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The bell rang, signaling the end of another exhausting day at Jefferson High School. I sighed with relief, grateful for the respite from the chaos of my classroom. I loved my job, but the days took their toll.

Leaving the familiar halls behind, I slipped out of the school, eager to shake off the weight of responsibility for a few hours. My footsteps echoed on the pavement as I made my way to my car. I knew exactly where I needed to go.

The bar’s entrance greeted me with the familiar aroma of stale beer and the distant murmur of conversation. I slid onto a stool at the counter and ordered a glass of red wine, hoping it would loosen my tense muscles.

My smooth, deep brown skin akin to sun-kissed bronze glowed. My ebony curls, cascaded down my shoulders in untamed waves—much like my wild spirit.

Dressed in a form-fitting black dress that hugged my curves, I exuded strength and confidence. The sleeveless design revealed toned arms, a testament to my dedication to my hours at the gym.

As I sipped my wine, my eyes roamed the room, scanning the different faces. Some bore the weariness of long days, while others reveled in the escape of camaraderie. In the corner, a live band played a soulful melody, adding to the bar’s magnetic allure.

Then, I saw him.

Tall, dark, and exuding confidence that was almost tangible. His eyes, deep and enigmatic, were intriguing. His rugged charm and mischievous smirk sent a thrill through my veins.

I smelled the arrogance from across the room.

That’s when I knew. He would be my prize tonight. I swung my legs to the side, crossing them slowly, deliberately. I didn’t look at him, but I could feel his gaze burning.

Within seconds, someone leaned in beside me.

“Is this seat taken?”

“By you,” I said smoothly, holding out my hand. “I’m Bell.”

He took my hand, brushing his lips across my knuckles. “Michael.”

“You seem lost, sweetheart,” he murmured, his hand sliding onto my leg.

Rage flared hot in my veins. I took a slow sip of my wine, forcing the fire inside me to cool.

“Lost?” I echoed, tilting my head. “Oh no, I know exactly where I am. I’m just enjoying the view.”

His smirk widened. “I’m flattered. The view is pretty great, isn’t it?”

I swallowed a scoff. “I was talking about the bar.” I gestured toward the liquor display, feigning indifference as I took another sip.

He chuckled. “Touché. So, what brings you here tonight?”

I leaned in slightly, suppressing the urge to snap his fingers for touching me without permission.

“Well, I heard there was a charming man at the bar who thinks he’s king of the world. I just had to see for myself.”

“King of the world? Nah,” he corrected, his smirk deepening. “More like the emperor.”

That made me laugh. At least he was showing me the real him right away.

“Emperor? That’s quite the upgrade. What’s your empire?”

He raised a brow. “Oh, I’m an expert in…everything.”

I rolled my eyes. “Everything? Wow, you must be quite the Renaissance man.”

“Well, I do have my talents,” he replied, lowering his voice.

I matched his tone, barely a whisper. “Talents, you say? Do enlighten me.”

He grazed his fingers further up my thigh, leaning in closer. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to show you.”

I turned fully toward him, forcing his hand to drop from my leg. Thank God.

“Well, I suppose I’ll have to stick around and see if that’s true.”

His grin was all challenge. “Please, be my guest.”

The conversation played like a well-rehearsed dance, each word laced with innuendo and unspoken desire. The more we talked, the more I despised him. He thought he was a prize to be won, that he could take whatever he wanted.

Well, welcome to Bell.

He took my hand and led me to the dance floor, moving in sync with the pulse of the music. The rhythm wrapped around us.

In the heat of the moment, I felt alive. Almost forgot my task. Almost.

The song ended. We left the bar, hands intertwined, seeking a more intimate escape.

Outside, he moved toward the parking lot, but I had other plans.

“This way,” I purred, smirking as I tugged him toward the alley beside the bar.

He slammed me against the brick wall and crushed his mouth against mine. Heat pooled low in my stomach at the aggression. I lifted my right leg, wrapping it around his waist. His hands found my throat and pressed, sending a thrill through me.

My nails dug into his sides, clawing at his skin. The hunger inside me twisted and coiled, eager for the moment I craved.

He bit my neck. I heard the telltale sound of a zipper. He adjusted his stance, his pants slipping lower.

I smiled wide. There’s my cue.

My hand slid between us, slipping into my bra where my precious key lay hidden. The one that was hollow with the concealed blade inside.

With practiced precision, I pierced his jugular.

The gasp. The frantic grasp at his throat. The wobbling step backward, his unfastened pants hanging off his hips.

I adjusted my dress as he crumpled to the ground.

I turned and walked away from the alley, confident that he would draw his last breath before I hit the street.

The thrill coursed through me, saturating every nerve.

Yes. It would be a good week.
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I woke up on Saturday morning feeling good—real good. A deep, satisfying calm settled over me, and the lingering sweetness of my latest indulgence coated my tongue like honey. I grinned, stretching lazily, basking in the afterglow of my personal high.

Then, a sharp crack stung my lips.

Damn.

I swung a hand to my mouth, wincing at the dryness. Throwing back the covers, I scoured the room for my slippers. One was kicked under the bed, the other in the middle of the floor. Slipping them on, I padded to the bathroom, my reflection in the mirror confirming the culprit—lips as dry as the Sahara.

“Alexa, what time is it?” I called out, rubbing in a layer of lip balm.

“The time is 11:16 a.m.,” the AI responded.

Shit.

I was meeting Alexis at 12:30 for brunch, which meant I had exactly 40 minutes to get my ass in gear.

Standing before my full-length mirror, I selected a breezy royal blue sundress, pairing it with a wide-brimmed hat and nude beige sandals that crisscrossed up my ankles. As I misted my curls with water, shaping them to perfection, my phone buzzed with a FaceTime call.

“Hey girl,” I answered, holding the phone up.

“You still at home? Girl, why ain’t you on your way?” Alexis’ exaggerated exasperation made me chuckle.

“I am literally walking out the door right now,” I said, snatching my keys and slipping on my sunglasses. “See?” I interrupted her before she could drag me further. “Leaving now. I’ll see you soon, love you.” I hung up with a series of kissing noises before heading out.

I pulled up to Brunchin’ and spotted Alexis’ car, parking beside her. Sliding my sunglasses off as I entered, I met the host’s gaze.

Tall, broad-shouldered, and filling out that polo shirt in a way that did dangerous things to my thoughts. His golden eyes locked onto mine, and for a split second, that familiar itch sparked in my veins—a slow, smoldering burn.

“Hello, ma’am. How many?” he asked, voice smooth, polite.

Hmm. Polite, young, and well-mannered. The itch fizzled out. Not for me.

“I should have a friend already here,” I said, rising on my tiptoes to scan the room before spotting Alexis.

“Ah, there she is,” I pointed.

He smiled, stepping aside. “Go right ahead.”

I sauntered over to Alexis, raising a brow at the nearly finished mimosa in front of her.

“So, you started drinking without me?”

“Bitch, you’re late, and I couldn’t wait,” she grinned, pushing a fresh mimosa toward me.

I glanced at my watch. “It’s 12:40. You act like I had you sitting here for an hour.”

Taking a sip, I recognized the splash of mango juice—my regular.

“How have you been, though?” I asked, picking up the menu. “Last time we spoke, your man was trippin’. What happened with him?”

Alexis sucked her teeth, rolling her eyes. “Absolutely nothing. But I’ve moved on already. I met a guy named Jabari Ryder.”

I raised a brow. “Okay, girl. Wasted no time, huh?”

The waitress arrived, taking our orders.

Alexis shifted in her seat, biting her lip before rushing out, “And I might have invited him and his brother Eli to brunch today because you need a man too.”

I stilled. “Alexis,” I chastised. “You did what?”

“Bell, listen, just hear me out,” she pleaded, hands flailing. “Jabari asked me to brunch, but I told him no because I already had plans with you. He offered to come later for drinks instead, so we’d have our time first. Sweet, right?”

I narrowed my eyes. “And then?”

“And then,” she continued, stuffing a bite of food into her mouth before mumbling, “he said he’d bring his brother because you ain’t no third wheel, and you need a man. It’s been ages, Bell.”

Alexis peeked at me.

Lord knows I didn’t have time or space for a man. But what’s done was done.

“You’ve already invited them. You act like I can say no now.”

Her grin widened. “Girl, his name is Eli Ryder, and he is FINE.” She snatched her phone, scrolling excitedly. “I made Jabari send me a picture.”

Before I could react, a deep baritone voice interrupted.

“Ladies.”

Alexis and I turned in unison. A dangerously sexy man stood before us.

“Jabari,” Alexis beamed as he leaned down to kiss her cheek.

He turned to me. “Bell, I assume? This is my brother, Eli.”

Good. God.

When Eli stepped aside, the air seemed to shift.

His presence commanded the room, quiet strength radiating from every inch of his towering frame. His dark, smooth skin glowed under the soft lighting, warmth emanating from him like a slow-burning fire.

His deep-set, polished onyx eyes took me in, scanning every inch. When he spoke, his voice was rich, velvety, with just the right amount of gravel to make my stomach clench.

“Hello, Alexis. Bell,” he greeted, extending a large, well-sculpted hand.

I reached for it, my fingers brushing his, and instantly scanned my body for the itch.

Please, no.

I just got relief. I shouldn’t feel it. Not now.

“Yes,” I replied, forcing a smile. “I’m Bell.”

His strong, chiseled features, broad nose, and well-maintained beard only added to his allure. His thick curls framed his face naturally.

He was confident. Commanding.

A man who knew his worth without needing to prove it.

He wore a crisp white button-down, rolled sleeves revealing muscular forearms, fitted dark jeans, and suede desert boots.

“Please, sit,” I offered. I glanced at Alexis, raising a brow. She grinned and mouthed, “I told you.”

It dawned on me then.

Our table for two had become a table for four.

“You get blindsided into this too?” Eli asked, his voice smooth as silk.

Damn.

* * *




Eli

This woman is gorgeous.

Her laughter is soft, melodic, wrapping around me like silk. When I ask if she was forced into this setup too, she giggles. “Is it that obvious?”

Something about her voice has me caught in its grip, smooth and rich, curling around me like warm smoke. I run a hand through my hair, feeling a strange pull I can’t shake. What the hell?

I meet her dark, mesmerizing eyes. “I was racking my brain for a way to break the ice. Aren’t these things always awkward?”

She leans forward, propping her elbow on the table, angling herself toward me. “Alexis didn’t tell me we’d have company until she saw you guys walking in.” She side-eyes her friend before rolling her eyes dramatically.

I chuckle. Damn, she’s fine. The kind of fine that demands attention without trying. The kind of woman who knows she’s stunning but doesn’t rely on it to get her way. That kind of confidence is lethal.

“Well, Bell, tell me what you do?”

Her attention shifts back to me. “I’m a teacher,” she says before holding up a hand like she’s about to give a full disclaimer. “Yes, I know the educational system is a mess. Yes, I have a million ideas on how to fix it. No, I don’t want to talk about it, and I take no responsibility for every crazy teacher you see on the internet.”

I lean back, amused. “Damn, a whole dissertation, huh?”

She laughs, and I swear it’s one of the best sounds I’ve heard in a while. “I can’t tell you how many pointless conversations I get dragged into after someone finds out I’m a teacher.” She pauses before flipping the question. “What about you? Anything as controversial as me?”

Her eyes lock onto mine, waiting.

Shit.

Her gaze narrows playfully. “Ahh, it has to be. You done got all quiet.”

I exhale through my nose, smirking. “I’m a detective.”

Her brows lift slightly. “Hold on now,” she says, holding up a finger. “Not just some beat cop, right?”

I shake my head. “I’ve graduated from that.”

I can practically see the wheels turning in her head. “What department? Narcotics?”

Something flickers in her eyes. There’s history there. What is it? Law enforcement in general? Or detectives specifically?

“Homicide,” I answer, studying her closely.

She notices my scrutiny and smirks. “Don’t go detective-ing me. That’s off-limits.”

“Are you easy to read?” I challenge.

“When I want to be.” Her voice dips lower as she leans in slightly. “You reading me now, Detective Ryder?”

The way she says my name sends a jolt through me, tightening my grip on my glass. This woman is dangerous. The way she moves, the way she speaks—she knows exactly what she’s doing. It’s calculated. But is it a game or just who she is?

I shift in my seat, clearing my throat. “What are some things you enjoy?”

She relaxes, a knowing smile playing at her lips.

Damn, those lips. Lush, plump, glistening with some two-toned gloss that has my full attention. I want to taste them, wondering how they’d feel against mine.

“I enjoy things like museums and plays,” she says, tilting her head. “I’m big on musicals. Like, sing-every-word big. What about you?”

I shake my head. “I really don’t do much outside of work.” I pause, then add, “Maybe that isn’t true. I just don’t do anything consistently. I’m not big on going out. Today, Jabari and I were supposed to do one of his monthly ‘brotherly bonding’ events.” I make air quotes, smirking. “He makes me go so we can ‘stay connected.’”

Bell watches me closely. Her eyes flicker back and forth like she’s debating something.

“What’s on your mind?” I ask.

She narrows her gaze. “Are you detective-ing me again?”

I chuckle. “Of course not.”

“So you don’t watch TV? No musicals?” She changes the subject.

“You want to hear me sing?” I clear my throat, leaning in slightly. Her eyes gleam with amusement.

“How does a bastard,” I start, smoothly delivering the first verse.

She bursts into laughter. “Hamilton doesn’t count! You have to pick a song with actual singing in it. That was cheating.”

I smirk. “A musical is a musical.”

She scoffs. “Alexis!” She calls out, turning toward her friend. “If he says he can sing and then starts rapping Hamilton, does that count?”

“Hell naw,” Alexis co-signs without missing a beat.

Bell turns back to me, triumphant.

I shake my head, grinning. “You said musicals, not singing in general.”

“Hamilton has singing in it,” she counters.

“Not from Lin-Manuel,” I shoot back. “Now you can’t tell me with a straight face that dude can sing.”

She presses her lips together, struggling to hold back laughter. “He is very talented,” she replies diplomatically.

“Oh no, that’s not what I said.” I chuckle.

Every time she smiles, the restaurant seems a little brighter.

The more we talk, the more I realize how easily I’m sinking into her energy. We’re laughing, challenging each other, and it feels good. Time moves differently around her, and for the first time in a long while, I don’t feel the weight of work pressing down on me. There’s something about her, something magnetic.

And it’s dangerous.

Brunch turns into an unforgettable encounter, and as we say our goodbyes, I know I’m in for some shit.

Because I don’t want this to end. And that? That’s a problem.
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The stack of case files on my desk was already high enough to make me want to pour myself a drink, but when Captain Matthews sauntered in and tossed another thick folder on top, my patience wore thin.

“You’ve got another one,” he announced in that dry, no-nonsense tone. “This one getting the best of you, huh?”

I leaned back in my chair, jaw tightening. “There’s no connection, no ties, no similarities—except for the stab wound to the neck. Nothing is connecting these cases.”

“We have a serial killer, Ryder,” he said, like he was stating a fact, not an assumption.

I shook my head. “I don’t think they’re connected. I don’t believe it’s a serial killer.”

He raised a brow. “Do you not believe it because you can’t solve it?”

My eyes narrowed, but he just threw his hands up in mock surrender. “All I’m saying is, if we do have a serial killer, you need to find him, quick. These neck wound cases are piling up. You’ve got five on your desk right now.”

“It’s not a serial killer,” I muttered. “You just have me working five cases simultaneously.”

Matthews chuckled and shook his head, amusement gleaming in his eyes. “So it’s me overworking you, huh? Yeah, okay.”

He turned and walked away, leaving me to stare down at the fresh case file. Another body. Another stab wound. But something wasn’t adding up. If it was a serial, there’d be a pattern. A calling card. A motive. But all I had were bodies with slit throats and no discernible connection.

“Ryder, get moving,” Matthews barked from down the hall. “They’re waiting on you to move the body!”

I sighed, dragging a hand down my face. “Buried the lead, huh?”

“You’re a pro. Why do I have to tell you that?”

The scene outside the bar was chaotic. A small crowd had gathered, murmuring in hushed voices behind the yellow tape. An officer was locked in a heated conversation with a woman whose expression screamed frustration.

“When will I have my bar back? I’m losing money!” she hollered as I walked up.

“Ryder,” a uniformed officer nodded, lifting the tape so I could duck under.

“What do we got?” I asked Sergeant Toligbly.

“Male, identified as Michael Hoover, age thirty, lives over in Bluegarby.”

I raised a brow. “Bluegarby? What’s he doing over here slumming?”

“Good question.” Toligbly sighed. “Guy was stabbed right in the throat. Clean through the carotid artery.”

I crouched next to the body, eyes narrowing. Hoover’s pants were unzipped. A pool of blood had already started to congeal beneath him.

“His pants,” I noted, shooting a glance at Toligbly.

He shrugged. “Hey, whatever people do in their spare time is on them.”

“Any cameras?” I asked, scanning the alley.

“Nope. And the owner up front is giving my guys hell.”

I pushed to my feet and walked toward the entrance. Sure enough, the woman from earlier was still running her mouth.

“Ma’am,” I said, approaching her with a forced calm. “I need to ask you a few questions.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and cocked a hip. “What?”

“Who found the body?”

“I did,” she snapped. “This is my place. Y’all shut it down. When will I be able to operate again?”

“We’re working on that. Did you know the victim?”

She scoffed. “You think I know everyone who comes in here? I wasn’t even working last night. My manager was.”

I clenched my jaw. “Where is your manager?”

“Monica is home. I work the day shift.”

“Do you have a number for Monica?”

“Of course I do. It’s in the office, in the building you won’t let me go into.”

I sighed, motioning toward the entrance. “I’ll escort you. Let’s get that number.”

Inside, she led me through the dimly lit bar to a small office in the back. She rummaged around a cluttered desk, but I wasn’t paying attention. My wrist buzzed, and when I glanced down, my screen lit up with a picture of Bell—lace bra, panties, and a teasing smile.

My jaw clenched. My dick twitched against my zipper.

Goddamn.

“Like what you see, Daddy?” the owner’s voice dragged me back to reality.

I snapped my gaze up. Her smirk was predatory, as she arched her back just enough to make a point.

Annoyed, I exhaled. “You got the number?”

Her expression soured. With a dramatic eye roll, she snatched a scrap of paper, crumpled it, and tossed it at me.

I caught it midair and gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Someone will be in touch.”

As I walked out, her voice followed. “What about my bar?”

“Fuck your bar,” I muttered, stepping back into the humid air.

The Medical Examiner’s van had arrived. I crouched beside the body once again, scanning for anything that stood out.

“What can you tell me?” I asked the M.E.

“This guy was stabbed,” he deadpanned.

I rolled my eyes. “Wait for the report like everyone else.”

I lowered my voice. “Does this wound look similar to the others?”

The examiner arched a brow. “You think we got a serial?”

I rubbed my jaw. “Captain does.”

“I’ll call you later with a preliminary opinion.”

Back at the station, Mary, our receptionist, gave me a knowing smile.

“Hey, Mary.”

“You have a visitor,” she said, nodding toward the waiting area.

I sighed, but when I turned, my breath caught.

Bell.

Sitting with her legs crossed, black heels laced up her calves, her skin glowing in a way that made my hands twitch. When she stood, the dress hugged her waist, accentuating every damn curve. Her lips were glossed, her eyes glinting.

I swallowed hard, clearing my throat.

“Mmm,” I hummed, eyes trailing over her.

Her lips curled. “Do you have somewhere private we can talk?”

My pulse kicked up. I nodded, leading her toward the conference room, closing the door behind us.

“What do I owe this surprise?” I asked, curiosity lacing my tone.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she stepped closer, grabbed my hand, and guided me toward the opposite side of the table. Without breaking eye contact, her fingers worked at my belt, my zipper sliding down with ease.

My brows shot up. “Bell, we can’t do this here.”

She smirked. “You sure?”

Hell.

I should’ve stopped her. I really should have. But the second she dropped to her knees, I knew—

I was absolutely fucked.

“Bell, really. We cannot do this here.”

She swivels my chair so that she is hidden by the table from the door and grabs my dick. Squeezing it. she stroked my length.

I gasp as I watch her stick her tongue out and lick the pre cum off the head, still with her eyes locked on mine.

“Holy shit.” My eyes close and she devours my dick down to the hilt in one slurp.

I grab a handful of thick curls and pull. Her head jerks back as she grins. “Still want me to stop?” she asks.

I respond by pushing her head down and listen to her gag as she takes me entirely in her mouth. She grabs my balls and squeezes as her teeth and tongue rake up and down.

I tense when I feel her index finger press past my ass.

“Whoa,” I say.

She looks at me as she presses her finger in, while she squeezes and rolls my balls and then deep throats me at the same time.

“Holy shit,” I gritted through my teeth.

My eyes roll back in my head and I lace both hands in her hair and grip tight.

“I’m coming, baby.” I gasp as her head bobs up and down. I feel the finger going deeper in my ass as the tension in my body increases until my hand clenches her hair, my thighs tense, and my seed burst.

I grunt as my eyes bulge out of my head. She slurps up every drop and then wipes her face, smiling.

I damn near lose my mind when there’s a knock at the door and I see the knob twisting.

Bell, who is already partially under the table, turns a little so the table conceals her entirely.

She planned for this, I think as I roll the chair closer to the table’s edge, only thing visible is from the chest up.

“Hey man, your phone keeps ringing. What the hell you doing in here?” Jason asks. Spencer Jason and I work as partners on some cases. I would call him my friend. He’s the only one I see outside of work.

“I just needed a moment. Here I come,” I say, proud my voice came out leveled.

He sticks his head in further and looks around. With one eyebrow raised he asks, “In an empty room?”

“I said here I come, dude.”

Jason narrowed his eyes and then shook his head before backing out of the room.

“Close the damn door,” I bellowed after him.

I roll the chair back and Bell stands up, rubbing the front of her leg. I grab my drawers and jeans from around my ankles and pull them up, standing to finish the zipper and button.

“Will I see you later?” she asks.

I cup her chin, unable to resist.

“I don’t know how late I be,” I say. “How about this weekend?”

I see disappointment flash over her face but it’s gone the next second. A smile slips in place. “Okay, I see you then. Call me with details. okay?” She leans in and kisses me, then turns and walks out.

I head to the bathroom and clean up. I pass Jason’s desk, who sees Bell come out of the office, and then looks back at and smiles.

I wave my head at him in a shooing motion and turn the opposite direction for the bathroom.
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