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      Cody Hart had forgotten how different the air was this close to the Atlantic. It was fresh and invigorating, revitalizing the soul—even if it left a chill in his bones all winter.

      It was early July and the tourist season was in full swing in the Maine coastal city. People flocked in for Fourth of July celebrations, although the whole summer was busy. Portland's beautiful shoreline and rich culture kept visitors coming back for more.

      Cody had transferred from Bangor a week ago. He'd wanted a job closer to his family in Westbrook, although he didn't want to be too close. He loved his family but they were nosy, especially his two brothers in Boston, and Cody was a secretive young man. He had always been calm and closed off, which made him come off as cool to people.

      He was only twenty-five—there was no reason for him to be pushing people away during the prime of his life. Well, that wasn't quite true. There were lots of reasons as far as Cody was concerned. While he was okay at making acquaintances, he sucked at holding down meaningful relationships.

      It didn't help that he had a type. Cody was attracted to bad boys from all walks of life. Whenever he was caught in the intense gaze of a ripped man with a swagger, he melted. Of course, bad boys were only good for one thing: fucking him through the mattress. After that, they were useless lumps. They were almost always in it just for the sex and any hint of emotion sent them running. What Cody needed was a man who encouraged him out of his shell and into the warmth of strong, yet caring arms.

      “Oh, stop being a loser,” Cody mumbled to himself. He shook his head and ripped the tape off another box. He was busy unpacking his apartment that he shared with a friend. He and Ben had gotten the place days ago and neither of them were great at unpacking, so there were still piles of boxes everywhere.

      And Ben was nowhere to be seen.

      Cody tried to distract himself by unpacking another box, making the small space of his bedroom his. He was glad that this apartment included a queen-sized bed, at least. He'd have room to flop around while he slept.

      But the large bed looked lonely for one.

      “Okay, it's time to get out of the house,” Cody scolded himself as he straightened up and brushed off his clothes. He pushed his short, curly hair back into place.

      It was time to familiarize himself with the city he was going to serve and protect.
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      Did you hear there's a new guy?”

      Sebastian's attention was piqued as he looked at Kent. The two cops were enjoying a bit of downtime at a local coffee shop. It was important to refuel whenever possible. While things were quiet at the moment, they could turn ugly in a split second.

      “Oh?” Sebastian mused. He sipped black coffee while both of the on-duty officers took a seat by the window.

      “Yeah. He's a dispatcher. I think he was brought in to take over for Amy when she goes on maternity leave.”

      “Oh, that's interesting. This might be a temporary position for him, then.”

      “Could be, although it's good to have new blood, isn't it?”

      Sebastian smirked, dropping his voice as he brought his coffee to his lips to blow. He sprawled in a relaxed and dominant posture. “Depends how cute he is.”

      “From what Lydia and Charlie said, he's pretty damn cute.”

      Sebastian was curious about this new guy. He was always up for a challenge, although he typically stayed away from seriously pursuing coworkers. In his high-stress career as an officer, it wasn't a good idea to get involved.

      Especially not with a dispatcher. Cops and dispatchers were as different as night and day. There was a delicate balance between the two groups in their love-hate relationship. It wasn't that anyone actually hated each other. The lines of communication just blurred sometimes between two different schools of training and thought.

      “Did you catch his name?” Sebastian asked.

      “Cody.”

      Cody. That name rang in Sebastian's ears. It was a youthful name. He had an image of a pretty boy in his mind already. Some young thing with boyish charms—babyfaced and full of enthusiastic ideals.

      “I'll have to get a look at this Cody...”

      Kent rolled his eyes with exasperation while Sebastian smirked wryly behind the rim of his cup.

      Sebastian had always been a playboy. He had lost track of how many notches he put in his bedpost. There was nothing more thrilling than the hunt and it wasn't hard seducing men. His rugged appearance, muscular form, and badge did a lot for him.

      For the most part, he was happy having flings. Channeling all that animal lust into a fiery one-night stand charged him. These days, though, the charge didn't last as long. He wasn't as fulfilled as he once had been.

      But was he willing to change yet? Nah. There were many more beautiful men to be had yet. He was only thirty-four. He was going to enjoy his good health and looks as long as possible. In a few scarce years, the usual crowd he drew would move on and find something new. He had to make good use of what he had now.

      The police radio at Sebastian's side crackled to life.

      “No rest for the weary,” Sebastian chuckled as he jumped up with his coffee.

      And he wouldn't have it any other way.
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      So far, Cody wasn't having trouble adjusting to his new workplace. The dispatch center was on the third floor of the police department. It was dimly lit, since the workers preferred it that way to reduce glare on the screens, and had ten monitoring consoles. About forty people worked in the center, covering it 24/7. They covered Portland as well as South Portland and Cape Elizabeth. Some of the dispatchers who worked for South Portland had to commute in to work every day.

      Cody needed time to familiarize himself with the new surroundings and procedures. He was confident in his ability to catch up to the others, though. It wasn't too different from what he was used to, and he was a quick learner. While his new coworkers offered him tidbits of advice, they were all busy with their own jobs.

      Cody tried to be warmer and inviting while he met them, but that wasn't his strong suit. Still, he didn't feel as stressed about it in the dispatch center because everyone else was like him. Most of the dispatchers came off as cool to the outside world, too, because of their carefully-honed monotone voices from crisis training. Yet, catching dispatchers when they weren't keyed into their police channels meant a glimpse at a whole other side. Most of them had dark senses of humor that not everyone on the outside appreciated, but it helped them cope.

      When Cody wasn't in the center, he walked and drove around the city to get more familiar with the ground. Familiarity with his surroundings was important. The more he knew about the city, the better position he'd be in to direct police officers and other emergency responders. There was only so much a map on a screen told him—he had to be able to see the streets from the officers' points of view, too.

      Portland was pretty. It was already growing on him. He had visited before, so he wasn't a complete stranger.

      That night, as he walked down the sidewalk opposite a lounge called The Boardwalk, a scuffle caught his eye. He frowned and hung back at the movement. His heart raced but he remained as calm as always, curiosity prompting him to peer between two cars at the trouble.

      Outside the bar, an officer escorted a drunk man through the front door. The officer's grip on the man's shoulder was firm and assertive but not aggressive. He used only the force that was necessary to keep the situation in control, and he knew it.

      That officer was hot. He had short brown hair and muscular arms that were easy to see through his sleeves. He walked tall and proud, his facial expression intense and eyes sharp.

      Another cop followed him, but he was a lot less hot as far as Cody was concerned. They were both leading the drunk man, whose tattoos were visible along his arms, to the sidewalk. The drunk man himself wasn't bad-looking either, but not Cody's type.

      “Come on, Brody. Time for you to go,” the brown-haired officer rumbled in a low voice, although there was a certain softness there as well. Cody sensed that this wasn't the first time the officer had encountered this Brody guy.

      “I don't need no help from the likes of you,” Brody spat. “Treating me like shit...”

      “Don't be like that. We're keeping you out of trouble. You really should get help.”

      “Fat lot of help you are, Seb,” Brody snorted.

      The other officer glanced at Seb. “Should we take him in?”

      The brown-haired officer considered it, then nodded. “Yeah. It'll help sober him up.”

      “I'll take him in since I'm headed back that way, anyway.”

      “Thanks.” Seb glanced back to the drunk guy. “Don't give him a hard time, Brody.”

      Brody scowled, but he didn't resist. The other officer led him away by the arm, guiding him into a police car a few parking spots away.

      Cody's eyes were wide and sharp as he watched everything unfold, keeping himself hidden from view. The way the hot officer, Seb, handled the situation was simple yet effective. Cody was used to hearing everything and not seeing what was going on since he was always behind a computer screen or three.

      Once the second officer and his charge pulled away, Cody swallowed. What should he do now? Should he walk away? Should he introduce himself to the cop? They were coworkers...

      “You can come out now.”

      The cop's voice jolted Cody. He stepped out around the car, straightening up and trying to look professional as he walked up to Seb. “Hello, officer.”

      A shiver raced up Cody's spine as the sexy officer before him gave him a quick once-over.

      Stop it right now, Cody scolded himself despite his racing heart. There was no way in hell he was going to let himself get blindsided by an officer. This cop was pretty hot, though. Taking in repeat customers was frustrating for most officers, especially when they knew each other.

      Still, there was no room to lust for front-line guys in his line of work. It was hard enough just working with them. Nothing was more frustrating than dealing with officers sometimes. When things were great between dispatchers and officers, nobody noticed; when things were bad, everything went to hell.

      He had been around officers long enough to know that getting involved with them was a bad idea. As a dispatcher, he heard plenty of gossip.

      Then again, getting together with a fellow dispatcher had ended badly for Cody. But bad boys were so hard to resist... There was no way he was going to get involved with an officer, though. It was too far outside of his comfort zone both personally and professionally.

      “What were you looking for?” Seb asked with a raised brow.

      “I was just walking by when I saw you escorting the... gentleman... outside.”

      “Did you like what you saw?” the officer winked.

      Cody was stunned, trying to figure out where to start. Cops couldn't hit on people while on duty, but this one was being shameless. Did he do this often?

      “Officer, my name is Cody Hart, and I'm your new dispatcher,” Cody said, straightening his back.

      “Oh?” The officer's dark eyes went wide for a moment before the grin returned to his lips. “Yeah, I've heard your name come up. Hello, Cody. I'm Sebastian McCoy.” Sebastian surprised him and extended a hand, and Cody took it for a shake. Sebastian's grip was firm and rough while Cody's own was softer. His hands were not calloused like the older man's.

      And, dammit, Cody wasn't going to admit that a jolt shot through him as their hands touched.

      “What are you doing out here tonight? Were you going to The Boardwalk?” Sebastian asked. Even if his tone was conversational, and seemed to be making some attempt to stay professional, the officer's posture signaled interest.

      He's going to be a handful... Knowing my luck, he'll be one of my officers. Cody internally sighed. While most of the officers, and people calling in for assistance, were drawn to the women's voices in the center, some were drawn to the men's as well. Cody had drawn attention as the youngest in both departments he had worked in—his old one and this one.

      He'd gotten into some ill-advised flings over his “sex hotline” voice.

      “I was out getting a feel for the place,” Cody answered, trying to maintain eye contact with Sebastian. He wanted to assert himself as a professional Sebastian couldn't fuck with. On any level.

      “I heard you just started here. Almost ready to work on the calls?”

      “Starting next week, yeah.”

      In the dark of the night, the light from the streetlights and buildings beautifully highlighted Sebastian. His brown hair with a touch of auburn glowed and the handsome features of his face popped. He had lines around his mouth that made him look stern when he wasn't smiling. Were those frown or smile lines?

      Cody had a feeling it was the latter. The way he held himself screamed that he was a troublemaker.

      “I look forward to working with you,” Sebastian nodded. “Do you need a ride anywhere?”

      “No, I'm fine, thanks. I'm walking. I need to get to know the streets better.”

      “All right, if you insist. Stay safe.”

      “You, too,” Cody bade, returning the nod. Neither of them moved for a moment or two, their eyes locked.

      Fuck, heat was surging to Cody's groin. The raw sexual energy radiating from Sebastian was incredible. Did Sebastian knowingly exude this all the time? Or was it in his nature? Did he win everyone over like this?

      Cody broke the gaze first, turning around and striding off. He tried not to move too fast and look like he was fleeing. He didn't dare glance over his shoulder, but he didn't need to. The hairs standing pleasantly on end along his neck told him that he was being watched.

      He really needed to get laid. He hadn't in a while from his general wariness of other men since his last big screwup. Still, if all he wanted was a good fuck to take the edge off, it wouldn't be that bad, right?

      No, he had to stop himself from falling into that trap again. He wasn't going to pick up some random guy to get his rocks off.

      And he sure as hell wasn't going to chase Sebastian. As hot as Sebastian made him, he wasn't going to fall for his type again.
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      Cody was on Sebastian's mind for the next three days. Sebastian had spotted him the moment he left the club with Kent and Brody, sneaking between cars on the other side of the street, trying to be clever. Sebastian would've spotted him miles away.

      And when he heard Cody speak...

      Oh, that cool voice did things to him. It was easy to tell that Cody carefully kept emotion out of his voice. Sebastian admired that. As a dispatcher, it was crucial, and he knew sometimes it carried over into dispatchers' personal conversations as well. Some of them had the same voice for everything, especially once they'd been working in the field for years.

      But Cody... there was a fire inside him that gave his voice a bit of an edge. Sebastian pegged him as someone who fought hard for approval. He was proud and didn't tolerate nonsense.

      Sebastian could tell a lot about a person in very few words. It wasn't just their words he paid attention to, but mannerisms and body posture. The way Cody had clenched and lifted his narrow jaw... Oh, yes, he was stubborn.

      And gorgeous.

      Sebastian had a thing for younger, prettier men with attitude, and Cody had even been well-dressed. It was a young professional's style without much room for personality.

      Sebastian couldn't wait to work with him. He didn't doubt the young man's abilities. A lot of dispatchers were younger and they did just fine. He felt bad for Cody, though, since he no doubt had little seniority. He'd have to fight his way to the top for easier shifts—like all the other dispatchers eventually earned.

      That day, Sebastian was at the station taking care of paperwork. He kept glancing at the stairs leading up to the dispatch center. How bad was it that this new guy had caught Sebastian's attention so much that he wanted even a glimpse of him? But then, it was natural to be drawn to Cody since he was the new guy.

      Or so Sebastian told himself.

      It wasn't until about an hour later that Sebastian noticed Cody was on their floor. When had he slipped by unnoticed?

      He watched him from his desk, trying not to be too obvious—or creepy. He wasn't the only one checking Cody out either, which stirred an odd sense of jealousy within. He tried to keep his competitive side in check.

      When Cody walked by his desk with a folder in hand, Sebastian cleared his throat to catch his attention. “Hey.”

      Cody was startled. It seemed he had been so focused on whatever he was doing that he hadn't noticed Sebastian. “Oh, hello,” he greeted evenly.

      “How are you settling in?” Sebastian asked as he leaned back into his seat.

      “I'm settling in, fine, thank you. I was just getting ready to go out with my supervisor.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Paul wants to drive me around to show me more of the area. It'll give me a feel for when I'm on calls.”

      “Sounds good.” Sebastian was so curious about Cody's mannerisms toward him. He was holding his head high, his lips thin in a tight line. He was even more standoffish than Sebastian had noticed before. He tried to think back to anything he had done that had personally offended Cody.

      “I better be off.” Cody dismissed him with a curt nod as he continued on his way.

      “Right, see you.” Sebastian watched after Cody, sneaking a look at that perky ass. Sam, a fellow officer at the next desk over, caught this and raised his brow. Sebastian shrugged at Sam and casually leaned back again, feigning interest in his work.

      Cody was cold but intriguing. Sebastian itched to know more about him. Something piqued his curiosity. The fact that Cody was resisting his charm definitely made Sebastian more determined. He was used to people responding warmly to him—being unable to resist his charm, in other words.

      But even then, there was still something different about Cody that Sebastian couldn't quite place his finger on. He hoped Cody would give him a chance to uncover what that was.
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      Thanks for taking me out,” Cody said to Paul, looking out the window at the old brick buildings they passed.

      “No problem. It's my job,” Paul chuckled. He started driving Cody around to all the hotspots, such as downtown and the arts district. He then eventually branched out to show him other neighborhoods as well. The whole time, he shared some stories about each area, including memorable incidents or tidbits about the locals.

      Cody drank in as much information as possible. He took notes and pictures on his phone, committing everything he could to memory.

      “You're eager to learn,” Paul reflected.

      Cody blushed slightly as he lowered his phone from the window. “I just want to catch up with everyone else.”

      “I can tell. You've been focusing hard on your training, and that's great.”

      Cody puffed up a little with pride at the praise.

      “But you haven't been socializing much.”

      Cody's pride was deflated as he cleared his throat and glanced out the window. “I'm working on it...”

      “It's important that we build strong bonds with each other. It's crucial not only for everyday interactions but emergencies as well.”

      Cody blushed hot with embarrassment. He didn't need this guy telling him how to do his thing—supervisor or not. He had done well enough in Bangor. Now that he thought about it, though, he could've been a little more sociable. He had mostly stuck to himself.

      His steamy encounter with fellow dispatcher Trent hadn't helped matters. Cody had been lured in by his cockiness and confidence, giving himself to him for a night of unbridled passion. Of course, that had been a big mistake, because Trent liked to boast about his flings.

      Cody had known this—he had heard enough gossip about him. Still, in the heat of the moment, he had given in to Trent one night.

      By the next morning, everyone knew what had happened. Cody had taken a chance on him and he'd been burned.

      He always fell for the assholes. He had to break the habit. He wasn't going to fall for another asshole at work.

      Then, dammit, there was Sebastian, who was already tempting him. While he didn't seem like the kind of asshole Trent was, Cody hadn't thought Trent was that bad until the morning after. As physically attracted as Cody was to Sebastian, he dreaded what Sebastian might become afterward.

      It was time to break the trend. It was time to find a nice guy.

      The silence that had fallen between Cody and Paul was uncomfortable. Cody didn't have the words to respond. Now he'd have to make an effort to be more sociable.

      Ugh. Why was it a crime to be introverted?
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      Despite his resistance to Paul's criticism, Cody spent the next couple of days trying to be more outgoing around the other dispatchers. He was slowly coming out of his shell in little ways. He tried to ask how people were, and chatted more during breaks. While he was confident around people he didn't know well, he faltered with interpersonal relationships.

      He was feeling pretty good about himself by the time a few days passed, though, the anxiety lessening. Maybe interacting with the others wasn't so bad, but Cody still preferred to do things on his own terms.

      When he was done the evening's training shift, unplugging a little later than he'd expected, he couldn't wait to go home and crash. He was in the mood to kick back with his laptop and binge-watch Netflix.

      As he walked down the stairs toward the second floor, his small backpack over his shoulder, he heard voices. It wasn't unusual. People were always chatting with each other, leaving Cody to wonder how things actually got done at work, so he didn't really pay attention.

      Until he heard his name.

      “That Cody guy is taking his time coming around, huh?”

      “He still won't even look at us. Thinks he's too good for us.”

      Cody's heart tightened, his breath catching in his throat as he stopped at the bottom of the steps.

      “Don't be too hard on him. He hasn't been here long yet.”

      He recognized the last voice: Sebastian's.

      “The dispatchers always think they're too good for officers...” another officer mumbled.

      “We have some... differences... yeah...” Sebastian slowly admitted. “I get annoyed with them, too. We all do. But they get annoyed with us, too.”

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “I wasn't aware we were choosing sides,” Sebastian calmly said. “Last time I checked, we're all on the same team.”

      The other officer grunted. “Kind of weird having a guy dispatcher...”

      “Oh, don't get like that,” Sebastian snorted. “You're just jealous you're not as pretty as he is.”

      Everyone laughed and Cody's cheeks burned. Finally, with his fingers gripping the strap of his backpack, he strode through the floor. Everyone fell silent. He felt their guilty eyes following after him.

      “Hey, Cody,” Sebastian spoke up in greeting. Cody ignored him, too. Did Sebastian only think of him as some “pretty boy” too? Did they all think he didn't have what it took to work with them?

      Cody strode out the door without acknowledging any of them. The night air hitting his flushed cheeks was a relief. He was shaking lightly from nerves and embarrassment as he made for his car.

      He was going to binge on Netflix all night.
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      For the rest of the night, Sebastian couldn't shake off his guilt. Cody had looked hurt, and Sebastian couldn't blame him. While he didn't think anyone had said anything too nasty, it wasn't nice gossip. Everyone else seemed to have shaken it off easily enough but Sebastian was still thinking about it.

      The next day, Sebastian was determined to catch Cody and talk to him. Normally, he wouldn't have been bothered, but with Cody... it was different. He wanted to set things right. In reality, Sebastian wasn't quite the asshole that some made him out to be. Sure, he could be careless and reckless, but he was also very aware of others' feelings. That intuition of his often conflicted with his desire to keep relationships purely physical, but it helped make his work easier, too. Not much got past him since he read people well.

      But, despite Sebastian's best intentions, he wasn't able to get back to the police department for the day. He was so busy on the streets. Even as he spoke over the police radio, he was aware that Cody was likely listening to him.
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