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        NOT THE PLAN

      

      

      
        
        It was a fluke.

      

      

      
        
        When he bellied up to the bar on that random Friday evening, it just happened to be the wrong place, wrong time.

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe the right time. Jury was still out.

      

      

      
        
        All Michigan State Police officer Noah Killian knew was, he couldn’t not help the damsel in distress.

      

      

      
        
        What he hadn’t expected was for his assistance to be more than a one-time thing.

      

      

      
        
        As it turned out, Chelsea Walker had a stalker.

      

      

      
        
        And Noah would be damned if he was going to let the guy get to her.

      

      

      

      Note to readers: This story references spousal abuse, which occurs off-page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “You can do this.”

      Resting her palms on the counter and leaning over the bathroom sink, Chelsea Walker stared at herself in the mirror. She’d twisted her dark hair into a chignon, a few wispy tendrils curling around her face, softening her features. Her makeup was minimal; she’d not wanted to go over the top for this particular date.

      After agonizing for hours and trying on nearly everything in her closet, she’d finally settled on a hot pink long-sleeve halter top and matching high-waisted pants with flared legs, which she’d complement with a pair of spindly heels that pinched her toes but looked fabulous.

      Reasonably sexy but not let’s-forgo-dinner-and-stay-home-instead sexy.

      Which didn’t really matter, because she and her date were meeting at the restaurant, so he’d not see her until she arrived. And once she was there, she was most definitely not turning around and leaving again.

      Not until this deed was done.

      She glanced at her phone screen. Time to go.

      She slapped her palms against the countertop, took a deep fortifying breath, and pushed off, stalking toward the door before she lost her nerve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Noah Killian had to talk himself into going to the wedding.

      He hated weddings.

      It was a new revelation. Started not quite three years ago.

      After his wife died.

      To be fair, he hated funerals, too. Anything that reminded him of what he’d had and lost.

      Luckily, this wasn’t a traditional wedding, so he could almost pretend it was just a random social gathering.

      Like Noah, the groom, Dustin, worked for the Michigan State Police. They’d never worked together directly—Noah was part of the governor’s protection detail, while he honestly had no idea what department Dustin worked in.

      Noah didn’t know him well—okay, he barely knew the guy at all—so he’d been startled when Dustin informed him that he hadn’t even asked his girlfriend to marry him, and yet he’d organized a wedding for tonight, all without her knowledge.

      Pretty ballsy. He had to be damn sure she was going to say yes. And that she did not want a traditional wedding. And that she would be willing to say her vows right then and there.

      Noah couldn’t think of many women who would, to be honest. Sure, most of the ones he knew would be excited over a public proposal—but a surprise wedding?

      Like he said, ballsy. Or really, really stupid.

      Leaning against the bar, Noah sipped his gin and tonic and observed the room. It was a small, private space tucked into the back of one of the trendier restaurants in Lansing. A wooden trellis, twisted and wrapped with roses and lilies, had been set up in one corner. He assumed that was where the ceremony would be conducted.

      As far away as he was, the powerful scent of the flowers still tickled his nose.

      The trellis was near a glass door that led to an outdoor patio. As it was a particularly chilly evening in April, with freezing rain in the forecast for later tonight, Noah doubted they’d be using the outdoor area.

      The rest of the room was eaten up by a square table set for twenty. So far, there were thirteen people in attendance.

      Dustin stood just inside the door, dressed in a light blue suit with a white shirt and a navy tie. He wore a boutonniere comprised of roses and lilies and greenery, the size of which rivaled some of the corsages at a Texas high school homecoming dance.

      His thick blond hair waved over his forehead, a lock of it hanging over his left eyebrow in a rakish way that the guy probably believed women found attractive.

      To be honest, he looked like every country club bully from name-the-’80s movie. All he needed was a sweater with the arms looped around his neck.

      Dustin greeted his guests and chatted up the officiant, a short balding man with ruddy skin, wire-rimmed glasses, and a banal smile, who constantly rocked on his heels.

      There were two other guys from the force here, but they also worked in a different department and Noah didn’t know them well either. Their conversation about the previous state governor’s kidnapping had become awkward after they realized Noah’s wife had been a casualty of that situation, so both guys excused themselves and moved to the other side of the room.

      Two other guys—he had no idea who they were either—distracted Noah from the boring process of watching his colleagues walk away. The tag team was flirting with a young woman who looked so uncomfortable, Noah was about to go over there and make sure she was okay.

      Someone else stepped up and did it for him. The bride’s father. Dustin had pointed him out when Noah arrived.

      The father of the bride hooked his hand into the crook of the young woman’s elbow and all but dragged her over to where his wife stood near the altar, nervously wringing her hands.

      Was the mother worried the unsuspecting bride-to-be wouldn’t be thrilled with this surprise?

      And who was that young woman to them? While Noah appreciated that the father had gotten her out of an uncomfortable situation, he hadn’t been gentle about it.

      Here was a better question: why was Noah even here? He knew Dustin no better than he knew anyone else in this room. Hell, he and Dustin couldn’t even claim to have been cadets together. Noah was thirty-six, and he’d been in the army, Special Forces, for ten years before joining the force and going through MSP Training Academy. He wasn’t sure how old Dustin was, other than definitely younger than him.

      Dustin had been happy enough to see Noah tonight, clapping him on the shoulder and thanking him for coming, then launching into an explanation of the scenario and how he couldn’t wait to make Chelsea his wife.

      The guy was seriously smitten.

      Noah recalled going through that experience himself, although he didn’t like to think about it. Mostly because Penny was gone now, and all rehashing the good old days did was make him angry that he’d never be able to create any more good old days with her.

      He grabbed a cocktail napkin off the bar and used it to cover his sneeze. Fucking flowers. Another reason he should never have come to this party.

      Feeling no less uncomfortable than he had when he walked in twenty minutes ago, Noah decided to hit the head, an excuse to get out of this room with its weird vibe. Hell, maybe he’d just slip out and go home. He doubted anyone would miss him. The only person he knew was the groom, and Dustin was about to be fully occupied with this elaborate surprise he’d concocted for his girlfriend.

      Dustin was greeting more guests Noah didn’t know, so Noah slipped behind them without acknowledging anyone and made his way into the restaurant proper and through the lobby, where the restrooms were located.

      An attractive, dark-haired woman wearing a cream peacoat, ridiculously high heels, and hot pink pants that flared at the bottom stood at the hostess stand. Noah observed her partially because it was ingrained into him to do so, courtesy of his job, and also because this was the first time since Penny’s death that he'd actually thought a woman was attractive.

      It was enough to give him pause, and the pause gave him the chance to eavesdrop on the conversation she was having with the hostess.

      “—reservation under Dustin Kercher.” The dark-haired woman glanced at her phone, her brow furrowing. “It’s odd that he isn’t here yet. He’s punctual to a fault. Overly so. Like OCD- level punctual.”

      The hostess looked down at an iPad, and Noah was at just the right angle to be able to see her sly grin, which she didn’t temper when she glanced back up at the waiting customer, who Noah guessed was Dustin’s soon-to-be bride.

      Lucky Dustin.

      What a weird thought. Well, not really, on the surface. The woman was gorgeous and Dustin was clearly head over heels, so as long as she wasn’t an asshole, well, lucky Dustin.

      And sure, he’d noticed other women when he had been with Penny, on a purely that’s an attractive woman level, but since her death, he’d gone into this sort of hermit lifestyle—no, more like a robot-state.

      He did his job, he worked out, he went home, he slept, he ate. Rinse and repeat.

      He still noticed everything around him; that was ingrained after a decade in the army and nine years on the force, protecting the governor and working joint operations with the US Marshals Service. What he stopped paying attention to after Penny’s death was aesthetics.

      The white roses and bright pink lilies wrapped around the wooden trellis, the elaborate matching centerpiece in the middle of the table, the outfits the other guests were wearing.

      He saw it all, he cataloged it all, but he did not see the beauty of it any longer. Penny’s death took that small pleasure away from him.

      So, yeah, he was shook to realize the person to break through that particular cloud of despair was the woman his coworker was about to marry.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” Dustin’s girlfriend demanded, glaring at the hostess, who quickly dropped the grin. “Shit. He’s planned something, hasn’t he?”

      The hostess did not immediately respond.

      “Hasn’t he?” the woman repeated.

      The hostess caught Noah’s eye. Her gaze practically begged for his assistance.

      He did not want to get involved. He was just a guest. Not a close friend, or really a friend at all. He didn’t know anything about this woman or her relationship with Dustin.

      Son of a—he cleared his throat and thrust out his hand. “Noah Killian.”

      Dustin’s girlfriend looked at his hand as if it were dripping with slime.

      “I’m an acquaintance of Dustin’s.”

      Something flickered in the woman’s eyes. Noah would almost call it…fear. But it was gone so quickly, maybe he’d imagined it. Or maybe it was something else entirely and he really was off his game since Penny’s death.

      That concern that he was off his game, in truth, was why any time a temporary assignment doing anything other than his regular job came up, Noah volunteered. He found he was better, slicker, more able to focus when he was entirely out of his element.

      A.k.a. not in a situation where Penny’s death was constantly in his face.

      So maybe he should trust his instincts. Maybe he had seen fear in this woman’s eyes.

      But what did she have to fear, other than—oh hell, was it exactly as he suspected? Had Dustin misread the signals and planning something like this was exactly the wrong thing to do?

      He may not know Dustin well, but he certainly didn’t want the guy to be publicly embarrassed. Nor did he want this woman to be as supremely uncomfortable as someone who did not want a surprise wedding might be.

      Shit. How did he get himself into these situations?

      “Why don’t we step up to the bar and have a quick conversation before we head back to the”—he flicked a glance at the attentive hostess—“gathering.”

      “That sounds ominous,” the girlfriend said.

      “What does?”

      “The way you said gathering. Like I have every right to be suspicious.”

      “That depends on what you’re suspicious of.”

      “I can only imagine what Dustin has thought up now. Whatever it is, it’s going to be over the top and I’m going to hate it and he’ll be disappointed and—” She pressed her lips.

      “Come on,” Noah said, extending his arm toward the bar to his left. It was off to the side and dark and far enough away from the private back room that Dustin shouldn’t realize she was here until after Noah had a chance to warn her and hopefully allow her a moment to compose herself and decide how she wanted to handle the situation. “I’ll explain everything. And I’ll buy you a drink if you want.”

      A glass of wine might take the edge off and help her relax. He hoped.

      “Fine,” she eventually said, “although I’d make sure Dustin doesn’t see us together. He’s one of those types that believes I’m hustling every guy who comes within a five-mile radius.”

      Noah guided her away before she said anything else the hostess at the stand could overhear and repeat to the rest of the staff.

      “He’s the jealous type?” Noah asked quietly as they bellied up to the bar. He’d led her to the far end, away from the private room but facing that general direction. He should be able to spot Dustin before Dustin could spot them together.

      Noah wasn’t a fan of guys who made their significant others walk on eggshells because of their own—usually misguided—jealousy, but he also didn’t want to cause any strife between Dustin and his girlfriend. Especially today.

      Because he had a bad feeling Dustin’s plans for a surprise wedding were about to go up in smoke.

      “Chelsea, right?” Noah asked.

      She tossed him a suspicious look.

      He lifted his hands, surrender-style. “Dustin told me your name when I first got here.”

      She released a puff of air that had aggravation written all over it before saying, “Yes. Chelsea Walker. Nice to meet you, Noah. I’m sorry it’s under probably really strange circumstances.”

      “Definitely strange,” he agreed. And she didn’t even know the half of it. Yet.

      The bartender stepped up. Noah placed his now-empty glass on the bar. “Looks like either a vodka or gin and tonic,” the bartender guessed.

      “Gin. Tanqueray,” Noah said.

      “I’ll have the same,” Chelsea said. “But do you have Tanqueray Sevilla Orange?”

      “We do,” the bartender confirmed.

      “I’ll take that, with an orange slice.”

      Before the bartender could turn away, Noah said, “I’ll try that version.”

      “You got it.”

      After the bartender moved away to pour their drinks, Noah said, “I like a good G&T, but I’ve never tried it with orange.”

      “You’re in for a treat,” Chelsea said.

      Confident in her choices. He liked that.

      Noah laughed. The sensation was so unexpected, he cut it off abruptly enough for her to arch a single eyebrow in silent question. Luckily, the bartender returned so he didn’t have to explain that he’d hardly laughed at all in nearly three years, and yeah, he was taken aback by the fact that he was doing so right now, in these, as she said, strange circumstances.

      Chelsea took a drink from her lowball glass. Her painted lips pressed to the rim, her throat bobbed as she swallowed.

      And he felt stirrings he hadn’t felt in almost three damn years.

      Shit. This wasn’t good. Was he doing this—warning her about the surprise wedding—because he was finally feeling human again?

      He should walk away. Right. Now.

      “Okay, spill. What’s the surprise? What does Dustin have planned for me this time?”

      Noah again cleared his throat. “I’m having second thoughts about telling you.”

      Chelsea’s laugh was derisive. “Here, let me make it easy on you.”

      She took a long pull from her drink.

      “I came here tonight to break up with him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      The look on Noah’s face was comical in its absolute stunned shock. Which meant he was yet another one Dustin had convinced that he had a totally perfectly adorable loving relationship with his sometimes flighty girlfriend.

      For the record, Dustin was the only person in Chelsea’s life who had ever called her flighty, and he only did it when she couldn’t school her reaction fast enough to one of the stupid, over-the-top surprises he was forever springing on her.

      She hated surprises. Always had. It probably had something to do with her unstable childhood, but that wasn’t the point.

      Dustin knew she hated surprises.

      But Dustin loved them, and one of Dustin’s less-than-redeeming qualities was his determination to convince her to like the same things he liked.

      Never mind her own opinions on, well, anything at all.

      Noah grabbed his gin and tonic and took a very hefty swallow. Chelsea almost cracked a smile, except this was no smiling matter.

      She’d been trying to break up with Dustin for weeks now. Yeah, one would think it would be easy to say, “I don’t want to date you anymore.” Or, hell, what she was really beginning to feel, which was, “I hate you. Don’t ever come near me again.”

      Where Dustin was involved, nothing was easy. And yes, she hated herself for ever going out on that first date with him. For allowing him to gaslight—sorry, woo her. For allowing herself to believe that she deserved all the attention he showered on her, even when it was not the sort of attention she thought she liked.

      According to him, she didn’t know what she liked.

      But he did.

      She was tempted to thunk her forehead on the bar top but managed to refrain. Barely.

      “You’re planning to break up with him?” Noah finally asked. “Tonight?”

      “Yes,” she said, all the conviction in that word meant to encourage her, not reinforce her decision to him. She didn’t care what Noah thought. She was done worrying about what other people thought. She just wanted to be herself, to be by herself, for a little while.

      “Holy shit.” He dragged his hand over his face, drawing her attention to his pale eyes, sharp cheekbones, and the most perfectly manicured five o’clock shadow she’d ever seen.

      If she were in the right headspace, her hormones would likely be doing a little anticipatory dance right now.

      Except she was not, absolutely not, interested in giving herself over to another relationship right now. She needed a break.

      A long one.

      Besides, he was a friend—no, wait, an acquaintance—of Dustin’s, and the minute she finally managed to convince Dustin that they were through, she planned to not have anything to do with anyone in his circle ever again.

      Sure, the handful of people he’d introduced her to seemed pleasant enough, but hanging with any of them opened her up the chance of bumping into Dustin, and she was so done with their relationship at this point that she had actually considered moving away from Lansing—career, family, friends be damned.

      Because if she moved away, she’d really, truly not have to worry about running into Dustin, and that thought made her far more happy than that sort of thought probably should.

      Good Lord, this breakup was far, far overdue.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this,” Noah said, “but your boyfriend thinks you all are getting married tonight.”

      It was a good thing she hadn’t been in the middle of taking a drink right then. She would have spewed really good, orange-flavored gin all over the bar top. “Please tell me you are joking.”

      Noah shook his head.

      Chelsea slumped over the bar, cupping her face in her hands and staring at the orange slice floating in her lowball glass. “Married. Tonight’s surprise is…a wedding?”

      “Not just a wedding—your wedding.”

      “This is insane.”

      More insane than the time he’d surprised her with a weekend trip to a ski resort—and then had gotten annoyed because she stuck to the bunny hills while he wanted to go down the expert-level slopes. The whole disastrous experience had been his own damn fault since he’d not bothered to find out if she had ever skied a day in her life.

      And then there was the time he rented out an entire ice cream shop as a date night for the two of them. Except Chelsea was lactose intolerant. Her intolerance was mild but certainly enough that ice cream was off the table. In this case, he knew that about her but had still managed to convince himself she’d be touched by the gesture.

      Oh, and she couldn’t forget the time he’d surprised her with a weekend getaway at the height of wedding season—and she worked in the wedding industry.

      Despite those and all the other over-the-top surprises Dustin had thrown at her in the eight months they’d been together, she would not have ever guessed he’d go to this extreme.

      “I take it you aren’t thrilled,” Noah remarked.

      “Not even a little.”

      “I wondered what sort of woman would be okay with this. Like, don’t most women have an idea of the wedding they want by the time they hit puberty?”

      She shook her head. “Not me. I’ve actually been low-key anti-marriage for as long as I can remember.” Thank you, terrible childhood.

      Dark brows arched over his beautiful gray eyes. “Have you ever mentioned this to Dustin?”

      She barked out another derisive laugh. “It doesn’t even matter that I did. More than once. This is exactly what Dustin wants. It has nothing to do with me. I’m just the unlucky woman who caught his attention and eventually gave in when he kept pestering me to go out with him.”

      How sad was it that it was true? At the time she’d thought he was trying to impress her, woo her. In reality, he’d been stalking her. And he wore her down until she finally said yes because it was easier than continuing to hold him at arm’s length.

      “I’m such a fool.”

      “His actions are not your fault. You are not the fool in this situation,” Noah pointed out.

      “Thanks for saying so. Maybe someday I might believe you. In the meantime, I need to figure out how to not get married tonight, without causing a scene and making Dustin lose his shit.”

      “Wait. He hits you?” Noah’s tone was sharp, his gaze on her suddenly sharper. She’d swear he just half reached for a gun. Which honestly made sense. Dustin was a state cop; it was very possible Noah was too.

      “No,” Chelsea quickly qualified. “Not once. He’s never even threatened to hit me.” Maybe if he had, she might have gotten brave faster. She liked to believe she would not have let the gaslighting go on had she been physically abused as well as mentally.

      Every time his anger bubbled to the surface, he checked himself and left, disappeared for hours, sometimes a day or two. When he returned, he was back to pleasant, cheerful Dustin, as if nothing had happened. The first few times, she’d questioned him about the abrupt change in attitude.

      He told her not to worry because he was happy now, and that was all that mattered.

      She finally decided he must have a yoga routine or some other relaxation method he apparently needed to do by himself. And she’d been entirely okay with that because it gave her a small break from his constant attention.

      Noah relaxed a fraction, enough to take another sip of his drink. “Okay, so what do you expect to happen when you say no to this surprise wedding? What has you so jumpy?”

      “Besides the obvious, that this is a horribly embarrassing situation? And also that breaking up with someone is hard to do under the best of circumstances, and this is definitely up there with the worst of circumstances.”

      She supposed she ought to feel relieved that she’d not ended up carrying his child.

      “I think he was trying to get me pregnant.” Holy crap, had she really just admitted that fear out loud? To a perfect stranger, no less.

      Not even a stranger. This guy was a friend of Dustin’s.

      “God, you aren’t going to tell him I told you that, are you?”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around you thinking he was trying to get you pregnant—without your consent, I’m assuming. That aside, I don’t know Dustin very well. To be honest, I’m not even sure why I was invited to this.”

      Chelsea smoothed her fingers over the cocktail napkin with the restaurant’s logo embossed in the corner. “How do you know him?”

      “We both work for the Michigan State Police. Not in the same division, though. I don’t even know what he does for the organization, to be honest.”

      She nodded. “Dustin likes to believe he’s Mr. Popular. He loves being surrounded by people. But he’s also, um, a lot to take, so I don’t think he has many friends. There is a good chance he invited every person from work that he’s ever come into contact with, and you are the only one who didn’t have something else going on tonight.”

      “Ouch. But yes, that makes sense. There are two other guys from the MSP in there, too, so apparently, there were three of us with no plans on a Friday night.”

      She grimaced.

      “I don’t know a single other person in the room,” Noah expounded. “Although I’ll say that at least two of his friends are slimeballs if the way they were making one of the women in there so uncomfortable is any indication.”

      “I don’t really, but then again I do kind of wonder who else is in there. He has never introduced me to a female friend. Not once.”

      “Well, if it helps, your dad actually saved her.”

      “My dad.” Chelsea stared at the row of liquor bottles lining the wall behind the bar. She suddenly wanted a shot. More than one. Tequila. Lots of lime slices.

      “The way you said that implies even more bad news,” Noah noted.

      She glanced over. He was watching her, his head canted. Curious, no more.

      “I don’t get along with my dad. Before Dustin and I started dating, I generally avoided being around him at all costs.”

      She’d forgotten about that particular surprise. Early on in their relationship, Dustin had reached out to her father entirely without her knowledge and invited him, his wife, and her younger sister to brunch.

      Dustin had been clueless to the tension in the air for those two hours, or so she assumed, because next thing she knew, he and Dad had become buddies and hung out fairly regularly.
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