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 Praise for Jo Davis:

 ‘Jo Davis turns up the heat full-blast. Romantic suspense that has it all: a sizzling firefighter hero, a heroine you’ll love, and a story that crackles and pops with sensuality and action. Keep the fire extinguisher handy or risk spontaneous combustion!’ Linda Castillo

 ‘The perfect blend of romance and suspense. Neither element overshadows the other. Jo Davis creates a great combination of romance, steamy love scenes with mystery and suspense mixed in. I was pulled right into the book, and before I knew it, the last page was turned. I wasn’t ready to let go’ Fiction Vixen Book Reviews

 ‘Jo Davis continues her steamy, heat-packed romantic suspense stories with Ride the Fire. This book is a great blend of hot romance with suspenseful, well-plotted action’ Fresh Fiction

 ‘Grab a fan and settle in for one heck of a smoking-hot read. . . Fiery-hot love scenes and a look inside the twisted mind of a killer make Line of Fire stand out. Add in the behind-the-scenes look at the other characters and I could read this book over and over!’ Joyfully Reviewed

 ‘Four stars! A totally entertaining experience’ Romantic Times

 ‘Hot, sizzling sex and edge-of-your-seat terror will have you glued to this fantastic romantic suspense story from the first page to the final word. Do not miss the heartstopping, breath-stealing, incredibly well-written Trial by Fire’ Romance Novel TV





 About the Book


Sugarland loves their men in blue, especially Detective Shane Ford. But Shane’s mission to protect and to serve has just gotten personal. . . .


Detective Shane Ford, Sugarland’s favourite cop, has been blindsided by the sudden death of his best friend, NFL star Brad Cooper, and by becoming the legal guardian of Brad’s son, Dylan - a bitter, angry sixteen-year-old with a dangerous secret. Shane is determined to pry the truth from Dylan, but he manages only to alienate him - and winds up going head-to-head with Juvenile Officer Daisy Callahan, whose job is to protect the teen’s best interests. 


Shane has always been drawn to Daisy’s beauty and strength, but he’s determined not to allow their intense attraction to interfere with his duty ever again. It’s a vow that will prove difficult to keep, as the realities of Shane and Daisy’s blossoming love and their growing bond with the grieving teen propel Shane headlong into danger for the new family he has sworn to protect.



 
 To my son, Bryan. You’re a smart, funny, and compassionate young man with a desire to succeed founded in a strong moral compass. Let those qualities continue to shine, to guide you, and you’ll go far in life. Follow your dreams and never give up. I’m so proud of you and I thank God that you’re mine. 
Shane’s story is for you. 
I love you so very much.
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 “It’s way too damned quiet around here.”

 Several other cops groaned and a couple of them shot Taylor Kane the death glare. Shane Ford just smirked, getting more comfortable with his booted feet propped on his desk and crossed at the ankles.

 His cousin, Christian Ford, a recent transplant from the Dallas, Texas, PD, wadded up a sheet of paper and launched it at Taylor’s face. “Thanks a lot for jinxin’ us, dipshit,” he drawled. “Even the dumbest rookie knows better than to let the Q word pass his lips.”

 Taylor slapped a file onto his desk with a grimace of disgust. “I’m just sayin’ I’m sick of investigating vandalism and stolen bicycles, that’s all. It’s a waste of my rather large and brilliant brain. Shut up, Chris.” At the other man’s snort, he threw the paper wad back, missing his target.

 “Hey, there’s a lot of money to be had fencing bikes,” Shane said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And a crime is a crime.”

 “I know, but it’s boring. Since Jesse Rose and his bunch got shut down last year, nothing exciting has happened around here,” their friend griped. “I’m about to lose my frickin’ mind.”

 Shane suppressed a shudder. Jesse Rose was a homeland terrorist who had planned to blow up their fine city of Sugarland, Tennessee, and had damned near succeeded. A Sugarland Fire Department captain by the name of Sean Tanner, along with Shane and the entire police force, had been instrumental in stopping the bastard just in time. Tanner had since been promoted to battalion chief, and it was a well-deserved honor as far as Shane was concerned.

 Another new hire, Tonio Salvatore, spoke up. “That case Shane and Daisy solved last month was pretty exciting. . . .” An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. “What? What’d I say?”

 Shane’s good mood did a belly flop and curdled in his stomach. It always did whenever someone mentioned Daisy Callahan’s name and the case that had almost gotten them both killed. Or, worse, when he was forced to exchange polite, professional conversation with the stunning blond juvenile officer. Especially when all he wanted to do was bend her over the nearest flat surface and fuck her until she screamed his name.

 Yeah, their passionate affair hadn’t been such a great idea before, and that fact hadn’t changed.

 Easing his legs off the desk, he studied the other officers’ faces. Most reflected curiosity, the barely disguised desire to pry. So they didn’t really know, just likely suspected. Chris was the only one who knew, and it seemed he’d kept his promise not to say anything to the others. Their friends were merely attuned to the sudden tension that snapped like a rubber band whenever Shane and Daisy were mentioned in the same sentence, or the two of them were in a room together.

 Shane wasn’t about to satisfy their avid curiosity.

 “Our lack of excitement means nobody has been murdered,” Shane said dryly, sidestepping the reference to him and Daisy. “Let’s not borrow trouble.”

 “Too late for that.” Their captain, Austin Rainey, swiped a trickle of sweat from his rugged face with one hand as he approached. “Goddamn, this heat is already bad enough to poach an egg, and it’s not even spring yet.”

 Shane studied the man’s grayish pallor. Austin wasn’t just his supervisor; he was a good friend who’d been through a rough time in the last couple of years. The man’s bitch of a wife was really putting him through the ringer lately. Shane feared for his health, as did the men and women who respected and loved him.

 “You okay, Cap?” Shane asked him. “It’s February and it’s not that hot in here. You’re not looking so good.”

 Austin waved off his concern as usual and addressed his detectives. “We’ve got a body in the gulley out on 49. White male, no ID, shot once in the back of the head, execution style.” He gave Taylor a baleful glare. “Since you’re so fucking bored, you can take this one with Shane. Oh, and you can do all the reports, too.”

 Taylor grimaced as a few others snickered. “Thanks a million, Cap.”

 “Don’t mention it. Get the lead out. Eden and the FU are already on their way.”

 Shane had to smile a little at that—Eden and the FU, as though they were a rock group. But it was appropriate, since Nashville’s taciturn medical examiner and the Sugarland PD’s forensic investigations unit sort of went together like a guitar and strings. Though they were employed by separate entities, they worked toward the common goal of finding and analyzing clues that would help the police locate and apprehend the bad guys.

 And then there was the shortening of FIU to FU, which one of the uniformed officers had jokingly said stood for Fuck U, because the science geeks thought they were smarter than a bunch of cops.

 “On it.” Taylor grabbed a set of keys off his desk and jingled them, looking at Shane. “I’ll drive.”

 As they headed out, Shane fell into step beside him. “Happy now? You got the murder you wanted, and a messy one, too.”

 The other man shrugged. “I’m not happy someone bought it, but it happens.”

 “You like solving the puzzle. A lot of us do.” That might seem strange or morbid to some, but to them, the need to make the pieces fit, the satisfaction they felt when they were successful, was normal.

 “For me, the seemingly random pieces are more like snippets of a story, and aren’t usually random at all,” Taylor said thoughtfully. “The body is the last chapter, and I have to read the story backward to find out what led up to it.”

 “Never thought of it like that before, like reading a book in reverse.”

 He pondered that as they pushed outside and the frigid air hit them, slapping them like dozens of tiny needles. But that wasn’t the only reason he suddenly felt as though he were suffocating.

 Daisy Callahan was striding purposefully up the steps to the precinct house, and all the spit dried up in Shane’s mouth at the sight of her. Like the other detectives, Shane included, she wore street clothes consisting of dark pants and a casual shirt, a holstered gun and badge at her hip. But there the similarities ended. Blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, emphasizing an angular face adorned with little makeup, large blue eyes, and a wide mouth. The woman was a long, tall drink of water on a scorching day, five feet, ten inches of lean muscle and confident stride that should have made her seem mannish, except she was anything but.

 Her breasts were full, and he knew from experience how they spilled over a man’s hands, ripe and tasty. He knew how smooth her skin was, how small her waist was just above the slight flare and curve of womanly hips. How toned those long thighs were, just how fantastic they looked wrapped around his waist as he—

 “Earth to Shane?”

 He blinked, becoming aware that he and Taylor had stopped in front of Daisy. Taylor had greeted her and they’d exchanged a few words, and now they were both regarding him with two completely different expressions—Taylor with amusement and Daisy with a polite detachment he’d grown to hate.

 Completely my fault. I’m a first-class jerk.

 “I’m sorry. What?” He hoped his smile gave no indication of just how desolate he felt inside. Given the unnatural tightness of his face, he suspected he’d failed.

 “You guys caught the body out on I-49?” Her look was cool, appraising.

 “Word travels fast as always,” he said, striving to keep his tone even. “Yeah, we’re headed out there now.”

 She made a face. “You and half the county, no doubt. Good luck, once the news people decipher the dispatch that went out on the scanner. I figure you’ve got an hour, tops, before the real madness hits.”

 “Shit. We’d better make tracks.” But he couldn’t get his feet to move. Daisy turned to go, and on impulse, he called after her. “Wait!”

 She blinked at him, surprise causing the mask to slip. “What is it?”

 “Can I . . . have a word with you?” He sent a pointed look at Taylor, who nodded and walked toward the parking lot. Thankfully without comment.

 Once Taylor was out of earshot, his former lover gazed at Shane coolly. “Is there something about the case that you couldn’t say in front of Taylor?”

 “Of course not.” He ran a hand through his hair. Never had he felt more awkward around a woman, and it was his own fault. “Dammit, I hate this weird distance between us.”

 “Really?” She gave an incredulous laugh. “That’s funny, considering distance is exactly what you wanted. And lots of it. Which I gave you.” Her last words were clipped. Angry.

 “We were friends before and I ruined that. You’ll never know how sorry I am,” he said quietly.

 The blunt edge of growing hostility disappeared as quickly as it had begun to form, and her face softened. “Me, too. But I guess I can’t blame our failure solely on you. I’m the dumb-ass who slept with a friend—a fellow cop—and I should’ve damned well known better. So, lesson learned.”

 A raw lump formed in his throat and he spoke with difficulty. “I’d like to think we’re still friends. Or can be again.” He waited, but she didn’t let him off the hook. “Want to grab a beer after work sometime? Or coffee? I’m free Sunday—”

 “Stop.” Looking away, she regained tight control of the abject misery that had flashed across her beautiful features. “Just stop, okay? I’m not there yet. Maybe I won’t ever be, either. And if not, that’s a loss we’ll both have to own, and move on.”

 Oh, God. The stab to his gut was sharp. Powerful. Had he honestly thought she’d forgive him, and they’d simply go back to the place they had been? Somehow, he mastered the unexpected pain and managed a sad, lopsided smile.

 “I suppose we will at that.” He glanced toward where Taylor stood by the car, studying them with undisguised interest. “Better go.”

 “Let me know what you find,” she said, all business again. “I doubt it’ll overlap with any of my cases, but you never know.”

 “You bet.”

 Before Shane could say anything more, she turned and walked into the building without a backward glance. As though they’d never been anything to each other at all. Which was how he’d wanted it. Right?

 Numbly, he went to meet Taylor at his friend’s beat-up vintage Chevelle, a “project car” that in Shane’s opinion should have been sold for scrap twenty years ago. In an effort to deflect the questions he knew were coming, he scowled at the wreck. “Why can’t we drive a cool car, like Starsky and Hutch, or Steve and Danno?”

 His friend grinned at him as they climbed in and slammed the doors. “So buy yourself one and we’ll drive it. You’re the guy with all the money.” He started the ignition, and the car sputtered before roaring to life. “Or, better yet, fix up this one.”

 Shane rolled his eyes. “First, stop saying I’m rich just because I own a nice house on the Cumberland. Second, I like my truck just fine, and even if I was into muscle cars, I’d buy my own beater instead of pouring a small fortune into yours.”

 Taylor rolled his eyes. “Oh, sure. Compared to the rest of us, you’re shitting money. You’re like fuckin’ Batman—you don’t need a job; you just like to play superhero,” he shot back, pulling out of the parking lot.

 “Nah, I don’t have a really cool, snarky butler. That’s a superhero requirement, in case you missed the memo.”

 “Good point.” They rode for a couple of minutes in silence before Taylor glanced at him, his tone growing serious. “So, you and Daisy . . .”

 Crap. The man wasn’t going to be put off so easily. “Me and Daisy, nothing. Nada.”

 His friend wasn’t buying. “I knew it! Christ, of all the good-lookin’ ass in town, you had to tap hers?”

 “Daisy is not just some piece of ass,” Shane said in a low, dangerous voice. “So watch your mouth.” Too late, he realized his friend’s ploy.

 The man laughed and slapped his steering wheel. “Oh, you’ve got it bad! You never get all protective and snarly over your random hookups. So what gives? How did you two happen?”

 Shane sighed. His cousin had been bad enough, but Taylor was a pit bull. He wouldn’t let this go until Shane gave him something. “We’ve been attracted to each other for years, but it’s not such a great idea to get involved with a colleague. You know?” His friend arched a brow, waiting. “So, while we were working the case, we got a little too close to the subject we were researching . . .” He shrugged. “That’s how.”

 Taylor whistled through his teeth. “Man, that’s heavy. Something tells me it wasn’t a one-time thing.”

 “No, but it should have been. I let the relationship go on too long, and that was wrong of me.”

 “Why?”

 He stared at Taylor. “Why? What do you mean, why?”

 “Why was it wrong? You’re both consenting adults, and you guys clearly aren’t over this thing between you.”

 “Um, other than the rule about not dating fellow cops, the one that could get one or both of us fired for breaking it?” he replied sarcastically. “Gee, let me think.”

 “Don’t give me that bullshit. You wouldn’t be the first couple to ever fall in love at work.”

 “Whoa, nobody said anything about love.” Jesus, he should’ve called in sick.

 “Well, then, just bang each other in secret. You wouldn’t be the only ones in the department doing it, and it’s not like you haven’t done it before. Hellooo, remember Leslie, from patrol?”

 Shane frowned. “The problem is, Daisy deserves better, you moron. Unlike Leslie, she’s not a bang-in-secret kind of woman—which is why I had to end it.” His friend just snickered, as if he knew something Shane didn’t. “Taylor?”

 “Hmm?” He appeared way too satisfied.

 “Shut the fuck up, okay?”

 “As you wish.” Taylor winked.

 Something told him that the matter wasn’t closed. Between Taylor and Chris, they’d drive him nuts about the issue. Which, dammit, was totally not an issue, because it was over between him and Daisy! Shit.

 After several interminable minutes, Taylor pulled the Chevelle onto the shoulder behind a couple of squad cars. Laura Eden and the FU hadn’t arrived, so they’d have a few minutes to scope out the scene before the techs gathered evidence and the ME eventually took the body.

 Cautiously, he got out, checking the traffic. Highway 49 might be a gorgeous drive, but it was just about the worst place in the county to work any sort of official call, whether an MVA—motor vehicle accident—or something even worse. People were killed on this curvy stretch of treacherous road all the time, and he had no wish to be the next.

 The man lying in the gulley, however, had definitely not suffered an accident. As the captain had said, he’d apparently died from a bullet that entered through the back of his head and subsequently blew off most of his face. He was lying slumped on his stomach, sort of curled in a bit, as though in death he’d tried to return to the fetal position. His clothes were torn and dirty, and some scrapes were visible on his arms.

 “Jesus,” Taylor muttered as they reached the bottom of the incline. “What a way to go.”

 “At least it was quick,” one of the uniforms offered.

 As they stood studying the corpse, Shane nodded. “Quick and efficient. Maybe professional, maybe not. He was a problem, and somebody erased him.”

 “The job wasn’t done here,” Taylor pointed out, flicking a hand at the ground and surrounding area. “No brains or blood spatter from the kill shot. He mostly bled out before he was dumped from the road.”

 “The killer wasn’t concerned about him being found,” Shane said, glancing up toward the highway. “It was just a matter of time. How was he discovered?”

 One of the uniforms spoke up, flipping through his notepad. “Teenager stopped on the shoulder to fix a flat tire. Got an eyeful of the dead guy when he happened to look over the edge, and then called us. We took his statement and let him go. The kid was really shook up, and I doubt he was anything but an innocent bystander.”

 Shane nodded. “I’ll make contact with him later. Maybe he’ll remember something important.”

 “I’ll get a description of our dead guy out, check missing persons and see if we can make a quick ID on him,” Taylor said.

 They all knew the chances of that were less than fifty percent—nothing was ever that easy. Dental work, DNA, and fingerprints were useless without missing persons to compare them to, and something told him this guy hadn’t exactly been flying above the radar.

 “He looks like a rough character,” Shane mused, studying the body.

 The cop tucked the notepad back into his pocket. “So?”

 “Not all of that dirt is from his trip down into the gulley.” Shane crouched, peering at the dead man. “He’s filthy, he stinks, and those jeans and that T-shirt have seen better days. Holes in the toes of his sneakers. This wasn’t a man who sat behind a desk and shuffled papers.”

 Taylor crouched beside him. “So we’ve got a guy who was down on his luck and kept ruthless acquaintances. Backwoods killing.”

 “Yeah. But the bullet in the back of the head tells a story of a brutal conclusion to business, rather than a crime of passion.”

 “That stench isn’t just from his lack of a bath, either.”

 Shane thought about that. “I agree. Chemical?”

 “That’s my thought. Can’t place it, though.” His friend wrinkled his nose. “It’s kind of sickly sweet. Sort of like marijuana, but not quite. It’s heavier.”

 “Hopefully, Eden will be able to tell us more in a couple of days.” Shane glanced up to see the woman in question picking her way carefully down the steep slope. “Speaking of the devil, here comes his bride.”

 “I heard that, Ford, you asshole.”

 Snickering, Taylor and the two uniformed cops gave Eden their undivided attention. The tall, raven-haired ME wasn’t what Shane would call beautiful, but he had to admit she was striking. Her frame was willowy and it appeared as though a strong wind would blow her away, but he knew she was extremely resilient in both mind and body. Her mannerisms were a bit tomboyish, her jokes as dirty as the most seasoned cop’s, yet she was also brilliant. No-nonsense. Almost all the guys liked her, including Shane. She was one of the most genuine people he’d ever met.

 “Hey, now. You know I was just teasing.” Giving her a wink, he stood.

 “I wasn’t,” she said dryly. Bracing a hand on her hip, she squinted at the body. “Bullet to the occipital lobe? That’ll ruin a guy’s day.”

 Pulling a pair of latex gloves from her coat pocket, she snapped them on. Then she made a slow, careful circuit around the body, stopping to crouch now and then, observing in silence for several long moments. “Young white male, five-ten, approximately one hundred twenty pounds, between twenty-five and thirty years old. Possibly transient, given his appearance.”

 “Right up until he crossed the wrong person,” Taylor muttered.

 The ME nodded in agreement, then pointed without touching. “Abraded palms. Tears, dirt, and grass stains on the knees of his jeans. Those injuries could be from his tumble down the slope, but it’s not likely.”

 “How so?” Taylor asked curiously.

 “Because a person would have to hit the ground like this,” she said, moving into a position on her hands and knees. “You’d instantly put your hands out to protect yourself as you fell—which would be impossible to do if you’re dead.”

 “Meaning our victim was kneeling at some point,” Shane speculated. “Pushed to his hands and knees, maybe, before he was shot?”

 The ME nodded. “That would be my guess. See the entry and exit wounds, the scorching of the flesh at the back of his skull?” Standing, she walked over to Shane. “The angle and the wounds themselves suggest his head was pushed down, and the killer popped him like this.”

 Moving quickly, she assumed the role of the killer, grabbing Shane’s arm and spinning him to face away from her. Giving him a gentle mock shove, she ordered, “On your knees.”

 Shane went along in the role of the victim, dropping down and bracing himself with his hands before pushing to sit up on his heels. His “murderer” placed a finger at the back of his head to simulate the gun’s muzzle.

 “Boom. You’re dead.”

 Shane sighed. “Quick and easy.”

 “But not clean,” Taylor put in. “We’ve got one hell of a murder scene out there somewhere.”

 Shane stood, brushing off his pants. “ID this poor bastard and we might locate it.”

 “I’ll do my best.” Eden turned her attention to the slope, where the forensic team was making their way down, carrying their boxes of supplies.

 “Looks like we’ve done all we can here,” Shane said, clapping Taylor on the shoulder. Then he addressed Eden again. “Call us—”

 “I know, when the toxicology and all the other results come back. Don’t I always?”

 He winked. “You’re the bomb, darlin’.”

 She arched a brow. “I thought I was the devil’s bride?”

 “Nah, just his mistress.”

 She rolled her eyes, remaining unfazed. “Well, you’re still an asshole.” She winked back and gave him a half grin. “Just for the record.”

 Laughing, Shane turned to go. As they trudged upward, Taylor whistled through his teeth.

 “Damn, that’s a fine woman. I love a lady with a brain who’s not afraid to use it.”

 “Isn’t that what you usually say about their tongues?”

 “Ha-ha.” He shot a glare at Shane, which went ignored.

 “Seriously, you say that every time we see her. Why don’t you just grow a pair and ask her out?”

 “What makes you think I haven’t?”

 They reached the top, and Shane studied his friend as they walked to the car. “So did you?”

 “Yeah,” the other man replied with a grimace. “Seems she’s got a thing for someone else. Not that she said that in so many words, but it’s a vibe I got. Found out I might’ve been right.”

 “Shit, that sucks,” he said in sympathy as they climbed in. “Any idea who?”

 “Heard a rumor she’s got it bad for Rainey.”

 Shane blinked at him. “Austin? Since when?”

 “Hell if I know. Just passin’ along what I heard.”

 He thought about that as the car started with a roar and his friend pulled onto the road. “Wonder if the captain has any idea.”

 “Beats me, but I’m not sure it would make a difference if he did,” Taylor said. “That bitchy wife of his has him by the balls. What guy in his right mind would want to complicate his life that way?”

 “He’s miserable, and that’s a divorce just waiting to happen,” Shane pointed out. “This is Eden we’re talking about, and the guy deserves to be happy.”

 “True. And the doc is worth the wait.”

 “Yeah.”

 Shane’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he fished it out, glancing at the display. Brad. A prickle of apprehension followed when he saw his best friend’s name, and he hated that feeling. The shadow of doubt where there used to be nothing but happiness at hearing from the man he’d admired for most of his life. Lately, Brad Cooper had gone from being unpredictable to . . . what, exactly? Posing a danger to himself and others?

 No. Just because Shane had a cop’s suspicious mind didn’t mean his best friend was traveling down the same path as so many other sports celebrities.

 Feeling like a disloyal piece of crap for hesitating with his finger over the button, debating whether or not to let it go to voice mail, Shane answered. “Hey, what’s up?”

 “Shane, my man! You about ready to knock off for the day?”

 He huffed. “I wish. Just caught a new case, and I have a feeling this one is going to be sticky.”

 “Damn. I was hoping you could drive out to the house, kick back with a few cold ones. It is Friday, you know. All work, no play . . .” His friend let the statement dangle as a temptation.

 “I’d love to, but it’s not going to be tonight,” he said with real regret.

 “No problem. Just thought I’d put it out there.”

 But it was a problem, Shane could tell. His guilt doubled at Brad’s voice, the man’s tone edged with a hint of something that ran even deeper than disappointment—though that was probably his imagination. He shoved down the mounting disquiet and tried to sound cheerful. “Tomorrow instead?”

 “Maybe.” Brad paused. “Yeah, that’ll work.” His mood seemed uplifted, just a little.

 Relieved, Shane smiled. “Great. I’ll bring some pretzels and stuff. Will Drew be there?”

 “Yeah, most likely. All he does lately is complain that he doesn’t get to see you because you’re always working.”

 Or his dad either, because you’re always out partying. Playing the big NFL star while the kid rambles around alone in a mansion that’s more like a prison than a real home.

 He squashed the uncharitable thought and focused on how much he was looking forward to seeing his sixteen-year-old godson. “Great. Tell him I’ll bring some of Shea’s homemade snickerdoodles to make up for it.” Shane’s twin sister loved to spoil her husband, Tommy, her brother, and most especially Drew, nearly as much as the teenage bottomless pit loved eating her cookies.

 Brad laughed, sounding more like his old self than he had in some time. “You’ll be instantly forgiven. So, tomorrow, around two?”

 “Wouldn’t miss it.” He’d allowed work to rule his life enough of late. The case could wait for a few hours while he reconnected with two of the most important people in his life.

 Somehow, he’d make the time.

 Shane wanted to be friends? Friends? After what he’d put her through?

 “Have coffee with you?” Tossing her keys onto the coffee table, Daisy stalked through her living room to the master bedroom. With jerky movements, she unholstered her sidearm and unclipped the badge from her belt, then laid them on the dresser. Then she began to strip off the unflattering navy pants and boring white shirt, fuming.

 “Coffee? A beer? Like I’m just another one of the guys after we were . . .” What were they, exactly, besides stupid? “No, I’m the stupid one. Damn you! Bastard!”

 Unable to come up with anything else bad enough to call him, she yanked a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt from a dresser drawer and dragged them on. Next, she freed her hair from the tight confines of the ponytail she’d sported all day and scratched vigorously at her scalp, sighing with relief.

 “I’ll have a beer, but I’ll very much enjoy drinking it alone, you jerk!”

 She would. She had a good job, great friends, and her crazy best friend, Mary Anne, who always had her back, so she certainly didn’t need a man. Especially one with commitment issues.

 In the kitchen, she tossed a frozen pasta dinner in the microwave and grabbed a brown bottle from the fridge. Twisting off the cap, she took a long draw, savoring the bubbly, honeyed flavor of the microbrew. A pricey brand, but worth every penny at the end of a long, frustrating day.

 Padding into the living room, she rolled her shoulders, trying to work out the kinks. To relax some. But unwinding always took a while. Shane was far from being the sole source of stress in her life—working with juveniles was rewarding, but terribly exhausting. As much as she loved kids, never had she dreamed that seeing them in trouble, some of them desperately lost, their futures at risk of complete ruin when their lives should just be beginning, would be so heartbreaking.

 It was her job to protect them, and she didn’t always succeed.

 With a sigh, she grabbed the remote and turned on the television. The drone of the six o’clock news already underway assaulted her ears, and she wondered why she bothered to watch when the stories covered had a short range of bad to worse.

 When did I become so cynical?

 She knew the answer to that question—she just preferred not to face it.

 Disgusted with herself as much as the depressing newscast, she picked up the remote, fully intending to silence the TV, when the camera switched to a live picture of one of the seasoned reporters standing in front of a residential home. A really large one.

 “Chad, I’m sorry to interrupt. We have some breaking news here,” the reporter said in a grim tone. He quickly consulted a sheaf of paper in his gloved hand before continuing, the cold air causing his breath to puff with frost.

 “I’m standing in front of the home of the Tennessee Titans’ longtime star running back, Brad Cooper. Moments ago, the Nashville police confirmed that earlier today Cooper was found dead inside the house by his sixteen-year-old son, Drew. No further details have been released at this time, including the possible cause of death, but I’ll be back with more information as it becomes available. All we know so far is that tragically, NFL star Brad Cooper, much-loved sports hero and native son, is confirmed dead at the age of thirty-seven. Back to you, Chad.”

 “Shocking and sad news indeed,” the anchorman replied as the camera returned to him. His solemn face filled the screen. “We’ll give you more on that story as soon as we can. In other news . . .”

 Flicking off the television, Daisy sat frozen, eyes wide. “Oh, my God. That poor kid. And . . . Shane!”

 Scrambling off the sofa, she hurried to retrieve her purse and keys and dashed out the door. She was down the street before she remembered that she hadn’t grabbed her gun or shield, which she never went anywhere without. But that didn’t matter right now. All that did was getting to Shane, comforting him while he dealt with the blow of losing his mentor. His best friend.

 God, what if he hadn’t yet heard the report? She had to reach him before he saw it on television, as she’d done, or worse, some reporter showed up at his house to get his reaction as fodder for their ratings.

 The drive seemed to take forever, but was in reality just a few minutes. Shane lived in a gorgeous custom home on the Cumberland River, on the edge of Sugarland, that boasted a beautiful view. She was sure the house had to cost a ton of money. Not that it was any of her business, but she couldn’t help but wonder how a cop could afford such a spectacular place. Shane’s twin sister and her husband had built a place next door, and it was rumored they’d inherited the land from their deceased parents. Daisy had never asked if it was true.

 Pulling her car into the drive, she stopped next to the front porch and shut off the ignition. The sun was about to disappear over the horizon, and she could see lights on in the house. She could picture him inside, sipping a cold one as she’d been doing.

 Or maybe grieving the man who’d been his best friend. Alone.

 With a deep breath, she got out, approached, climbed the steps, and knocked. In moments, the door swung open to reveal Shane’s surprised face. He was dressed in loose, holey jeans and a faded Metallica T-shirt, his chest stretching the material nicely. He was tall, long, and lean, with muscles everywhere they should be. His sable-brown hair, a little too long to be regulation, flopped over gray eyes that assessed her with very male interest—despite the fact that he’d broken things off between them.

 She noted all of this in a glance, and his open, questioning look jolted her to reality, because it meant one thing: he didn’t know.

 “Hey,” he said, clearly at a loss. “What are you doing here?”

 The simple inquiry hurt, even though it was a normal thing to ask. “Can I come in?”

 “Sure.” Looking puzzled, he held open the door and waited for her to come inside. After he shut it again, he followed her into the big living room. “What’s wrong? You look like somebody drowned your kittens.”

 His attempt at levity fell flat as she turned to face him. Their gazes held, and the half smile that had been forming on his lips vanished.

 “You haven’t turned on the news.” It wasn’t a question.

 “No, I haven’t. What is it?” He closed the distance between them, brows knitting in concern.

 “Shane . . .” Swallowing hard, she gripped both of his big hands in hers. Very gently, she said, “Honey, it’s about Brad Cooper.”

 He stared at her, uncomprehending. “Brad? What about him? Did he get another speeding ticket? Or did they arrest him this time? Damn, his manager is going to have a fit—”

 “No, that’s not it.” She shook her head.

 Sucking in a breath, he said, “Daisy, you’re scaring me.”

 “They said on the news that Brad is dead,” she whispered. “God, I’m so, so sorry.”

 And as he slowly processed what she’d told him, Daisy watched the man she loved shatter into a million pieces.
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 Dead. Brad was dead?

 “No. That’s just not possible,” he said reasonably, his mind refusing to accept her crazy words. “I spoke to him not even two hours ago and he was fine. He is fine. I’m sure there’s some mistake.”

 “I’m so sorry,” Daisy repeated, her big green eyes filled with sympathy. And a sheen of tears for a man she didn’t really know.

 No one did, save for Shane and Drew.

 “Drew,” he gasped. “Oh, Christ . . .”

 His mind reeled and he gripped the back of the sofa to keep from falling. Ice spread through his veins, the shock of the truth chilling him from head to toe, the blood draining from his face. “What happened?” he rasped.

 “I don’t know.” She laid a hand on his shoulder. “The reporter just stated that he was found by Drew a short time ago in the house. Police aren’t releasing more details right now.”

 “They’ll damned fucking well release them to me.”

 Oh, God. Brad was dead. And Drew had found him.

 Shoving his grief aside, he lurched for his cell phone resting on the kitchen counter. Right where he’d left it before going into the bedroom to change clothes. Grabbing it, he checked the display and his heart sank. Four missed calls. All from Drew.

 Without listening to any of the messages, he called his godson. Waited through several rings before the teen answered.

 “Shane? Where are you?” Drew sobbed.

 “On my way,” he said firmly, jogging to the bedroom to fetch his wallet and keys. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes or less, I promise.”

 “Shane . . . they’re gonna take me into protective custody or something! Please hurry!” His words were barely understandable.

 “No, they absolutely will not. Tell them your legal guardian is on the way, okay? Tell them I have papers. Can you do that?”

 “Yeah. Hurry . . . My dad . . .”

 His heart broke. So did his voice as he said, “I know, buddy. I’m coming. Just hang tight.”

 “Okay.” The kid’s voice sounded small and helpless. Nothing like the normally exuberant, self-assured son of a famous man.

 “See you soon.”

 Hanging up, he stuffed the phone in his front jeans pocket and dashed from the bedroom right past Daisy, down the hallway and into his study. There he ran to a four-drawer file cabinet, jerked it open, and rifled through the hanging files, as Daisy came inside.

 “You have guardianship papers for Drew?”

 The pain in his throat burned so badly, he could barely speak. He had to keep it together. “Yes. Brad had his lawyers set it all down legally, years ago, just in case anything ever—” Breaking off, he closed his eyes to stop the tears from escaping. “Brad’s estranged from his parents and would never trust them with his son, for very good reasons. Drew’s mother died of cancer when he was a baby, and Drew has no one else. Jesus Christ, he’s alone now.”

 “No. He has you,” she said softly.

 “Yeah.” Blinking the moisture away, he finally found the right file and quickly checked the contents. Assured he had the correct papers, he pushed unsteadily to his feet. “Thank you for coming, for being the one to tell me.”

 She shook her head. “No thanks needed.”

 “I have to go—”

 “I know, and I’m driving,” she said in a no-nonsense voice. “You’re in no shape to get behind the wheel, and you might need some backup when you get there.”

 In the depths of her beautiful eyes, he read the words she actually meant—you might need a friend.

 “All right.” Pushing a hand through his hair, he nodded. A wave of gratitude washed through him at the thought of having Daisy at his side, helping him face the impossible. “I might at that.”

 Giving him a meaningful look, she held out her hand. He relinquished his keys without argument and he led her through the kitchen to the large, attached garage where he kept his truck, motorcycle, and a bass boat. Hitting the lock, she walked around and climbed into the driver’s seat of the truck, and he got in the other side.

 As she punched the garage door opener and started the engine, it momentarily crossed his mind how strange it was to ride as a passenger in his own truck. But the feeling was fleeting, drowned in a wash of numbness as shock set in. Grief would come later, he knew. Would hit hard. For now, he was on autopilot, doing what needed to be done, for himself and Drew.

 This wasn’t his first rodeo in this sort of situation. After his parents had been killed, after years of long, hard struggle to get himself and Shea on their feet, he’d never wanted to be in this position again.

 Brad was supposed to be at home, alive and well, taking care of his son.

 God. What happened? Why?

 “The house is in Nashville, right?”

 Daisy’s question brought him back to reality, and he nodded. “On the outskirts, north side. We don’t actually have to go into the city.”

 “Okay, just tell me where to turn.”

 They rode in silence for a few moments before she spoke again. “Do you have a bedroom ready for him?”

 So practical, his Daisy. Again he was grateful for her companionship. “There’s a room he always uses when he stays with me. I guess it’ll be his now.” He stopped to rein in the emotions threatening to tear a jagged hole in his calm. “It needs airing out, the sheets changed, the closet cleaned out for his stuff. . . . Christ, I don’t know if I can do this,” he choked. “What am I going to do with a teenage boy?”

 The warmth of her hand enveloped his, and squeezed. “You’re not alone. I’ll help you get the room ready and get him situated. The rest you’ll learn. You can do this and you will. He’s depending on you.”

 Clutching her hand like a lifeline, he nodded. “Okay.”

 It was far more than he deserved, and selfishly he wasn’t about to turn her down.

 He found himself wishing the drive would never end. That he’d wake up from this nightmare and be glad that none of it was real. But it did end, all too soon, as Daisy pulled the truck to a stop outside the massive iron gates of Brad’s estate.

 Outside it was fully dark, the night broken by the flashing of red and blue lights in the yard beyond the estate’s walls—and by the frenzy of the media on their side of them. An officer was stationed at the gate, and walked over to the driver’s door with an unwelcoming frown as flashbulbs created a strobe effect.

 “No press and no unauthorized access to the premises,” he intoned, waving a hand in motion for them to get lost. “Please turn your vehicle around—”

 “I’m Detective Shane Ford, Sugarland PD, and I’m Drew Cooper’s legal guardian,” he barked, shoving the papers and his shield in the officer’s face. “I’m here to pick up Drew, and I want to see him now.”

 Arching a brow, the officer took the papers and scanned them with his flashlight. After a few seconds, he glanced up, his manner somewhat improved. “Hang on, Detective.” As he turned and walked a few feet away, Shane heard him speak into the microphone clipped to his shirt. “Got a man here, says his name is Detective Shane Ford . . .” His voice faded as he moved off.

 I probably could’ve handled that better, Shane thought, but right now, he didn’t give a shit.

 A couple of long minutes later, the gate began to swing open. The officer walked back to the car and returned the papers and shield, thoroughly scrutinizing Shane and Daisy before saying, “You can go on through. The boy is outside with Officer Anita Daniels.”

 “Thank you.”

 He stepped back and Daisy pulled slowly down the drive, searching for a good place to park that would allow them to leave without being blocked in.

 “I’m going to pull around back,” she said thoughtfully. “That way when we leave, he can crouch down until we’re out and the gawkers won’t know what vehicle he’s in.”

 “Good idea.”

 She found a spot in the driveway in back, and turned the truck around to face the entrance before shutting off the ignition. Glancing out the window, Shane saw Drew standing on the wide back deck with several uniformed cops, including the woman that must’ve been Daniels.

 The boy looked so lost in the sea of activity. So alone. His shoulders were slumped, head down. And then he glanced up and spotted Shane getting out of the truck.

 Drew cried out and bolted straight off the deck, running for Shane as fast as his legs would carry him. Shane met him halfway, caught him, and wrapped the boy tight in his embrace. Drew clung to him and broke down, face buried in Shane’s neck, sobbing his heart out. The kid might be almost as tall as Shane, but right now he was a hurting boy. Despite Shane’s effort to hold back, he couldn’t help the tears that slipped down his face and into Drew’s dark hair.

 “I got home from school, got a snack, and messed around for a while, and—and I wondered where Dad was,” he gasped between sobs. “He d-didn’t come out to ask me about my day l-like he always does.”

 “You don’t have to talk about this now if you don’t want.” But apparently the boy needed to get it out. Shane held him tighter.

 “I walked around the house, calling him, but he didn’t answer. I—I found him on the floor of his study . . . He wasn’t breathing and I tried to help him! I couldn’t— He wouldn’t breathe!”

 “I’m here,” Shane whispered over and over. “I’m here, and it’s going to be okay. I’ve got you.”

 Vaguely, he was aware of Daisy taking the shield and papers from his hand and then speaking softly to someone. He wasn’t sure how long he and Drew stood clinging to each other, but gradually he stepped back, keeping his hands on the boy’s shoulders. Even in the poor lighting, he could see that Drew’s vivid blue eyes were swollen, the boy’s handsome face—so like his father’s—the portrait of devastation.

 “There was nothing you could do,” he told his new charge, and prayed that was true. That, horrible as it might sound, Brad was gone long before the boy got home. “We’re going to get through this together.”

 Drew’s chin trembled and his gaze dropped to the ground. “I don’t know what to do.”

 “You’re coming home with me, all right? I’m going to see about getting inside to pack you a bag, and the rest we’ll worry about later.”

 “O-okay.” He sniffled, looking around in a daze.

 It hadn’t hit Drew yet that he wouldn’t be coming back here to live. That he’d not only lost his dad, but everything familiar to him as well—his home, school, friends, his entire way of life. Shane didn’t look forward to the coming explosion.



OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
{

£

Sworn to Protect
JO DAVIS

ETERNAL - suspense « ROMANCE





OEBPS/image/Art_eternal_logo.jpg
¢4

ETERNAL
ROMANCE





