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PROLOGUE



Mystery Man


I FELT THE covers slide down my body then a hand light on the small of my back. It was so warm it was hot, like the blood that ran through its veins went faster than the blood of any average man.


If this was true, it wouldn’t surprise me.


I opened my eyes and it was dark. It was always dark when he visited me.


I had a moment like every moment I had when he showed. A moment of sanity. A moment where my mind said to close my eyes, open my mouth and tell him to go away.


But if I did, I knew he would. He wouldn’t say a word. As silently as he came, he’d leave.


And he’d never come back.


But this was the right thing to do. The smart thing to do. The sane thing to do.


And I was thinking of doing it. Honest to God, I was. I thought about doing it every time.


Then I felt his weight hit the bed and his body stretching out beside mine. He turned me into him. I opened my mouth to speak. Before I could do the sane thing, his mouth was on mine.


And for the next two hours, I didn’t think at all.


But I felt. I felt a lot.


And all of it was good.


* * *


It was still dark when his shadow moved in the room.


I lay in bed and watched him move. He didn’t make a noise. It was weird. There was a rustle of clothes but other than that, silence.


Even as a shadow, I saw he had masculine grace. Powerful, masculine grace. That was weird too. Just watching my Mystery Man putting on clothes was like watching a badass, macho dance if there was such a thing. Of course, there wasn’t except in my bedroom when he came to visit. No, when he was getting ready to leave.


It was so fascinating I should sell tickets. But if I did, I’d have to share. I probably already shared with half of Denver, all of them getting their own private show. That already messed with my head enough, that and the fact that he came at all. I let him come then he made me come after which he came. Then, often, like tonight, repeat.


He moved to the bed and I watched that too. He bent low. I felt the heat of his hand on my knee, his fingers curling around the back. He lightly kissed my hip, his lips skimming across my skin, making it tingle. Then he slid the covers up my body to my waist, where he dropped them.


I was mostly on my belly but partly on my side. My arm was crooked, hand tucked under my face on the pillow. His body moved in that direction, his fingers slid under my hair, pulling it gently back, and his lips came to my ear.


“Later, babe,” he whispered.


“Later,” I whispered back.


His head moved infinitesimally and his lips skimmed the skin at the back of my ear before his tongue touched there. That made my skin tingle too, so much my whole body shivered.


He pulled the covers up to my shoulder.


Finally, he turned and he was gone.


No noise, not even the door opening and closing. He was just gone. Like he’d never even been there.


Freaking crazy.


I stared at my bedroom door awhile. My body felt warm, sated and tired. My mind did not feel the same.


I turned onto my back and tucked the covers around my naked body. I stared at the ceiling.


I didn’t even know his name.


“God,” I whispered, “I am such a slut.”





CHAPTER ONE



D-e-a-d, Dead


THE NEXT MORNING I was sitting at my computer in my home office.


I should have been working. I had three deadlines over the next two weeks and I’d barely begun the work. I was a freelance editor. I got paid by the hour and if I didn’t work that hour, I didn’t get paid. I had a mouth to feed, my own. I had a body to clothe, a body that liked all sorts of clothes, it craved them, so I had to feed the habit or things could get nasty. I had a cosmopolitan addiction, and cosmos didn’t come cheap. And I had a house I was fixing up. Therefore, I needed to get paid.


Okay, that wasn’t strictly true. I wasn’t fixing up my house. My dad did some of the work. My friend Troy did the rest. So I should say that I had a house I was guilting, begging and emotionally blackmailing others into fixing up.


But still, it needed fixing up, and cabinets and tile didn’t march from Cabinet and Tile Land into my house and say “We want to live with you, Gwendolyn Kidd, affix us to your walls!”


That only happened in my dreams, of which I had many, most of them daydreams.


Like right then, sitting at my computer, one heel on the seat, my chin to my knee, my eyes staring out the window, I was thinking about my Mystery Man, the Great MM. I was daydreaming about changing our first meeting. Being smarter, funnier and more mysterious. Being more alluring and interesting.


I’d hook him instantly with my rapier wit, my flair for conversation, my ability to discuss politics and world events intelligently. I’d tell my humble stories of expansive charity work all wrapped up with enticing looks that promised a lifetime of mind-blowing orgasms, making him declare his undying love for me.


Or at least tell me his name.


Instead, I was drunk when we met, and definitely not any of that.


I heard my doorbell go, a chime then a clunk and I started out of my elaborate daydream, which was beginning to get good.


I got up and walked through my office into the upstairs hall making a mental note, again, to call Troy and see if he’d fix my doorbell for a six-pack and a homemade pizza. This might mean he’d bring his annoying, whiny, constantly bitching new girlfriend though, so I changed my mind and decided to call my dad.


I got to the bottom of my stairs and walked through my living room, ignoring the state of it, which was decorated in Fix-Up Chic. In other words dust rags, paintbrushes, power tools, not-so-power tools, cans and tubes of practically everything, all of it jumbled and covered in a layer of dust. I made it through the area without my hands going to my head, fingers clenching my hair and mouth screaming, which I counted as progress.


I got to the entryway, which was delineated by two narrow walls both fit with gorgeous stained glass.


Two years ago, that stained glass was my undoing.


Two years ago, approximately six months and two weeks prior to meeting my Mystery Man, I’d walked one single step into this ramble and wreck of a house, saw that stained glass, turned to the Realtor and announced, “I’ll take it.”


The Realtor’s face had lit up.


My father, who hadn’t even made it into the house yet, turned his eyes to the heavens. His prayer lasted a long time. His lecture longer.


I still bought the house.


As usual, I should have listened to my dad.


I looked out the narrow side window at the door and saw Darla, my sister’s friend, standing out there.


Shit.


Shit, shit, shit.


I hated Darla and Darla hated me. What the hell was she doing there?


I searched behind her to see if my sister was lurking or perhaps hiding in the shrubbery. I wouldn’t put it past Ginger and Darla to jump me, tie me to the staircase and loot my house. In my darker daydreams, this was how Ginger and Darla spent their days. I was convinced this was not far from the truth. No joke.


Darla’s eyes came to me at the window. Her face scrunched up, making what could be pretty, if she used a less heavy hand with the black eyeliner and her blush, and if her lip liner wasn’t an entirely different shade as her lip gloss, not so pretty.


“I see you!” she shouted.


I sighed.


Then I went to the door because Darla would shout the house down and I liked my neighbors. They didn’t need a biker bitch from hell standing on my doorstep and shouting the house down at ten thirty in the morning.


I opened it but not far and moved to stand between it and the jamb, keeping my hand on the handle.


“Hey, Darla,” I greeted, trying to sound friendly and pretty pleased with my effort.


“Fuck ‘hey,’ is Ginger here?” Darla replied.


See!


Totally spent her days looting.


It took effort but I stopped my eyes from rolling.


“No,” I answered.


“She’s here, you better tell me,” she warned then she looked beyond me and shouted, “Ginger! Bitch, if you’re in there you better come out here, right fuckin’ now!”


“Darla!” I snapped. “Keep your voice down!”


She craned her neck and bounced on her toes, yelling, “Ginger! Ginger, you crazy, stupid bitch! Get your ass out here!”


I shoved out the door, forcing her back and closed it behind me, hissing, “Seriously, Darla, shut up! Ginger isn’t here. Ginger is never here. You know that. So shut up and go.”


“You shut up,” she shot back. “And you get smart. You’re helpin’ her…” She lifted her hand, pointed her finger at me, thumb extended upward and then she crooked her thumb and made a gunshot noise that puffed out her cheeks and made her lips vibrate. I would have taken a moment to reflect on how good she was with verbal sound effects if the serious as shit look in her eye wasn’t scaring the crap out of me.


So, instead of congratulating her on the only real talent I suspected she had, I whispered, “What?”


She dropped her hand, got up on her motorcycle-booted toes so we were eye to eye, and said in a soft, scary voice, “D-e-a-d, dead. You and her, you don’t get smart. You get me?”


Then I asked a stupid question because the question was asked often and there was always only one answer. The answer being yes.


“Is Ginger in some kind of trouble?”


Darla stared at me like I had a screw loose. She lifted her hand, did the gun thing with the sound effect, finger pointed at my head. Then she turned around and walked swiftly down my front steps.


I stood on my front porch staring at her. My mind absently noted that she was wearing a tight tank top, an unzipped, black leather motorcycle jacket, a short, frayed jean skirt, the wearing of which was a crime in several states for a variety of reasons—both fashion and decency—black fishnet stockings and motorcycle boots. It was around forty degrees outside. She didn’t even have on a scarf.


The rest of my head was caught up with my sister and Darla’s sound effect.


Shit. Shit. Shit.


* * *


As I drove, I kept trying to tell myself this was a good plan. Knowing that my first plan, the one where, after Darla left and I went back into my house, I walked directly to the phone and called my father, was the right plan and this plan was garbage.


But my father and his wife, Meredith, had disowned Ginger a while ago. It was approximately ten seconds after they came home from a vacation to Jamaica and lost their happy, island holiday mojo when they saw their daughter. She was on her knees in the living room, her head between the legs of a bare-chested man, his jeans opened, his head lolled on the back of the couch because he was passed out. Ginger was so whacked on whatever she was taking she had no idea her activities were getting her nowhere.


And, incidentally, the living room was a disaster, as was the rest of the house.


As you can probably see from this story, I was loath to bring my father into another situation involving Ginger. Especially since this wasn’t the worst story I had, it was just, for Dad and Meredith, the last. They were currently living a carefree, Ginger-free existence and I didn’t want to rock that boat.


Therefore, I didn’t call Dad.


Instead I thought of Ginger’s boyfriend, Dog. Dog was a member of a biker gang and Dog was as rough as they come. But I’d met Dog. I liked Dog. Dog was funny and he liked my sister. She was different around him. Not a lot, but at least she was palatable.


Okay, so Dog was likely a felon. As ironic as it was, he was a good influence on Ginger and those didn’t come around very often. As in never. Not in twenty-five years. So, since I was getting the hint from Darla, Ginger’s one and only friend, that Ginger’s trouble was a little worse than normal, I needed firstly to do something about it. Secondly, since this was Ginger, call in reinforcements or better yet, lay the problem on their door.


Enter Dog.


I drove to the auto supply store on Broadway and found a spot on the street. Even before I knew Dog, and thus figured out this was probably a front for a biker gang’s nefarious dealings, I knew about this store.


It was called Ride, and I’d shopped there mainly because I could find an excuse for shopping anywhere. But Ride was awesome. It had cool stuff in there. I bought my windshield wiper fluid there. I bought new car mats there last year and they were the bomb, supreme car mats, the best I’d ever had. And when I was in my twenties and going through one of my many phases, in an effort to pimp my ride, I went there and bought a fluffy, pink steering wheel cover and a glittery, pink Playboy Bunny thingie to hang from my rearview mirror.


Everyone knew Ride had a triple-bayed garage in the back but it wasn’t for normal cars and motorcycles. It was for custom-built cars and motorcycles, and it was world famous. They built cars and bikes and they were extremely cool. I’d read an article in 5280 magazine about the place. Movie stars and celebrities bought cars and bikes from there and, from the pictures, I could see why. I wanted one but I didn’t have hundreds of thousands of dollars so that was a bit down on my List of Things I Want, right under a Tiffany’s diamond bracelet, which was directly under a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes.


I got out of my car and walked down the sidewalk to Ride hoping my outfit was okay. I’d put my hair in a girlie ponytail at the top back of my head, I was wearing low-rider jeans, low-heeled boots and my biker jacket. Mine wasn’t like Darla’s. It was a distressed tan leather, had a bit of quilting around the high waist, was lined with short, warm fur and had a six-inch tuft of fluffy fur at the sleeves. I thought it was hot and the deal I got on it was hotter. However, I wasn’t sure about the fluffy fur. I didn’t think bikers were concerned with animal rights. I thought they’d think it was an affront to their brotherhood and they might garrote me.


Welp! Nothing ventured, nothing gained.


I straightened my shoulders, walked into the cavernous store and turned direct to the long counter at the front. It held one cash register even though sometimes the place could get packed. Since I didn’t have his cell, my intention was to ask if someone there knew how I could get hold of Dog. I didn’t expect to see tall, broad, inked-to-the-max, long-blond-haired Dog standing at the other side of the counter. There was one big, rough biker guy on his side of the counter, three on the outside, and all of them turned to me the minute I walked in.


“Hey, Dog,” I called on a smile, walking toward him but stopping dead when his eyes sliced to me.


Uh-oh.


His eyes narrowed and his face didn’t get near to hiding the fact that one look at me made him extremely pissed off.


“Do not shit me,” he growled. I took the nanosecond before I peed my pants to try to remember the moves I’d learned in the one half-hour self-defense class I took.


When I made no response and didn’t move, Dog repeated, “Do not come in here and fuckin’ shit me.”


“I’m not shitting you,” I told him because, well, I wasn’t.


His brows flew up. “That cunt sent you?”


Uh-oh again. Dog was using the c-word. I suspected that the c-word wasn’t worda non grata in Biker Club Land like it was in the rest of the English-speaking world but still, it said a lot.


Before I could speak, Dog did. “She sent you. Jesus, Gwen. You got one warning, woman. Get your head outta your ass, turn that sweet tail a’ yours and get… outta… here.”


Wow. Dog thought I had a sweet tail. He was scaring me but he wasn’t entirely unattractive so I thought that was kind of nice.


I focused on the matter at hand, took a deep breath and walked forward. All of the bikers went on alert or, more accurately, scary biker guy alert, so I stopped moving.


Then I said to Dog, “Ginger didn’t send me.”


“I’m bein’ cool with you, babe, go,” Dog replied.


“No, really, she didn’t. Darla came around this morning and she freaked me out. She did this.” I lifted my hand up and did the gun thing with the sound effect thing and my gun blast was nowhere near as good as hers but I forged ahead. “She seemed serious so I thought I’d check in with you, make sure Ginger is all right.”


“Ginger is not all right,” Dog returned instantly. “Ginger is far from all right.”


I closed my eyes. Then I sighed. I did the sigh thing loudly. I was good at that since my sister made me sigh a lot and I had practice. Then I opened my eyes.


“I take it you two aren’t together anymore,” I surmised.


“No, babe, we are not,” Dog confirmed.


Damn.


“What’d she do now?” I asked.


“You don’t wanna know,” Dog answered.


“Are the police after her?”


“Probably.”


I studied him. Then I asked, “But that’s not why she’s in trouble?”


“Ginger’s got all kinds ’a trouble, babe. But if the cops are after her, that’s the least of her worries.”


“Oh boy,” I whispered.


“That’s about right,” Dog remarked then his eyes shifted over my shoulder.


I was turning to see what he was looking at when I heard a deep, gravelly voice ask, “Who’s this?”


Then I saw him.


I wasn’t into biker dudes but I could seriously make a turn to the Harley side for this guy.


He was tallish. He was broad and ripped and there was no “ish” about either of those. He had a lot of tattoos up his arms and neck that I instantly wanted to examine, up close, to the point of cataloguing them and maybe writing books about them. He had salt-and-pepper hair, mainly pepper, black pepper, and it was long with a bit of wave but not too long or too wavy. Ditto with the pepper in his salt-and-pepper goatee that hung a bit long at his chin in a biker way that was mammoth cool. His cheeks were a couple days’ past needing a shave, which looked good on him too. He had spikes of pale radiating in the tan skin around his blue eyes.


There were only two words to describe all that was him: Biker Yummy.


“Hey,” I whispered, and his eyes went from over my shoulder, looking at Dog, to me and my whole body did a shiver.


Then his blue eyes did a body scan and it shivered again.


They locked on mine and his gravelly voice growled, “Hey.”


Another shiver.


Yowza!


“Tack, she’s cool. She’s with me,” Dog stated. My body did a lurch and I turned to see he was around the counter and heading my way.


“I am?” I asked, and Dog’s gaze pinned me to the spot and said without words, “Shut the fuck up!”


I shut the fuck up and turned back to Biker Hottie.


“Sheila know about her?” Biker Hottie asked.


I turned to look at Dog who was standing next to me. “Sheila?”


“How many bitches you need?” Biker Hottie went on.


“She’s not my woman, brother, she’s a friend. She’s cool,” Dog answered.


“All right. So who is she?” Biker Hottie, otherwise known as Tack, pushed.


“Her name’s Gwen,” Dog answered. Tack looked at me and I froze.


Then I watched his lips move to form my name softly.


“Gwen.”


Another shiver.


I’d always kind of liked my name. I always thought it was pretty. Tack saying it made me freaking love it.


“So who are you, Gwen?” he asked me directly.


“I’m, um… a friend of Dog’s,” I told him.


“We established that, darlin’,” he informed me. “How do you know my boy here?”


“She’s Ginger’s sister,” Dog said quickly. Tack’s entire, powerfully built frame went wired instantly and it was so damned scary, I forgot how to breathe.


“Tell me she’s here to drop the money, brother,” Tack whispered in a voice that was as scary as the way he was holding his body, if not more.


“She and Ginger aren’t tight,” Dog explained. “Like I said, she’s cool. She’s good people.”


“She’s blood of the enemy, Dog,” Tack whispered.


Uh-oh-uh-oh-uh-oh.


I didn’t want to be blood of the enemy, not anyone’s enemy, but especially not this guy’s enemy. He was hot but he was also freaking scary.


Time to sort things out pronto.


I pulled my purse off my shoulder and tugged it open, muttering, “Ginger. A pain in my ass. A pain in my ass since the day she cut off all the hair on my Barbies. She was three. I was too old for Barbies but they were mine. She couldn’t leave them alone? What’s with cutting their hair?” I looked up at Dog and said, “I think that’s what psychos do. We should have known then. She’s three, wielding scissors and causing mayhem and heartbreak.” I kept blabbing as I dug in my purse, found my checkbook and then kept scrounging for a pen declaring, “She was always, always a bad seed.”


I yanked out my checkbook, flipped it open, clicked my pen smartly, put the point to the check and looked at Tack.


“All right, how much does she owe you?” I asked irately, not happy to be bailing Ginger out again, especially when money and angry bikers were involved.


It was at this point I noted that Tack was staring down at me and he wasn’t being scary anymore. He was looking like he wanted to laugh. It was a good look.


I didn’t want to see his good looks, not his expressions or the rest of it all over his face (and hair and tats and body). I wanted to go home, whip up a batch of cookie dough, and eat it. All.


“Well?” I snapped.


“Two million, three hundred and fifty-seven thousand, one hundred and seven dollars,” Tack answered. I felt my jaw go slack and his white flash of a smile surrounded by his dark goatee dazedly hit some recess of my brain. He finished with, “And twelve cents.”


“Oh my God,” I whispered.


Tack was still smiling when he dipped his head to my checkbook. “Think you can get that on one line, Peaches?”


“Oh my God,” I repeated.


“You need mouth-to-mouth?” Tack asked, leaning in. I took a step back, clamped my mouth shut and shook my head. “Shame,” he muttered, leaning back.


“My sister owes you over two million dollars?” I whispered.


“Yep,” Tack replied.


“Over two million dollars?” I repeated, just to confirm.


“Yep,” Tack confirmed.


“You haven’t made an accountancy error?” I asked hopefully.


Tack’s smile got wider and whiter. Then he crossed his big, tattooed arms on his wide, ripped chest and shook his head.


“Perhaps this is foreign currency and you forgot. Pesos, maybe?” I suggested.


“Nope,” Tack returned.


“I don’t have that kind of money.” I told him something I was guessing he already knew.


“Sweet jacket, Peaches, but I was guessin’ that,” he replied.


Well, the good news was, the tufts of fur didn’t turn him off. The bad news was, my sister owed him over two million dollars.


“I think it’ll take me a while to raise that kind of cash,” I explained then finished, “maybe eternity.”


“Don’t got eternity to wait, darlin’,” he responded, still grinning so huge, if he burst out laughing it would not surprise me.


“I figured,” I muttered, clicked my pen, snapped shut my checkbook, shoved both in my purse and lost my mind.


I mean, I had reason to lose my mind and that reason had a name.


Ginger Penelope Kidd.


I looked up at Dog and demanded to know, “Why me? Why? Just innocently being born and seven years later, zap! God curses me with the sister from hell. Is it too much to ask for a sister who giggles with you and trades makeup secrets? Is it too much to ask for a sister who finds a great sale, calls you immediately but peruses the racks to stash great deals she knows would look hot on you, so you’ll get a shot at them before anyone nabs them? Is it too much to ask for a sister who’ll come over and watch the new Hawaii Five-0 with you so you can both perv on Steve McGarrett and wish you had a Camaro? Is it? Is it?” I ended on a shout.


“Gwen, babe, think you should calm down,” Dog muttered, and I could swear I could read on his face that he was wondering if he should knock me out for my own good.


“Calm?” I yelled. “Calm?” I yelled again. “She owes you guys over two million dollars. She cut the hair off my Barbies. She stole the lavalier my grandmother gave me on her deathbed and pawned it to buy pot. She got drunk and stuck her hand down my boyfriend’s pants at Thanksgiving dinner. He was straightlaced, went to church and, after Ginger’s antics… the hand down the pants was only the culmination, he caught her snorting coke in the bathroom too… he thought my family was insane, possibly criminally insane, and he broke up with me a week later. He might have been straightlaced and, looking back, probably boring but at the time I liked him!” Now I was shrieking. “He was my boyfriend!”


“Peaches,” Tack called, and my body swung to him to see he’d moved into my space.


I tipped my head back and snapped, “What?”


His hand came up, fingers curling around my neck, then he dipped his face into mine and whispered, “Baby, calm down.”


I stared close up into his blue eyes and instantly calmed down.


“Okey dokey,” I whispered back.


His eyes smiled.


My body shivered.


With his hand at my neck, I knew he felt it and I knew it more when his fingers curled deeper into my flesh. Something flashed in his eyes that made me shiver someplace he couldn’t see but I could feel. A lot.


Time to go.


“I could probably sell plasma and a kidney but I don’t even think that will get me enough money, so, um, can I just leave my sister to deal with this?” I asked politely, wanting to move from the strength of his hand but scared to do it.


“No one takes a blade to you for Ginger,” he said quietly.


“Okay,” I replied.


“Or at all,” he kept going.


“Um…” I mumbled. “Okay.” I said this because I didn’t want anyone to take a blade to me for Ginger or at all and I didn’t want that in a big way.


His fingers curved deeper into my neck and he pulled me up a bit so I was almost on my toes and his face was closer. Way closer. Too close. Shiver close.


“I don’t think you get what I’m sayin’ to you.” He was still talking quietly. “This Ginger shit heats up, you get on radar, you mention my name, yeah?”


Oh no. This didn’t sound good. This sounded worse than owing a biker gang two million dollars. And I suspected there weren’t a lot of things worse than that but, if there were, Ginger would find them.


“Um… if you’re asking ‘yeah?’ as in ‘Yeah, I get you,’ then no, I don’t get you,” I told him honestly because I was thinking with Tack honesty was the best policy.


“All right, Peaches, what I’m sayin’ is, you get in a situation, you mention my name. That means protection. Now do you get me?”


“Um… kind of,” I answered. “But why would I get in a situation?”


“Your sister has shit where she lived, she’s shit where she didn’t live, she’s shit everywhere. You walked in here and had no clue. Don’t bumble into another situation because others…” he paused, “… they might not find you cute like I do.”


“Okay,” I whispered, liking that he found me cute at the same time regretting my decision not to call my father or, say, get on a plane and fly to France. “If I um… have to use your name… um, what does that mean?”


“It means you owe me.”


Oh boy.


“Owe you what?”


He grinned but didn’t answer.


Oh boy!


“Owe you what?” I repeated.


“I gotta get on my bike and get you out of a situation, we’ll talk about it then.”


“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I assured him and said a short prayer in hopes of making that true.


His grin got bigger.


Then he let me go but slid my purse off my arm and before I could make a peep, he dug into it. I decided to let him have at it. He’d already touched me and I wasn’t certain I wanted that to happen again. I wasn’t certain what my response would be but I was certain that jumping his bones was high up on the list of possibles. I also figured he could best me in a fight for my purse so I was going to let him take what he wanted. My best lip gloss was in that purse but at that point, if he wanted it to give to one of his bitches, I was willing to let it go.


He came out with my cell, flipped it open, his thumb hit buttons, he flipped it closed, dropped it into my purse, then slid it back on my arm.


“You got my number, darlin’. You need it, use it. You don’t need it, you still wanna use it, don’t hesitate. Now, do you get that?”


I hitched my purse further up on my shoulder and nodded. I got that. He thought I was cute.


I fought back another shiver.


“Nice t’meet ya, Gwen,” he said softly.


“Yeah,” I whispered, “later.” Then I turned to see Dog grinning down at me and I said, “Later.”


“Later, babe,” Dog replied in a way that made it sound like he’d actually see me later, which made me have to fight back another shiver.


I turned to the silent biker boys behind me, saw them all smiling, found this scarier than them being scary, lifted a hand and called, “Later.”


I got a bunch of chin lifts and one “Later, darlin’.”


Then I got the hell out of there.





CHAPTER TWO



I Keep Tabs


I DROVE HOME with a lot on my mind.


First and foremost, my sister and why I didn’t disown her like my father and Meredith had. She wasn’t even my full sister. She was my half sister. I’d never found her in my living room giving an unconscious man a blowjob, but she’d done worse to me. Way worse, so, seriously, I should just give it up and let it go.


In a cruel twist of fate, my father married my mother, who was a wild child, then he got married to an angel and they’d created a hell child.


Mom had left when I was three but she came back occasionally, and when she did we had fun. I didn’t remember much but I remembered she was a blast. She wasn’t about rules or discipline; she was about sticky food that made a lot of mess, fun places and good times.


That was until one visit, while she had me for the weekend, she met a guy she liked and she liked him a lot. She took him back to her hotel, gave me a bunch of candy and sent me outside to sit and wait for her to call me back in.


The manager of the hotel saw me sitting out on a bench, swinging my legs, eating candy, daydreaming and doing it for ages, so he called the police. By the time they came I’d wandered off because I was bored, and the police found me. I told the policeman my phone number that Dad made me memorize and they called. Then Dad came to get me. He had a rip-roarin’ with Mom at the hotel while her one-day stand kept shouting at them to keep it down, he was trying to sleep, and I never saw Mom again. Ever.


I missed her for a while but I didn’t know her very well and, anyway, at that time Meredith was already in our lives.


Meredith was awesome. She was the coolest stepmom ever. She was sweet and funny and she loved my dad like loads. She also kept homemade cookies in the cookie jar all the time and for a kid, a girl who was being raised by a man who was all man, that meant she was practically perfect.


She and Dad got married and I was the flower girl but not like normal flower girls. She walked down the aisle with one hand through the crook of her father’s arm, one hand clutching mine. She made her special day our special day. She was making a public statement that she was walking down the aisle not only to take a man in marriage but to build a family. I was six and I never forgot how special she made me feel, never, not to this day.


But that was Meredith. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it and it wouldn’t be the last.


Then she and Dad had Ginger who was my mom times about five million.


This was the cruel twist of fate. For Dad, Meredith and me.


The second thing I was thinking about was all things Tack. What he said, the way he looked and how he made me feel.


I was already regularly sleeping with a man whose name I didn’t know. A man I met at a restaurant just under a year and a half ago, took him to my home, slept with him and had the best sex in the history of womanhood. Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on when I looked at it, he kept coming back for more, proving again and again that that first time wasn’t a fluke but a sneak preview of better things to come.


I didn’t even give him a key. How he got in was as much a mystery as his name. But he did. He didn’t come every night. Sometimes it was once a week. Sometimes twice. Sometimes he’d skip a week. Once he’d been gone for three, which freaked me out and then it freaked me out that it freaked me out.


But he always came back. Always.


With Mystery Man in my life I didn’t need the trouble that Tack had written on him. Okay, so he thought I was cute and another bonus was that I knew his name and he knew mine (which, Mystery Man, by the way, did not know). But my sister owed him over two million dollars and he was scary.


He also said I could get onto “others’ ” radar and get into “situations.” I didn’t want to be on anyone’s radar, and I made enough situations for myself, being half my mother’s daughter. I didn’t need Ginger dragging me into her situations.


And lastly, I was thinking about my Mystery Man. The days after he visited I always did. I always wondered what was with me that I didn’t tell him to go. Now I was wondering, when I had what could possibly be the world’s greatest lover visiting me in the dead of night, how I’d move on to someone else. I’d had three dates and no lovers since I met the Great MM. None of them came close to what little I had with MM and therefore none of them got to the second date or second base. Yes, the Great MM was that good of a kisser.


He was totally screwing up my life.


No. No, that wasn’t true. I was screwing up my life.


This was what I was thinking after I parked my car in my drive, walked up to my house studying my boots, slid the key into the lock and opened my door.


However, even if I’d been paying attention, I wouldn’t have been prepared for what happened next.


Once I cleared it, the door slammed, hard and loud. Then a hand in my chest slammed me into the door, again hard and loud. Then a man was in my space, his body deep in mine, pressing me into the door. I looked up into a pair of somewhat familiar black eyes.


I’d only seen those eyes once in light. He didn’t turn on the lights when he visited me at night.


God, I forgot how beautiful he was. Even in my daydreams he wasn’t that beautiful.


“What are you doing here?” I whispered.


“Are you fuckin’ insane?” he barked in my face.


I blinked at his surprising tone and angry question. Then I asked, “What?”


“Struttin’ into Ride like you did. Jesus, are you insane?”


I blinked again. Firstly, because I was confused. How did he know I went to Ride?


Secondly, I was more confused. What was he doing here during the day?


Thirdly, I was even more confused because his unbelievably handsome face showed clearly he was extremely pissed off.


“Um…”


“Answer me, babe,” he demanded.


Yikes. He was scarier than Tack, Dog and the entire biker gang all rolled into one.


“Gwen, I said answer me.” His deep voice was beginning to rumble.


But I blinked again.


“You know my name?”


He stared down at me.


Then he stepped back and ran his hand over his short-cropped black hair at the same time he shook his head but not even for a second did he unpin me from his ferocious scowl.


“Jesus, babe, you’re a piece of work.”


“What?” I whispered.


He planted his hands on his hips and leaned back into my face. “Yeah, Gwen, I know your name. Gwendolyn Piper Kidd. Thirty-three years old. Self-employed, freelance editor. You pay your taxes on time, your mortgage on time and your bills on time. Married once for two years to a man who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and who has since married three other women and is currently engaged in his fourth divorce. Your father is Baxter Kidd, ex-Army, current construction foreman, married to Meredith Kidd, executive secretary to a hotshot divorce attorney who, incidentally, pulled your shit outta that mess you got into with that asshole. You hang with Camille Antoine who works dispatch for Denver PD and Tracy Richmond who works everywhere, mostly retail. You string along Troy Loughlin, who’d kill to get in your pants but you have no clue and he has no balls. Your sister is the definition of loser. You spend too much on clothes. When you go out, you show too much skin. And the only man you’ve fucked for a year and a half is me.”


For the second time that day, my jaw was slack.


Then I closed my mouth only for it to fall open again.


Then I closed it only to open it to speak. “How do you know so much about me?”


“Sweet Pea, I know who I fuck,” he shot back, and I felt my body move like he’d struck me. That’s exactly what his words felt like, a blow. He didn’t see it, or, more accurately, he disregarded it and went on. “Now tell me, what the fuck were you thinkin’ walkin’ into Ride like that?”


“I needed to talk to Dog,” I explained because I couldn’t get out any of the other ten thousand and fifty things I wanted to say.


“You needed to talk to Dog,” he repeated.


“Yes,” I replied.


“Babe, you were coasting under radar, now you’re lit up like a fuckin’ beacon.”


“What does that mean?” I asked.


“It means you’re fucked,” he answered.


Belatedly, I was getting angry.


“Okay”—I moved an inch from the door, straightening my shoulders—“now what does that mean?”


“I think you get that your sister is a piece of trash,” he informed me.


It was safe to say Ginger was a piece of trash. It was also safe to say my dad, Meredith or I could call her that. Even Tack and Dog, who she owed over two million dollars, could get away with calling her that.


The person who could not was the man standing in front of me, a man I knew intimately but this was the first time I’d seen his face by the light of day. And one I was discovering was a big, fat jerk!


“Do not call Ginger a piece of trash,” I warned.


His eyebrows flew up and it sucked because he was so goddamned handsome, all that brown skin, those black eyes, that strong jaw, that thick, short black hair, his beautifully chiseled features and equally beautifully chiseled physique. All of it hinted at Hispanic or maybe Italian and all of it freaking, unbelievably amazing. But the worst for me, right then, was that he could be even more drop-dead beautiful with his eyebrows raised in disbelief like he thought I was an idiot.


“You’re sayin’ you don’t know your sister’s trash?” he asked.


“No, I’m saying you can’t call her trash. I can call her trash but you can’t.”


He scowled at me some more and then muttered, “Fuck me.”


“I think we’re done here,” I announced, and started to move to open the door. But I suddenly found myself pinned against it again by his big, hard, sculpted, exceptionally warm body with both his hands at either side of my neck. His thumbs were at my jaw forcing me to look up at him.


“Oh no, Sweet Pea, we’re not done,” he whispered in a scary voice. I fought my mouth dropping open again because he was back to freaking me out more than a half dozen members of a biker gang. I succeeded in this endeavor mainly because his thumbs were there.


“Step back,” I demanded, and was pretty pleased my voice didn’t tremble.


He ignored me and didn’t move. Instead, he said, “Your sister has bought herself a load of shit, then she bought herself more. She’s pissed off some serious people. The best end to this scenario is she turns up dead. I know there’s no love lost between you two and I know it still sucks for you to hear that, but that doesn’t make it any less true.”


“Step back,” I repeated.


He continued to ignore me. “The best thing you could have done when Darla showed on your doorstep was close the door, close your mind to that shit and go back to work. You didn’t. You strutted your ass into Ride, got Tack’s attention and, trust me, babe, you do not want Tack’s attention. And doin’ that, you made yourself visible to a lot of people you do not want to know you exist. That’s done. Now, your sister’s problems do not exist for you. Your sister does not exist for you. You keep your head down, be smart and keep yourself out of trouble. Which means you stick to what you know, who you know and where you know. You do not move out of regularly scheduled programming. You get me?”


“How do you know Darla was here?”


His brows shot together, making him now look scary and scarily impatient.


“Clue in, Sweet Pea, I keep tabs.”


“You keep tabs?”


“You’re mine so I keep tabs.”


I felt my own eyebrows shoot together. “I’m yours?”


“Babe, I’m fuckin’ you, aren’t I?”


This was without question. I didn’t see his face but that didn’t mean he didn’t talk. He was seriously bossy in bed and I’d know that deep voice anywhere.


“Okay,” I started, “perhaps at this juncture we should discuss our relationship.”


“Clue in again, Gwen, the reason our relationship is the way it is, is so I don’t ever have to waste my fuckin’ time doin’ stupid-ass shit like discussing it.”


Oh boy. Now I was getting really angry.


“I think you should step back and then I think you should go,” I told him.


“And I think you should confirm you get me then I’ll go.”


“Fine, I get you, now… go,” I snapped back.


He didn’t move and his black eyes didn’t unlock from mine.


Therefore, I called, “Hello? I get you. Now go.”


Suddenly, his eyes warmed and his thumbs moved from under my jaw to slide over its edges.


Then he noted softly, “You’re pissed.”


Was he for real?


“Uh… yeah,” I verified.


“Don’t be pissed,” he ordered.


No, seriously, he couldn’t be for real.


“You can’t tell me not to be pissed.”


“Babe, you think I don’t have better things to do than be here?” he asked.


Oh my God.


Did people’s heads actually explode? Because at that moment I was pretty certain mine was about to.


“Then maybe you should be on your way,” I invited, my voice sharp.


“The point is, I’m here.”


“Well, I hate to break this to you, but you’ve made other visits I’ve enjoyed a whole lot more.”


That was when he grinned and when he did, that was when my heart stopped beating.


Never, not once, not even that first night, did I see him smile. If he was beautiful normally, his face smiling knocked my freaking socks off.


Lordy be, the man had two dimples.


Two.


“Do you not get why I’m pissed?” he asked gently through his smile.


“No, I don’t, and there’s never a good excuse for being a jerk so, again, please, if you’re so busy, allow me to stop wasting your time and just go.”


“You fucked up today, Gwen,” he told me.


“I think you’ve made that clear, baby,” I shot back.


For some reason the warmth in his eyes deepened at the same time he whispered his warning. “Don’t call me baby when you’re pissed, Sweet Pea.”


“Don’t call me Sweet Pea at all, baby,” I retorted.


“You call me baby when I’m fucking you,” he stated, and I didn’t know if this was a demand or a recall. It was probably both.


“Well, don’t hold your breath for that to happen again.”


The warmth in his eyes got deeper, hotter and his thumbs stroked my jaw again. I tried to pull my face away but his hands tightened and I stopped.


“You shouldn’t make a threat you can’t carry out,” he advised, still talking gently.


“How many times do I have to tell you to go?” I asked.


He ignored me and declared, “I end things.”


Seriously, he was not for real.


“It’s good to experience change in life, refreshing, keeps your senses sharp,” I informed him.


“Don’t push that shit, Gwendolyn,” he warned. “You won’t like the consequences.”


“What’s your name?” I asked on a dare.


He called my dare and raised me. “You call me baby.”


“What’s your name?” I repeated.


“Sometimes honey,” he continued.


“What… is… your name?” I demanded.


“But I prefer baby.”


I rolled my eyes to the ceiling and snapped, “God!” at the same time I stomped my foot, realized my hands were at his waist and I pushed back.


He didn’t budge.


My eyes rolled back to him. I instantly noted my mistake when I found one of his hands had disappeared and his mouth was at my neck. His lips at the skin behind my ear and then I felt his tongue there.


Without my permission, my body did a top-to-toe tremble.


His face came out of my neck, it got in mine, his hand returned to my jaw and he whispered, “Yeah.”


Then he pulled me away from the door and like a freak of nature, one second he was there, the next he was gone.


I stared at the closed door then moved to the window and checked. I was right. He was gone.


Then I turned my back to the door and stared into my messy living room.


And I was thinking I was pretty sure he felt the tremble.





CHAPTER THREE



The Day of Epiphany


MY HOUSE WAS an old farmhouse that once graced fields but now was situated in a neighborhood of much newer houses. That was to say built in the last fifty years, on the close outskirts of Denver.


Once you made it through the narrow walls with kickass stained glass in the entryway, my house had a living room that ran the length of the front. To the right behind sliding inset glass doors was a dining room or den, but it was nothing now. Empty space. To the left, a swinging doorway into a big kitchen. Upstairs were three bedrooms, one somewhat small so I made that into my office, and a mammoth bathroom.


My father had not let me move in until he and his buddy Rick had installed a new bathroom. He said this was because the bathtub was imminently going to fall through the floor. I thought he was being dramatic because he hated my house and still does. Even so, why I thought this I really did not know because my father was not a dramatic person. Therefore, I shouldn’t have been surprised when they started working on the bathroom and the tub proceeded to crash through the floor.


So Dad redid my bathroom, after, of course, he rebuilt the floor. Now it was gorgeous with a claw-footed tub, pedestal sink, heated towel racks, the lot. He also redid the wood plank floors in my bedroom and the office and re-skimmed the walls in both rooms. Meredith and I painted my bedroom, and she made me killer roman blinds to go in the windows of my bedroom and office. My friend Tracy and I painted my office. I proceeded to the fun phase of renovation—decoration—while Dad moved onto the kitchen, which he worked on with Troy. The completion of this took five months because they both got sidetracked with other things like their own lives and the faucet in my half-bath downstairs not turning off and the roof leaking and the light switch in my bedroom not working and the furnace going out. Stuff like that.


But now the kitchen was fantastic, cabinets painted a buttery cream. A big, battered, rectangular farm table in the middle with six chairs. Butcher block countertops. Fabulous appliances that Dad sourced for me on the cheap through his construction network and because they were damaged but in places you couldn’t see. I’d decorated it in countrified charm with a whimsical twist. I wasn’t country, not by a long shot, but the kitchen was an old farmhouse kitchen so it demanded country and there were times I could be whimsical.


So after MM left, I went to my kitchen, made chocolate chip cookie batter, took the bowl, a spoon and a cup of coffee to the table and grabbed my phone.


Then I sat with one foot on the floor, one heel to the chair, and stared at it.


I should call Camille. Camille was a straight talker. She was smart. She was worldly and she had her head together. Camille was living with Leo, who was a cop, and they’d been together for five years. It was a good relationship, loving but challenging, because both Leo and Camille had attitude. But if they ever broke up it would be like Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell breaking up—that was to say proof that the world would soon be coming to an end.


Camille, however, knew all about MM and she thought I was part nuts, part crazy letting him come to me in the middle of the night and not knowing his name. She had advised repeatedly that during the very next visit I should firstly kick him in the gonads and secondly call the cops.


Hmm.


I could also call Tracy. Tracy was a romantic. Tracy was not a straight talker. Tracy would rather endure torture than say anything that would make you uncomfortable or hurt your feelings. Tracy had three boyfriends and they were all jerks but she kept them around because she didn’t have it in her to break up with them even though they were jerks. Before getting bored and moving on, which Tracy did frequently, she put up with a lot of shit because my sweet Tracy didn’t have a backbone.


Tracy also loved the idea of MM. She was convinced one day he was going to reach out, turn on the light, frame my face with his hands, and tell me the sun rose and set for him through me. Then promptly marry me in a fairy-tale wedding and thereafter treat me like a princess to the end of my days. Even after all this time she was totally convinced this was going to happen and she never faltered in that belief. MM’s most recent visit would probably make her dance in delight. She would never see it for what it was: jerky, intrusive and supremely annoying.


I couldn’t call Troy because after what MM said about him, I was freaked out about Troy. Troy had always been just Troy. Troy had been around before Camille and Tracy. Troy had been around before I met Scott Leighton, when I met Scott Leighton, when I married Scott Leighton and when Scott Leighton broke my heart. Troy was a friend, and the thought that he wanted to get in my pants freaked me out almost more than everything else that happened that day.


I stared at my phone and spooned up some dough.


Then I shoved the dough in my mouth, dropped the spoon, picked up the phone and made the first smart decision I’d made since MM’s hand hit the small of my back the night before.


I dialed, swallowed and put the phone to my ear.


“What’s up, girl?” Camille answered.


“The Great MM visited last night.”


Silence. No, total silence.


Then, “Girl…”


Then nothing.


“He also came back today. He was here when I got back from doing something and he left just about twenty minutes ago.”


More silence, this even more total like all the noise in the world was being sucked into a vacuum.


“Cam?” I called into the void.


“He left just twenty minutes ago?” she asked.


“Yep,” I answered.


“He was there in the light of day?” she asked.


“Yep,” I answered.


“And his skin didn’t catch fire or anything?” she asked.


“Nope,” I answered through a smile.


“What happened?”


It was then I broke the whole thing down for her from last night through Darla. Through Dog and Tack. Through the Great MM’s surprise visit, loving chat and gentle explanation of the boundaries of our relationship.


When I finished, she muttered, “Shit.”


“Shit what?” I asked.


“Girl, I know about Kane Allen, aka Tack, head honcho of the Chaos MC. And I know you do not wanna go there. Rumor is he’s spent his term tryin’ to clean up the club, with some success, but clean for those boys does not have the same definition as it does for the rest of the population. They call themselves Chaos for a reason, and these boys are not like other boys. These boys do not have the civilized filter other people do. They do not only not exist in a world of law and order, they exist in a world of survival where there is only instinct. They’re animals, Gwen. No freakin’ joke.”


Oh boy.


“Well, I didn’t exactly make a date with him,” I reminded her.


“And don’t, ever. You enter that world, there is no comin’ home. You get me?”


Yikes.


“He was scary, Cam, I’m not going there,” I assured her.


“God, I hope not,” she said in a way that meant she didn’t believe me. Then again, I’d met her in the middle of my divorce mess so she knew all about Scott, who was hot but who was a complete dick. And she also knew about MM, who was also hot, way hotter than Scott, and was proving to be of the Scott bent, namely a jerk.


“I’ll talk to Leo, see what I can get about your sister,” Cam went on. “The one thing I can say about MM is that he gave you good advice. You need to lay low. Ginger is Ginger, and she’s been headin’ down a path that’s leadin’ her to big trouble and seems she found it.”


I listened to her take a big breath and I knew what that big breath meant. She had something to say she knew I wouldn’t like. Camille was a straight talker but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a kind soul. She did. The kindest there was. Therefore when she continued, she did it gently.


“I know she’s your sister, girl, but Ginger Kidd, she doesn’t care who she brings down with her and she’ll throw up anyone as a shield to protect her skinny white ass. She’s in trouble and she gets a hint that she can use you, however she could use you, she’s gonna do it, babe. No hesitation.”


This was definitely true.


“I am, as of this moment, officially disowning her,” I declared.


“Finally,” Cam muttered.


“Call me after you talk to Leo,” I told her.


“Gwen?” she called.


“Yeah, babe,” I replied.


“I’m also gonna talk to him about MM.”


Oh no. Hell no. Dad and Meredith didn’t know about MM. Troy didn’t know about MM. And Leonard “Leo” Freeman didn’t know about MM. The only people who knew about MM were Camille and Tracy, and I’d sworn them to secrecy.


This said a lot about me and how I felt about MM, namely that I was ashamed of what I was doing and also why I was doing it. It more than hinted at desperate and slut, two things no girl should be. Ever. I loved Dad, Meredith, Troy and Leo. I did not want these people to think I was a desperate slut.


“Gwen—” Cam started.


“No, Cam, no. Do not talk to Leo about the Great MM,” I stated firmly.


“Okay, girl, listen to me,” she stated firmly back. “This guy can walk through doors. This guy has the means to investigate you and keep tabs. I know that now so now I know this guy has got to be on the grid and if he’s on the grid, Leo can get a lock on him.”


“Maybe so but I don’t want Leo to get a lock on him.”


“Why?” she asked, beginning to sound impatient. “He investigated you.”


“That may be so too but as of today I am officially disowning my sister and officially ending my screwed-up nonrelationship with the Great Mystery Man. It’s over. Totally over.”


Again, silence.


Then, “Seriously?”


“Seriously, Cam!” I cried. “I told you how he spoke to me. I told you what he said about our relationship. He investigated me. He knows everything about me. He says only he gets to end things. He wouldn’t tell me his name. That situation was totally whacked before in a way I didn’t think it could get more whacked and now that it has, wake-up call. It’s over.”


Again silence, then, “I hope so, girl. I said it before and I’ll say it again. There are hot guys out there who are not motherfucking assholes. They do not use you to get off. There are men out there who know how to treat a woman right and you’re gonna find one, babe, but the only way you can do that is to scrape off the one who doesn’t treat you right.”


There it was, Camille Antoine, straight talker. And Camille Antoine, smart girl who had her head screwed on right.


“Well, today has been the day of epiphany. Ginger and the Great MM are history,” I declared grandly.


“Hallelujah,” Cam replied.


Ten minutes later, we hung up. After that, I sat at my table, spooned up dough, ate it and stared at my phone, hoping that I could follow through with my grand statement.


Then I picked up the phone and called Tracy.





CHAPTER FOUR



Baseball Bat or Crowbar


I HEARD THE crash and jerked awake. Instant adrenaline pumping through my body making my skin and fingers tingle.


Someone was in my house.


I listened and heard not a sound but I knew. I knew.


The Great MM didn’t make noise. Even if I moved something or work was being done on the house, he avoided it and moved silently like he could see any obstacles in the dark.


He did not make a crash. He’d never make a crash.


I turned to reach to the phone and wished I had a weapon. Even a baseball bat. Something that would make me feel less powerless. Less alone. I was happy for the company of an inanimate object if it could inflict injury.


I grabbed the phone and dialed 911.


“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”


“My name is Gwendolyn Kidd,” I whispered. “I live at 332 Vine and someone has broken into my house. They’re here, in the house. Send someone. I’m hanging up now and don’t call back. This is not a prank.”


I beeped off the phone, dropped it on the bed and rolled the other way, in the direction of my snow globe. I loved that snow globe. It was a Rosina Wachtmeister snow globe with a happy kitty in it, little flowers dancing around the base. If you turned it over and shook it, glitter danced around the kitty.


And, if I used it to clock someone on the head, they might not be able to rape me.


I snatched it up and ran on tiptoes to the opposite wall where I pressed my shoulder against it and stared at the door.


My heart was beating so fast I could hear it in my ears, my entire body was alive and I could feel every inch of it. I was terrified out of my ever-lovin’ mind.


Someone was out there. I couldn’t hear them but I could sense them.


Then I heard them, footfalls in the hall.


Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod.


I tried to remember what the response time was supposed to be for cops. Seven minutes popped into my head even though I didn’t know if that was the right number or the wrong number.


I didn’t have seven minutes. He was close.


I silently inched up the wall toward my door staring at it. It was mostly closed. I’d started doing this in an effort to hear when the Great MM arrived. I didn’t close it all the way. I left it open an inch. It wasn’t a noisy door but it did have a creak.


The Great MM never made it creak.


The first thing I saw was the flashlight, not bright, an LED. Then I saw a shadowed hand, a man’s hand, fingers out, fingertips touching my door. Slowly the hand pushed it open.


I stopped breathing. I didn’t want him to hear me breathing. If I damaged my Wachtmeister snow globe bonking him on the head with it I wanted to make it count.


I lifted the snow globe and the door kept opening.


Then I heard sirens.


Thank you, God.


The hand stilled then it disappeared. The footfalls were faster and I heard them hit the stairs, thudding down.


Then I heard nothing.


Then I turned my back to the wall, slid down and cradled my happy kitty snow globe.


* * *


I was sitting in my kitchen staring into my living room.


I had both heels to the seat of my chair, my cheek pressed to one of my knees, my arms tight around my calves and my nightgown wrapped around my legs.


I was pretty pleased I’d worn my kickass, mocha-colored, soft-knit, short bat-sleeved caftan to bed. Caftans weren’t known to be hot but this one was, mainly because it was uber-clingy in all the right places. This caftan rocked and it was the chosen nightwear for when you suddenly found your home filled with macho cops.


This was what I was staring at. The fact that my home was filled with macho cops. They were moving around in my living room looking at stuff while dipping spoons into the bowl of chocolate chip cookie dough that I unearthed from the fridge for them.


My window by the door was smashed, something I didn’t hear, a lamp in the living room that was under a dust cover was also smashed. That’s what I heard.


Other than that, no damage, and the officer who took me through the house was told by me, an authority on the subject, that nothing was missing.


But they didn’t take my statement. Two officers became four, four became six and now there were eight. They told me I had to wait until the detective arrived.


I was not hip on police procedure and I couldn’t say I wasn’t grateful (considering the fact that I was super, double, extra, way freaked out) that they seemed to be taking this seriously by sending a large cadre of officers to stand guard in my living room eating cookie batter and a full-blown detective to talk to me. However, nothing was stolen and although my caller headed straight to the bedroom, and I doubted he was after my Wachtmeister snow globe, it seemed a garden-variety break-in that the uniformed officers could cover.


So I figured something was up and I figured that something was named Ginger Kidd.


Suddenly there seemed something interesting happening in the living room, someone had arrived, and five seconds later, there he was.


I stared at him.


Seriously, was this a cosmic joke?


In my doorway stood a man, a tall man, and there was nothing “ish” about how tall he was. He was just plain tall. He also had dark brown hair, dark brown eyes and a square jaw. His hair was thick. It curled a little around his neck and the collar of his leather jacket. His eyes were soulful. His jaw was strong. He was wearing a chocolate brown turtleneck under his dark brown leather jacket, jeans, a great belt and boots. A badge hung on that great belt. I had no doubt he was on the cover of the Men of the Denver Police Department calendar and I was going out first thing tomorrow to buy one.


Why was this happening? Why? What did I do? Not even a day and I’d been in the presence of three hot guys, all three I couldn’t have. One was scary and was the head honcho of a possibly felonious but definitely antisocial motorcycle club, so he was out. One was scary and mysterious and a jerk, so he was out. And this one was not scary, he was gorgeous. He was also the detective assigned to my case, which meant he was probably not allowed to fraternize with a victim, namely me, and therefore he was out.


I didn’t lift my cheek from my knee and he didn’t tear his eyes from me as he walked into the kitchen. He grabbed a chair, twisted it around to face me, not too close, not too far away, and sat down. With his eyes still on me, he leaned forward, elbows to knees.


“Gwendolyn Kidd?” he asked in a nice, smooth, deep voice.


I nodded against my knee.


“I’m Detective Mitch Lawson.”


Detective Mitch Lawson. Yowza. Great name.


I kept my cheek to my knee when I told him quietly, “That’s the perfect name for a cop.”


His brows went up slightly. This was not what he was expecting. He was probably expecting a “Hi,” or a “Thank you for coming” or a “God, you’re hot.”


“It is?” he asked.


“Mitch,” I whispered. “Strong, the last three consonants, that is, but not in a harsh way, in a soft way. And when you’re with someone you care about and you’re close and they say something you can’t hear, you don’t say, ‘What?’ you say, ‘Mm?’ real soft. Put that and the last together, soft and strong, things a cop needs to be… Mitch.”


He stared at me.


I kept babbling. “And Lawson, goes without saying, Law… son. Son of the law.” I pulled in a breath through my nose and then whispered, “Perfect.”


He stared at me some more.


Then he said, “Gwendolyn sounds like a song.”


Uh… nice.


I so totally loved my name.


“A short one,” I replied.


“But a pretty one,” he returned.


Uh… nice.


I smiled at him and Detective Mitch Lawson smiled back at me.


Yowza!


Then suddenly his neck twisted so he could look over his shoulder, his torso went straight and he stood, still looking behind him.


My eyes went there and I kept my cheek to my knee even as my heart skipped a beat.


The Great MM was standing there.


He wasn’t in a fabulous chocolate brown turtleneck, leather jacket and jeans. He was wearing what he was wearing earlier, a skin-tight, navy, long-sleeved t-shirt that delineated every carved muscle in his chest, shoulders and arms, Army green cargo pants and boots. He was also wearing an unhappy expression and his eyes were locked on Detective Mitch Lawson.


Then his eyes moved to me and about a nanosecond later he moved to me, all masculine grace, a big cat on the prowl, fascinating.


My eyes moved with him but my cheek didn’t leave my knee as he got close then bent over me, lifting his hand. I didn’t know what to expect so I braced until I felt his fingers at my temple. They trailed lightly along my hairline, down behind my ear. I closed my eyes as he slid the hair off my neck. Then his warm hand curled there.


I heard him ask softly, “You okay, baby?”


Baby?


My eyes opened and slid to see him bent close to my face.


“Fine,” I told him.


“You don’t look fine,” he noted.


“Well, I am,” I returned.


“Then why are you curled into a protective ball?” he asked.


This was a good question.


I shrugged.


“Heard she was yours,” Lawson noted.


MM straightened and turned to him. I was so surprised at this comment, for a variety of reasons, that my head came up so I could put my chin to the space between my knees.


“She’s mine,” MM confirmed decisively.


“I’m not his,” I denied, probably not decisively.


Lawson was looking at MM but when I spoke his eyes cut to me. He stared at me what seemed intently for a few beats then one side of his mouth twitched and he looked to the floor a second before he looked back at me.


“I need to ask you a few questions,” he said quietly. “You up for that?”


MM moved to my side, right to my side, in a way where his lower side pressed down my upper side and his hand slid around to the back of my neck.


“Ask,” he ordered shortly, answering for me. Lawson looked at him then sat again.


I lifted my chin from my knees but MM’s hand on my neck didn’t move. His position seemed to be possessive, an indication to Lawson he was claiming me. But that hand… that hand seemed to be supportive, an indication he was worried about my state of mind and, furthermore, he cared.


Now, what did I do with that?


I focused on Lawson, not MM, and saw he was leaning forward on his knees again.


“Tell me what happened,” he said gently.


I sucked in breath. Then I said, “I heard a crash, it woke me up and I knew. I knew like you know when you have a bad dream and you jerk awake and your body is all tingly and you just know. You know someone is in the room to hack you up and you can’t get rid of that feeling, you know what I mean?” I paused and he nodded. “I knew like that someone was in my house but I knew it was for real.”


He nodded again and I kept talking.


“So, I called 911 but not before I thought I needed a baseball bat. But, while I was waiting for you, I decided I didn’t want a baseball bat, I want a crowbar. A baseball bat has more surface area so the force of the blow would be disbursed. A crowbar would work better. What do you think?”


MM’s fingers tightened on my neck but Lawson, clearly not following my ramblings, asked, “What do I think?”


“Baseball bat or crowbar? Which one would you want if you were in a scary situation?”


He paused a second, his eyes holding mine, before he answered softly, “Gwendolyn, I own a gun.”


Jeez. Of course. He owned a gun. He could shoot a bad guy. He didn’t need a baseball bat.


A gun would be handy but I wasn’t sure I was ready for a gun.


“Oh yeah,” I whispered, “right.”


He smiled a small smile and prompted, “So you called 911…”


“Yes, then I grabbed my snow globe because that was all I had,” I told him, and his brows drew together.


“The one in the living room?”


I had carried my happy kitty down when I went to greet the police. The officer who took me on a tour of my house eventually had to pry it from my hands and set it aside.


“The one in the living room,” I answered.


“It’s normally on Gwen’s nightstand,” MM added. Lawson’s eyes lifted to him even though he didn’t move his head but I twisted my neck to look up at him.


There it was. Proof. He could totally see in the dark.


“You noticed that?” I asked, and MM’s black eyes tipped down to me as his fingers gave my neck another squeeze.


“Don’t miss much, babe.”


Hmm. I suspected as much but, even so, I didn’t think this was good news.


“Unh-hunh,” I muttered.


“Gwendolyn,” Lawson called, and I looked back at him. “What happened after you grabbed the snow globe?”


“I walked to the wall and pressed against it, stared at the door and waited. I saw the flashlight first then I saw the hand pushing open my door really slowly.” I stopped because MM’s fingers tightened. This wasn’t a squeeze. This was something else, and his fingers didn’t loosen. I had to admit even though I didn’t want to that the strong pressure felt good. “He got it open a foot, maybe more, and then there were sirens and he took off. I heard him running down the stairs.”


“Him?” Lawson asked.


“It was a man’s hand,” I told him. “White, um… Caucasian.” I used television show cop speak.


“A man’s hand,” Lawson repeated.


“Um… yeah,” I confirmed.


“You’re sure it was a man’s hand?” Lawson asked, and I locked eyes with him.


Then I said softly, “It wasn’t Ginger.”


Another squeeze of the fingers from MM but this time they relaxed.


Lawson sat back and studied me.


“Your sister?” he asked.


“I know she’s in trouble. Bad trouble. And I know that’s why you’re here and eight uniform cops are here for what is normally not likely a priority, all-hands-on-deck call.”


I heard a noise come from MM that sounded like a manly, amused, deep but short chuckle. I looked up at him to see he was grinning. No teeth but he was grinning enough that both dimples had popped out.


When I looked back at Lawson, he had a small, one-sided smile thing going.


“We try to do our best,” he muttered.


“Well, I appreciate it.” I smiled back. “And I hate to disappoint you, but Ginger Kidd was not in the vicinity tonight or, if she was, she heard the sirens and took off. Even when she was a kid, she didn’t like cops. I always loved cops, went right up and talked to them, made friends. She ran a mile. We should have known.”


“She did that?” Lawson asked, looking amused.


“Often, first time she was six.”


His face changed as realization dawned and he stated, “You’re not joking.”


I shook my head. “Nope.”


“That was likely a good sign of future trouble,” Lawson remarked.


“Don’t get her started on her Barbies,” MM put in. My body jerked and my head shot back to look at him.


Uh… what? What, what, what? How did he know about the Barbies?


My eyes narrowed on him.


“Do you know about your sister’s troubles?” Lawson asked, and I tore my eyes away from MM and looked at him.


“No, except I know she owes the Chaos Motorcycle Club a lot of money and that would be a lot, a lot, but they already know I can’t help them out with that because I’m not tight with my sister. They also know I also don’t have that kind of money to give to them in order to get her fat out of the fryer.”


“They do?”


“I had a chat with Tack today. He’s aware that the Kidd cupboards are bare or at least I don’t have two plus million stashed somewhere.”


“You had a chat with Tack today,” Lawson repeated, and something about him had changed and not in a good way. He looked pissed.


“Um… yeah,” I answered.


Lawson’s eyes flicked to MM then back to me. “You don’t know anything else about what’s happening with your sister?”


“No, except that there’s more but I don’t know what it is. And I don’t want to know. I officially disowned her today. Therefore, officially, she is no longer my sister.”


This garnered another squeeze from MM, but Lawson was watching me.


“So you wouldn’t have any idea who might come visit you tonight?” Lawson went on.


I shook my head. “No idea. All I know is, they didn’t take anything and they came right to my bedroom. Make of that what you will.”


Lawson stared at me. Then he did it some more. Then his jaw got tight. Then a muscle jumped in his cheek, his gaze lifted to MM, he took in a breath and shook his head. Then his eyes locked with mine.


He leaned deeper toward me and said softly, “I’m gonna tell you what I make of this. What I make of it, Gwendolyn, is if my woman had a sister who I knew was in some serious shit, she would not be havin’ a chat with Kane Allen, she would not be sleepin’ alone, and therefore she would not ever have to worry about whether she needs a baseball bat or crowbar because she’d be in bed beside me.”


Oh.


Wow.


MM’s hand left my neck.


Uh-oh.


“Did I just hear you?” MM asked in his scary voice.


Uh-oh!


Lawson’s eyes lifted again and again he did it without moving his head. “You just heard me.”


Uh-oh!


“Um…” I started to take my heels off the chair when MM spoke.


“My boys clocked him on his second drive round to case Gwen’s house. No one was close enough to get to her fast so we called it in to you boys three minutes before he even hit her sidewalk. You had units in the vicinity so he was in the house for less than two minutes before they arrived. Gwen was never in any danger.”


What?


“It’s luck we had units in the vicinity,” Lawson returned as he stood.


“Bullshit, Lawson. Your boys have been cruisin’ the neighborhood for two weeks, hopin’ Ginger would make a visit,” MM fired back.


“This area is hot but we don’t sit on her house, Hawk,” Lawson retorted.


Hawk?


I looked up at MM.


“Hawk?” I asked.


He ignored me as he was too busy scowling at Lawson. “Your boys were five minutes out, my boys eight. One way or another, she was covered.”


His boys?


“She had to arm herself with a snow globe,” Lawson reminded him.


I stood and looked up again at MM.


“Hawk?” I repeated.


“She was covered,” MM repeated.


“Yeah, but she didn’t know that,” Lawson returned.


“Hawk?” I shouted, and MM’s eyes dropped to me.


“Babe. What?” he clipped.


Oh my God. His name was Hawk.


Who had a name like Hawk?


I opened my mouth to confirm that his name was indeed Hawk then instantly remembered Lawson was there. I didn’t want him to know I didn’t know MM’s (or Hawk’s) name so I snapped my mouth closed right when I heard my father’s voice.


“Where’s my daughter?”


Yay! Saved by my dad.


I leaned in front of my no longer so mysterious Mystery Man Hawk and looked around Lawson to see my dad and Meredith coming through the opened kitchen door.


I’d called them when I’d seen my window busted out. I didn’t want to but I did for two reasons. One, they’d find out eventually and sooner was always better than later when it came to Dad and Meredith. I’d learned that the hard way. And two, I needed a place to sleep because I sure as heck wasn’t sleeping here and I knew I was too freaked out to drive myself but further, Dad would lecture me if he knew I drove freaked out. I’d also learned the hard way to avoid giving Dad (too many) opportunities to lecture me. He was good at it because with two daughters, and those daughters being Ginger and me, he had lots of practice.
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