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      “Retch tan.”


      Detective John Sevier muttered the words under his breath, not really talking to anyone but himself. The fact that the color of the walls in the conference room was bothering him told him more about his mood than anything. He’d looked at these walls for years and not cared one way or another what color they were.


      Still, retch tan about summed it up.


      “Puke tan.”


      John swung his head around. So much for not talking to anyone but himself. Nate Ryder, one of the other detectives in the Major Crimes unit of the Dark Falls Police Department was contemplating the walls as though their conversation might reveal a major secret to the universe instead of settling on the best name for the paint.


      “Cat-yak tan,” someone else offered.


      John shook his head. These guys could easily spend the next hour debating this. What the hell had he started?


      The conference room had a table that could hold up to ten of the detectives in the unit. Of course, with ten, they’d have to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with no room to take notes or bend an arm to chug the mud-water coffee the machine in the corner spat out. Today, there were only six of them in there, so they had elbow room, at least.


      Still, the room was making John edgy, and he wasn’t an edgy kind of guy. No, scratch that. It was the case they were working that had him on edge, not the room.


      “Toe jam tan,” Nate said, leaning back to high five one of the others.


      John cursed and reached for his coffee cup, then thought better of it when he realized his stomach felt like a bear had crapped in it at some point while he slept. Coffee wasn’t going to help that.


      There was a big-screen television mounted on one wall that let the officers watch interrogations in progress in any of the three interrogation rooms assigned to their team.


      John currently sat in front of the other wall—the one with a dry erase board covering the full length of it—squeezing the hell out of the blue gel ball that had started out as Nate’s but had become more of a department-wide stress ball.


      Rhys Evans stood at the white board. When they wanted to get to Rhys, they called him Sport—a reference to his high school and college football days. He had that star quarterback look to him, all blue eyes and dirty blond hair.


      John guessed people might describe him in much the same way. He was built, working out more than ever since his divorce meant he had no one to go home to. He had brown hair and brown eyes that one girlfriend in high school had insisted were honey-colored instead of brown. Whatever that meant.


      John’s partner, Eric Cantu, was the opposite of John and Rhys’s clean cut looks. Eric was tanned with black hair that was longer than most of the unit wore it, and a nose that made his Italian heritage absolutely clear. His chin always had a bit of stubble to it. The captain gave him shit about it, but Eric swore he shaved every morning, that it grew back in on the drive to work.


      Eric had rolled his chair back into a corner so he could stretch his legs out and slouch down in the chair, trying to get a nap in before the meeting started. Eric had pulled an extra shift the night before, covering for one of the guys on the night unit.


      When Rhys turned around, ready to start, John tossed a pen at Eric, hitting him on the chest. In seconds, his partner straightened and pulled his chair to the table. No one begrudged any of the detectives a nap when they needed one. You grabbed sleep where you could, whether that was in the precinct or at home. Luckily, they didn’t have to worry about wrinkling their suits.


      Unlike detectives on television, they didn’t wear cheap suits in the Dark Falls Major Crimes unit. Unless they were going to testify in court, they wore business casual. Most days, the men and women of Major Crimes were in button-down shirts and jeans or a polo shirt and pants. They all kept a blazer hanging in their cubicles for trips to court, but that was really the only time they put them on.


      Dressing casually came in handy if they had to walk into a convenience store to scope out a suspect without anyone thinking, shit, that guy looks like a cop. They also sometimes drove around town in a soccer-mom van when they were trying to track down a suspect. There was something about the look on a scumbag’s face when the doors to the nanny-van they’d considered harmless opened to dump six guys in tactical gear at their feet. It was priceless. And it made the job worth it. Most of the time, anyway.


      Rhys didn’t bother with preliminaries. They were here because their captain had ordered the Major Crimes unit to attack the jewelry store robberies that had been happening in the last few months around the city.


      Rhys was probably the most buttoned up of the group. He was quiet and always looked like he was thinking about something important. The snippets of tattoos peeking out from under his short sleeves were the only giveaway that there was something more going on under that façade.


      “We’re working the jewelry store robberies today, everyone.” Rhys Evans was writing what they knew about the recent string of jewelry store robberies on the white board. “Cap wants these solved and off the books before more people get hurt.”


      John’s head shot up at that. He didn’t know anyone had been hurt. Flashes of a woman with big brown eyes and a wide smile standing behind a jewelry store counter taunted him.


      John sat up straighter, reaching for the coffee after all. To hell with his stomach.


      “We’ve had three robberies in the last three months that appear to have been committed by the same group. Four suspects. All look to be male, but they’re good at covering their faces. Actually, everything is covered—jeans, boots, long sleeved shirts, gloves, ski masks. We can’t tell if there are tattoos or identifying marks.”


      “This last one,” Nate, another of the detectives, put in, “an employee at the store was hurt. No major injuries, but one of the suspects didn’t think the salesman was acting fast enough. He slammed him into a glass case, broke his nose, and he’ll likely have a few scars from where the glass cut him.”


      Rhys nodded. “They’re hitting stores in less upscale parts of town. Places that won’t have a guard or panic alarm.”


      And thank God for that, John thought, clenching and unclenching a fist. It wasn’t fair to the victims, but he had his own reasons for being glad these guys weren’t hitting the higher end shops yet. With a city the size of Dark Falls, there were quite a few jewelry stores they could hit.


      Still, they would run out eventually. What remained to be seen was whether they might move on to something else, like pawn shops, or start hitting the higher end places.


      Rhys continued, oblivious to the cramping in John’s gut as he thought of where this might go. To most of the guys, this was a typical robbery investigation.


      “They spray paint the video cameras as soon as they enter. In and out in under four minutes.”


      John checked his notes, shaking off the agitation he’d been feeling all day, and focused on the job. “If it’s the same group, they’re still following a pattern as far as timing. Three to four weeks between hits.” He paused and counted the days. “No, wait, this one is one day under the three-week mark. Other than the fact they’re choosing low-rent stores, there’s no location pattern. They’re spread out across the poorer parts of town, but not clumped together in one neighborhood.”


      He grabbed the still shots they’d pulled from the snippets of video they had. “I’ve looked over the video footage from the scenes.”


      “Anything worthwhile?” their captain asked as she entered the room. Captain Eve Scanlon wasn’t a bad captain, but she had an uncanny ability to catch a lot of a conversation when she wasn’t even in the room yet.


      She was in her early forties with long, jet-black hair she kept pinned ruthlessly back in a bun. People often mistook her wide eyes and red lips as signs she wasn’t sharp and tough as hell. If they acted on that mistake, they were schooled quickly.


      She’d put in her dues working as a detective before moving behind the desk. It was one of the reasons they all respected her. That, and most of the time, she let them do their jobs.


      Rhys shook his head. “Shit cameras in a lot of them. One has piss poor angles, and the other has such grainy footage, it’s hard to make much out before they block them. I don’t know how these businesses were getting insurance coverage this way.”


      “On top of that, as soon as our guys enter the store,” John said, “They hit the cameras with black spray paint. We get a few seconds of footage, then it’s out.”


      Nate leaned forward, signaling to John with an open hand that he wanted the stress ball. “I’m reaching out to some of the other businesses in the area,” Nate said, catching the ball and tossing it from hand to hand. “There are a few places that might have an angle we can get something on. A gas station across the street from one of the jewelry stores and an ATM next to the other. Maybe they’ll have better quality.”


      Captain Scanlon brought the focus back around to John. “See anything on the footage we have so far, Sevier?”


      John shook his head. “Not much. Four suspects, appear to be male, but they’re making an effort to cover themselves up. Black boots and black jeans. T-shirts all have local bands on them, or no logo at all. On two of them, I can see blue or purple hair sticking out from under the masks and hoods in some of the shots.”


      Gerald Osborn snorted. “Punk rockers. My nephew’s been dressing like that for the last year. Can’t get him into anything else.”


      Osborn and his partner, Craig Patel, were the older guys on the team. They had a lot more knowledge than the rest of them, and were still in good enough shape to be on the streets. Didn’t mean the guys didn’t make fun of them some days for being the grannies of the group.


      John nodded. “Has that feel to it. The jeans are tight, some ripped knees, that kind of thing. The boots go anywhere from ankle height to all the way up the calves. They do look like they could be in a band.”


      “Maybe they are,” Eric said.


      John had thought of that, too. “I checked the websites of the bands that showed up on the t-shirts a few of them had on. No matches there. Wrong heights and builds. I ran histories on the band members just to be sure. A couple of the members had shoplifting or PI arrests.” Public intoxication arrests weren’t all that unexpected among bands that played in bars and stayed out late drinking afterward.


      And shoplifting didn’t really carry over into armed robbery.


      John summed up his findings. “Nothing that screamed bank robber to me, but it’s possible they’re in some other band. Hell, they could be fuck-knuckles playing in their mom’s garage.” He pushed the printouts of the reports into the center of the table in the universal signal for the team to have at it. They checked each other’s work all the time. He had no issue with that.


      “Tattoos? Jewelry?” another sergeant asked.


      John shook his head. “All skin other than the eyes are covered up. I can tell you we’ve got at least two guys who dye their hair and we have one with brown eyes, one with hazel eyes, and two blue.”


      Eric slanted his crooked grin at John and then hit the side of his head a few times, like he was trying to shake his marbles back into the right spots in his head. “Thought I woke up to a beauty pageant there for a second.” He reached for the carafe of coffee that sat in the center of the table and poured himself two cups, one for each hand.


      Eric was the comic relief on the unit. He kept them all from getting too serious, until they needed to buckle down. When Eric Cantu stopped joking, you knew shit got real.


      “A Point Break kind of gang? A punk band instead of surfers?” Eric asked.


      John shrugged a shoulder. At this point, anything was possible.


      “Still nothing in pawn shops? They have to be selling this stuff someplace,” Eric said.


      Nate shook his head. “We’ve put the call out to the shops. Not getting any hits so far. Could be doing it for the thrill?”


      As they moved on to brainstorm some of the other cases in the unit, John tried to shove thoughts of a certain jewelry store owner aside. Ava McNair wasn’t a part of his life anymore, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of where she was and what she was doing.


      He hadn’t worried so much about her when the first jewelry store heist happened, or even the second. Now that the third one hit, he was itching to go warn her.


      There wasn’t a reason to stay away from her anymore. His divorce had been finalized a couple of years ago. He didn’t have to stay away from an old college girlfriend out of respect for Lucia.


      Not that it would be that kind of visit, anyway. If he’d learned one thing over the last few years, it was that he wasn’t meant to be in a relationship. No, if he went to see Ava, it would only be to warn an old friend to be careful.


      The meeting broke and John and Eric moved down the hall toward their cubicles.


      “You good?” Eric asked, eyeing John.


      “Yep.”


      “I thought you were gonna bust Dahlia in there, you were squeezing her so hard.”


      John stopped in the aisle between the cubicles. “Come again?”


      Eric held up his hands and squeezed the air like an inept teenager might squeeze a woman’s breasts. “I was thinking, that stress ball Nate’s always got. It’s like he’s looking for a substitute woman. Thought we should give her a name. I’m trying Dahlia out.”


      John rolled his eyes, but had to admit, the look on Nate’s face when he heard that one would be funny.


      They settled into John’s cubicle, John in his desk chair, Eric in the corner in the single guest chair that rarely had anyone other than one of the other cops in it.


      “Tell Uncle Eric all about it. What has your panties in a bunch this morning?”


      “My panties aren’t in a bunch.” They were, but he wasn’t about to open up to Eric about that.


      “You need to get laid. I thought you were seeing that woman. What’s her name? Lily? Lacy? Lola?”


      It was Laura, but John wasn’t going to give Eric the satisfaction of correcting him. His partner was able to remember the smallest details in a case. He knew damned well the woman John sometimes slept with when she wasn’t in a relationship was Laura. He also knew damned well Laura had met someone a few months ago and hadn’t been in John’s bed since.


      Eric wasn’t exactly good at hiding his strategy. He wanted John to get annoyed enough to tell him off and then start talking. The two were close, but that didn’t mean he was going to go all psychiatrist’s couch with the guy.


      John stood, grabbing his wallet and keys. “Got an errand to run, then I’ll swing by and grab us lunch. Back in an hour.”


      Eric raised a brow but didn’t say anything as John walked out. With the best partners, a look was enough to get the message across, and Eric’s message was clear. He knew good and well John was off his game. And a cop off his game was a danger to them all.
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      Ava McNair smiled as she watched the couple leave her store. She loved seeing couples find the perfect engagement ring to start their lives together. These two were young, but she could see the devotion in the way they looked at each other.


      He’d come in ahead of time to choose a ring, then told his girlfriend he needed to swing by and pick up a watch his mom left to be repaired. The look on her face was priceless when he dropped to one knee after Ava passed him the ring box.


      “Nice,” Kirsten James said, winking at Ava from her spot by the door. The woman might look harsh in her guard uniform, but she was as much of a softy when it came to that kind of thing as Ava was.


      Ava grinned and turned to go to the back to check on her sister, but the door chimed again. What she saw when she looked back was anything but expected.


      The man entering her family’s jewelry store had filled out. His face was different, worn in a way, but in a good way. At least, she thought it looked good on him. His eyes were the same, though.


      John Sevier’s eyes trapped and held her, his light brown gaze doing things to her just like they had years before when she’d been stupid enough to walk away from him.


      To say he was the one who got away was an understatement. She’d been so naïve and focused on all the wrong things at that time in her life. She never realized what she was losing until it was far too late for her to do anything about it.


      Not that she would have been able to hold on to him anyway. Halfway through college, her life had changed drastically, and she’d had to drop out to help her dad and sister. She would have lost John then, anyway. Still, an eighties rock ballad was playing in the back of her head somewhere as she thought about not knowing what you had ’til it was gone.


      Kirsten stiffened and looked ready to move into action if Ava didn’t say anything. It was no wonder. A six-foot-one man who looked like he could eat glass for breakfast if he got the craving, was standing frozen in their showroom. And Ava probably looked like a deer in headlights.


      “John.” Ava breathed the word out, then shook herself to clear the fog. She waved a hand at Kirsten. “It’s all right. John’s an old friend.”


      She thought she saw something flicker in his eyes at the words, but if it had been anything more than her imagination, it was gone.


      “Um…” Ava looked around the showroom. One of her salespeople was on the other side of the store helping an older gentleman pick out a bracelet for his granddaughter. Kirsten was still staring at her and John.


      Ava swung a hand in the direction of the workshop and offices at the back of the store. “We could, um…”


      Thankfully, John nodded, seemingly unconcerned at the fact she couldn’t seem to get a sentence out that didn’t include “um.” Scratch that, she hadn’t actually gotten a complete sentence out, period.


      She went to the back, hoping to pass right through the workshop where her sister, Janna, designed most of the jewelry they carried. They had other artisans who worked for them, repairing jewelry and watches and such, but Janna was their only bench jeweler. Anything in their cases that her sister didn’t make was ordered from jewelry wholesalers or outside artisans.


      Janna stood at her bench, the spotlights that surrounded her all aimed at a four-inch square space in front of her as her hands worked with small samplings of metals and gems. Janna had a habit of getting lost in her work, but today when Ava hoped she might do just that, her sister looked up.


      Janna’s eyes went from Ava to John and back to Ava in a comic demonstration of her surprise at seeing a man with Ava.


      Yeah, it was somewhat of a shock to Ava, too.


      “John, this is my sister, Janna. Janna, John and I were friends in college.” Ava watched as Janna’s eyes went wide.


      John smiled and nodded. Whether he remembered Ava mentioning Janna’s issues with anxiety when they dated, or he just read people really well, she didn’t know. But for whatever reason, he didn’t offer his hand to Janna to shake. That was good. It was what Janna was more comfortable with.


      Janna looked to Ava. “Big John?”


      Oh Lord.


      Ava’s cheeks flamed hot, and she knew they must be red. She and Janna shared everything, which meant Janna knew all about the John Ava had dated in college. She just hadn’t expected Janna to put the man standing before her together with their conversations about John in college. And yes, Janna had truly nicknamed him Big John in college, but it wasn’t for the reasons one might think.


      Not that he couldn’t have earned the nickname that way. Back in the day, one of Ava’s friends had described John’s body as “call him if you need your house moved over a few inches” kind of big. She wasn’t wrong.


      Ava put her hands to her cheeks, and a small semblance of a laugh slipped from her lips. She dodged John’s smiling eyes and Janna’s impish grin without answering and led the way back to her office.


      She could try to explain to John that Janna had given him the nickname because that was how he’d seemed to her at the time. Ava had talked about John so much when they were dating that Janna had labeled him “big” in Ava’s world.


      She didn’t know how to say all that without making the whole situation worse, though, so she clamped down on her lips, imprisoning them between her teeth as she shut the door behind them.


      The look he gave her told her he was enjoying this far too much.


      “For your information,” she said, crossing her arms, “Big John is another John. Not you. It’s…” she didn’t have any ideas… “someone else.”


      “Uh-huh.” He matched her crossed arms and let a smile cross his face.


      Ava deflated a little. It was good to see him. She’d known he moved to Dark Falls after college. He and his wife had made the city their home when he’d been offered a spot on the police force. She heard about him from time to time from old college friends, and they’d run into each other once at the farmer’s market downtown.


      She’d heard about his divorce, too.


      She leaned her hip on her desk and tried to get her heart to stop pounding and her hands to stop shaking. “It’s good to see you. You look good.”


      Oh hell. She should just shut up.


      It was true, though. He still wore his brown hair short in what she guessed was some kind of police regulation, above the collar kind of cut. His skin was tanned and scarred in some spots, making her want to trace the pattern of his history written there and ask him about every little mark. His jaw was the kind you read about being chiseled, and that mouth looked like it could do things no woman could refuse.


      What was she doing? She focused back on his eyes and tried to get her inner hussy to shut the hell up for a minute.


      “You, too. I should have stopped in and said hi before. I, uh…” He ran a hand over the back of his head, from the base of his neck up to the top of his head. It was something he’d done in the past, too.


      “I’m sure you’re busy,” she offered. “I heard you made detective.”


      He nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”


      Ava tilted her head.


      “I wanted to stop in and make sure you knew about the jewelry store robberies that have been happening.”


      She frowned. “I think I saw something in one of the papers about a store being robbed last week, but honestly, I don’t pay a lot of attention to the news when I get busy. There are others?”


      John was all business now. “Yes. There are details I can’t share, but what you need to know is that three stores have been hit. They’re all lower end stores that don’t have a guard posted. You have your guard out there all day, every day?”


      Ava was stunned. She didn’t think people really robbed jewelry stores anymore. There were guards in many of them and most of the other owners she networked with had high quality cameras and good security systems.


      She looked toward the front of the store where Kirsten was standing guard, even though there were several walls between them, and she couldn’t actually see the showroom from her office. “Yes, Kirsten works two days a week, and we have two others. Kirsten and one of the others are former military, and the other is a former campus officer from one of the out-of-state colleges. I don’t remember which school.”


      At the moment, all she could remember was that they all had families, loved ones. She brought her hand to the gemstone on her neck. Her birthstone, garnet. “Have there been injuries?”


      John looked grim. “Thankfully, only during this last robbery. One clerk was shoved into a glass case. No serious wounds, though. He’ll be fine.”


      Ava stared at a spot over his shoulder. She had to wonder how fine she or any of her people would be if they were held up at gunpoint. She assumed they had guns, or a weapon of some other sort.


      He went on. “They’re not hitting shops like yours yet, but I wanted to make sure you guys are on your toes. Your cameras and alarms are working?”


      “Of course.”


      “You’d be surprised how many times people let those go, thinking the alarm sticker in the window is enough of a deterrent. Until their insurance company forces them to get into compliance, they let things go.”


      Ava blinked. “Our cameras and alarms are all working. We put paste jewels in the window displays, but that’s the only fake thing around here.”


      John stepped closer, and Ava was overly aware of the small size of her office in that moment. The man had always taken her breath away, but now that he was more than a college boy, he was almost overwhelming.


      She’d long known she’d been an idiot to let him go. The point was no more obvious to her than it was right now as his eyes bore into hers. Still, he was here for business reasons. She needed to remember that, even if her body seemed to have other ideas at the moment.


      “Good,” he said. “I want you to be safe.”


      Ava swallowed. She opened her mouth to say something—she had no idea what that would be, since the sight of him in her office after all these years had her flustered beyond reason—but the intercom on her phone buzzed.


      “Ava, you’re needed in the showroom, please,” came the polite voice of her salesman. He probably had more than one customer. They knew from experience, if you let someone browse too long without helping them on the showroom floor, they’d walk out without making a purchase.


      John stepped back. “I’ll let you get back to work.”


      Ava nodded, trying to let the breath she’d been holding slip out slowly and quietly enough that he might not hear it.


      John led the way back to the showroom, pausing to turn to her when they were in the doorway between the front and back of the store.


      “You look good, Ava. Really good.”


      Ava nodded again, still struck mute, it seemed.


      “Stay safe,” he said as he turned away.


      “You, too, John.” She echoed his words in her head. Stay safe.


      Then she watched for a moment, not letting herself worry about customers and sales quite yet. She stood at the back of the showroom and watched as John Sevier walked away.
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      Corey clenched his hands into tight fists as Josh lit into Adam.


      “Goddammit, Adam, what the fuck was that?” Josh railed.


      That hadn’t been at all what they’d planned. “Fuck.” Corey swore as he looked at his hands. He couldn’t stop the shaking. He scanned his friends, clenching his fists at his sides again. Maybe they wouldn’t notice.


      Adam looked ready to do damage to Josh if he didn’t let up on him, but those two had grown up together. They always went at it.


      Adam’s sneer was in place where it always was, and his pupils looked huge. Corey didn’t know if it was because he was so cranked up or if Adam was on something. They all smoked a little pot sometimes, but Adam had been doing other shit lately. Corey was sure of it.


      “The guy was dicking around. We don’t have time for that. If we aren’t in and out on these jobs, we’re going to get caught.” Adam closed in on Josh as he talked, using his size to push Josh back.


      Josh stood his ground. “We won’t get caught, but if you pull that shit again, the cops are going to be coming down on us hard. You think they gave a shit about some small-time jewelry stores in the armpit of Dark Falls? Nobody gives a fuck about these places. But if you start beating the shit out of people, they’re going to come looking for us. They’re going to crank up the heat a lot hotter than we can handle.”


      Corey couldn’t get the sight of Adam pummeling that store clerk out of his head. Yeah, the guy had been moving slowly, but fuck, Adam had made a mess of him. Josh was splattered in blood from where he’d pulled Adam off the old man.


      Tommy shuffled forward. “Drop it, all right, guys? We got what we wanted, and we got in and out without getting caught. Just…” He ran a hand through his hair, and Corey saw he was shaking too. The only one who wasn’t was Adam.


      Corey came to stand next to Tommy. “Let’s not do this, okay? We can’t turn on each other.”


      Adam’s ice-cold eyes held Josh’s for another minute. He never liked to be shown up or told what to do.


      In a dizzying shift, Adam broke into a grin and stepped back, hands raised. “Sure, Tommy. It’s all good. I got carried away when I realized the guy was holding us up on time. Didn’t want him to jack us up, is all.”


      The tension broke with that gesture, and the guys all gave some version of an “it’s all right,” as they moved to the living room to unload the duffle bag and look through the stash.


      It wouldn’t be a big haul. The places they were hitting had lower end stuff. A lot of gold bracelets and necklaces with chips of diamonds in them instead of larger stones. There were some diamond engagement rings, though, and gemstone necklaces that looked like they could be worth something.


      They pawed through it, most of them quiet now. Usually, after a job, they were cranked up. Things had shifted today. It was palpable on the air as it crackled around them.


      Corey kept his mouth shut for now, but he was edgy. This wasn’t at all the way this should have gone. None of it was the way it should have gone. They shouldn’t be here. They shouldn’t be doing this.


      He watched as Adam packed everything away and passed the bag off to Tommy.


      “It’s your turn, Tommy,” Adam said.


      Tommy nodded and took the bag. “I’ll head out in the morning.”


      The words were unnecessary. It was how they always timed it.


      They all nodded, and Corey caught Josh’s eye. There was a warning there. Adam was getting out of hand. Corey wasn’t an idiot. He could see that, too. The only problem was, he wasn’t convinced they could do anything to keep him in line.


      He rubbed at his chest. The tightness that seemed to be there all the time now was getting to him. He didn’t like this. Didn’t like any of it. But there wasn’t a way out. He was stuck.
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      “You’re a man whore,” Nate said to Eric. The two sat in Eric’s cubicle in Major Crimes. The partition walls were shorter than they would be in a business office, letting the detectives talk to each other more easily as they worked. This was a unit that needed to be able to communicate quickly and easily at all times.


      John couldn’t argue with Nate on the man whore label, though he did want to stick up for his partner. Still, it wasn’t easy since Eric openly took advantage of the badge bunnies who trolled Leo’s, the bar most of the law enforcement in Dark Falls gravitated to at one time or another.


      Eric saw nothing wrong with, as he put it, taking what was thrown his way. He meant it literally. He didn’t have to do anything to impress these women. The fact he wore a badge was enough.


      At least Eric wasn’t married. There were guys on the force with wives at home and a beat girlfriend—a woman they slept with in the precinct—on the side. One thing John could say about his failed marriage, he’d never once cheated on Lucia, and he was pretty sure she’d never cheated on him.


      He’d let her down in more ways than he could count, hadn’t been able to give her the one thing she needed most, but he’d never cheated.


      Even after his divorce, John just wasn’t that guy. He didn’t jump from one bed to another. Eric, on the other hand, absolutely was.


      Eric grinned at Nate, not a repentant bone in his body at the accusation. “Damned right I am.”


      So much for having to stick up for his partner, John thought. At least Eric told the women he got involved with exactly what they’d get from him: a good time, respect, friendship if they wanted it… but nothing more.


      “There once was a man whore from Mumbai. He loved soft women, cold beer, and sweet pie. The women loved him, he said with a grin. There was nary a one he’d deny.” Eric finished the limerick with a laugh.


      John tossed a pencil at him. “You’re not from Mumbai.”


      Eric shrugged. “Details.”


      Conrad Underwood poked his head in the door of the third-floor bullpen, where the detectives of Major Crimes had their cubicles. He caught John’s eye, a question on his face.


      John waved an arm at him. “Come on in, Connie. We can find something for ya.”


      Connie was a green cop, still only two years into his required four years on patrol. He aspired to be a detective, though, so he’d come into the Major Crimes division whenever he could to pick up assignments from the guys. Sometimes that meant staying a few hours after his shift. Other times, Captain Scanlon offered him and some of the other uniforms overtime when Major Crimes needed boots on the ground running down leads.


      Rhys came in just as Connie settled into the guest chair next to John’s desk. Connie made to stand and give the seat to Rhys, but Rhys raised a hand to still him. He spoke over the cubicle wall to Eric and Nate, including all of them in the conversation.


      “OPS.”


      John saw Connie’s confusion and mouthed, “Official Police Shit.” It meant shut up and pay attention.


      Connie nodded, and Rhys went on. “Patrol units just responded to another jewelry store robbery.”


      John felt the tight sensation, like his skin didn’t fit him right, hit him almost immediately and had to fight the urge not to claw at the back of his neck. It was a feeling he got when something wasn’t right on a case, although, this time he suspected it had to do with the fact Ava owned a jewelry store and might end up in the sights of this group if they didn’t stop them.


      He and Ava might not be anything more than friends at this point, but he still felt a protective rush when he thought of her being hurt.


      “Where?” he asked, his voice tight.


      Rhys rattled off an address that let John breathe again. Small place, not a great part of town, same as before.


      “They’re escalating. Beat one of the employees. He’s on his way to the hospital, but patrol is holding the scene and has the other employee there for us.”


      John and Eric stood, Connie hopping up like a jumping bean next to them.


      “We’ll head to the scene,” Eric said.


      Rhys nodded and gestured over his shoulder to where his partner, Mason England, stood. Mason looked a little like a tank with short-cropped dirty blond hair. He and Rhys could almost be twins, except for their eye color. Mason’s were green to Rhys’s blue.


      “Mason and I are going to head over to Penny Al’s, see if he’s heard anything about how this stuff is being sold.”


      Penny Al bought and sold all kinds of things. He didn’t own a storefront, but sold out of his trailer home on property twenty minutes outside of downtown. Back in the day, he was where you went to fence stolen goods, but he seemed to have gone clean. Still, he didn’t have a storefront, so he didn’t receive the notices of stolen goods the pawn shops did. It was worth talking to him.


      John and Eric nodded. They all knew Penny Al still had contact with the kind of people who might be buying this stolen property. He might hear things the pawn shops didn’t.


      “Connie, you’re with us,” John said as he and Eric headed toward the elevator. While they were talking to the witnesses on scene, they could send the kid to interview other store owners nearby and check for video footage in the surrounding areas that might have caught something as the suspects approached or left the scene.
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      The minute John, Eric, and Connie entered the shop, Eric’s joking ended. He was as professional as the rest of them when they were working, especially when there was an injured victim like they had in this case.


      On the way to the scene, they’d gotten word the victim was an elderly man. He would survive, but he had several broken bones in his face. This hadn’t been a light beating.


      John scanned the small space. It was a long, narrow store set between a liquor store and one of those places that sold things for a dollar. Two uniformed officers stood by the door, one logging who entered, the other talking quietly to a younger man who was probably their witness.


      The store was lined on either side with standard jewelry store glass cases, and most of the merchandise was gone. A few pieces sat discarded on the floor or still in the shelves. One glass case wore the evidence of the fierce beating the man had been given. Blood spattered and smeared the surface.


      It had been vicious and cruel, the kind of gratuitous violence that told them something had shifted with their suspects with this one. Whoever had delivered this beating, they liked taking advantage of the glass cases in the shops they were hitting. The last victim had been slammed into one of them, as well.


      John looked to the witness and saw the man had gone stark gray, looking like he might pass out. He didn’t seem able to take his eyes off the bloodied case, and John knew he was likely seeing the attack play out over and over.


      John stepped between the case and the witness, purposely blocking the man’s view.


      Connie and Eric stood to the side.


      “Sir, my name is Detective John Sevier. This is Detective Cantu and Officer Underwood. I know you’ve given a statement to the officers here, but I need you to talk me through what happened here.”


      The man nodded, still seeming a little stunned.


      “Can you start by telling me your name, sir?” John prompted.


      “Jordan Morgan.” The man was in his twenties, maybe five-ten or eleven inches, but it was only a rough estimate since he was sitting down. He wore a cheap suit that looked like he’d probably worn it every day that week, going by the wrinkles.


      “Have you worked here long, Jordan?” John asked, trying to bring the man back to them. He looked at the man’s pupils and assessed him for signs of shock. If he needed medical attention, they needed to get that for him before they questioned him. EMTs had been on the scene for the other victim, and normally they’d spot it if this guy needed care, but John wanted to be sure.


      Connie stepped up and handed a cup of water to the witness. That seemed to wake the man up, and he nodded and took a sip.


      “I’ve been here a couple of months.” His gaze tried to go back to the bloody spot behind John, but John shifted his weight and caught the man’s attention again.


      “Dale was here forever,” he said. “He’s been working here since he was in his twenties, he told me.”


      “Dale is your coworker?” John prompted.


      Jordan nodded. “Yes.”


      “Can you tell us what happened when you were robbed today?”


      John didn’t take notes. Connie was scribbling beside him, and he knew Eric would be writing down anything they needed to record behind him, as well. That’s the way they worked. Whoever wasn’t doing the questioning took notes.


      “We were getting ready to close. It was a little early, but as long as the owner doesn’t find out, we do that sometimes. No one was here.”


      John nodded. “So you close at what time, usually?”


      Jordan blinked at him. “Eight. Sometimes there’s a person or two still here then. Sometimes not, so we ain’t all that strict about it. We were just going to lock up at seven-forty-five tonight. That’s all.”


      The poor kid said it like if they hadn’t started locking up early, this wouldn’t have happened. Like karma had somehow sent them a beating for the minor infraction of skipping out of work a few minutes early.


      “And then what happened?” John was asking wide open questions right now, not wanting to lead the witness in any direction or another.


      “I had my back turned to the door. I was cleaning the cases.” His eyes shot past John again, but he brought himself back this time.


      “I heard a loud crash, a bang. They kicked the door. I mean, it was unlocked, they didn’t need to kick it in or anything, but they did.”


      John didn’t have to say anything to Eric. He knew his partner would be sending a message to the crime scene techs that were on their way. There was a good chance they’d get a pristine shoe print on that door that they could match when they caught someone. Assholes always thought they were cool kicking in doors, but it left some beautiful evidence behind.


      He waited for the witness to continue. Behind him, he could hear the techs arriving and speaking with Eric.


      “They had guns,” the witness offered.


      “Can you tell me what the guns looked like? Long or short?” For the most part, when someone had a gun held on them, what they saw was gun. It was hard to see anything other than down the center of the barrel. It was too easy to get lost focusing on that spot where the bullet would come from. John’s job was to try to dig information from this guy’s brain, and then he’d show him pictures and see if they could narrow things down some.


      “Uh,” Jordan said, “short. Handguns.”


      “What color were they?”


      “Black, I think?” Jordan paused. “Most were black. I think one guy had a silver one.”


      “Okay, so let’s focus on the black ones first. Did they have a round cylinder where the bullets would go, or were they more like the ones you see police using in TV shows?”


      Jordan sat taller, realizing he was giving good information now. “Like the TV shows. All of them, even the silver one. They were that kind with the thing you jam in with bullets.”


      John nodded. “Okay, good. I’ll show you some pictures of different handguns later to see if you can help us narrow that down, but let’s talk about the men. What can you tell me about them?” Again, he went with broad first.


      Jordan shrugged. “There were four of them. Black clothes. Masks.”


      “What kind of masks?”


      Over the next few minutes, the witness told them things John already knew. The boots, the jeans, the colored hair sticking out.


      “That leader,” Jordan said, “he didn’t need to do what he did.”


      “The leader?” John hadn’t heard any of the previous witnesses talk about any of the particular suspects acting as a leader.


      “Yeah, the big guy. The one who hit Dale.” He swallowed. “He was in charge.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      Jordan made a face as he seemed to think about the question. “Just something about how he moved. When they came in, two of them sprayed the cameras with something, then they all went to the glass and started breaking shit. They were pulling things out of the cases, like they had an assignment, but he came to Dale and told Dale to empty the safe.”


      “Anything else?” John asked.


      “When he started to hit Dale, the others seemed to hesitate to stop him. They seemed surprised. Only one other guy got in there and pulled him off. He was the smallest of the bunch, but he was the only guy who got in there and stopped the big guy.”


      They’d already gotten him to estimate the heights of everyone, so John knew he was talking about the suspect Jordan had said was an inch or so shorter than him. John had also confirmed with Jordan that he was five feet ten inches tall, so that made one of their suspects five feet eight to five feet ten, give or take an inch or two.


      The uniformed officers had informed them that the manager was on his way in to download the surveillance video for them. Now that this had risen to the level of at least aggravated assault, they could have their tech people take the time to analyze the few seconds of video they might get for heights of all the suspects. The crime scene guys would measure the door height and other prominent items in the room, and that would let the technicians make some pretty accurate measurements once they got ahold of the video.


      “He didn’t need to do it,” Jordan said, confusion evident.


      “What’s that?” John asked.


      Jordan’s eyes went to the post behind John again. “Hit him. He didn’t need to hit Dale. Dale told him he was going to open the safe. He was just nervous, that’s all. His hands were shaking. He told the guy his hands were shaking, and he needed a minute, and the guy just lost it. Started hitting him and wouldn’t stop. He was enjoying it.”


      John nodded, his jaw set and tensing by the minute. At least one person in this gang was escalating, and John didn’t like where this was headed.
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      John dialed Ava’s store before pulling out of the parking lot the following evening.


      He recognized her voice as the one that said, “McNair Fine Jewelers, how may I help you?”


      He remembered nights of listening to that voice for hours. She had the kind of low, sultry voice that made his cock stand at attention even if she was doing something like reciting the damned phone book. And when she said his name with that voice? If she cried out when they were in bed? Damn, that did things to him.


      He could easily picture the face that went with her husky voice. Long brown hair he used to love to run his hands through while she slept. Deep brown eyes that somehow seemed to hold a light all their own, and a smile that some might say was almost too big, but that worked for her. She was gorgeous, and when she hit him with that smile, everything stopped.


      He cleared his throat, shaking himself out of the memories. “Ava, it’s John Sevier.”


      “Hi, John. Is everything all right? I set up a news alert about the robberies after you left. I saw what happened on the local news site yesterday, but there hasn’t been much information.”


      He looked at his watch. No, there wouldn’t have been many updates because there wasn’t much news. They didn’t have many leads. The doctors had put the victim in a medically induced coma, but hoped to wake him tomorrow.


      John and Eric were heading home for the night. A few of the others were going to follow up on some other things overnight, but he and his partner were going to be the ones interviewing the victim in the morning, so it was agreed they needed to get away and catch some sleep and recharge.


      Still, John hadn’t been able to make himself drive home. He was still cranked, and he realized he didn’t want to let his visit to Ava’s store be the end of things. He wanted to see how she was, find out more about what she was doing and what her life was like.


      He realized she’d thought he was calling about the robberies, and that was totally fair. It was probably weird for him to call out of the blue.


      “Yeah,” he said. “We’re chasing leads on that. But I was calling to see if you want to grab dinner.”


      “Dinner?” she asked.


      This was stupid. She would think he was asking her on a date, and that was really the last thing he wanted her to think. But he wanted to see how she was doing, what she’d been up to for the last decade.


      He rushed to explain, hoping she’d understand this was just a friend thing he was asking for. “I just thought it would be nice to catch up, you know? It’s been a long time.”


      He could almost hear her relax over the phone. “I’d like that.”


      “I’m leaving the station now. I can come get you at the store?”


      He could hear her moving around in the background as he talked.


      “No, I’m on my way out. My employees are closing tonight. I’ve got to drop Janna off at home. Can you pick me up at my place in an hour? Is that too late?”


      “Not at all. That’s perfect.” She gave him her address, and they said goodbye. That gave him enough time to run home and shower and change.
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      “Hey Pop,” John called out, walking into the living room of his dad’s house. It wasn’t where John had grown up. They’d lived in another town, but his dad had sold that place a few years back and moved to Dark Falls.


      “Pop?” He worked his way through the house and out back to the garage, which was where he’d likely find his dad.


      John could always count on finding his dad either in the garage or just coming in from working on a car. His dad restored old cars for people all over the country, working on one hand-picked project at a time in the garage behind his house.


      “What brings you here?” His dad spoke from under the hood of a ’55 De Soto Fireflite Hemi.


      “Pie. I’m looking for pie,” John said, patting his stomach. It was close to dinner, but he didn’t care. The truth was, he was coming by to slip more cash to his dad. He’d already put it into the canister on the top shelf of the pantry on his way through the house. It was the only way he could get his dad to let him pay back the debt he owed him.


      “No pie,” his dad laughed, coming out from under the hood, already wiping his hands on a rag. “But I’ve got carrot cake.”


      His dad had once been a cook in the Navy. When he was injured and honorably discharged, he’d gotten a job at a diner three towns over, going in before anyone else was awake and functioning to bake the pies, cakes, and pastries. He’d always said it was a hell of a change from Navy cooking, but anyone could see his dad loved baking.


      When he started restoring old cars for a living, he had quit that job, but he still baked regularly, and John took advantage of that fact as often as he could.


      “Perfect. Vegetables.” John grinned as his dad huffed over John’s interpretation of a serving of vegetables.


      “Why the De Soto?” John asked when his dad had put a serving of cake in front of him at the kitchen table.


      The car was a nice one, but it wasn’t the usual job for his dad. After years of work, his father had built a reputation for quality work that let him choose the restoration jobs he took. Some of the wealthiest car collectors paid him to restore unique cars that usually needed months of hunting down the right parts or modification of parts to get the restoration done right.


      A ’55 De Soto Fireflite was a fairly easy job, something that could be done by someone with a lot less skill and talent than his dad.


      His dad laughed. “One of my clients let his grandson choose his next restoration. I didn’t have the heart to turn him down.”


      John tried to smile, but it was stiff, so he chose to fill his mouth with cake to avoid answering.


      The cake went to sawdust in his mouth, but he used the milk to chase it down anyway.


      There was the kind of heavy silence that said his dad knew where John’s mind had gone, but neither was going to try to fill the quiet space.


      “Your sister is coming for a visit in March,” was what his dad finally offered when they’d both made some progress on their food.


      John’s smile came back as he answered. “Who’s she bringing?” His sister, Penny, was forever bringing home men she swore were “the one.” Whoever he was, the guy was always subjected to the grilling from hell by their dad and John and within days of the trip home, she’d decide Prince Charming didn’t measure up after all and dump the poor bastard.


      John felt for the guys in a way. Here, they thought they were coming home with her, meeting the family, and getting ready to “take the next step,” only to find out she was done with them a week later.


      John ducked his dad’s playful slap to the back of the head and stood, taking his plate to the sink. The rule in their house had always been that you bussed your place. His dad would do the dishes once you got them to the sink, but you had to clear them.


      That’s not to say John didn’t do chores growing up. He’d been responsible for doing his own laundry from the age of ten up, and every weekend he was expected to mow the lawn or rake leaves. When it snowed, he and his sister bundled up to clear the walkways and driveway. When you lived in a household with a single parent and an income that didn’t have room for a ton of extras, you had jobs to do. It was as simple as that.


      “You staying for dinner?”


      John shook his head, but a stab of guilt at not spending more time with his pop kicked him in the gut. His thoughts went to his planned dinner with Ava. He didn’t mention it to his dad. Any talk of dinner with a woman would get his dad’s hopes up that he might be dating again, no matter how much he explained he and Ava were only friends.


      His dad had been both mother and father to John and his sister after his mom walked out on them when John was three. It was a little funny how much the old man could act like the stereotypical mother, wanting his kids married and happily producing grandkids. Not that they talked about that openly anymore. His dad would never go there with John, but he didn’t need to say anything for John to know what he was thinking.


      The funny thing was, he found he had to remind himself not to think of Ava as anything more than a friend. Not to hope that what they’d once started years before could start up again. Hell, he was having a hard time getting his body to get the memo on that one. He still responded to her just the way he had in college. In fact, she was more attractive now. She had more character to her face with the light lines of laughter framing her mouth and a confidence she hadn’t had when they dated.


      John went to leave, but his dad opened the pantry and pulled out the canister where John had slipped two-hundred dollars earlier.


      “Thought I told you to stop with this shit,” his dad said, tossing the folded bills to John. “I don’t need your money.”


      John let the bills land on the counter between them, untouched. “It’s your money.” It was a conversation they’d had before, and for a while John had given up on trying to give his dad the money, but it never sat right with him, leaving the debt out there.


      His father’s face tightened. It wouldn’t have been obvious to anyone else, but John knew the man well. He also knew how to read faces. His dad had a lot more he wanted to say on the matter.


      John sighed and reached for the money, thumbing it before reaching out with it toward his dad. “I never wanted that money to be more than a loan, dad. Lucia and I appreciated what you did for us. You gave us a shot at having a kid that we never would have had if you hadn’t given us that money.”


      John stopped, his voice betraying the way the subject still got to him. The pain it caused him to talk about any of what he and Lucia had gone through. He swallowed hard.


      The softening in his father’s face was every bit as subtle as the tension in it had been.


      John continued pushing the money toward his old man. “We appreciated what you did, but Lucia and I wanted that money to be a loan. I want to pay you back.”


      John could see his dad’s jaw working and would bet his father was trying to think of an argument. Something about how badly they’d all wanted that baby. How much of a disappointment it had been when it hadn’t happened for them. It wasn’t anything John wanted to hear.


      He pulled his dad into a one-armed hug, putting the money into the chest pocket of the coveralls his dad wore like a uniform. “Thanks, Dad, but let me do this. Let me pay you back.”


      His dad grunted a reply, but he kept the money this time, and John breathed a little easier for it as he walked out.
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      “You look exhausted. Are you sure it’s okay for me to take you away from work and sleep right now?” Ava smoothed her skirt as she and John sat, menus in front of them at a small restaurant in downtown Dark Falls.


      The spot was one of her favorites, and she wondered if he remembered from when they were together that she loved Italian food. The thought made her stomach flip, even though she told herself it was probably just a fluke. He probably wasn’t remembering the way he used to hold her hand and rub small circles on her skin with his thumb. Circles that had much more of an affect on her than they probably should have.


      She reminded herself this was a friendly dinner. They were two old friends catching up.


      Well, that wasn’t quite right. They’d been much more than friends at one point, but when she left college years before, that was what they’d left as. He and Lucia had been together and Ava and him had been the kind of friends who said hello when they saw each other on campus. Nothing more.


      “I’m sure,” he said, picking up her menu and pushing it into her hands. “I’m too cranked up to go home right away anyway. I’ll crash in an hour or so. Right now, getting out of the precinct and off the job for a bit is exactly what I need.”


      “If you’re sure,” she said, not really able to tell if he was telling her the truth or only trying to reassure her.


      His smile warmed her, and the exhaustion seemed to clear from his face as he looked at her. “Absolutely. This is right where I need to be.”


      A waitress approached their table, setting a basket of warm rolls on the table. Ava’s mouth watered. There was nothing better than warm bread and butter.


      Except dessert.


      When the waitress got through her spiel on the specials and took their drink order, John looked at the bread basket.


      “Tell me you haven’t turned into one of those women who won’t eat bread.”


      Ava couldn’t help but laugh. She reached for one of the rolls. “You’re crazy if you think I’d even consider passing these up. I don’t know what they put in them, but they’re like crack. I can’t pass these things up.”


      “So, you’ve been here before?”


      “All the time,” Ava said. “My dad and Janna love it, too, so we come pretty often. How about you?”


      John shook his head, his mouth full of the roll he’d just tasted. He had polished off half of it with that first bite. When he swallowed, he added, “I remembered your obsession with Italian food.”


      Ava half-cringed, half-laughed. “I’m not sure you could call it an obsession. More like, a healthy appreciation.”


      He tilted his head. “Hmm, at least moderately fascinated.”


      Now Ava full-out laughed. He was right. She was a little too attached to her pasta and melted cheese.


      She spent the next ten minutes telling him in great detail about the desserts on the menu, before their meals came. He had ordered the lasagna and she was having the manicotti.


      She reached over with her fork and took a bite of his. “I love the lasagna.”


      John stabbed at her with his fork. “Then you should have ordered it.”


      The smile she shot him was pure playfulness, and she realized how good it felt to be sitting there with him, even if this was only a friendly dinner. When they’d dated in college, it had been about more than attraction for her. She really liked him as a person. Being with him had been fun and easy.


      He was younger than she was by a couple of years, but he’d had his head on straight and then some. He’d been serious about studying and working two part-time jobs to keep his loan debt down.


      Going to college had been different for her. She had been all about reveling in the fact she’d been away from home, on her own for the first time. She had pledged a sorority and wanted to spend at least four nights of the week partying.


      And then he’d come along and spun her around with the power of her feelings for him. When things got intense, she had run. She broke up with him, using the excuse that he was too serious for her, too set on the future and goals. She had told him she didn’t want to miss out on the college experience.


      It was one of the dumbest things she’d ever done. It didn’t take her long to figure that out, but by then, he met Lucia, and Ava knew she couldn’t get in the way of that. She was at least mature enough not to try that.


      She forced herself back to the moment, not really wanting to live in the memory of her foolishness at losing the man in front of her. “But I wanted the manicotti, too,” she said, putting the stolen bite of lasagna in her mouth.


      He cut a chunk off his meal and put it on her plate before taking a piece of her manicotti and transferring it to his.


      “Thank you,” she said.


      “Mm hmm.” His response held a teasing tone and his eyes burned with a playful taunt.


      He was having fun with her, but she could see the sharp edge being a cop had given him. There was a heavy weight around him, like he’d seen too much, knew too much of the evils of the world.


      He also had an aura of power to him, the kind of thing that made her realize he’d already assessed the room, knew where each exit was and who he might have to take down to get out.


      It made her sad in a way. She wondered how much of the boy she’d known was still there. He might have been serious about his studies and work in college, but she had seen a fun side to him. How much of that was gone?


      Flashes of that fun returned to her. They’d had a lot of “fun” out on the roof of her dorm, laying on a blanket under the stars. It had been more than messing around that happened up there. He’d been playful sometimes with her, making her laugh or squeal when he tickled her.


      Ava toyed with the stem of her glass. She didn’t know what to say next. She wanted to ask what had happened with his marriage. If he still loved his ex-wife. She felt uncomfortable asking, though, so she searched for something else.


      “Tell me about your work. You’re a detective? Do you handle robberies all the time?”


      John nodded, pushing aside his own plate as he leaned back. “I’m in Major Crimes, so I handle robberies, burglaries, homicide. There’s some talk of dividing us into more distinct units since the city has been growing. It’s hard for us to cover everything, and there’s some advantage to having detectives who focus on things like family violence or sex crimes. But for now, we take on most of that.”


      She raised her brows. “Wow, that’s a lot. I can see why it would be hard to pull yourself away from things.”


      John shrugged, and there was a vibe to the movement that said he didn’t want to talk about that.


      “Will you get married again?” She didn’t know where the question had come from or why her brain didn’t screen it before she blurted it out.


      John’s expression was… regretful? “No. I won’t put someone else though that again.”


      Ava didn’t know why his answer hurt her. They were two friends catching up. She’d gotten over the loss of him a long time ago.


      She knew they didn’t have kids and almost asked him about it, but something in his expression told her not to. Actually, it wasn’t just his expression. His whole body said he was shutting down the topic of his marriage.


      Ava toyed with her water glass, smudging the condensation on the outside with her thumb.


      “What about you?” he asked. “Any plans for marriage?”


      Ava sipped her water, hedging. “I’m not sure I have room for that in my life right now. My dad and sister need me. I feel like there’s nothing left for something else.”


      “Remind me about Janna. I know you said she had special needs, but I don’t remember the specifics.”


      “She’s on the autism spectrum, and she also suffers from severe generalized anxiety. She needs a lot of support. My mom passed away four years ago, and my dad isn’t in the best of health. He’s had two mild heart attacks. For now, I live in a house at the back of the property, and they share the main house. It keeps me close so I can help out when they need me, but it takes a lot out of me. With that, plus managing the shop, there just really isn’t room for more.”


      “I’m sorry,” he said.


      Ava shook her head. “Don’t be. I make it sound like a sacrifice when I say it like that, but I love my life. I wouldn’t change it for all the world. I love that I’m able to be there for them. Not everyone is lucky enough to be that close to family.”


      He nodded. “That’s true. My sister is only an hour away, but I don’t make time to see her often enough. I should get over there more.”


      They slowed their conversation while the waiter cleared their dishes.


      “Tiramisu?” John asked with a raised brow.


      “Absolutely.” Ava grinned. She was addicted to the dessert. In her mind, soaking cakes in expresso was a stroke of genius never to be missed when it was available.


      John nodded to the waiter. “So,” he said, when the waiter walked away, “it looked like Janna was designing jewelry at the shop? Does she do all your jewelry there?”


      “Not all of it. Most, nowadays, though. She loves it, and it’s something that calms her. As long as she doesn’t have to meet with the clients, she’s happy, so I handle all of that, and she stays in the back and buries herself in gemstones and metals.”


      “Do you keep in touch with anyone else from school?” John asked a few minutes later as they shared a large serving of tiramisu.


      They had gone to school a few hours away and, as far as she knew, only a few of their classmates had settled in Dark Falls when they graduated.


      “Not much,” Ava said. After her father’s first heart attack, she had left school early and hadn’t graduated with her class, though she’d gotten a degree online later. Then her mother had been sick, and there wasn’t time to go back to school for the advanced business degree she had been hoping for. “I still talk to some of my sorority sisters occasionally, but most of them have kids. They’re at a different point in life. How about you?”


      John grinned. “Lucia got them in the divorce.”


      Ava almost choked on her wine. “Excuse me?”


      He laughed. “Didn’t you know? Even in a somewhat amicable divorce, there are always sides. She got the college friends. I got the cop friends.”


      “I see. So it was amicable?”


      She could see he tried to remain carefully blank, and he almost succeeded. But there was a heavy darkness to his eyes as he answered. She couldn’t see the sorrow in his expression, but she felt it nonetheless.


      “By the time we filed for divorce, we’d moved past the stage of trying to hurt each other. We’d hurt enough when we were together. We were tired, I think. We were just finished.”


      Ava put down her fork and sat back, wishing there was something she could say to that. There wasn’t anything but “I’m sorry,” so she offered that, weak as it was.


      “’S okay. She’s getting re-married in a week. I’ll be at the wedding.”


      “That’s great. I mean, not the divorce. That part sucks, but it’s good you guys were able to stay friends.”


      John pulled out his wallet and signaled for the waiter. She knew better than to try to pay for the meal. It didn’t matter that this wasn’t a date or that they lived in the 21st century, John was old fashioned in many ways. He believed in women working, if that’s what they wanted to do. He believed in women in politics and women in power. That much, she knew.


      But he was firm on a few things. Men held doors for women, they didn’t sit if there was a woman who needed a seat, and men paid for meals.


      She wasn’t above teasing him about it, though. “Still insist on paying and opening doors?”


      He gave her that patented John Sevier grin. “Of course.”


      She’d be lying if she said it didn’t feel really nice being the center of attention with him again. He’d always had a way of making her feel like she was the only person in the world when they were together. It would be too easy for her to forget that this was a “just friends” thing and start to wish for more.


      He followed up with an offer of proof he wasn’t a chauvinist. “I’ll have you know I work for a female captain and have zero problems with that.”


      The waiter swung by the table and took John’s card to process the bill.


      “Oh yeah?” She couldn’t help pushing him. He was fun when he was playful, and she wanted to see more of that. “What’s that like?”


      He laughed and shook his head at her. “No kidding. Our captain is a woman, and she’s great. Knows what she’s doing, paid her dues to get where she is, and she’s fair. I respect her.”


      When they’d finished at the restaurant and headed out to John’s car, he squeezed her hand before opening the door for her. “I’m glad we did this,” he said. “It’s been good seeing you again, even if it wasn’t for the best of reasons.”


      Ava’s eyes met his and for the smallest of moments, she thought she saw something there. Something of the same thing she’d been feeling as they walked side-by-side. That old heat that had always been so strong between them. The desire that hit her so hard when they were together so many years ago.


      Then his eyes broke from hers, and she was slipping into the seat as he closed the door behind her.
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      John had wanted to kiss her.


      So fucking bad, it made his hands burn with the need to reach out and pull her to him, to relive that feeling of being enveloped in her sweet scent the way he had in college. To feel that soft mouth give to his demand, let him part those lips and find her tongue, teasing and tasting her as she melted into him.


      During their dinner, it had taken all he had not to focus on the soft curve of her mouth, the delicate spot on her neck he’d once known intimately. It was a spot he knew would elicit a moan if he blew on it. If he licked or nibbled at it, she’d practically purr in his arms.


      The memory of what being with Ava was like had swamped his senses, drowning his sanity for a moment when he said goodnight to her, and he’d had to force himself to take a step back. Had to pin his hands at his side and force himself to stand down.


      Even now, almost twenty-four hours later, he was thinking about the way she’d looked when she laughed at something he said. What her hand had felt like when he made the mistake of holding it.


      The curb tripped John up, and he pitched forward.


      Eric made a show of catching him before looking down at John’s feet. “You wanna change out of those stilettos before we do this?”


      “Funny.”


      “Thanks.” Eric kept moving, and John followed along.


      “There once was a cop who liked heels,” Eric started, and John cringed. His partner liked limericks.


      “But he probably should have stuck to wheels.”


      John shot Eric a look. “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”


      Eric ignored him. “For when he couldn’t walk, people would talk. They’d laugh, and he’d blush at their squeals.”


      “Christ,” John muttered. Time to get his head in the game. They were at the hospital to interview the victim in the most recent jewelry store robbery. He needed to stop thinking about Ava.


      Easier said than done. He’d thought of nothing but her in the past few days. Sometimes, he had focused on her body and what he wanted to do to her; other times, he’d been thinking how he hoped she was telling the truth when she said she was happy with where she was in life. And, of course, there was the fact he’d felt the need to tell her about Lucia’s upcoming wedding.


      That little tidbit had slipped out, and John couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been trying to prove something to Ava. Like maybe he felt the need for her to know he wasn’t still hung up on Lucia.


      He didn’t want to analyze why he needed to show Ava that.


      He jammed a finger on the elevator button after he and Eric checked in at the front desk and got the room number for the victim.


      When they entered the elevator, and the doors slid shut, Eric spoke. “You want to talk about it?”


      John gave him a blank look.


      “Okay, we’ll do it your way.”


      John sighed. When Eric got it into his head that there was something they needed to talk about, he’d needle John until he gave in. He was like a potholder-knitting, rocking-chair-riding, teetotaling granny that way.


      “What is it you think I need to talk about?”


      “I think that’s something only you can answer.”


      John turned to his partner, hands on hips. “You’ve been watching those psychology videos again, haven’t you?”


      Eric shrugged. “Cops have mental health challenges. Sue me for wanting to get a jump on things.”


      They reached their floor and stepped out, moving down the hall to the nurse’s station. John introduced himself to one of the nurses on duty and asked her to show them into the victim’s room.


      “From what we’ve heard of his injuries and the severity of the assault, I’m guessing he’ll feel better seeing a nurse enter the room first,” John explained.


      The nurse nodded and led the way, entering a room close to the desk they’d just come from.


      “Mr. Woods? I’ve got the police officers we were expecting here with me. Do you feel up to talking?”


      An older man with pasty white skin and bandages covering much of his face lay in the bed. There was no other evidence of injuries, but John knew from talking to the doctor that he had several cracked ribs.


      He and Eric moved to stand over the bed so the man wouldn’t need to move his head to see them. John wasn’t even sure that was possible. He had needed surgery to repair broken bones in his face. The hemorrhaged blood in the whites of his eyes was only one of the things that would take time to heal.


      “Mr. Woods, I’m Eric Cantu and this is my partner, John Sevier. We’re with the Major Crimes Unit of the Dark Falls PD.”


      “You don’t look like a Cantu,” the man said, his words slightly slurred as though talking was an effort. John was surprised to see the tips of his lips tilt as if he might smile. He probably couldn’t do more than that, but even that much was a good sign. Their victim was a fighter.


      Eric laughed. “I get that a lot.”


      John hadn’t known it before he partnered with Eric, but apparently Cantu was often thought of as a Mexican name. Eric was Italian and his looks broadcast that fact loud and clear. He’d explained that, at one time, Cantu was a common Italian name but now it wasn’t associated as much with Italians. It was surprising how often people brought that up when Eric was introduced.


      John started the interview, wanting—needing—to get the guys who did this off the street. The amount of violence done to the man in front of him was something no one should have to go through.


      “Mr. Woods, we’d like to ask you some questions about what happened yesterday, if you’re up to that.”


      He lifted his arm where an IV needle was attached to a vein in the back of his hand. “They’re giving me the happy juice, but I’ll try.”


      John nodded. “We’ll try to make this quick. We’ve talked to your coworker, Jordan, and we’re going to be getting video footage of the robbery.”


      “Jordan is okay.” Mr. Woods didn’t seem to be asking a question, more confirming something he’d already been told.


      “He’s shaken,” Eric said, “but he wasn’t hurt physically.”


      “He’s a good kid,” Mr. Woods said.


      “Mr. Woods,” John started, wanting to get what they could from him while he was awake and functioning. “Did you recognize any of your attackers? Did anything about them seem familiar?”


      He had a feeling they wouldn’t be able to question him for long, so John skipped having the witness tell them all he could remember. He wanted to lead this conversation to see if they could get anything useful before Woods hit a wall and needed to sleep.


      “Covered. Masks.”


      John had been hoping they might have seen the suspects in the shop in the days leading up to the attack.


      “How about their voices? Did anything about them seem familiar to you?”


      Mr. Woods began to shake his head, then stopped with a harsh wince, his skin going even grayer, a sharp response to what was obviously a very painful movement. “No.”


      The nurse was hovering, and John knew there wasn’t anything more they would get from the man just then.


      “We don’t want to wear you out, Mr. Woods. We’ll let you rest. If you think of anything you want us to know, you can have one of the nurses get in touch with us. We’ll make sure they have our contact information.”


      He mumbled a response, but John could see his eyes already closing. The man had a long and painful recovery ahead of him. It wasn’t a road John would wish on anyone.
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      Ava walked into the back of the store to find her dad sitting next to Janna at her workbench. He didn’t often come into the store anymore, having retired from the business years back. For a year or so after her mom died, Ava worried he might go downhill fast. He didn’t get out as much and seemed to have lost interest in doing anything. Then he started going to a senior center in town a couple of times a week, and that seemed to help.


      He still took the bus there three or more days a week to play cards and hang out with the men he called “his buddies.”


      “Dad, what are you doing here?” She brushed a kiss to his cheek.


      He tipped his head toward Janna. “Just visiting my girl, here. And I thought I’d just be around for closing.”


      Ava pressed her lips together, resisting the urge to say more. He must have heard about the assault on the jewelry store employee in the latest robbery.


      “Can you give me a hand out in the showroom with one of the displays? I could use your advice on the best way to highlight a few of the new bracelets Janna made.”


      Her father nodded, most likely seeing through the ruse. So long as Janna didn’t see through it, they’d be okay. Janna was anxious enough about the world without knowing there was a threat that was hitting closer to home than usual.


      He followed her out to the showroom where Carlyle, their only full-time employee, was cleaning some of the glass cases. It was close to closing time, and they likely wouldn’t have a lot of customers between now and then.


      “Dad,” Ava said, turning away from Carlyle and speaking under her breath. “You know the robberies are targeting smaller stores? They likely won’t target a store with a guard present and an alarm system.”


      “You sound like you know a lot about these robberies.”


      She could feel her cheeks flush, though she didn’t know why.


      “A friend of mine is on the police force. He came by to make sure we had a good security system in place.”


      “He?” Her dad’s brows went up. There was a time in high school when he would have been all over any guy who wanted to date her. Right now, her dad didn’t have protection etched on his face. He looked hopeful. That said something about Ava’s love life, or lack thereof. Her own dad looked ready to push her on the first man she’d mentioned in God knew how long.


      She raised her hand, palm out to put a stop to any ideas he was getting. “We’re old friends. Nothing more.”


      “Why haven’t I heard of this old friend?”


      Ava shrugged. “We dated in college.”


      Her dad’s face clouded. He always regretted the fact she’d left college to come home after his heart attack. He had tried a number of times to get her to go back, telling her she needed to experience college instead taking care of an old man while she got her degree online.


      She hadn’t agreed and the point was moot now. She was well past the age when she wanted to go back to college on campus.


      “Are you dating now?”


      She huffed out a laugh. “I thought the nothing more part covered that. We’re not dating. Just friends.”


      She ignored the part of her that wished like hell that wasn’t true. John had made it clear he wouldn’t marry again.


      Who says you need marriage?


      The little voice in her head wasn’t necessarily wrong. Yes, she wanted marriage and a family of her own someday, but with the amount of time she put into the store and taking care of her dad and her sister, was that really realistic?


      Would a man ever understand that she might need to drop everything to run and help Janna if her sister was having a bad night? Or that she might need to sleep up at the main house some nights? Or that she would never feel comfortable moving out of her small converted garage house because she couldn’t stand the idea of moving away from Janna and her dad?


      She shook her head, clearing out the thoughts clinging there. “Anyway, John said they’re targeting small shops in lower end parts of town. We’re probably safe from this.”


      Her dad nodded. “Just in case, I’m going to start spending time here toward closing time. We can tell Janna I’m getting lonely at the house.”


      All the robberies had taken place at the end of the day. Ava would guess it had to do with having a full register, although that was a little silly when she thought about it. Most of their business was credit cards nowadays. Maybe they were hitting shops then because there were fewer customers to worry about.


      She hugged her dad. “Okay, you sit with Janna, and I’ll help Carlyle close up out here.” She nodded to where one of their guards was standing by the door. “Marco will walk us all out when we’re ready to go.”


      He went back to the workroom, leaving Ava to finish closing out the register and shutting things down for the night. It was too bad she couldn’t shut down the thoughts in her brain. She couldn’t stop thinking about John and whether he might be interested in something that was more than friendship but less than headed-toward-marriage. Because she suddenly very much wanted something less than headed-toward-marriage with him.
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      Corey shuffled to a stop next to Adam, wishing like hell he’d thought to bring a jacket. People always talked about Colorado being a dry cold, like that somehow made a dick’s worth of difference.


      He didn’t get what the fuck they were talking about. The cold cut through his shirt, licking the heat from him. They’d been here a year, and he still hated the butt cold of Colorado.


      The cold wasn’t slowing down the traffic in the Brewery, a two-block area that had once housed a large brewery for a local beer and was now a retail center and office space. The center of the space was a green park with splash pad and benches. Restaurants and shops drew people here almost every day of the week. It was something they’d counted on when they opened their business here. Unfortunately, it also meant the rent was sky-high and things weren’t panning out the way they’d thought they would.


      “It’s fucking cold, Adam. Why the hell are we standing out here?” Corey kicked at the lamppost Adam leaned against. The fucking lampposts lined all the sidewalks around the Brewery, supposedly part of the charm that made the rent in the place so high.


      “We should be hitting places like that,” Adam said, jerking his head in the direction of McNair Jewelers. It was one of the shops that had turned them down when they first came to the area, trying to drum up business. They’d thought for sure the retail owners in the area would use their services since they were renting an office in the complex.


      The lady who owned the jewelry store had been real nice when they went in and gave her a proposal. Still, she’d said the store didn’t need their services.


      He could see her now, through the glass, smiling at the woman who sometimes guarded the place. That was the trouble with stores like this. They had guards and cameras, panic alarms. All kinds of security.


      A sickening dread filled his stomach as he pictured Adam slamming her into a glass case the way he had with the old man at their last job. Nausea swamped him. She was a nice lady. She didn’t deserve that.


      Neither had the old guy. It wasn’t the first time Corey had thought that. He hadn’t been able to erase the images of that man’s head slamming into the glass and metal frame of the display case. The sound played in his ears again and again when he closed his eyes and tried to sleep. He didn’t think he’d ever forget that sound. The look of shock when Adam grabbed him by the hair and began to beat him.


      Corey shot a look around them, but no one seemed to have heard Adam. And if they thought it was odd that Adam was staring at the storefront like he might walk in and hold it up right then, they didn’t say anything. Still, Corey didn’t like the way the conversation was going, and it had only just started.


      Lately, that feeling of spiders walking across the back of his neck hit him whenever he talked to Adam. He didn’t know what Adam was on, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. And the guy showed no signs of stopping anytime soon. He’d gone past the occasional pot they all smoked and was dipping into something hardcore. He was on something more often than not nowadays. It was making him do stupid shit that was going to get them caught.


      Corey wanted things to stay the way they were. He liked plans and rules. He liked knowing what was going to happen and when it would happen. They’d set up rules about what stores they would hit when they started this, and a shop like that one, right in their own backyard, sure as hell wasn’t it.


      But that didn’t mean he wanted to stand up to Adam or have to choose who to side with if shit hit the fan.


      He turned away from the shop, his head near Adam’s so no one would overhear them. “You know why we aren’t going after stores like that one. They have hidden cameras we might not spot right away to take out, alarms that actually work. That shit isn’t smart, Adam, and you know it. We need to be smart about this. Do what we set out to do. If we keep our heads down and stick with the plan, we’ll be done with this soon.”


      He felt it when Adam spun on him, knocking into him as he walked away.


      Corey followed, wanting to stay close so Adam wouldn’t start shouting God knows what across the crowded green. He hadn’t smelled pot on him or alcohol, but that didn’t mean Adam wasn’t on something.


      “Adam, man, come on. Let’s go home.”


      Adam turned on him again, this time coming toe-to-toe with Corey. His words were low and quiet, but the edge in them was unmistakable. “With the shit hauls we’re getting from these pissant places, we’ll never make enough money to keep our business going. We need to start thinking smart.”


      They walked along the side of the old brewery building that now held a large restaurant and hotel. The sidewalk they were on led to a parking lot, but there wasn’t anyone on it at the moment.


      Corey couldn’t help the half nervous laugh, half plea that came out of his mouth. He didn’t want to get into this with Adam. Why did he always laugh at times like this, when there wasn’t a damned thing to be laughing about? “Just, look, just…” he stopped in the middle of the alley and wrapped his right arm across his body, gripping his left shoulder. It was a move he’d made from the time he was a kid, any time his brothers lit into him. He dropped his arm, purposefully shaking off the defensive gesture. “Look, we just can’t do this, Adam. We have a plan. We need to stick with it.”


      He looked back to where shoppers wandered as dogs and kids played on the lawn. “We’d be crazy to do something like the McNair place. It’s just crazy.”


      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew they were wrong. Corey saw Adam’s jaw go tight at the word “crazy.” He raised his hands, trying to calm Adam, but Adam exploded. Spit gathered at the corner of his mouth as he came at Corey.


      There were no words coming from Adam. Just guttural anger in the form of sounds that made up half words and sentences.


      His fist crashed into Corey’s jaw, sending blinding pain searing up the side of his face, radiating out to his ear. Another blow landed on his shoulder and neck before Adam was gone. It was over in seconds, but it seemed longer as pain and a sickening nausea welled. It wasn’t so much that the punches had hurt—though they had—it was more that Corey knew what was coming. When Adam went off the rails like this, shit devolved quickly.


      A few people on the green saw the altercation and shouted, headed for Corey, presumably to help him. He waved them off and took off, cutting through the parking lot in the opposite direction from Adam. He needed to warn Tommy and Josh that Adam was probably headed for them next, wanting to talk them into going after more high-end stores. Talk them into taking the kind of risks they shouldn’t be anywhere near.
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      Four days went by without any new developments in the jewelry store robberies. They were looking through the little video footage they had to see if they could spot anyone in the days leading up to the robberies who looked like they might have been casing the store.


      So far, they had nothing.


      John took out his phone, getting ready to text Ava. He’d been resisting all week, but he wanted to see her again. Wanted it a hell of a lot more than he wanted to admit.


      Lucia had called twice. Damn, he needed to take a minute to call her. He was being an ass, but every time he started to make the call, he was pulled away to a case or distracted by something. He’d call at lunch.


      He cleared the alerts about Lucia’s calls and texted Ava. Any chance you’re free for dinner again this weekend?


      He waited, forcing himself to put down the phone and not watch for that little bubble that meant she was writing back.


      Rhys walked past John’s cubicle and settled into his chair at his own desk diagonally across from John’s.


      John didn’t stand up to talk to him. They rarely did. Calling out over the dividers was easier.


      “You guys get called out?”


      Rhys and Mason hadn’t been in when John and Eric arrived that morning. That could mean they were out chasing a lead on a case, or it could mean they’d caught a new case. They were up next on the lineup.


      Rhys’s disembodied voice came over the wall. “No, took Zaragoza over to meet one of my informants.”


      Zaragoza was new in Major Crimes, so all of the teams worked with her from time to time, even though she was officially partnered up with Nate Ryder. She was ambitious and sharp. Last John had heard, she spoke four languages. But she was also gorgeous, which could make her job tough. She was tall and lean with exotic looks and a striking appearance. Suspects liked to give her shit about her looks. She gave it right back to them, not taking any crap from anyone.


      So far, John had a good feeling about her and how she’d do on the squad. She had worked in Vice for a short time before moving over to Major Crimes. That experience would help her, but sometimes detectives didn’t realize how hard Major Crimes could be. It wasn’t uncommon to be called out on a heinous crime that you knew would stick with you forever, and then not have a single clue to lead to an arrest. And even when they did catch someone, there were times when there was no reason for the crime, other than the suspect was just a shitty person with no concern for anyone but themselves.


      It could get to you.


      His phone pinged with a text.


      Eric shot him a look. “I thought you broke up with Laura.”


      John didn’t answer him. The truth was, he hadn’t thought about Laura at all since he saw Ava the other day.


      Laura was the fourth woman he’d dated since he and Lucia broke up. With most of those relationships, he’d been content to let them keep going until they didn’t really work anymore. The problem was, that was happening faster and faster. He seemed to be getting to the point where he didn’t care much one way or the other whether the relationship kept going or not. After all, he wasn’t going to let anything lead to marriage.


      He’d get to the point where the woman would call or text, and he’d just think, I don’t want to make the effort here. With Laura, that had happened in a matter of weeks, not months.


      There was a time when maybe that would have been okay with him. That he would have said his job was enough, so why have anyone else in his life to muck shit up? He wasn’t so sure anymore. The problem was, he didn’t know how to fix that. He didn’t know how to make a relationship work for him.


      So he ignored Eric and shoved thoughts of Laura and Lucia and all his exes to the back of his mind.


      I’d love to, Ava wrote. I’m free Friday and Sunday. Does one of those nights work for you?


      He typed back. Barring any changes, Friday looks good.


      He felt the need to put a caveat in there. People outside the life always thought they understood things might need to be up in the air when they were dealing with a cop, but in reality, it could get tiring needing to have plans be tentative. Better to show her that right up front if they were going to renew their friendship. Or whatever the hell it was they were doing. He honestly didn’t know.


      He’d figured out sometime in the last few days that staying away from Ava McNair might not be possible for him. He didn’t want marriage and he couldn’t offer her anything permanent, but Ava was gorgeous and the pull he’d felt toward her back in college hadn’t gone away.


      When she dumped him in college, he’d been pretty devastated. Not that he had shown it. Hell, back then, he wouldn’t let anyone know his feelings.


      When he asked Lucia out a month later, it had been because he was trying to get over Ava. Lucia had helped him with that, for sure. Looking back, he could see Lucia wasn’t the one for him, but he’d been so damned set on making it work with her after things fell apart with Ava, he’d overlooked a lot of things.


      Like the fact when he and Lucia were together, they were usually having sex. He’d seen that as a good thing. Hell, what college guy wouldn’t? It never occurred to him that talking or laughing with someone was as important as what happened between the sheets. Or up against a wall. Or in the back of a car.


      When they started trying for a baby, it never in a million years dawned on them that might not be possible. The strain of that effort, of trying everything from prayer to medical help to have a baby, was something their marriage wasn’t able to sustain.


      She started dating another man right after the divorce, and John couldn’t help but wonder if they would make it where she and John had failed. There was always going to be some level of “what if” there for him. What if he’d tried harder? What if he was a different guy? What if he could have given her the baby she’d told him she needed for her to be happy.


      The whole situation had left him sure of one thing. He couldn’t offer more than a fun time to any woman.


      He almost laughed at the irony of it. He needed a relationship like the one he and Lucia had mistaken for love. Only this time, he wouldn’t make the mistake of thinking it was anything more than lust.


      His phone pinged again, just as Eric walked into John’s cubicle and sat on the edge of the desk.


      Great! If things change, just let me know.


      John read Ava’s text and typed back a quick confirmation before shoving his phone in his back pocket.


      Eric made a show of leaning over to look at the disappearing phone, as though he might be able to read it from where he sat. Zaragoza came up behind Eric on her way through the bullpen, and John couldn’t resist.


      He lifted his foot from where it had been resting on his desk and nudged Eric, tipping the other man over so he lost his balance. Zaragoza’s grin said she was feeling more comfortable on the unit with the other detectives.


      Eric laughed as he caught and righted himself. “I hope you’re making an appointment to have your panties straightened out. They’ve been in a damned twist something awful.”


      John started to laugh but sobered when the radios that sat at either end of the room crackled to life. They were small black units that remained silent most of the time. They were only activated when an officer’s emergency radio button was pressed. When that button was hit, the officer’s voice would broadcast to all the dispatchers, no matter the region they covered, and to the Major Crimes unit where they now sat.


      It was a uniformed officer’s lifeline if they were in trouble.


      John and all of the other detectives stood and listened to the all-call. They would get the recording to analyze later. John went still and silent as he listened to the sound of the young man’s voice across the line.


      “10-33.” The code meant the officer needed immediate assistance. The strangled sound in the man’s voice told them he was hurting. “Shots fired.”


      There were shouts and arguing in the background and the sound of a gun being fired again. John leaned in, trying to hear more. Hoping for some sign that the second shot hadn’t ended the officer’s life.


      He knew dispatch would be sending all available units in the area to back up the officer. They’d have an ambulance on the way. They’d be doing all they could to get to that officer and bring him in safely.


      John looked up and met Eric’s sober gaze. God, he hated it when Eric was serious. It meant shit had gone to hell again.


      Someone yelled, muffled and distant, “go, go, go!” in the background of the call.


      They could hear the dispatcher, calm and collected. “Officer Hall, I’ve got backup and an ambulance en route. Can you tell me if you’re secure?”


      Another voice came through the radio. A woman.


      “Help, help! They shot this guy! They shot the cop. Can you hear me? I don’t know how to work the radio.” Her words were punctuated by sobs.


      “Ma’am, I can hear you. The channel is open, so I can hear everything that’s happening. Can you tell me your name?”


      “Vivian.”


      “Vivian, did the shooter leave the premises? Are you safe?”


      “Yes, they’re gone. They were fighting and they ran out.”


      “I’ve got your location as Crane’s Jewelry at 501 East Riverside Parkway. Is that correct?”


      “Yes. He’s bleeding badly. I—I think he’s unconscious.”


      Another voice came on the line. “Vivian, this is Bob Hines. I’m with the paramedics. The dispatcher patched me in on the call with you. Can you tell me where the officer has been shot?”


      “In his stomach.”


      “Okay, Vivian, can you find something to apply pressure on that wound for me? A jacket or bandages if you have a first aid kit.”


      There was noise in the background and they all waited. This was likely another hit by their jewelry store thieves, and this time an officer had been shot. John felt the weight of that and knew the detectives around him did, too. If they’d gotten these guys off the streets before this, this wouldn’t have happened.


      “I’ve got it,” came the woman’s voice again. “I’ve got a coat and I’m pressing, but I don’t know how hard to press. I don’t want to hurt him.”


      “Just firm pressure is fine. You’re doing fine,” came Bob’s voice again. “My guys are at the end of the block. They’ve got officers with them who will clear the scene. Can you hear the sirens?”


      The woman’s voice broke as she answered. “I hear them.”


      The rest of the call was scuffles and the no-nonsense discussion between the EMTs that could be heard as they treated the patient.


      Silent communication took place between the detectives. John, Eric, Rhys, and Mason left, headed toward the location of the call. The paramedics were fast. They would likely have the officer out of there and en route to the hospital before they arrived. The sooner they started questioning witnesses and processing the scene, the better. This case had just risen to top priority on all their desks.
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      Thirty-seven hours later, they had nothing more than they’d had before Officer Levi Hall was shot.


      Officer Hall went through eight hours of surgery and was expected to recover, but that was something none of them wanted to see any officer suffer. The kid had only been on patrol for a year, and now he’d be taking time off to recover and, most likely, do the grueling work needed to get his head back in the game so he could get back out there. If he ever did.


      Captain Scanlon looked at all of them as John, Eric, Rhys, and Mason stood before her. “Go home. Sleep, shower. Be back in four.”


      None of them wanted to do it. They hated being told they had to do things like eat or sleep when they had people who were clearly willing to take out a cop on the streets.


      “Cap, they went from three weeks between robberies to a matter of days. The violence is escalating. These guys aren’t going to take time off.” Eric spoke for all of them.


      The captain gave him a look. “Cantu, you can bet your ass these guys have taken a nap between now and then. And even if they haven’t, I don’t want any of you out on the street without getting some down time. You’ll be a danger to yourselves and others if you try to take these assholes down without taking a break. I’ve got people running down evidence. The work won’t stop.”


      Her tone said she wasn’t really debating the issue with him. That was the way she was. Captain Scanlon wouldn’t debate an issue when she knew she was right, but she respected her team enough to give them more than a because I said so answer.


      They filed out, and Eric tossed John a look. “Pick me up a coffee on your way back in?”


      John passed by their favorite coffee place on his way to work. “Yep. See you in four.”


      Twenty minutes later, John stood on Ava’s front step, under the light of a single porch bulb. He knocked on the glass, quietly, telling himself he needed to replace her front door with a solid one. The glass windows in hers might look better, but they made it all too easy for someone to break the glass and unlock the door.


      She needed a brighter front light, too. He looked around at the windows that were pretty low to the ground. She needed a lot of things to make this place secure. He’d come over here on the weekend when this was over and take care of some of it for her.


      When she came to the door and looked through the glass at him, she was wrapped in a sweater with her hair a little mussed. Hell, it was almost eleven. What had he expected?


      “John?” She looked past him when she opened the door, as though there might be some explanation for his presence behind him. “Is everything all right?”


      He nodded and leaned closer. He wanted to wrap himself up in her, but he didn’t dare. The other thing on his list for when this case was over was to see if she might be interested in … well, hell, he didn’t know what. In a no-strings relationship, he guessed. Or was that just friends with benefits?


      He didn’t know. But he would talk to her about something.


      “Everything’s fine.” It wasn’t, not really. They had a cop in the hospital and no leads. The violence of these robberies was escalating and he had a feeling at least one of them was now motivated by thrill-seeking as much as money, or maybe more than money.


      Thrill-seeking meant taking risks. That meant going after the kind of target that would present more risk. A target like Ava’s store.


      “I can’t stay,” he said.


      Ava reached out and put her hand on his chest. “I heard about the officer. Is he doing okay? They said on the news, he’s expected to recover.”


      John nodded. It was harder than he thought it would be not to reach out to her. He’d only come to tell her in person he wouldn’t be making dinner the following night. Now, though, his arms itched to pull her into them.


      He told his feet to step back. They moved closer.


      “He’s going to be okay. I need to go home and shower and sleep for a couple hours. I just needed …”


      He stopped.


      She stepped toward him, both hands coming to his chest. “Yes?”


      John leaned in and kissed her. Softly at first, in question. When she moaned, he let the question fall away and took the kiss to another level, hard and fast. His whole body committed to that kiss, giving in to the pleasure that raced through his senses at the feel of her.


      She met him wholeheartedly, and damn, if it wasn’t the same as it was in college between them. There was something so different about the way she felt in his arms. No woman had felt this way before. Not even Lucia.


      It took all he had in him to keep control and stop the kiss before it went too far.


      He broke apart from her. All he managed was, “we need to talk before this goes further.”


      She nodded, looking as shell-shocked as he felt.


      “I need you to be careful. These guys are upping their game.”


      She furrowed her brow. “What?”


      “The robberies. The guys doing them are getting more violent and taking more risks. I know they haven’t been hitting stores like yours, but I need you to be careful. Think about closing early. You should consider locking the door during business hours and having anyone who wants to enter show ID.”


      He saw her face fall. Damnit, he was an asshole. One minute, he was kissing her, probably making her think he wanted more than he could give her. The next, he was telling her how to keep her store safe.


      “John, I can’t make my customers show ID to get in the door. And I can’t close early. We do a lot of business in the evening when people are strolling around the green.”


      He wanted to shake her. Hell, he wanted to do a lot of things to her.


      He rubbed his forehead instead. He knew the store was not just her livelihood, but her family’s, also.


      “Promise me you’ll be careful? Maybe keep the front door locked, and have your guard unlock it as people approach? It’ll give the guard a few seconds to scan for anything suspicious, and your customers can feel like they’re getting golden glove treatment, or whatever.”


      She laughed at him. “You mean white glove treatment.”


      He scowled. “Whatever. I want you to be safe.”


      “I want you to be safe, too,” she said, coming forward, putting her hand to his face this time.


      John knew he was going to let this woman down. He’d probably already gotten her hopes up that there could be something real between them.


      He put his hands to hers and pulled them away from his face. “Ava, I need you to know, I can’t…” he cursed under his breath. “This can’t be more than sex between us. It can’t go anywhere other than that.”


      She shocked the shit out of him when she grinned and nodded, her eyes sparkling like he’d just told her something fantastic. “I know. Isn’t it great?”


      He did one of those comical double takes. “It is?”


      If his chest tightened a little at that, he didn’t acknowledge it.


      Her amusement was clear. “Yes.” She looked around, as though she thought her dad or sister might be listening in, and lowered her voice. “We were always great in bed together. I don’t have time or room in my life for a real relationship. You don’t want to get married again. It’s perfect.”


      John nodded.


      Why the hell did it sound like the exact opposite of what he wanted when it was coming from her mouth?


      She came up and pressed her lips to his again, just a brief kiss.


      She stepped back, gone before he could wrap his arms around her and pull her in for something more. For something that might start to get at what he needed from this woman.


      “Go and rest. I can see you need it. And be safe out there. Let me know when this is over, okay?”


      “Yeah,” John said, taking a step back. Yeah, he thought. Over. He needed to close this case so he could come back to her.


      He watched to be sure she slid the deadbolt in place before he walked away.


      He had one more cause to add to the long list of reasons these guys needed to be stopped, fast.
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      When he handed Eric his coffee, John felt only marginally better. He’d showered—a cold one designed to knock the Ava from his brain—and slept for all of an hour and a half before he had to head back in to the precinct.


      He felt the vibration of his phone in his pocket and pulled it out. Lucia’s name showed on the screen. He hit the side button to lock the screen and slid the phone back into his pocket. It wasn’t that he minded talking to Lucia. They were on speaking terms.


      He just needed to wait until his mind wasn’t so crowded with the case he was working so he could focus.


      “Everyone else make it back?” John looked around the room.


      Eric nodded. “Rhys and Mason are on their way up. Nate and Zaragoza caught a homicide. Guy was mugged and left in an alley. No witnesses or video, so they’ll get crime scene on it and then come back to get into this with us, if they can.”


      They spent the next hour poring over tips that had come in on the precinct tip line. There wasn’t anything that looked like it would lead to more than a waste of time, but they had to chase the threads to be sure.


      John looked up from his desk when Erica Cross, one of their technicians in the city’s somewhat small crime lab entered. She was a short African-American woman and not someone you’d notice on the street, but she was sharp as hell. Most people figured that out within a few minutes of talking to her. She followed every rule by the book and often worked miracles with the limited budget they had for the city’s lab.


      Rhys was the first to speak. “What have you got, Erica?”


      Eric, John, Rhys and Mason all stood, watching Erica as she stopped in the walkway between the cubicles.


      “The hair’s not real.” She held up photos with evidence labels on them—blown up shots of the hair samples they’d found at the latest two jewelry store scenes.


      “Hair that’s been dyed these bright punk colors can look pretty fake. I think the tech that collected this at the scene probably didn’t think anything of it, but I put it under the scope and it’s synthetic. A cheap wig.”


      “Anything we can trace?” John asked. Not that he expected the answer to be yes, but sometimes you had to ask the question, even when you knew the answer.


      “Nope. You can get it at any costume store, a lot of the big chain stores, a hundred stores online—”


      “I get it,” John said, putting a hand up to stop her.


      “Anything else?” Rhys asked.


      Erica shook her head. “We’re going through the footage from the scene. Nothing we didn’t know. Officer Hall went in and was shot immediately. Like the witness said, the suspects started fighting right away. The one who shot Hall aimed the gun to fire another shot, but one of the other perps shoved him away and the shot misfired. We’ve got that bullet and the casing, but so far nothing is turning up in any of the databases.”


      So their firearm wasn’t used in any crimes other than this one. At least no other crimes in a jurisdiction that would enter the information into one of the databases they relied on. Or it had been used, but the information wasn’t entered into the system yet.


      They’d been told by the witness that the suspects began to argue as soon as the one had shot Officer Hall. They’d left, still shouting at each other, one guy practically dragging the shooter out the door.


      Erica left, and the four detectives looked at each other. They went to the conference room and took seats, knowing without needing to say anything that they needed to pore through the evidence again.


      John ran his hands down his face. “All right, we know these guys are covering anywhere that might have tattoos or piercings. They have fake dyed hair sticking out of their masks. We’ve been assuming they’re goths or punks or whatever because of their clothes and the hair color, but what if that’s all fake?”


      Rhys nodded. “It ups the organization level of these guys a little. I mean, they not only covered everything, they purposefully left fake clues, they’re only hitting stores that won’t have a guard and that are less likely to have high-quality or hidden security cameras.”


      “I feel like we just found out Santa’s not real,” Eric said.


      Connie entered the room, carrying a tray of sandwiches. “Got food. I saw Erica in the hallway. She told me about the hairs.”


      The young officer set down the tray and grabbed a sandwich for himself, then looked up like maybe he’d done something wrong by assuming he was staying.


      Eric laughed and slid a chair closer to him. “Sit.”


      Connie gave a nod and sat, looking around the table. John remembered when he’d been like that. Glad for any time he was able to spend in Major Crimes. He still loved his job a lot of the time, but cases like this got to him. The ones they couldn’t close stayed with him. That feeling when you weren’t able to get justice for a victim never went away. It ate at you day in and day out.


      This was fast looking like it might be one of those cases, and the fact it involved a cop getting shot meant not closing it would burn even more.


      Eric gestured to Connie. “You know Officer Hall?”


      Connie’s face fell, and he nodded. “Our shifts overlap a few days a week, so I see him coming and going in the locker room sometimes. He spotted me at the gym a couple of times, too. He’s a good guy. Has a couple of cute kids he’s always bragging on.”


      They all nodded as they ate. No one said anything, but they didn’t need to. It was unspoken that they’d move heaven and hell to get justice for Hall. When a victim was a cop, everything cranked up a level. Knowing it was a cop with kids, a young guy just on the force, really sucked. There were no more eloquent words for it. It just plain sucked.


      Gerald Osborn entered. “I smell food.”


      Eric pushed the sandwiches toward the end of the table where Gerald stood. “You have to work for it.”


      Gerald nodded and sat as he grabbed one of the hot sandwiches from the deli around the corner.


      “I heard we have fake hair.” Gerald’s words were spoken around a mouthful of food.


      “Is there anyone Erica didn’t tell?” Eric wondered.


      John snorted. “As far as she’s concerned, she just gave us our first lead in a week.”


      “Not far from the truth,” Rhys said.


      John couldn’t argue with that.


      Zaragoza poked her head into the room. “Hey guys, Nate wanted me to see if you need anything. He’s going through missing persons reports for our victim in the alley. Said I should see what you need.”


      With a body found in an alley, it takes time just to make an ID, and there often aren’t a whole lot of friends and family to interview. It was the nature of the thing. People who lived on the streets without a permanent address turned up in alleys. It didn’t mean they didn’t deserve just as much attention from the Major Crimes division to get justice for them, but it meant they often didn’t have leads to run down right away.


      “Heard it was a mugging gone wrong?”


      Zaragoza nodded, and John could tell she was thinking. She was the type of person who thought before she spoke. It would serve her well in their job.


      “Young guy, wallet was there but cards and license and money are gone. Doesn’t look like he had any reason to be in the alley other than a wrong place, wrong time kind of thing. No track marks or anything. Doesn’t have the look of a coke head. He was in nice clothes. Maybe we’ll find out different, but I bet he was cutting through on the way to a bar or something, and someone jumped him. He fought back and got a bullet for his trouble.”


      “Here,” he said, pushing a sandwich her way. “Eat while you can. This is your first homicide, right?”


      She took the sandwich and sat in an empty chair next to him, unwrapping the waxed paper that surrounded it.


      “Don’t rush anything,” John said, “and stay focused on the victim. Remember that you’re doing all this for him, for his justice, not for yourself or your career or any of that.”


      She nodded, listening as she chewed. Officers who moved up from patrol already knew one of the most important lessons in policing; eat while you can, when you can.


      “Keep in touch with your ADA about the case and don’t be afraid to reach out and ask them if you have questions about your case or your evidence. Assistant district attorneys are there to help you out. They want a case to stick, so don’t be afraid to use them. Nate’s got good experience though too, so he’ll help you through this.”


      She was nodding again when the conference room door opened, and Nate stuck his head in. “Marisol, we’ve got a missing persons filed on a guy matching our description.”


      Zaragoza shoved the last bite of her sandwich in her mouth and balled up the wrapper, tossing it in the can.


      John was envious. Getting an ID on their victim so quickly was a great break in their case. He’d kill for a break in the jewelry store case right now.
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      “Shouldn’t we be skipping the dinner out now that we—” Ava leaned across the table and whispered— “you know, decided?”


      John leaned in and mimicked her whisper. “Decided what?”


      “To, you know.”


      A lazy smile took over his face. “I do know, but I want to hear you say it.”


      Ava leaned back and laughed, picking up a sugar packet and tossing it at him.


      She liked the way he scowled at her as he caught it and tossed it on the table. She didn’t know if he realized just how sexy he was. Probably.


      “Just because I know you’re a sure thing now doesn’t mean I don’t want to take you to dinner,” John said, and Ava would be lying if she said part of her didn’t want to skip dinner. She wanted to run home with him and strip his clothes off and get to the “you know” part now.


      But she also kind of did a melty thing at the idea that he wanted to spend time with her outside of bed. Not that getting all melty with John was a good thing. She needed to keep reminding herself that this was supposed to be physical only. Her feelings weren’t supposed to be getting involved here.


      They were at a more casual place than the last time they’d eaten out together. Instead of Italian, they were doing Falafel pita wraps. John’s name was called and he went up to the counter to pick up their order. When he came back, he sat next to her in their booth, instead of across from her, passing her order to her.


      “I haven’t seen anything in the news about any more jewelry stores. I’m on a mailing list with a bunch of other shop owners, though, and everyone is nervous at this point. Some of the stores that haven’t had a guard in the past are hiring temporary guards and others are putting in better alarms.”


      “That’s good,” John said when he’d swallowed his bite. “You guys are still being careful?”


      “Yes. Still walking out together at the end of the day, and we’ve got the front and back doors locked. We’re doing what you said, having the guard unlock the door as they see customers approaching instead of leaving it unlocked all the time.”


      “The robberies have stopped for now, at least.”


      “The last one was the one where Officer Hall was shot?” Ava asked.


      John confirmed with a nod. “I have a feeling they know we’ll be on them now with all we’ve got. When an officer is shot, it changes things.”


      She could see the tension in his body and knew he was upset they hadn’t made an arrest yet. She rubbed his shoulder with one hand as she ate her food.


      He leaned into it and grumbled, making her laugh. He’d done the same thing in college when she would straddle him, settling in on his ass so she could massage his muscles. She smiled now, thinking maybe she’d give him a back rub later tonight. She didn’t know if he’d be spending the night, but maybe …


      She couldn’t stop herself from remembering what his body looked like. Even back in school, he’d been muscled and hard all over. She loved running her hands over the smooth taut skin and feeling the sheer strength of him beneath them.


      He felt like he’d doubled in size, broader across the shoulders and chest than he had been back then. Her mouth watered at the thought that she’d get to explore him soon.


      Ava looked at her wrap. She’d taken all of two bites, but she wasn’t as hungry as she’d been a few minutes ago. At least, not for anything on her plate.


      “John,” she whispered, resting her chin on his shoulder. It felt good.


      His smile was lazy and slow as he turned his head to look at her. “What can I do for you, Av?” he asked, shortening her name like he had in college and lowering his voice to a tone that said he knew damned good and well what he could do for her. His eyes seemed to darken as he looked at her and she bit her lip.


      “Take me home,” she whispered.


      He had them out of there and in her living room inside half an hour. The drive had been torture. John had kept one hand on her leg the whole time. The simple stroke of his hand up and down her leg shouldn’t have been as erotic as it was. But, damn, the contact of flesh against flesh, the way his hand gradually went higher and higher on her thigh had taunted and teased in the best of ways.


      John was just as she remembered, only more so. He was overwhelming, his powerful body hummed a constant thrum of arousal to hers as he stripped her down. She forgot to feel self-conscious at the fact she’d aged and wasn’t as thin as she once was.


      There wasn’t room for any of that. There was only him. His mouth on her skin, heated breath on her neck, her shoulder, her breast as soon as he’d gotten it bared to him. Her breath seemed to come in pants as he worked his way over her skin, moving south.


      Ava looked down at John as he knelt before her, the sinew and muscle of his shoulders broad and tantalizing before her. He sucked on her nipple, making her gasp as his hands held her hips in place, kept her locked in his arms.


      “You always were good at that,” she sighed, her whole body feeling the tingle and spreading heat of his actions. “Always so good with your mouth.” She wrapped her arms around his head, then let them fall to his shoulders, reveling in the warm, smooth skin.


      “It’s what I’m good for,” he said, his mouth moving to the other breast.


      Ava stiffened. “Good at. It’s what you’re good at, you mean.”


      John growled and ignored her words, but Ava tried to pull his head up to look at her. Something about the way he’d said those words—what he was good for—struck her and stopped her cold. She wanted to know what he meant.


      He didn’t let her pull him away from his focus, though. He nipped her stomach playfully then worked his way down her body, and she was lost. Her breath came faster as he stood and lifted her, bringing her into the bedroom.


      He swore as he laid her on the bed and moved over her. It was no surprise when she felt his erection against her as he settled next to her and ran his hands over her body. He was as ready for this as she was.


      Lord, she’d missed this man. She didn’t want to admit how much she’d missed him, but she had. No man had made her feel the way he did. Every part of her thrummed with arousal and the sweet tantalizing anticipation of what was to come. She wriggled, trying to get closer to him.


      A deep laugh came from him as he ran a hand down her arm and used it to pin her to the bed beneath him. He pinned her lower half with his leg, heavy and strong on top of hers. “Always so impatient, Ava.”


      “John,” she panted, “I need.”


      “I know.” His torture was thorough and relentless and unyielding as he used his mouth and hands on her, then.


      And it was perfect. Exquisite release came as an orgasm swept through her. It was only then that he put on a condom and entered her. And with that, the spiral that had built in her before began again, and she was begging and crying out his name when he came inside her, pulling her with him in another deliciously sensuous finish.


      She collapsed against him, his arms warm and hard as they wrapped around her. She was drowsy, deep in the pleasurable coma that came after incredible sex. Still, she remembered his words from earlier.


      She spoke into his chest as he held her against him. “So good at that, John. You’re so good at that, but you’re also good for so much more.”


      He didn’t answer, and she felt his breathing steady and slow into the deep rhythm of sleep.


      He was good for so much more.
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      John was awake long before the phone rang. He’d slept for a couple of hours, wrapped around Ava’s long limbs. It was the kind of sleep he’d been needing—deep and dreamless. But soon his body had woken him, stirring and wanting more of her. It had always been like that with Ava. In college, when they’d been together, the sex was so much more than it had been with other women.


      And right now, he not only wanted her, he wanted to be with her. He wanted to go back in time and have a chance at a real life with her. A chance to wake up with her again and again. To put the smile on her face she’d given him at dinnertime before she invited him home.


      And the kind of smile she gave him when she thought something was ironic. And the kind of smile she gave him when she had thought of a funny joke or memory. And the one where she talked about her father and sister. He wanted all of that.


      He amputated that thought line, carving it out of his mind before it could take hold. It wasn’t a place he could go. Wanting like that wasn’t a good idea for a man like him.


      He had just moved on to thinking about waking Ava with his mouth and focusing on the things a man like him could have in his life, when the phone rang.


      Ava looked up at him with sleepy eyes, and he couldn’t honestly say he regretted the night in any way. She was warm and soft curled against him. Damn, that softness was doing all kinds of things to make him hard. She ran her hand over his chest and he went rock hard, giving serious thought to ignoring the phone in favor of Ava.


      He wanted to bury himself in her, knowing he would find such ecstasy there. Nothing but pleasure, intense and aching and sweet as hell. Christ, he wanted inside her.


      “Shouldn’t you get that?” The laughter in her voice said she knew damned well what he was thinking.


      He growled a response as he leaned over her and lifted the cell, swiping it to answer before he placed it to his ear. As soon as he had it situated between his ear and shoulder, he ran a hand up Ava’s body, from the gentle curve of her thigh to her waist. He let his hand settle there, working his thumb in a circle, drawing a wriggle from her.


      “Sevier,” he said, knowing full well he was likely going to have to leave any minute. A phone call in the middle of the night meant he was being called to a scene.


      He listened for a few seconds before rolling off the bed with a curse. He couldn’t delay on this one no matter how tempting Ava was. Their jewelry store robberies had started up again. And this time, there were no survivors.
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      John studied the body on the floor. It was the kind of scene that would turn the stomach of new officers on the force, and he could see the uniform who had secured it was struggling.


      He couldn’t blame him. Blood spatter made a stark frame to the flesh and teeth dotting the floor around the man’s head.


      “Let me ask you something—” Eric shifted his position, turning to face the victim’s feet which were splayed out on the floor like a rag doll tossed aside by an angry child. “—why didn’t his buddies hold him back this time?” Eric asked.


      John had been thinking the same thing. The older man had been beaten to death, likely with the perp’s bare hands. He lay, battered beyond recognition, in the back hallway of the jewelry store.


      They’d been told another body had been found, that of a younger woman, shot to death in the store’s office. She got off easy.


      “And why do I feel like we’re going to need a psych eval on this guy when we find him?” Eric mused.


      John was silent. He didn’t mind that Eric liked to fill the silence, but John wasn’t up for it right now. He was picturing Ava or her sister on the floor instead of the victim.


      Still, Eric’s initial point was valid. “You’re right. They either didn’t or couldn’t stop him.”


      “I don’t think his buddies were with him this time.”


      John turned toward the voice to find a smaller black man with scarring on the left side of his face coming from further inside the store. As one of five death investigators in the city’s department, Demetrius Johnson came to the scene when there was a dead body. The death investigators took photographs, documented the scene, and would let the medical examiner know if they recommended an autopsy on a particular case.


      It was well known around the department that Demetrius was working his way through night school to get a degree. John had a feeling the guy would end up as a medical examiner one day. Maybe even Chief Medical Examiner. He was hungry and dedicated, the kind of guy they wanted on cases.


      Demetrius had come from the direction of the office.


      “What makes you say that?” John asked.


      Demetrius pointed to the floor around the victim. “Shoes. Only one set of shoe prints in the blood. Same in the office.” He gestured with a pen at the heel of one of the cleaner imprints. “Distinct mark here tells me they're the same shoe. But the marks are your jurisdiction, not mine. Get your techs on that. We'll match it if you bring us a shoe."


      Eric grunted. Sure. Get the shoe.


      The death investigators didn’t normally analyze crime scene evidence like that, but Demetrius was good, and Eric and John didn’t mind input. Demetrius knew which detectives he could offer his two cents to and which to keep quiet around.


      “That,” he grinned as he stood, “and Rhys already got an emergency phone warrant from a judge and dumped the security video. This was one guy.”


      Rhys walked in as he was speaking and nodded his agreement. “One guy. Dressed exactly the same as the other robberies, so he’s either a really good copycat who’s spot-on in his imitation, or our guy’s on his own now.”


      John looked down at the corpse, still seeing Ava instead of the man who truly lay there. Fear and anger warred. “On his own, with nothing and no one to hold him back now.”
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      John slowed his steps as he and Eric walked through the parking lot of the police precinct. It only took Eric a minute to see what John had spotted. Lucia was getting out of her car and waving at John.


      Shit. If she’d come here, she really needed to talk to him. And he was a first-class asshole for not calling her back.


      “Meet you inside,” John said, giving Eric a nod in response to his partner’s questioning look. No, he didn’t need backup to talk to his ex-wife.


      John changed direction, heading for Lucia. She stood behind her car door, half in and half out of the car.


      He gave a small wave and a smile, starting to prepare his “I’m a dick” speech, when he saw it.


      John froze. He might need backup after all.


      He stood stock still, staring at his ex-wife’s stomach. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t feel the sting of tears behind his eyes.


      “I’ve been trying to reach you. I didn’t want you to find out at the wedding.” Lucia laid a hand on her stomach. She had to be six or seven months along. Well into the safety zone for most pregnancies.


      Probably safe, even for her. All of their miscarriages had happened before the twenty-week mark.


      John didn’t have words.


      The silence hung between them for a long time before he broke it and walked forward, pulling her into a hug.


      “Jesus, Lucia. God, this is amazing. It’s great.” He meant it. He wanted this for her, even as the ache of what this meant hit him.


      When they weren’t able to conceive, the doctor had said there was no reason for it. Unspecified infertility they called it.


      But if she was standing here pregnant before him …


      She took his hands. “Can we talk?”


      She tilted her head toward the car.


      John nodded. “Yeah, sorry. Uh, sure.”


      When they were settled in the car, she looked over at him, taking his hand again. The ache of the failure of their marriage hit him again. He was past the heartache of lost love, but somehow that sense of failing her loomed.


      She rubbed his hand with her thumb, a gesture he’d grown accustomed to during their marriage. It was how she soothed. She wanted to soothe the hurt now.


      “I need to tell you something, John.” She seemed to rush the words. “Carlos and I saw a new doctor, and this one took the time to explain some things to me.”


      He didn’t know why she was telling him this. He knew Carlos had the kind of money that meant he could take her to as many fertility doctors as they needed. John, on the other hand, had had to scrimp and save for the in vitro rounds they’d done. And for the last of them, he’d had to borrow the money from his dad.


      “John, you need to listen to me.”


      He focused on her again. He owed her that much, no matter how much he didn’t want to hear this.


      “This doctor explained some things our other doctor never did. Did you know that a diagnosis of unexplained infertility is a good thing?”


      John reared back like he’d been kicked in the gut. How could she possibly be saying what they’d gone through was a good thing?


      She put her hand up. “I don’t mean it like that. But what that means is that they never found anything wrong with either of us. None of the doctors we saw ever really explained it that way. They always said they couldn’t pinpoint a cause.”


      John let out a slow breath as she kept talking.


      “The doctor Carlos and I are seeing said she would have kept working with us, kept trying things to support fertility. She was so angry when I said the clinic you and I were working with told us they couldn’t help us anymore.”


      John put the heels of his hands over his eyes and pressed, holding the steady pressure on them as he tried to process what she was saying.


      “John,” Lucia pulled one hand away from his face. “She’s saying it’s very possible there isn’t anything wrong with either you or me. It’s possible you could have kids someday, just like Carlos and I.”


      John didn’t know how he felt about that. He felt like he’d been hit square in the chest with a sledgehammer. He was happy for Lucia and Carlos. Lucia would make a wonderful mother.


      His thoughts strayed to Ava, and he felt a small flare of hope that he could give her a future. That he could share a future with her. He doused it quickly. It didn’t matter what Lucia’s doctor said. He had failed Lucia. He had failed them both. When she’d wanted to keep trying to have a baby, he had begged her to stop. He hadn’t been able to go through it anymore.


      When that didn’t work, he’d ordered her to stop. Said he wouldn’t be a part of trying anymore. He’d actually stopped sleeping in their bed. He wouldn’t make love to her. He’d turned her away, even when he heard her crying in their bedroom as he slept on the couch. A husband like that doesn’t need to be trying over with another woman anytime soon. Bad enough he’d put one woman through that hell.


      John reached for the door handle, afraid if he sat there any longer, he’d break. He’d never been very good at talking about his feelings, and he sure as hell didn’t know how to put what he was feeling into words.


      “I have to run, Luce.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, ignoring the worried look on her face as she watched him.


      “I’ll see you at the wedding?”


      John grinned, putting the small bit of acting ability he had in him into the gesture. “Absolutely. I’ll be there.”


      “You can bring her,” she said, as he stepped from the car.


      “What?” John asked, leaning back in.


      “The woman. Whoever it was that you thought of when I mentioned a baby. Bring her with you. I want to meet her.”


      John started to argue, but she waved him off.


      “Women know these things, John. I saw the look in your eye. Your head went to someone important. I hope things work for you and her. If anyone deserves to be happy, John, you do.”


      His head was still wrestling with those words as she drove away.
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      “All good?” Eric said under his breath as John slid into a seat in the conference room next to him.


      John gave a jerk of his head, but he was anything but. He’d stood for a solid two minutes in the parking lot after Lucia drove away. He’d only moved when one of the uniforms had honked at him for standing in the middle of a parking spot.


      “Where are we with the evidence?” he asked.


      They were all planning to sit down with the evidence collected at the scene of what now had to be termed a murder more than a jewelry robbery. They were waiting on an inventory from the store owner’s wife, but John would be willing to bet there wouldn’t be much jewelry missing. He had a feeling their lone guy was now in this for the thrill more than the money.


      The others had probably been chased off when Officer Hall was shot. They were likely smart enough to know the whole department was gunning for them after shooting a cop.


      Eric tipped his head to the table where a sheaf of papers waited. “Not much back yet. The uniforms canvassing the area for witnesses turned in their reports. Most of the employees at neighboring shops had gone home. The guy who runs the liquor store halfway up the row in the shopping center said he didn’t see or hear anything.”


      Mason leaned toward them and spoke to John. “Erica is looking over the footage from the store to see if she can post anything, but so far, the guy is wearing the same mask and wig we’ve seen in the past. Clothing looks the same, too. She did say the prints they lifted show a distinctive wear pattern in the left heel, so she can match them to any boots we pull in for a sample.”


      “Cool,” John said. “Let’s just go start collecting boots off the street.”


      No one bothered to answer him.


      The phone on the wall rang, and Rhys leaned over to lift the receiver. He gave the rest of them a brows-up look at something he was hearing on the other line.


      When he hung up, he turned to them. “We’ve got a guy just walked in off the streets confessing to the robberies and to being the one who pulled the trigger on Officer Hall.”


      The room went still.


      John was the one who broke it. “KMI?”


      He didn’t have to explain to anyone—even Connie—what he meant. You learned that one early on the streets as a uniform. KMI meant Known Mentally Ill, a term they used for someone who was known to the police department to be suffering from any of a variety of mental illnesses.


      “Not as far as they know.” Rhys pulled one of the laptops they kept in this room over and punched the keys.


      He read the screen for a few minutes before turning it their way.


      A man in his forties looked back at them. He had jet black hair and eyes to match. His skin was pale, and he had a scar over one eye.


      Rhys summarized the information on the rap sheet. “Guy’s name is Trenton Doyle. A few arrests for shoplifting when he was a kid, then a third-degree assault that got him eighteen months.”


      John frowned. “Why eighteen months?” A third-degree assault charge could land a person in jail for six to eighteen months.


      Connie had been reading the laptop and was the one to answer. “He assaulted a police officer. Argument at a bar, cops arrived, and the guy ended up assaulting one of them instead of the guy he had a beef with.”


      “How long ago was that?” Eric asked.


      “Ten years. Clean since then,” Connie answered.


      “Or not caught,” Gerald said.


      They all knew that was possible. Of course, he also could have been clean that whole time. The shoplifting arrests as a minor weren’t unheard of. The guy really only had that one arrest as an adult. Though, assaulting an officer wasn’t a minor thing. And it showed he was willing to harm an officer. It wasn’t a far leap to shooting one.


      “Rhys, you and Mason take the interview?” John asked. He and Eric could jump in if they needed to change tactics. They often did that during an interrogation. It didn’t matter that the guy was confessing.


      They would need him to lay out all of the details of the shooting. Just because someone was willing to confess didn’t mean they wouldn’t play games during the interview. There were three other people out there responsible for these crimes. Yes, they wanted the guy who pulled the trigger, but they also wanted to get those others, if they could.


      Rhys and Mason nodded and left the room. The interrogation rooms were down the hall. They had observation rooms next to them, but on a case like this where they had so many detectives on it, they would watch from the video feed in the conference room. Rhys and Mason would have a uniformed officer outside the interrogation room and one in the observation room as backup if they needed it.


      They all watched the screen as Rhys and Mason entered the small room where Trenton Doyle had been placed. The thin man sat with shoulders hunched, seeming to close in on himself as the detectives entered.


      “Hi Trenton,” Rhys started, as though he was the guy’s best friend. The uniformed officer followed them into the room, but that was all part of the setup.


      Rhys turned to the officer. “You can hang outside, man. We aren’t going to need you.” He turned to Trenton. “We don’t need him in here, do we? We aren’t going to have any trouble with you, are we? I mean you came in here on your own, right?”


      Rhys was purposefully trying to get Trenton to say yes to him.


      Trenton’s eyes went big and round. “No, of course not, I mean … no.”


      Rhys gave the uniformed officer a pat on the shoulder. “Sorry, buddy. You’re sitting this one out.”


      He’d just established that he was on Trenton’s side.


      When the officer left the room and shut the door, Rhys and Mason sat across from Trenton.


      “I’m Detective Evans and this is my partner, Detective England.”


      Trenton nodded, but remained mute. He’d gone even paler, if that was possible, like he was beginning to regret walking into the precinct to confess.


      John studied him as they all watched Rhys continue to explain to Trenton that they would be recording their conversation. They didn’t need to Mirandize him because they hadn’t placed him in custody. He’d walked in of his own accord and could walk out anytime. Of course, if he did that, they’d get someone watching him and start to dig so damned deep into his life, they’d know if he had smear stains on his tightie whities by the time they were done with him.


      “Something’s wrong,” John said, leaning forward.


      “You’re right,” Gerald agreed, arms crossed over his chest.


      “What do you mean?” Connie asked.


      Gerald explained what John was thinking as John stood and went closer to the monitor.


      “There’s no way this is our shooter,” Gerald said. “Our witness said the shooter was confident, cocky. He was clearly running the show with his buddies. When they stood up to him after he shot Hall, he fought back. He shot at Hall a second time and the only reason he missed was because his buddy shoved him.”


      Gerald stabbed a finger toward the screen. “This guy isn’t leader material. There’s nothing cocky about him.”


      John turned and looked over his shoulder at them, adding to what Gerald was saying. “If this guy’s friends fought him on something, he’d back right down.”


      “Could it be one of the other guys in the group coming in to confess for the leader? Maybe the real shooter forced him to confess, somehow?” Connie suggested.


      Gerald nodded, pointing at Connie. “You’re thinking. That’s good. Rhys will see how much this guy knows about this.”


      The phone on the wall rang again, and John reached for it.


      “You got Sevier,” he said, knowing it would be the desk sergeant calling. The phone was only used for the desk sergeant or for someone in the evidence lab to reach them, and the rings were different to show where the call was coming from.


      Anyone else wanting to reach them would have called one of their cell phones.


      “Hey John,” the desk sergeant said. “You got a guy coming up with an escort. Says he’s Trenton Doyle’s brother.”


      “Thanks.” The word barely left his mouth before he hung up. He was moving toward the door as he filled in the others. “Doyle’s brother is on his way up.”


      John and Eric headed to the hallway.


      “Think the brother is the leader?” Eric asked.


      “Possible.”


      They stopped and waited in front of the elevator. They could hear shouting from within before the elevator doors opened.


      The scene in front of them wasn’t a good one.


      John barely had time to register that the brother was yelling something about them having no right to talk to Trenton. The patrol officer escorting the brother looked too damned young to be in a uniform, and his posture said he was anything but in control in that elevator.


      The man shared similar coloring with Trenton, but the resemblance seemed to end there. He was bulky where Trenton was thin. He was also confident, cocky, and in your face. A lot like the bank robber they’d seen on video who shot Officer Hall.


      Within seconds, shit slid sideways, and John was looking at a fight in the elevator. He didn’t know if Trenton’s brother was going for the rookie’s weapon or just what the guy’s end game was, but he jumped into the fight without hesitation.


      There was a shout behind him, and Eric was there, as well as Connie.


      He wrestled with the large man, not sure where his hands had gone, but knowing if they didn’t get him secured quickly, the fight could end with one or more of them dead. John braced himself on the side of the elevator and shoved the brother, forcing him off the officer beneath him. Eric was there, grabbing one of the guy’s arms as John went for the other, but the man was strong, and he flipped, now lashing out at all of them, seemingly without any purpose other than to make it out that elevator and to his brother.


      In the melee, as they fought to secure Trenton Doyle’s brother, John felt shooting electric pain up his left wrist when someone landed on him as he pinned the brother to the floor of the elevator. He grunted and grit his teeth. He didn’t know if the uniformed cop had gotten out of the way with his weapon still in his holster or not. He didn’t know what they’d be facing if this man made it up and out the door.


      They used Level 4 holsters, so the chances were good that this guy hadn’t known that he’d need to unsnap the holster and press a small latch that would release the weapon from the leather sheath, but John wasn’t taking a chance on it. Eric was there, beside John, pinning the asshole to the floor with him.


      “You see his hands?” John asked. “Anyone got his hands?”


      “I got ‘em.” Eric shifted, and John could see that he had the brother’s empty hands together behind his back. Gerald came in and handcuffed them, helping to lift the still-cursing man off the elevator floor.


      “Jesus,” Connie breathed out. He had a cut over his right eye and a bruise forming on the same side of his jaw that said he’d taken a few good hits in that brawl.


      The rookie uniform who’d lost control of the guy in the first place looked like he might puke.


      John understood it.


      Eric and Gerald were hauling the brother down to one of the other interrogation rooms. If he didn’t settle his ass in a chair though, they’d bring him down to one of the holding cells on the level below them.


      John swore as he lifted his hand. The swelling had already begun in his wrist, and he could feel the heat in it as he raised it to his chest, holding it there with his other hand. Someone handed him an instant ice pack and a towel just as Rhys and Mason came out of their interrogation room.


      “What the hell was all that?” Rhys asked. The interrogation rooms weren’t soundproof. They would have heard some of that, at least, from within the room.


      “Trenton Doyle’s brother is here,” John said. His wrist was swelling. He didn’t need to be told it was most likely sprained. He put the ice on it and watched as Connie was patched up. They would get the elevator video and charge the brother with a few counts of felony assault on a peace officer.


      “Went after his escort’s firearm,” Connie said. One of the other detectives was putting butterfly bandages on the cut over his eye.


      John was trying damned hard to ignore the pain in his wrist and immobilize his left arm against his body as he iced it.


      The doors to the other elevator slid open, and Captain Scanlon came out, one hand on her holstered weapon and two uniformed officers behind her. She looked around and then relaxed, speaking over her shoulder.


      “Let the guys huffing it up the stairs know they can stand down.”


      Before the message could be relayed, the doors at either end of the hallway opened to show several officers looking like their captain had moments before.


      The fight in the elevator would have been seen on the video monitors the desk sergeant watched on the first floor. Everyone in the building had likely just shared the nice adrenaline dump they’d all had.


      Scanlon didn’t miss John’s arm. Her eyes scanned the rest of them. “Is he secure?”


      John nodded as Eric and Gerald came out of the interrogation room. They asked two of the uniformed officers to take over inside the room and joined the group standing in the hallway.


      Gerald spoke first. “Rhys, what did Trenton Doyle have to say?”


      Rhys shook his head. “He isn’t our guy. He doesn’t have the facts right. Says he and his friends were robbing jewelry stores and Officer Hall came in on that last job, and he shot him. I fed him some misinformation and asked him why he beat him after he shot him, and he said he was pissed he got in their way and messed up the heist, as he put it. Then I asked him why he shot him three times, and he said the same thing. Lost his temper.”


      It was a common tactic for weeding out false confessions. If you gave a person details that didn’t match the crime scene, and they confirmed it, you knew they weren’t your real perp.


      Eric let loose with a string of curses. “Even if we don’t file on Trenton, his brother’s going to jail for what just happened.”


      “What the hell is going on?” Scanlon asked.


      Gerald answered. “Trenton’s brother Dylan showed up here. Instead of waiting to be shown to his brother, he started making threats in the elevator, got into a scuffle and went for the officer’s gun. The guy is beside himself with fear for his brother.”


      Eric cut in. “Trenton was diagnosed with end stage cancer. His brother thinks his confession is a bid to get himself into prison where he might get some care.”


      John cursed. It was something they’d seen before. Not that it was an everyday occurrence, but it happened.


      They all looked to the Captain. She shook her head. “Let’s get a counselor down here for Trenton.” They worked with three mental health nonprofit groups in the area to have counselors on call twenty-four-seven. If they needed a therapist at a scene or at the station, they were able to call one in. It was a program they’d started the year before, and it was making a big difference in their city.


      “And the brother?” Rhys asked.


      The Captain pressed her lips together and looked over the hallway before cutting her eyes to John. “Much as I’d like to cut the guy a break with what he’s going through, I’ve got injured officers. I can’t just let him walk.”


      “It’s a sprain, at worst,” John said. It hurt like hell, and the spot where his wrist should have been looked more like a fat sea bass than any part of the human anatomy, but he was pretty damned sure it wasn’t a break. He hoped.


      “We’ll make sure the prosecuting attorney knows about the circumstances,” the Captain said. “That’s the most I’m willing to do when someone goes after one of us.”


      “Come on,” Eric said, putting a hand on John’s shoulder. “Let’s get you to the ER.”


      John groaned. He’d be forced to go home for at least the rest of the day. More than likely, he’d have to sit out a couple of days before he’d be allowed back into the office to work a desk. He wouldn’t be allowed on the street until he was fully healed. He understood it, but it didn’t mean it wouldn’t put him in a piss poor mood. All in all, it was turning into a shit day.
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      When sleep wouldn’t come, John headed to Ava’s store. He’d been given pain meds by the doctor, but he didn’t bother filling the prescription. Three ibuprofens and the wrap they’d put on him in the emergency room was plenty to deal with the pain. He was told he needed to take at least three days off before they’d let him back to his desk. Three days with a wack job out there attacking jewelry store owners.


      Needless to say, he wasn’t doing well with being sidelined.


      If he couldn’t work, maybe he could convince Ava to let him be her twenty-four-seven escort. The idea that she and her sister were sitting in a jewelry store like sitting ducks for this guy had him on edge in a bad way.


      Her smile when he walked in the door did a lot to lift his mood, but still, he’d feel better if she and her dad agreed to close the store for now.


      “What are you doing here?” She gasped when she saw his arm. “What happened?”


      He used his good arm to pull her to him when she rushed forward. “Nothing. Scuffle at work.”


      He had to admit, he liked the way her eyes searched his face.


      “You’re all right? Is it broken?”


      Her soft body pressed against him as she leaned into him, and he went rock hard in an instant. Damned if she didn’t take his mind off the job—all the way off the job, the robberies, all of it.


      He glanced around the store, which was thankfully empty except for the security guard who had let him in, then leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You need to get us out of sight and in the back now.”


      Her eyes went wide, and she nodded.


      She led the way through the back, past her sister who grinned and waved at him, and into the office.


      “What is it?” She had barely shut the door when he turned her, pressing her up against it, letting her feel what she’d done to him out there.
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