only thing she can’t do is stitch, and it’s killing her. Had plans to make each of the grandkids a quilt for Christmas. Doesn’t look like that’s going to be happening.”

Brock snorted and nodded for the umpteenth time when Mickey slid a fresh draft in front of him. 

“Tequila, please,” came a strong, feminine voice beside him.

Brock glanced up from where he’d been studying the condensation on his beer glass, only to see a mass of red curls plop down beside him, followed by the sweetest, most beautiful smell. Honeysuckle, maybe? He really had no idea. He only knew that he liked it. 

Mickey poured an ounce of tequila, placed a lime wedge on top and set a shaker of salt with the drink in front of the mystery redhead. She did the ritual of salt, shot and lime before wiping the back of her wrist across her mouth and asking for another. 

Brock lifted one eyebrow at Mickey. But the Santa Claus-looking bartender-slash-surrogate father just snorted, smirked, shrugged and poured the lady another. 

“Hope you’re not driving, sweetheart,” Mickey said as he brought up a bowl of limes and placed them in front of her. 

She tossed back the second shot and shook her head. “No. I’m a cop. Wouldn’t dream of it. I’ll cab or walk if I have to.”

That voice. 

She’s a cop.

Same one?

Couldn’t be.

Brock glanced next to him, but all he saw was curls. Had the cop’s hair been the same color? He couldn’t remember. That wasn’t something he normally paid attention to. He knew she was a redhead. A hot redhead. But was this the same cop? There had to be other redheaded cops on The West Shore. But then what was she doing here in Fern Valley? The West Shore was a good twenty minutes from here.

Finally, after what felt like ages of inconspicuous glancing at the woman next to him, waiting for her to move her hair or turn her head slightly, she reached her pale, slender hand up and tucked a wavy strand behind her ear. 

It was her.

“Another one, please,” she said, lifting her head at Mickey. 

Brock chuckled to himself. Had the little copper had a rough day? Only sorority girls and people looking to forget their day slammed tequila the way Constable—shit, what was her last name again?—was. 

“Rough day?” he asked.

She grunted as she licked the salt off the back of her hand. “You could say that.” She downed the shot and popped the lime into her mouth before turning to face him. And damn if those bright blue eyes didn’t double in size from surprise. She sucked the lime into her mouth by accident and began to choke. 

Stifling yet another smile and the urge to laugh, Brock swung his arm out and began pounding her on the back with his palm. “Y’all right, constable? Gonna live?”

Squeezing her eyes shut, she coughed the lime into her hand, reached for the tall glass of water Mickey had placed in front of her after shot number two and chugged it, all the while glaring at him over the rim as she drained the water. 

“What on earth are you doing here?” she asked, coming up for air and once again wiping the back of her wrist across her mouth.

“Same as you.”

The corner of her sexy little mouth lifted. “Drowning your sorrows?”

“You have sorrows?” 

She let out an exhausted sigh and nodded.

“You should probably eat something if you’re going to continue slamming back the drinks the way you are,” he said. 

“Yeah?” She sneered. Brock wasn’t normally the kind of guy interested in chit-chat, but for some reason he wanted to know more about this lively little cop, despite the fact that the vibe she was throwing his way said “leave me the fuck alone.” “You going to buy me dinner?”

“I can,” he said smoothly. “After all, it’s the least I can do after you let me off with a warning this afternoon … Constable … ”

“Matthews.”

Right.

“Constable Matthews.”

She squinted at him. “Thanks … uh … ”

“You don’t remember my name, do you, constable?” He chuckled again, grabbing a menu and pushing it in front of her. “Pick something. I’m buying.”

She rolled those striking blue eyes and opened the menu. “Deluxe burger with bacon, mushrooms and extra pickle.”

Brock caught Mickey’s eye and held up two fingers. The bartender nodded.

“Do you remember my name?” Brock probed again, scooting his barstool just a tad closer to hers.

“I pulled over a lot of people today. Issued a lot of citations. I can’t remember everyone’s name.” 

“Brock Hart. And you’re Constable K. Matthews. What does the K stand for? Kantakerous?” His chest and shoulders bobbed at his own mirth and, as hard she was trying to fight it, because that was obvious, a bubble of a laugh leaped from her throat.

“Krista,” she whispered, raising her eyebrow and nodding at the bartender when he asked if she wanted another shot. 

“You live around here?” he asked, rolling her name around in his head and deciding it suited her.

She nodded. “You?”

“You live around here?” he asked in surprise, ignoring her question. “Doesn’t a cop’s salary pay well enough for you to live … I don’t know, not around here?”

She lifted one slender shoulder and shrugged, thanking the bartender when he placed another shot in front of her. “I grew up in a small town. On a dirt road, out in the middle of nowhere. This is home to me. I’m not used to the big-city life. I like peace and quiet. I like the idea of having bears and deer in my backyard. Plus, I’m a rookie. I make peanuts.” 

“Bears?”

She nodded. “They used to raid our apple trees all the time.” 

“Do you rent some property around here?”

“I rent a basement suite in a big house on a chunk of land a few kilometers or so down the road.” 

Mickey ambled over and plopped two big, beautiful greasy burgers in front of them, the plates piled a mile high with thick, wedge-cut fries. Krista’s eyes went wide, and he smiled to himself at her childish glee. The burgers were awesome. She had a right to be impressed. 

Brock reached forward and took a bite of a still-steaming fry. “Eat up, otherwise you won’t be able to walk home given how much tequila you’ve just slammed back.”

She shot him a surly glare but dove in anyway. “And I plan on having more.”

The bar was located pretty much out in the middle of nowhere in a municipality known as Fern Valley, which was part of the Greater Victoria area. Not far, but at the same time far enough from the prestigious and comely homes on Prospect Lake. This part of town wasn’t exactly where doctors and lawyers were buying their 1.2 million-dollar homes. It was more where rednecks parked their double-wides and drove their pickups into the bushes for burial when they stopped working. But that suited Brock just fine. He liked his solitude and the quiet. And the seedy dive bar located in the middle of the middle of nowhere was half his. He’d co-bought it with Mickey when the old guy retired, and Brock served as a silent partner. He checked in and handled the business side while Mickey managed the staff and tended bar. It was a biker bar, a redneck bar, but it was home, and Brock liked it.

He watched in the mirror behind the bar as Krista chewed her food slowly, a small, sexy smile on her face. She closed her eyes and hummed softly. Jordy in the kitchen always made a killer burger. Brock’s taste buds were just as happy as Krista’s. And fuck what he would give to be that burger right now, rolling around on her tongue and in her hot little mouth.

“So, Brock Hart, if that’s your real name?” she finally asked on a swallow. “Where do you live?”

A smile jogged on his lips as he methodically chewed his fries. “Around here,” he finally said. “Walking distance.”

“Stumbling distance?” She snickered, digging into her own fries. “’Cause that’s what we’d do, stumble there. Or at least me. That tequila’s hit me hard. Good call on the food.”

Brock didn’t say anything. He simply studied her face. She had a tiny bit of mustard at the corner of her mouth that he wanted to wipe, lick, or suck off for her. Preference on the latter.

“You want to get out of here?” he finally asked. 

“I … uh … ”

He lifted one shoulder cavalierly and then shoveled fries into his mouth before taking a healthy sip of his beer to wash it all down. 

She eyed him curiously before nodding at Mickey for yet another shot. “I had an awful day,” she said quietly. “I’m drinking to forget.”

“Did you have to stand out in the rain and issue tickets all day?” he asked, his volume matching hers. He drained his beer and lifted an eyebrow at Mickey for another.

She nodded but then shook her head. “I didn’t issue any citations. And then there was a fatal accident on the highway we had to deal with.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Those are never easy.”

She shook her head again. “No, they’re not.”

It seemed like she was avoiding his gaze on purpose now, swirling her last remaining fry around and around in a big puddle of ketchup until it was limp and covered in red. “I don’t want to be a traffic cop,” she finally managed to whisper. “I didn’t want to be out there. Besides you, I pulled over two little old ladies and didn’t have the heart to cite them.”

He snorted. “Yeah, my dad was a cop, said it was tough when he’d have to pull over a car for speeding only to find a wrinkled little blue hair behind the wheel. For the most part, they drive slow as fuck, but then once in a while you get an eighty-five-year-old Mario Andretti with a medical alert bracelet, going sixty in a school zone.”

To Brock’s surprise and delight—which also surprised him—she burst out laughing, nodded and then slammed back the shot in front of her. Damn, she was cute. And she smelled incredible. 

He nodded, signaled Mickey and told him to put everything on his “tab.” 

Krista finally finished that last fry and drained the water glass in front of her. She let out a loud and satisfying ah before lifting her head and batting her lashes at him. 

“You look different from the picture on your license,” she said. “I like your hair longer. And your face has filled out.”

His skin prickled. He hoped to God she didn’t ask anything personal. Brock never got personal.

She leaned forward so their faces were only six inches apart. Her breath smelled of tequila and ketchup, but it was quickly overpowered by the most divine scent—floral and sweet with a hint of spice. It wrapped around him and he had to force himself not to shut his eyes and inhale deeply.

“Hmm?” he hummed, wondering what she was looking at.

She blinked those diamond blues at him and smiled coyly. “You have beautiful green eyes. And the scruff beard is hot, definitely better than the clean-shaved look of your picture.”

She’d remembered that much about him? Was she coming on to him? Was she always this forward, or was the tequila making her brazen? Either way he didn’t care. She was hot as fuck, and if she said the word, he’d have her home and clawing up his back before the clock struck twelve.

“You owe me, you know,” she said with only a slight slur to her words.

He decided to play along. “I do, do I? I bought you a burger and covered your tab. I’d say we’re square for whatever it is you think I owe you.”

With a sultry little lip bite and a head shake that tousled those untameable curls of hers, she said, “Nuh-uh.”

“Nuh-uh?”

“I let you off with a warning. And we both know you were speeding right up until you saw me. You tossed on the brakes at the perfect moment.”

Well, she had him there. 

“So I owe you then?”

She nodded. 

“I’m not sure you should be drinking anymore, and I’m not a fan of dessert. How do you propose I owe you … constable?”

Her pink tongue darted out between her lips and ran seductively along the seam. “Stumbling distance?”

A growl built at the back of his throat. He hadn’t gotten laid in ages, and this little sprite had him sporting a half-chub since earlier in the day. Did she have her handcuffs with her still? Maybe an officer’s hat? 

Sliding off the barstool, he slung his leather jacket on and held out his hand. “We’ll be there in less than ten.”

She was all grins as she hopped off the barstool. Did she not have a coat? It was freaking cold outside. All she seemed to have was a worn and weathered gray hoodie. The woman needed a coat. 

She followed him to the door, which he held open for her. The wind hit them both in the face like a wet slap, and she immediately shivered, pulling her hood up and shielding her face with her hand. 

Brock grabbed her other hand again and pulled her along, only to stop when they were shielded from the wind. He pulled off his leather jacket and held it out for her with nothing but a grunt. She slipped her slender arms into it and then, without a word, he grabbed her hand again and pulled her into the night and the wicked autumn weather. 


      [image: image-placeholder]It was like something out of a movie. He unlocked the door to his house, revealing nothing scary or remarkable, just your run-of-the-mill dark and cold foyer, with a shoe rack, a coat hook, and a bowl for keys. Then, before Krista knew it, he was on her. His hands in her hair, his warm, hard, delicious body pressing up against hers. Their lips and tongues danced and dueled as they furiously fought to relieve one another of clothes. It was their first kiss. They hadn’t said a word, or more like he hadn’t said a word on the ten-minute jog through the rain. It’d just been a series of grunts as he let her know which house was his and fished his keys out of the massive leather jacket she was wearing.

But maybe that’s the way it was supposed to go. No pleasantries, no mindless chit-chat or get-to-know-you bullshit. Because she didn’t really care who this Brock guy was at the moment. All she cared about was that he was promising to help her forget her shitty day with orgasms, and that was good enough for Krista. 

At least for tonight.

Moaning from how good he tasted, from the ferocity of his kiss, she leaped up and wrapped her legs around his hips. With a moan of his own, he stalked up the stairs and down the hall to the bedroom. His tongue held power, thrusting in and out of her mouth, swirling and diving with such animalistic force, such primitive need, that all she wanted to do was bite him, every hard inch of him. Bite his lips, bite his chin, bite his pecs, bite his abs, bite his ass. 

He tossed her onto his bed and then quickly started to strip, so she did the same. He’d already relieved her of his jacket and her hoodie on their way from the door to his room, so all that was left was her blue T-shirt, jeans, and underwear. She was down to her panties and bra in seconds, and when she glanced back up, there he stood. Godlike, but so very, very real. Not just a beautiful figment of her inebriated imagination. Big, hard, toned and so goddamn gorgeous all she could do was stare. The rain had ebbed on their jog over, the fierce wind pushing away the dark bulbous clouds. So now the moon was out, high and bright and peeking in through the blinds at them like a dirty voyeur. Its bright light cast his body and face into menacing shadows, forcing harsh angles to be chiseled even sharper, but they only made him look all the more handsome. Fearsome and mysterious. His square jaw was set into a determined scowl, and even in the moonlight she could tell his eyes were the fiercest emerald green she’d ever seen.

She reached for him. “Help me end my day right,” she purred. Hoping it sounded as sexy out loud as it did in her head. 

His grin was salacious. Then slowly, ever so slowly, as though he thought he might crush her, he lowered his body down onto hers. But his mouth wasn’t nearly as gentle. He plundered her. Took and took with his lips, teeth and tongue. Stole the air from her lungs and demanded moans from the back of her throat. Was he trying to make her come just from his kisses? Because with the way things were going, that wasn’t entirely off the table.

He tasted like beer, but she probably tasted like cheap tequila, and in the end, it didn’t matter. They both knew what this was. It was hot, sweaty, need-driven, make-each-other-feel-good drunk sex with a stranger. The fact that there was beer on his breath as his tongue massaged hers into passive submission only spurred her on, made her want him, made her want his body and this night even more.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and bucked up into him, feeling the granite hard length of him press into her pelvis. She ached to touch it, to feel him in her palm, to watch his face as she brought him pleasure. 

But she hardly had time to finish that thought before his mouth left hers and began traveling down her body. His hands roamed and unlatched the front clasp of her bra, allowing her breasts to spill out. Warm, wet kisses were dropped along her chest and nipples, her ribcage, her belly button, her mound, and then lower. His fingers made deft work of removing her panties.

“No, no!” she protested, having had enough one-night stands in her day to know that oral sex was not always expected in this sort of situation. It was a bump-uglies, scratch-an-itch kind of situation, right?

But he just grunted and flicked out his tongue, hitting her clit in just the right spot, which caused her leg to jerk and practically knee him in the skull. He chuckled diabolically but didn’t lift his head or stop his delicious torment. Instead he spread her wide with his big fingers and dove in deeper. Lips, tongue, nose and fingers all brought her insane pleasure, coaxing and thrusting, lapping and kissing. She was wild for him, wild for an orgasm, but as he continued and the tequila seeped deeper into her body, she knew she’d only be able to manage one climax for the night, so it had to be a good one.

“Oh God … ” she moaned, grinding up into his face. She caressed her breasts, tugging on her hard, achy nipples. Unlike earlier, when she was chilled to the bone, now she was scorching hot. Her hands moved down her body to rest on top of his head. His hair was soft. A bit of a longer buzz cut, but he pulled it off. It tickled her inner thighs as his head continued to bob up and down, his mouth doing despicably wonderful things. In drunken curiosity, she continued to explore his head, traced the outer shell of his ear with her fingers, felt the muscles of his forehead and brow pinched in complete and utter concentration. Damn, even a blind woman would know this man was sexy.

His teeth grazed her inner thigh. He nipped gently, making her squeak. All the while, his fingers continued to plunge, coaxing the orgasm from her until she was within an inch of her sanity, her head thrashing wildly on the bed, pleas for more spilling from her lips.

“Fuck me!” she demanded, knowing she wasn’t going to last much longer but also knowing she wanted more than just his head buried between her legs. She wanted all of him buried there. 

He gave one final sweep up between her folds with that masterful tongue of his and then reared up like a proud lion ready to pounce; his big, muscular arms bulged with the weight of him on either side of her head. 

“Are you drunk?” she asked, not quite wondering why she felt the need to inquire about his sobriety, but somehow feeling it was pertinent information at the moment. The moment where the head of his cock was getting ready to impale her.

“Yes,” he said gruffly, the strain and frustration of not being inside her evident in his tone. “But no beer goggles. I’d fuck you sober, too.” And then she wasn’t allowed to talk anymore. His mouth found hers again as he sank balls-deep inside.

He was a big, feral force within her, pushing her body to the edge, only to churn his hips just right and pull her back before she tumbled over the ledge, riding that paper-thin line for what felt like forever. Her nails raked down his thick, hard back. She relished the way he shivered when she squeezed his flexing butt cheeks. The man was pure muscle, rock beneath her fingertips. Brock the Rock. His teeth fell to her neck and shoulders. He began to bite and lick. His lips found her nipple; he suckled, bit, and she lost it. 

The climax raced through her. She clenched around him, savoring every charge and quivering on every draw as he slid his thick length across her sensitive channel. She was lost to the sensation of it all, lost to his passion, lost to the way he made her feel. 

Guttural moans filled her ear as he found his own release, clamping down hard onto her swollen and needy breast, flicking the bud with his tongue as his hips continued to thrust and punish.

He was heavy on top of her, not frighteningly so, which was surprising, given his size. But as the euphoria of her climax slowly dissolved, she realized that she was tired and wanted nothing more than to go pee and then curl up into bed. 

Reading her mind, Brock pulled out, helped her to her feet and pointed to the bathroom. A man of few words but a multitude of talents elsewhere.

When she came back out, he had gotten her a glass of water and pulled the sheets and duvet down. She didn’t even bother looking for her underwear. She just drained her glass, wiped the back of her wrist across her mouth and snuggled into his pillow. She was asleep almost instantly to the scrumptious smell of him, his warm body inches from hers across the bed.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Krista woke to the sound of a bear, or perhaps a dragon, roaring in her ear while a big, thick, hairy tree trunk lay draped across her stomach and beer-scented wind ruffled the hair on the back of her neck. Afraid to open her eyes, she grimaced as the memories of last night came flooding back.  

She knew what she’d done. 

Knew where she was. 

She’d gone home with Brock. They’d had incredible sex and then subsequently passed out. But she just wasn’t ready to see it. To see the reality of her sad, drunken choice. 

Who was a fan of the walk of shame? 

No one. 

It was called the walk of shame for a reason. 

The words “for shame” screamed at her in her mind, competing with the headache.

She’d done it once or twice before, the walk of shame, and it was always embarrassing. At least this time she had worn running shoes and not strappy hooker shoes. Slowly, quietly, she pried open her eyes, only to come face-to-face with the man who’d rocked her world and then some just a few hours earlier. His eyes were closed and his mouth partially open, giving him almost a childlike look. Devastatingly handsome, and now rugged too with a five o’clock shadow of sexy scruff. And it was the first time he didn’t look on edge or high alert. The lines in his forehead had relaxed, and his eyebrows were no longer pinched. He was at ease, at peace. 

She studied his face a little bit longer; small white scars dotted his chin along the left side, most likely where stitches or staples had been at one point, while another, redder scar in the shape of a sickle and about the size of a raisin ran up into his right eyebrow. How old was he? It was hard to tell. She glanced down at his arm as it draped across her belly. Soft, dark hair covered freckles, while a big, calloused hand gripped her ribs. 

He made a noise as if he was about to wake up, and she braced herself for the awkward morning chit-chat. Instead he just rolled over, leaving her devoid of his touch and, for some strange reason, melancholy because of the loss. But she took her opening and silently slid out of bed, tracked down her clothes and then, like a stealthy ninja, left his house, hoping to God that it wasn’t pouring rain outside.
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5 weeks later … 

On nasty days, which were in abundance in November, it was a blessing that the police station had an in-house gym, a place where cops could go and work out before or after shift with top-notch machines and equipment without ever having to leave the comfort of work. So when she couldn’t get a run in because Mother Nature was having a temper tantrum and thrashing the wind and rain around Fern Valley, Krista headed to work a few hours early and hit the gym. Started the day off right, with a clear head. Got the endorphins pumping.

It was four thirty in the morning, and the station gym was dead quiet. She’d woken up feeling queasy, but rather than think too hard about it, Krista just chalked it up to the idea of having to work with Myles all day. That was enough to make anyone nauseous. So instead, she went about her morning routine at home, ignoring her roiling stomach, and pounded back her raspberry and spinach smoothie as she made her way out the door. A run always made her feel better. A run would set her day right before she had to deal with Myles. 

But when she stepped onto the treadmill and started to run, she couldn’t. Her boobs hurt. Like crazy hurt. An average C-cup and accustomed to wearing pretty tight sports bras for exercise, the girls were not normally an issue. But today running was absolute torture. And her stomach was not feeling better at all. Could almond milk go bad?

Without giving it too much thought, she hopped onto the elliptical instead, only that made her boobs hurt too, and it also made her want to barf. 

What was going on? 

Not wanting to completely waste her morning, she lifted a few weights and did some squats, but every movement had her seeing spots. And whenever she’d lift her arms over her head, she felt like she was going to pass out. 

Was she getting the flu? 

Praying that this wasn’t an omen for a shitty day to come, she gave up and hit the showers, deciding instead to run out and grab a bite. Even though the thought of food made her ill, she had to eat before work. 

A hangry cop was a scary cop. 

She was just leaving the locker room to head to her car when Myles blocked her path.

“Hey, Matthews, ready to go?” He grinned, winking like he was God’s gift to women and she should be grateful he was her mentor.

“I guess.” She shrugged. “I’m going to run and grab some food and then I’ll be back.” And before he could insinuate himself into her errand, she reached for the nearest door, opened it and stepped inside. 

Fuck, it was a bloody broom closet!


      [image: image-placeholder]Perusing the produce section of the grocery store ten minutes later, the bin of bright green limes on sale quickly brought her thoughts to Brock. She’d been thinking about him a lot over the weeks. And yet, she deliberately avoided going back to that bar, so much so that when she went for a run or drove anywhere, she took the long way. Just in case he was in the area, she avoided both his house—because now she knew where he lived—and the bar. And he hadn’t bothered to get in touch with her, either, so apparently, they were both of the understanding that it had been one night of drunken fun, with no strings and no expectations. So then why was she kind of disappointed that he hadn’t called? 

Maybe because you didn’t give him your number and then snuck out the following morning, you dummy!

With time to kill before her shift, she continued to wander aimlessly around the grocery store. But nothing looked good. Nothing even remotely made her salivate or caused her stomach to rumble. In fact, everything, even the roasted red pepper soup in a tetra-pack, which she pretty much lived off, sounded disgusting. But if she headed back to the station, she’d have to see Myles, so instead she strolled up and down the aisles until she found herself in the tampon section.

Did she need any?

She couldn’t remember.

Her period was never regular, and she wasn’t on the pill; she just got it when she got it. She’d tried going on the pill, but the hormones had made her crazy and gain weight. She’d always used condoms with boyfriends. A calendar flashed into her head and she began to do the math. 

When was her last period? 

How long had it been? 

Was she late? 

She felt off. 

Out of sorts. 

Was that PMS? 

Was that why she felt sick and her boobs hurt? Her boobs had never hurt before when she was PMSing.

A gasp took her breath away when the calendar finally synced in her brain and she realized she hadn’t had her period since before that night with Brock. Well before that night with Brock. Had they used protection? They had to have, right? But she couldn’t remember. They—particularly her—had been incredibly drunk and so caught up in the moment, in the passion. 

Holy crap. 

Locating the pregnancy test section, she grabbed a box off the shelf and read the back as her heart raced inside her chest and her sweaty hands slid across the shiny cardboard of the box. It fell to the floor with a thunderous thunk, or at least it was thunderous to Krista. Now the whole store probably knew what she was doing, what she was thinking. She looked around. The aisle was thankfully empty, so hastily, she grabbed two boxes of different brands, a chocolate bar and a box of tampons—wishful thinking—and headed to the checkout.  

It felt as if she were wandering around with two hot bricks in each of her coat pockets as she made her way to her car, having stupidly refused a plastic bag. 

Could she wait until her shift was over to take the test at home? 

Twelve hours was a long time to wait. 

Should she go back to the bar and find Brock so they could take the test together? 

Was she being a hypochondriac, fretting about nothing? 

Probably. 

But a baby wasn’t nothing. A baby was a huge something. A huge something with tiny feet and tiny hands that altered your life forever.

A million thoughts ran through her mind as she drove back to the station, the paranoia setting in and feeling like a bowling ball in her belly. Meanwhile something else, someone else could be growing in there, too. 

She had to know.

Krista couldn’t go an entire shift, half a bloody day not knowing if there was a human inside her. At least then, if she knew, she would know.

Brilliant logic, Krista. You receive your invitation from Mensa yet?

Once back at the station, she locked herself in a bathroom stall in the women’s locker room.

The instructions said to pee on the stick midstream and then wait three to five minutes. 

The longest goddamn three minutes of her life.

Six minutes later, she walked out of the bathroom stall, her heart beating rapidly inside her chest.   

What was she going to do?

The word screwup was on repeat in her head as she splashed cold water on her face and stared into the mirror. She looked sickly. Did morning sickness happen that fast?

“All I wanted to do was prove myself,” she said to the woman staring back at her. “Prove that I’m not a screwup and that I can … that I am a good cop.” Her throat grew tight from the fight to keep her emotions in check. 

No. Not now. She wasn’t going to cry now. She had a job to do. A job she was good at. She’d cry later when she was alone.

A banging on the bathroom door made her jump. “Come on, Matthews. Wipe and get a move on.”

God, Myles was a disgusting pig.

She bit the inside of her cheek until the pain replaced the ache in her throat, then she threw her shoulders back and pushed open the bathroom door.

“Ready to go?” Myles asked, skipping up behind her and winding up to try to slap her butt again. 

Only this time, with ninja reflexes and fire in her belly, she turned around and faced him square on, baring her teeth like a mother bear. “Don’t you dare touch me!”

“Whoa,” he said, rearing back and putting his hands up in fake surrender. All the while a sinister smile that said he wasn’t apologetic at all danced across his face like The Joker or Jack from The Shining. “Jesus Christ, Matthews, what crawled up your ass and died today? You on the rag or something?” 

Sexist prick. 

Yes, because the moment a woman asserts herself and tells you to back the fuck off, she has her period. 

Fuck. She did not need this right now.

“Just leave me alone, Slade,” she said quietly, venom in her tone but no longer in her heart. She had bigger fish to fry, bigger, more important, more life-altering things on her mind than that sexist pig.

He rolled his eyes and just flashed that same big, creepy, wily, wolfish grin, one that showed his canines like he was some kind of mangy, starving, would-chew-off-his-own-leg-if-he-had-to-but-would-rather-chew-off-yours hyena. “We’ve got a call on another domestic. You ready?”

She nodded, swallowed and pushed everything into the back of her mind for later. “In a minute. I just have to grab my badge.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Krista’s gut was still in knots as she pulled into the parking lot of the bar later that night. The domestic assault they’d been called out on early that morning had been disturbing, and in the last few weeks, she’d been to some doozies. But this particular one had been worse than ever and forced her to focus intently on her gag reflex to suppress the hell out of it, while wrangling in every ounce of self-control and training she had. 

If it were up to her, and laws be damned, she’d have shot the bastard on sight. He’d beaten his girlfriend almost to death. He’d come home drunk after having lost his job and had taken it out on her until she’d passed out. A friend had found her the following morning and called the police. In the end, after they’d taken the victim to the hospital for her injuries, which were plentiful, they found out she’d been pregnant and the assault had caused a miscarriage. It was all Krista could do not to shed multiple tears along with her. The woman cradled her flat and bruised abdomen and wept for hours on Krista’s shoulder as Krista’s hand discreetly snaked down to her own stomach and hugged the inconvenient little miracle inside.

With a wince, a sigh and a stomach in tight knots, she pushed open the big, well-worn wooden door of the bar and was immediately hit with a wave of déjà vu: loud music, boisterous laughter, the clink of utensils against plates and beer steins being plunked back down on the tables. A cacophony of Friday-night fun in a country biker bar with just a tinge of underlying fear or perhaps threat percolating around the edges. She knew that if things got just the least bit out of hand, or the wrong thing was said to the wrong person, all hell would break lose in an instant, and Santa Claus behind the bar—she never did learn his name—would be bringing out his shotgun to maintain order. 

But she wasn’t afraid. She’d grown up in a small town. The local barkeep was her uncle, and she’d waitressed in a place very similar every summer when she’d come home from college. She could banter and joke with the best of them. And one thing that had served her well waitressing all those summers—and was continuing to do so in her new career choice—was to look past the exterior. Just because someone looked rough around the edges and ready for a knife fight didn’t necessarily mean they were. Appearances can be deceiving, and it was better to go with your gut. Take Myles, for example. He was clean-cut and friendly, but Krista would rather spend every waking hour of the rest of her life with the bearded man in the corner wearing a leather vest half buttoned up, showing off his giant skull tattoo on his hairy chest, than an extra five minutes with Myles. To her this was normal. This was welcoming. This was home. 

She took up her old perch at the bar and waited for Santa Claus to notice. When his light blue eyes finally snagged hers, his smile was heartwarming, and for just a moment, she wondered if maybe he was Santa, taking a break from being the ultimate Arctic overlord to hang out with the mere muggles.

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” He chuckled, wiping down the counter and offering a grandfatherly wink. “Was starting to think it was something I said that scared you away for so long. Or did it take just this long to get over your hangover from all the tequila?” His laugh was deep and raspy like he was just getting over a cold or had smoked since he could walk. “You here to see Brock?”

She nodded sheepishly. “You, uh … you don’t know where I could find him, do you?”

Without prompting, he placed a glass of fizzy red liquid in front of her. Krista shook her head and pushed it away, the reality of the next eight months slowly settling in. 

“Relax,” he said softly, “it’s cranberry juice and ginger ale. It’ll help calm the nausea.”

She squinted at him. “Nausea?”

Leaning against the bar, he cocked a hip and gave her a tilted eyebrow. “Honey, I’m a retired detective. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to add up the clues. You show up here, white as a sheet, about a month or so after you spent the night with Brocky. I’ve got five kids. Two of which were glorious accidents. I know how it works.”

Her eyes went wide. “A-are you Brock’s dad?” 

Holy hell, did the grandfather just find out before the father?  She was doing this all wrong! ALL WRONG!

He shook his head. “Naw, Brock’s daddy’s been gone for some time now. But he and I were best friends. We were on the force together. Brock helped me open up this bar after I retired. He’s part owner … silent owner, mind you. Doesn’t much care for people or the chit-chat.”

“So, where is he now? How can I find him?”

He closed his eyes for a second and then swung his big frame over to the food window after one of the cooks had hit the bell. He wandered back toward her, bringing the decadent scent of greasy french fries with him. He plopped the basket down in front of her, then reached under the counter and brought out a bottle of ketchup. 

“Another thing that helped my wife. She must’ve eaten nearly a thousand pounds of potatoes between all five pregnancies. It’s what she lived off for the first three months, only thing she could keep down. French fries and ginger ale.”

Krista dove in without hesitation, ravenous from not having eaten anything all day and suddenly feeling like she might chew her own arm off if Santa didn’t order her another basket posthaste.

“What’s your name?” she finally asked, licking ketchup off her finger, her eyes rolling into the back of her head at how truly magnificent everything tasted.

He smiled. “My real name is Michael, but everyone calls me Mickey.”

She took a sip of her cranberry and ginger ale. “Can you help me find Brock, Mickey?”

“He’s on a job right now for a few weeks. So when that happens, we don’t really hear much from him until he’s back.” 

Was he a spy? A ninja? What kind of job had the man going off the grid for weeks on end? Especially in this technological day and age? 

“He’s in security,” Mickey said, reading her mind again. “Surveillance, security, protection, intel, that kind of thing. Right now, I think he’s on some kind of surveillance job, but he couldn’t tell me much. Just that he’d be away for a few weeks.”

She couldn’t escape the shiver that suddenly wracked her body. She was going to have to keep this baby-size secret to herself for even longer. 

“There’s no way I can get in touch with him sooner?” she asked, almost pleaded, her pulse racing and eyes going wide when Mickey plunked another hot basket of fries in front of her. She could have kissed the man.

He just shook his head and refilled her drink. “’Fraid not. Though if you leave me your number and name, when he comes back, or on the off chance he checks in, I can let him know you’re looking for him. Who knows, he could be home tomorrow. That’s sometimes the way with these jobs.” He placed a notepad in front of her, and she hastily scrawled down her information, loathing the idea of having to tell Brock something like this over the phone but hating the idea even more of having to tell him face-to-face.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was another three weeks before she heard even the faintest of squeaks about Brock. Liking Mickey and the vibe, she’d gone back to the bar numerous times and just sat and chatted with the big, friendly bartender. Tonight was one of those nights. Krista was just getting ready to pack it in and wish Mickey a good weekend when his cell phone buzzed on the back counter.

“Looks like Brock is home,” he said. “Just got in. Said he’d come by the bar tomorrow to check on things.”

Krista swallowed the hard, sandpapery lump in her throat and nodded, grabbing her coat and shoving her arms into the holes. “Thanks.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Balancing his duffle bag, a box of pizza and a six-pack of beer in his arms, Brock pushed open the front door of his house, only to be greeted by the chirp chirp of his alarm. Plunking everything down on the bottom step, he quickly disengaged the alarm and toed off his shoes. 

Exhaustion was an understatement about how he felt right now. That three-week stint up in northern Alberta casing a warehouse that was rumored to be doing some human sex trafficking had been brutal. Thankfully, he’d been able to drag his brother Rex along, so at least he wasn’t alone and didn’t have to hunt the monsters himself. 

But he was glad to be home. He sniffed the air as he shut the door and listened for any peculiar sounds. Twelve years in the navy and with special ops had taught him to hone in on all of his senses, always. And he was doing just that. He’d made some enemies over the years, and although most of them were either dead and buried or serving significant time in prison, one could never be too cautious.

But nothing smelled, sounded or felt suspicious, so he lugged everything upstairs and flicked on some lights. His belly grumbled at the smell of the pizza he plunked down on his leather ottoman. He glanced at the duffle bag full of dirty clothes and then again at the pizza box.

Laundry could wait. 

Sloughing off his jacket like a second skin, he sank down into his big La-Z-Boy recliner, popped open a bottle of beer, flipped the television on to the news and dove into his meat lover’s pizza with extra mushrooms and banana peppers. 

He was four slices into his extra-large but only half into his bottle of beer when there was a knock at the door. 

Grumbling at the inconvenience of being interrupted and too tired to deal with people, he flung open the door seconds later and nearly swallowed his tongue. 

“Hi,” she said shyly, toeing at a dead leaf on the front stoop and averting her gaze.

A grin spread across his face before he could stop it. The last two months had been spent dreaming about this woman’s luscious body and whether he’d ever get to taste it again. Was she here for a booty call? She’d been a little lioness in the sack and brazen. 

Did he like that? 

Yeah, he did.

“Constable Matthews?” he asked, giving her a moment to compose herself.

She licked her lips. “Uh … hi,” she said again. He liked that he flustered her.

One eyebrow slowly drew up his forehead in curiosity. “Hi?”

“Um … Mickey … at the bar, he told me you were back. C-can I come in?”

He moved out of the way and allowed her to enter, though even with his back pressed up against the wall, her shoulder still managed to brush his chest when she walked past him. He couldn’t stop himself and inhaled as her hair swished past his nose. God, she smelled good. That scent alone had haunted him for weeks, had him waking up with a stiff cock most mornings and with nothing but his palm in the lukewarm shower to satisfy the fantasy.

She toed her gray ankle boots off but left her coat on before following him up the stairs. He led her into the living room and motioned for her to sit down on the couch opposite his La-Z-Boy. With a groan meant for a man twenty years his senior, Brock sat back down in his chair and watched as her bright blue eyes took in her surroundings, zeroing in on the pizza.

“Want a slice?” he asked, lifting up the box and holding it out to her.

She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

Leaning back in his chair, he brought his beer bottle up to his lips and took a sip, amused by the odd expression on her face. She seemed so different than the other two times they’d met. The first time she’d been this cocky cop with something to prove; the second time she’d been down in the dumps and then off her face drunk. But now, now she seemed almost nervous, scared and unsure of how to behave. 

He knew he was a big guy, and many had called him scary. It wasn’t an opinion he chose to remedy by acting like a teddy bear. No, fear was a good thing. Fear kept people at arm’s length and kept them from getting complacent and acting irresponsibly. Kept them from asking him too many questions. And yet, there was something about the little cop and the way her big blue eyes blinked at him that made him want to embrace the teddy bear side and pull her into a hug … or tear off her clothes and carry her back to his room. Either scenario would do.

“What can I do for you, Constable Matthews?” he asked. “Beer?”

She shook her head again. “No, thank you.”

He nodded again and drained his beer bottle. “You here for a booty call?”

Her eyes flashed up to his from where she’d been staring at his socked foot, propped up on the footrest of the recliner. “What? No!”

Another smile jostled his lips before he shrugged. “’Cause I wouldn’t say no. But I’m guessing based on the way you scurried around my bedroom, trying to silently collect your clothes, only to duck out of my house in the early morning and then walk-of-shame your ass back to the bar to get your car, you’re not interested in an encore.” He pouted. “Shame. You know I would have driven you if you’d just asked.” 

She muttered shit under her breath.

He was about to open his mouth again and tease her some more when she cut him off. “Did you wear a condom the night we had sex?”

Now it was his turn to go all weird and awkward and quiet.

But it seemed like she’d finally found her voice and her spine. “Did you wear a condom?” she asked again.

Fuck! 

He couldn’t remember. Normally it was a no-brainer. He suited up before he fucked, but he’d had a few beers and he hadn’t been with a woman in a while, let alone one who revved his engine like the little cop. Just before she’d dropped the condom bomb on him, he’d been thinking about grabbing her curly red ponytail and tilting that sexy neck up for a kiss. Her lips were pouty and plump, and he could only imagine they would feel like heaven wrapped around his cock.

But he did none of that. Instead he just stared at her, trying to remember back to their hookup and whether he’d slapped on a rubber. He couldn’t remember. Couldn’t remember seeing one in the trash the next day or finding a wrapper on the floor. 

Fuck almighty, had he really been that careless? That irresponsible?

Brock cleared his throat. “Uh, you not on the pill?”

She shook her head. 

He swallowed. “I don’t remember using a condom.”

She gritted her teeth before answering. “I don’t remember you using one either.”

Fuck. He hadn’t been that drunk. More just caught up in the moment. But he’d never forgotten to use protection before. Fuck.

His mouth opened and then closed, and then opened, and then closed again. Had he blinked? 

It didn’t feel like he had. 

His eyes hurt. 

His head hurt. 

His heart was threatening to beat out of his chest. 

Was he having a heart attack? 

His left arm wasn’t in pain. That was a good sign. His eyes focused on Krista’s little feet, planted firmly on his hardwood floor. Her socks were hot pink and green with small orange cats on them. And for some bizarre reason they made him want her even more. 

With a hard swallow, he finally lifted his head. “Are you … ?” 

She nodded. 

“And it’s … it’s mine?” 

She nodded again. 

“You’re sure?”

“I hadn’t been with anyone in a long time, and I haven’t been with anyone since. Unless you believe in immaculate conception of a non-virgin, non-practicing Christian, then yes, I’m sure. I’m pregnant, and you’re the father.”

He ground his teeth together and let out a long, slow exhale through his nose. “We need to get married.”

She gaped at him. “Uh, no we don’t.”

“Yes. It’s the right thing to do.”

She let out a petulant huff and glared at him, pushing herself out of her seat to stand in front of him. Her chest puffed up. “We are not getting married!” she snapped. “That is not the right thing to do.”

“Yes, it is.”

“We hardly know each other. We’re not in love. We are not getting married.” She plugged her hands on her hips and stuck one foot out. Her stare was enough to melt steel. “I only told you about the baby out of courtesy. If you’re not interested in being a dad, that’s totally fine. I can do it all on my own.”

Heat flooded Brock’s face and chest. 

Did she just say out of courtesy?

What the fuck.

He stood up, invading her personal space until there was no more than six inches between their bodies. “Listen up, woman.” Sexy blue eyes slowly lifted from his chest to his face. Her lips parted. “That’s my kid you’re carrying, my family, and I will damn well take care of it. I will damn well be a part of its life, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do to stop me.”

Fire ignited in those wide eyes of hers, and a flush of pink invaded her cheeks. 

Oh, she was mad. 

He was madder. 

How dare she come here out of fucking courtesy?

“You need to move in here,” he said, cutting her off. “That way I can take care of you and the baby. Be a part of the pregnancy, too. That’s my family you’re growing in that belly of yours, and I take that shit seriously. Family is everything to me.”

Her brows furrowed, and she poked a bony little finger into his chest, pushing hard to make him back up, but not hard enough. 

He didn’t budge.

“Listen, you bossy jackass, I am not marrying you, and I am not moving in here. No one, and I mean no one tells me what do to.”

The tension in his forehead was back. “Well, then, what do you want from me? Money? A trust fund for the baby? Name it and I’ll do it. I won’t be a deadbeat dad. This kid will have me in his life.”

“Or her.”

“Right. Or her. What do you want from me?”

She’d been so strong. Timid and nervous at first, but then owning her predicament and tearing off the news like a Band-Aid. But now she seemed lost again, just as fragile and nervous as when he’d opened the door to find her standing there on his doorstep: eyes bright, cheeks rosy and hair a sexy mess, caught up in the wind. 

He was still angry as fuck at her. But he was also angry at himself. How could he have been so careless? So irresponsible?

That had to change now.

He glanced down at the pizza box again, picked it up and held it up to her. “Have you eaten?”

Food. Pregnant women were always starving, right?

Exhaustion stole across her face, and with a sigh of resolution she reached for a slice. “I don’t know what I want,” she confessed through big bites, moaning from how good it was. Brock glanced at the pizza box but was suddenly too overwhelmed with the news to eat. 

She licked her lips, and without thinking or asking, he darted to the kitchen, returning a moment later with a glass of water. She took it with thanks and drained it in seconds. 

“I’m coming to the next doctor’s appointment,” he said, watching her wipe the back of her wrist across her mouth and then continue eating the pizza. “And any other appointments. I don’t want to find out the sex. We’ll do a prenatal class too. I’ll be in the delivery room.”

She paused mid-bite. “You’re a bossy fucker. Do I get a say in any of this?”

“Get used to it, woman.” He reached for his beer bottle and drained it. Fuck, he needed something stronger. “I ain’t going anywhere.”
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Three days later, Brock found himself maneuvering his big truck down the gravel driveway to Krista’s house. She wasn’t expecting him. They’d agreed to meet at the ultrasound place, but he was curious to see where she lived and wanted to show her that he was all in for this baby thing. Even if she didn’t want him, he wanted her to know that this kid was going to be raised with a father and not just a weekend dad. 

No. 

He’d be there for everything. Birth to graduation, his kid would have a dad.

Slamming his truck door, he took in the property. It was a nice piece of land, with what looked like an old barn, a small field for some goats, horses or cows at one point, but the grass had taken over and the livestock was long gone. A chicken coop stood empty and quiet off near a small plot of raised beds, and what looked to be an old pigpen with a trough and lean-to was now filled with dandelions and weeds. The land had potential, but clearly the landlords were too uncaring or perhaps too old to fulfill that potential any longer, and it was falling into disrepair. 

Oh, what he would do with a piece of land like this. 

Her “front” door was around back and down a couple of steps. It didn’t look like she had much head room, but then again, the woman was lucky if she was five-foot-five. He ducked under the staircase leading up to the balcony above and rapped on her door.

No answer.

He knocked again, this time harder, longer and louder.

Still no answer. 

Fuck.

Panic flooded him as his big palm engulfed the knob and he gave it a quick turn. If it wasn’t open, he’d kick the fucker down if he had to. Her car was out front; she was home. What the fuck was going on?

But the door was open, and he let himself inside, having to duck again to get in under the doorjamb. He was about to call out for her when the sound of puking caused him to pause.

The place was small and dated but clean and cozy. He saw the door to the bathroom leading off the hallway and made his way toward it. 

“Krista?” he asked softly, seeing her kneeling on the floor, hunched over the toilet, one hand bunching her hair at the nape of her neck while the other one gripped the bowl tight enough to make her knuckles white.

He was about to say something when she pitched forward and heaved again. Before he knew it, he was inside the bathroom and pushing her hand away from her hair, holding it off her face for her as both her hands clutched the bowl. He located a black hair elastic on the sink counter and quickly tied her hair up, then his hand fell to her back, where he did the only thing he could think of. He began to gently rub. His big fingers traced her delicate spine, feeling every ridge and bump, every muscle tighten as she heaved up more into the bowl. 

She groaned and slumped forward, resting her forehead on the back of her hand. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to offer you a ride to the ultrasound. Figured we could go and grab lunch after and discuss this baby-raising thing a little more. Set some parenting parameters.”

She twisted a bit and gave him the side-eye, only lifting her head slightly from her hand. “Parameters?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Or whatever.”

Suddenly, a little tabby wandered into the bathroom, brushing affectionately against his leg before stepping into the litter box beside the toilet. It scratched a few times in the sand, then began to do its business.

“You have a cat?” he asked, weirded out by the intense eye contact the cat was making with him as it squatted. 

“Penelope.”

Lifting his hand from her back for a moment, he ran his fingers through his short, bristly hair. “Jesus, woman, don’t you know pregnant women aren’t supposed to change cat litter?”

She lifted her head up and, using her hands on the bowl, pushed herself up onto her knees. “How do you know that?”

“I’ve been reading.”

“Reading what?”

“Parenting books.”

“Who the fuck are you?” she murmured. He helped her with a hand under her elbow. He gave her some space by retreating to the narrow and dimly lit hallway. 

She joined him a few moments later and followed him out to her kitchen. He went to her fridge and opened it. All it contained was half a carton of milk, a bowl of soup in a Tupperware container and three apples. Her freezer didn’t prove to be much better, besides a few bags of frozen french fries.

“That’s it,” he said, slamming her freezer. “You’re coming to live with me. Before I was willing to let you do what you wanted, but that was until I saw that you have no food and are cleaning a cat litter box. You need food.”

She rolled her eyes. “I have food. I’m not coming to live with you.”

He scoffed. “Not enough.” His eyes glanced at the clock on her oven. “Grab your purse. Otherwise we’ll be late.”

Glaring at him, she did as she was told, slinking into her jacket as she pushed past him and out into the cold November day. 

“Don’t you lock your door?” he asked, watching her head to her car.

She rolled her eyes again and pushed past him, digging her keys out of her purse and locking it. “My landlords are always home. Besides, the door is shoddy. A raccoon could bust in if the wind was blowing from the right direction.”

He grunted. “No excuse. Lock it from now on. And we definitely lock the doors at my house. Have an alarm too.”

“I’m not living with you,” she murmured, not letting him get ahead of her and making her way toward her car.

“You’re driving with me into town, though. We’ll discuss the living together thing more later.”

“No,” she said, opening up her car door. “I plan to go grab some groceries after the ultrasound. I’ve worked nights the last three days and haven’t had time to go shopping.” 

She didn’t give him a chance to respond before she started her car. Or at least attempted to start her car. But instead it just sat there and sputtered.

Not bothering to even ask, he made his way to his truck and drove it closer to her car, positioning them bumper to bumper. He popped the hood of his truck and motioned for her to do the same. With a growl he could practically hear through the car, she complied. He hooked up their batteries and instructed her to start ’er up. Seconds later, the sputter turned into a rumble, and exhaust was floating out from the back like a chimney.

He unhooked the jumper cables and shut both hoods. But before she could pull away and leave him there, he walked over to her side of the car, opened the door, leaned in, grabbed the key and shut it off. 

“What the hell?” she asked, trying to push him out. Her car wasn’t exactly big, and he was taking up a lot of her personal space. But that smell of hers was making it hard for him to concentrate. 

Pulling her key from the ignition, he stood. “You’re driving into town with me. Then we’ll grab lunch and groceries. I want to make sure you’re eating right. Taking care of our baby.”

If looks could kill, he’d be six feet under.

He snickered to himself but hid his face by glancing off toward the sky and the dark clouds. Shit, more rain. Like they needed more. 

He liked her stubbornness. Liked her fight and temper. It was all the cuter coming from such a tiny package.

She growled and huffed as she abandoned her car and complied, falling into step with him as he headed to his truck. Like the gentleman his mother had raised, he held open her door for her and watched her tight little ass flex as she climbed up into the cab. 

“That’s better,” he said, slamming her door and chuckling at the glare she was giving him as he rounded the front of the truck to the driver’s side. “Much better.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“I have to pee,” Krista said with a wince as she and Brock sat there in the waiting room of the ultrasound clinic. 

“Isn’t that a good thing?” he asked. “Means your bladder’s full.”

“Yes. Doesn’t mean it’s not uncomfortable as hell.” She gave him a curious side-eye. “How’d you know?”

One bulky, leather-clad shoulder lifted half an inch. “I’ve been reading.”

“Krista Matthews?” said a woman in blue scrubs and square frameless glasses, interrupting Krista’s thoughts before she could think of a witty comeback for the man sitting next to her. Instead she just breathed a sigh of relief and pushed herself up out of the chair.

“Oh, thank God,” she murmured, following the woman down the hallway to one of the rooms, her big burly shadow hot on her heels, smelling all sexy and shit. 

“Just in here,” the ultrasound tech said, holding open the door. 

Krista and Brock followed her inside, where a bed sat under an overhead light, and beside it was a monitor, keyboard and chair. A television was perched up in the corner of the room with a blinking screen.

“On the bed, please,” the technician instructed. 

Brock held out his hand, and Krista gave him a dubious look. 

What the heck was his hand for?

“Do you need a hand up onto the bed?” he asked.

Damn, he was being so nice it was hard to stay mad at him, despite how pushy he was behaving. Making her ride with him, insisting they grab lunch. What was he trying to do? Date her? 

Not that she needed the assistance, she took his hand anyway and allowed him to help her hop up onto the bed.

She did as she was directed, and before too long, the tech was swirling the wand around in the goop on Krista’s flat abdomen. 

“We’re just going to check on baby’s size today,” the tech said. “Make sure of your due date and that there is only one in there.”

Krista’s eyes went wide, and her head snapped from the technician’s face to Brock’s. “Do twins run in your family?” she asked, her tone edged with panic.

He simply shook his head. 

She let out a long, loud sigh of relief. “Mine either.”

Quietly, they both watched as the technician continued to move the wand around her stomach. And then suddenly, a worry so startling, so frightening took over. 

What if the woman couldn’t find a heartbeat? What if there was no baby? 

A lump harder than stone formed in Krista’s throat. It may not have been planned or with someone she loved or was committed to, but that baby had already become such a fixture in her life. In her mind. It couldn’t not be there.

“I-is there … ” she started, not sure she wanted to finish her question for fear of the answer.

Thump, thump, thump, thump …

Before she knew what was happening, Brock’s hand was on hers, squeezing until she wasn’t sure there was any blood left in her fingers. 

“And that’s baby’s heartbeat. Strong and steady,” the technician said. She pointed to the screen perched up in the corner of the room. “And there’s baby.”

Brock and Krista glanced up at the television, where lo and behold, a little black and white bean-shaped thing sat twitching on the screen. You could already see the formation of eyes, head, arms and legs. 

“Holy shit,” Krista whispered, her eyes getting wet.

Brock squeezed her hand even tighter. “Yeah.”
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“You feel like a burger?” Brock asked after the forty-minute ultrasound appointment that had left them both blissfully speechless and with a sleeve of black and white pictures with labels like “foot” and “hand” and “face.” Even though in reality they looked like no more than blurry blobs that could just as easily have been a giraffe or platypus fetus.

Eyes glued to the pictures, Krista nodded. “Sure, whatever.”

No more than a grunt. He held open the truck door for her, and she climbed in, her heart swelling and her mind spinning as she just continued to stare at the pictures.

“You tell work yet?” Brock asked, pulling out of the ultrasound clinic parking lot. “Should be switching to light duty. Desk shit.”

Slowly, she peeled her eyes away from her child. “No.”

“Tomorrow.”

“No.”

“Yes. Your job isn’t a safe one, and it’s not responsible for you to be continuing on with your regular cop duties. And it’s not responsible of me to let you.”

She narrowed her gaze. “Let me?”

He nodded with another grunt.

“I’ll let work know when I’m good and ready. I haven’t even been a rookie six months. Light duty would set me back.”

My job is everything to me.

She had to prove to her family, to everyone back home that she wasn’t the screwup they thought she was.  

“Plus,” she continued, “I’m fine. I’m not showing yet, and it’s not like I’m a New York beat cop chasing down bad guys on a daily basis or engaging in shootouts. Some days it’s nothing more than highway patrol.”

He snorted, and she couldn’t stop herself from snorting too. Her shitty highway patrol shift and her reaction to it had been what landed them in their current predicament. Oh yeah, highway patrol shifts were the bomb diggity.

“And we both know how much you love highway patrol,” he jeered.

She glanced out the window. “Yes, quite.”

“You need to tell work,” he insisted again, taking a left into the restaurant parking lot. 

She grumbled at him, swiveling in her seat to show him her best irritated glare. “Just give me some time, okay?”

He seemed neither convinced by her plea nor fazed by her temper. Instead, he fixed her with a look of his own, one far more deadly than the one Krista had been attempting. “You have one week.” Then he shut off the engine, opened his door, hopped out and ended the conversation.


      [image: image-placeholder]“You need to move in with me,” Brock said before biting into his bison burger a short while later. Since he’d ordered her to disclose her pregnancy at work, they hadn’t said a word to each other while sitting in the restaurant waiting for their lunch. It’d been awkward as hell, but Krista wasn’t about to break the silence when the man was clearly comfortable with it and she was pissed off at him. He simply sat there in his seat, looking larger than life and attracting stares and ogles from all the little snappily dressed waitresses.

“So you’ve said,” Krista retorted dryly. “You’re definitely not shy with your opinions.” She hadn’t wanted anything besides french fries, so she’d asked for a double order of poutine and was currently in cheesy, gravy, potato heaven. “And I believe I’ve declined the offer. I’m happy where I live.”

He shook his head and used his big hand to grab the napkin off the table and wipe his mouth. “My opinions aren’t wrong. And now that we’ve seen the baby … ” he trailed off. 

She lifted one shoulder dismissively. “How does that change anything?”

“It just does,” he snapped. “It’s real. It’s in there. My kid. And I want to be part of every moment. Before he’s here and after. Plus, I saw your fridge. It’s fucking empty. My kid needs food. And not just french fries.”

“It’s my kid, too,” she said, a lot of her fight dissolving. “And I told you I’m going shopping.” 

Goddamn it. This he-man alpha protector thing was turning her on.

“We’re going shopping.”

“God, you’re a pushy asshole,” she said, taking a sip of her water.

“Yep. But responsible. And I’m responsible for that little monkey in your belly. So you’ll move in with me so I can take care of both of you properly.”

She exhaled. “I can take care of both of us just fine.”

“And leave me out of it?”

“No. I said you’re welcome to be a part of the baby’s life as much as you like.”

“And I’d like it to be 24-7. Plus, you really shouldn’t be changing the cat litter, and I’m not coming over to do it every day.” He chugged his iced tea in two swallows. “And we get a fair bit of snow out where we are. Road is narrow and windy out toward your place too. My place is safer.”

Jesus, the man was relentless. But despite being an alpha jackass, the more he spoke, the harder a time she was having not agreeing with him—about some things. The first trimester so far had been really hard. Harder than she expected. And even though she usually just wanted french fries, some nights she was craving home-cooked food like a stir-fry or her mum’s meatloaf. Only she didn’t have the groceries or energy to make it and instead just ate more fries or roasted red pepper soup.

Eyeing his sexiness over the rim of her water glass, she took another sip. She’d been denying it all day, but being around Brock, having him take care of her, touch her hand, the small of her back, it’d been nice. Albeit also frustrating because he was a pushy fucker, but it’d been nice. And he certainly wasn’t hard to look at. Or smell. Would moving in with him mean they could have sex again? Would she ever have sex again? She’d been as randy as a bitch in heat these past few weeks—when she wasn’t nauseous that is—and her poor vibrator was on its third set of batteries since the test had been confirmed positive. Chewing on an ice cube and blearily remembering his head bobbing up and down between her legs, she gave him her best negotiator face.

“Okay, let’s just say, for hypothetical purposes, that I do move in with you. I’m going to need to know a heck of a lot more about the man I’m moving in with than I do now.”

He visibly stiffened, and even though she couldn’t see it, an invisible wall came crashing down around him. 

He grunted. “Okay.”

“Do you have any siblings?”

He nodded. “Three younger brothers.”

“And your parents?”

His jaw twitched. “Dad died when I was twelve. Mum lives across town.”

Her heart clenched inside her chest. Mickey had mentioned Brock’s dad was gone. Didn’t mention when he’d died though. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

He grunted and lifted one shoulder.

“Did you mother ever remarry?”

He shook his head. 

She let out an exasperated huff. It was like pulling teeth to get the man to open up. “Look, if you want me to consider moving in with you, you’re going to have to give me more. I’d prefer to get my information from the source. But I’ll do a background check on you at work if I have to.”

The man looked like he was going to vomit, but he shut his eyes for a moment before starting. “My mother never remarried, so when my dad died, I took on the role as father-figure to my brothers. All four of us have done a stint in the Naval Reserves. Like our dad. Dad became a cop, though, after.”

“Are any of your brothers cops?”

He shook his head again. “No. We were recruited by Joint Task Force 2, and then ran special ops.”

Krista’s eyes went wide. Was he still doing that now?

He must have read her expression. “I retired.”

She sat there in quiet contemplation for a moment. Sure, he was a bossy ass, but he didn’t seem like a bad guy. She put away bad guys. And she wasn’t getting that kind of a vibe from Brock. Pushy? Yes. Alpha? Yes. Bad? No. He was definitely one of the good guys.

She lifted her eyes to his from where she’d been staring at her plate. “So, if I move in with you, then what?”

“Then I take care of you and our baby. I’m responsible for that child.”

“Are you always responsible?”

He didn’t even blink. “Yes.”

Did the man know how to have fun? Or had he abandoned all whimsy the day his father died, becoming the man of the house?

She studied him for a moment, all sexy and broody. Those walls of his were up, but from the way the left side of his jaw ticked, she wondered if there was perhaps a hairline crack in his fortress. Was he worried she was going to say no?

He said he wanted to take care of her and their baby. She really didn’t want to do this alone. She could and she would if she had to, but she didn’t want to. 

She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip, suddenly wishing it wasn’t so damn hot in the restaurant. “All right, let’s just say I move in with you. We’re going to need to set up some ground rules first.”

Rule #1: We get to have sex again.

Rule #2: We get to have lots of sex.

Rule #3: Sex! Sex! Sex!

But instead, she took a deep breath and started, “Rule number one, you are not the boss of me. This alpha male, bravado thing needs to stop. I’m nobody’s pet.”

He didn’t say anything. The man didn’t say much. Instead, he was all devastatingly sexy smiles as he chewed his burger triumphantly. And boy did that smile make her not only want to move in with him, but also jump his bones, wear his ring and give him as many kids as he wanted. 

Yeah, Krista was fucked.


      [image: image-placeholder]Krista didn’t know what to expect when she moved into Brock’s place. Would they share a room? A bed? Meals? Condiments? She’d had roommates before, but they’d always been other women, and she wasn’t sexually attracted to any of them or expecting a child with them either. This situation was an entirely new kettle of fish, and by the awkward way they danced around each other in the kitchen the first few days, it was just as new for Brock.  

But in the end, it wasn’t as weird as she anticipated. After the ultrasound appointment and lunch, they’d gone grocery shopping. Then he’d followed her home and pretty much insisted she start packing right then and there.

Exhausted, cranky and tired of fighting him at every turn, she acquiesced. In no time, both her car and his truck were full of stuff, plus Penelope, and she was knocking on her landlord’s door, letting them know the plan. Which was she was going to continue to pay rent for a bit, in case things with her broody and grumpy new roommate went sideways. 

Brock’s house was a decent size and boasted several bedrooms. She had her own room, own bathroom and, after some reconfiguration of shelves, they split the fridge down the middle, sharing staples like condiments, milk and eggs. 

The only thing they seemed to continuously disagree on was television shows.  The man was addicted to the news or police and crime dramas, where all Krista wanted to do was abandon reality, her job and tragedy altogether when she was off the clock and watch The Food Network or Home and Garden Channel. 

It quickly became a race and a battle for the remote, and Monday night was one of those nights. Krista had worked a day shift and was just getting into her “comfy pants” fresh from the shower when Brock called her for dinner.

So far, he’d been home every night and was proving to be no slouch in the kitchen, though every meal had been some kind of stir-fry. Not that she was complaining; it was better than roasted red pepper tetra pack soup and french fries.

“Smells good,” she said, wandering into the kitchen.

He was just finishing plating, gave her a side-eye and grunted a response. 

She couldn’t get a read on the man. One minute he was all Mr. Sensitive and holding her hair as she lost her biscuits in the toilet, and then the next he was a closed book, almost seeming angry and barely saying two words. Did he have multiple personalities? And if so, had she met them all yet?

She went to reach for her plate with what looked to be delicious beef and broccoli over wild rice, but he pulled it away at the last minute, a wickedly sexy gleam in his eye.  

Oh, shit. 

Not this again.

Growling, she reached for it again. But he held it out of reach and used his other hand to finish plating. 

“You’re an ass,” she grumbled at him, throwing her hands onto her hips.

“And you’re a brat.”

“I’m not going to do what you think I’m going to do.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m starving. Your child is starving.”

Another sexy side-eye, followed by a snort.

He finished dishing up his plate, which was nearly twice as full as hers, and then hesitantly handed over hers. Their eyes met, and suddenly everything was a blur as they both raced out into the living room in search of the remote. 

Why she hadn’t hidden it earlier, she didn’t know. Perhaps it was because she secretly enjoyed this ridiculous little routine where they fought over which show to watch. It was oddly comforting and normal. 

“Damn it!” 

“You snooze, you lose,” he said smugly. 

She eyed him coyly. “The baby really likes The Food Network.”

He grunted again and made himself comfortable in his chair, switched the television to The Food Network and dove into his dinner.

She chuckled to herself. 

A teddy bear with a suit of armor. That seemed to be Brock Hart. At least the little bit she knew of him anyway. Would he take off his suit of armor for her eventually?

Her eyes fell to his lap. 

Would he take off his pants too?

“This is really good,” she said, mopping up the last bit of sauce from the bowl with her pinky finger a short while later. 

He grunted. 

“Had a mini orgasm in my mouth.”

He grunted again, but this time his eyes slid from the television screen to hers.

She grinned at him.

He tipped up his beer bottle and took a long, healthy swig, not bothering to remove his gaze from where it was currently searing her skin.

Her breath caught in her chest as she took in the way his thick, sexy, muscular throat undulated as he swallowed. She was mesmerized. Her nipples pebbled beneath her sweater. She hadn’t bothered to put a bra back on after her shower and was instead in a T-shirt and hoodie. But combined with the sore breasts from the pregnancy, they also suddenly tingled and ached for his hands to ease their strain and heaviness.

“What’s with the look?” he asked, his hand falling to Penelope, who had jumped up and made herself at home in his lap. 

Lucky cat.

Krista licked her lips. “You, uh … you seeing anyone right now?”

Those sexy, bushy, caterpillar-like eyebrows furrowed. “As in dating?”

She lifted one shoulder. “Dating. Sleeping with. You a free agent or contracted out?”

His chest lurched on a silent laugh. “Free agent. No time for dating.” His eyes remained focused on the chef on the screen. But she could tell he was thinking. Those caterpillars pinched even closer together. “Are you seeing anyone right now?”  he asked.

Quickly, almost too quickly, she shook her head. “No.”

He nodded.

“Um … ” She knitted her fingers together and pulled her gaze from the side of his face.

“Um?” he mimicked.

Just ask. What’s the worst that can happen? He turns you down, then things are horribly awkward from here until the kid graduates high school?

She lifted her head. His eyes were pinned on hers. 

“You interested in a beneficial arrangement?”

A tick at the side of his mouth was his only tell. “Are you asking me if I’d like a ‘friends with benefits’ arrangement?”

She nodded.

“Yes.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Yes?”

“Fucking you was great. I’m not fucking anyone right now. Neither are you. Doesn’t look like we’ll be fucking anyone else for a while.” He tilted his head toward her stomach. “Might as well fuck each other.” He nodded. “Seems like a reasonable solution.” His gaze drifted to one of her pregnancy books on the coffee table. “Besides, that book says a pregnant woman’s libido increases, and from the buzzing sound emanating from your room each night, I’m guessing you’d like the real thing by now.”

Her bottom lip nearly hit the floor. 

He heard her?

“Thin walls, baby.”

Was the house on fire, or were those just her cheeks?

He grabbed her with scary ninja stealth and hauled her over to the couch to straddle his lap. “The night we made the baby was fun. We don’t have to worry about protection. I see no downside. We can do it for as long as it works.” He rested both of their bowls on the side table before letting his hands come up and cradle her ribcage and back. She couldn’t stop the sigh that escaped her from how good, how right it felt to be in his arms. 

They hadn’t had this much contact since that night … and yet it didn’t feel nearly as weird as she expected it to. She didn’t expect it to feel this normal.

She licked her lips. “You’re being very businesslike about all of this. Should we be drawing up a contract?”

He shrugged as his hands traveled up under her sweatshirt and his thumbs grazed her peaked nipples. “It’s the practical solution to both of our problems.”

She had to choke back a laugh even as her body trembled beneath his erotic touch. “And what would be your problem? You can’t tell me you have trouble getting laid.”

He didn’t say anything but instead grunted and adjusted himself, making his arousal, his need for her very present. 

“Besides,” he went on, “I’d rather fuck you than watch this cooking show garbage any longer.” His mouth crashed down on hers, and his tongue wasted no time waiting for permission and wedged its way into her mouth, lapping and twirling around her own. 

And once again, they were frantic. What had just moments ago been a relaxing dinner between what was quickly becoming two friends and future co-parents was now a lust-filled and almost determined animalistic need to fuck. Hands roamed and peeled away at clothing as fast as their fingers could move. Leaning forward, she licked his throat and pressed a kiss to his Adam’s apple before he pulled away, and she motioned to remove his shirt. Krista paused and just stared as he tossed the soft black cotton to the floor.

“Holy God.” She swallowed. “Are those even real?” She poked a finger at one of his pecs. It was hard as stone. “And those? Are those real too?” Both her hands ran up his arms and gripped his biceps. Once again, boulders beneath her fingertips. She hadn’t a chance to admire him, his beauty, his power, his strength when they were together last time. It’d been late, dark, and she’d been incredibly drunk and single-minded. But tonight, they were sober, the light was on, and the man in front of her was a work of art. Art that needed to be, deserved to be ogled, worshiped, appreciated.

“Everything is real.” His voice was deep and thick. With brute force, he grabbed at the hem of her hoodie and pulled it over her head, bringing her T-shirt with it. His eyes flared as he drank her in, raking her body. His scan stopped on her stomach, and his chest actually shook as his hand fell to her belly, his eyes searching hers for permission. She gave it to him.

“You’re sure I can’t hurt the kid?” he asked softly, his fingers and palm taking up the entire span of her stomach. He was warm, and his touch soft, although calloused and worn from hard work. She felt safe in his touch, in his arms. 

“I’m sure.” She smiled.

“Well in that case … ” And with the flick of his wrist, he pushed her up out of the chair and off him and stood up. 

Shirtless and rippling with muscles, Brock seemed even bigger, even fiercer standing in front of her. His heated gaze fell on her face and a small, barely discernible smile tugged at the corner of his mouth before he gripped her hip and spun her around, pulling the back of her body tight against his. His tongue trailed down her neck, shoulder and back up again. His teeth nipped at the shell of her ear as one hand made its way below the waist of her pajama pants and into her panties, drawing delightful little circles around her throbbing clit. She closed her eyes and leaned into him, savoring his touch, how good it felt to have his hands on her again. She pushed her backside into his growing erection and giggled when he groaned, bucking into her.

He bent her over, pulling her pajama pants and underwear down in the process. She kicked out of her pants and then stood there, her fingers kneading the soft leather of the couch as Brock’s capable hands massaged and caressed her craving backside. 

Was it too early to ask him to spank her? She’d have to put a pin in that and see. Because one thing for sure, Krista liked it a little rough. Liked a little pain with her pleasure. 

He gripped both her hips, positioned himself behind her, and then drove home. She let out a soft grunt from the impact, but damn if it didn’t feel good. She loved this position, which was ironic given how submissive it was and how in control she liked to be. But they wouldn’t finish like this. This was just the beginning. She squeezed her muscles around him as he pushed into her. 

She needed this. 

God, how she’d needed this. 

Her vibrator just wasn’t cutting it these days. And now, after another taste of Brock Hart, she wasn’t sure it ever would. 

Lost in the moment, she reveled in the feeling of Brock deep inside her, filling her, fulfilling her. The spank came out of nowhere, startling the daylights out of her. She yelped and then fell face first into the couch, her arms flying out from under her and causing Brock to slip out.

“You okay?” he asked, helping her up. 

She looked back at him and smiled. “Yes. Again.”

Triumph, wicked and primal, glimmered in his green eyes. “Sorry, I should have asked first.”

She shook her head. “No. I want more. Harder.” She assumed the position and he was back inside her in seconds. Three hard, lightning-quick smacks had her panting and pushing into his palm, grinding her backside up to reach his pelvis. Her pussy dripped down her thighs, and her legs shook from his power.  

He was having a hard time holding on. His grunts and wavering patterns said he was riding that beautiful edge between insanity and pure bliss. But she wasn’t quite there, and she wanted to be on top.

“Let’s … let’s change positions,” she said breathlessly, motioning to stand up. “You sit on the couch, and I’ll straddle you.” His eyes flared lambent as she stood back up and turned to face him. His gaze settled on her breasts. He licked his lips. “Careful with these, though. They’re rather tender.”

He sat down on the couch. Krista’s top teeth snagged her lip and bit down hard at the sight of his cock straight on. They’d had quick and dirty sex in the dark last time, so she hadn’t really had a good view. But there it was standing at attention, hard, thick and eager as it rested against his belly. She climbed onto his lap and put her thighs on either side of his, rising up only to sink back down. A groan escaped them both. He brought his hands up and cupped her breasts, flicking and twisting the nipples, bringing one to his mouth and laving at it with his velvety tongue. She bobbed up and down in his lap, letting his pubic hair and pelvic bone hit her clit in just the right way.

She was close, damn close. And then Brock did something unexpected, yet again. The man was full of surprises. He gripped her by the ponytail, hauled her head back and up, then lunged at her mouth, capturing her sighs and gasps with his own. 

They came together, finding their release at the same time, connected as the pleasure unfurled and ripped its way through them. Slashing and shredding everything in its path until they were limp and boneless, chests heaving. 

With a ringing in her ears and a smile on her face, Krista tucked her nose against the crook of his neck and inhaled his scent. So manly, so sexy, so strong, so Brock. 

Then, taking another risk, because tonight seemed to be a night for pushing past her comfort zone, she licked him. He was salty and tasted mildly of soap, and she wanted more. A whole hell of a lot more.

They sat there for a while in post-coital silence, allowing their breathing to return to normal. Their sweaty skin blossomed in gooseflesh as the chill of the house settled on tired, naked bodies. 

“Wow,” she finally breathed, breaking the silence.

He grunted in response beneath her, his fingers dancing delicate and divine trails up her back. For a bossy jackass, he certainly had a sweet side when he wanted to.

“More of that for sure.”

Another grunt. 

“Do you do more than just grunt? How about talk? I mean we’re living together, having a kid together, and now sleeping together, might as well get to know each other,” she said with a small laugh. Not even her laugh could force the virile strength of him from her body. If anything, he was growing harder. Could he go again? Already?

Brock cleared his throat, his face a mask of fierce alpha determination. “I fuck.” Then, without an ounce of warning, he pulled her off him, shoved her back into the plush couch and was back inside her, making her eyes shut and her entire body clench around him as she forgot all her questions and thought of nothing but how good it felt, how good he felt on top of her. Inside her. Surrounding her.
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