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CHAPTER ONE



Never to Be His


“TALK TO ME.”


Chace Keaton was whispering to no one, sitting alone in the very early morning February cold of Harker’s Wood.


The place where his wife was shot to death.


Harker’s Wood was an unusual spread of trees in the Colorado Mountains. Unusual because it wasn’t simply conifer and aspen. For some reason that was likely akin to the reasons Old Man Harker did all the crazy shit he did, he had cleared that space seventy years ago and planted hundreds of shoots of twenty different varieties of trees. Trees that shouldn’t take root in the Colorado Mountains. Trees that, by some miracle, not only took root but grew tall and remained strong.


It was late night. The snow was thick and deep. It was freezing cold. There were a few clouds but the full moon shone bright through the trees, gilding them silver.


Chace didn’t see the trees or the moon. He didn’t feel the cold seeping through his jeans that were resting on the snow-covered log which his ass was on.


He saw nothing.


He heard nothing.


He waited for the wood to talk.


It wasn’t talking.


He’d been up there countless times since Misty was shot there. Her death was purposefully not investigated by strict, detailed police protocol.


Not by the Carnal Police Department.


Not then.


Not when it was infested.


Now it was no longer infested.


But that didn’t mean Chace didn’t come up there alone, without a tail, and instigate his own detailed examination of the area.


He found nothing.


And the wood never talked to him. Not back then. Not now.


Misty’s blood had long since washed away or mingled with the dirt. Now that dirt was covered in snow.


But Chace saw in his mind’s eye the footprints.


And, Christ, the knee prints.


Two sets. A man’s, a woman’s. Both of them walking up the well-tended trail to the wood. Only the man’s walking back.


Misty was wearing high heels. She always wore high heels. Chace liked women in heels. That said, the ones his wife wore made her look like a whore.


He’d noted several times in the footprints that marked her enforced walk, after being beaten badly, probably at gunpoint, definitely scared out of her mind, where she’d stumbled. Other times where she’d fallen.


But he’d done her on her knees.


Chace closed his eyes.


Very few people knew that they’d found semen on her chin and in her stomach. He knew because he was a cop in that town and her husband.


And he knew that before she was shot to death, she’d been forced to her knees in order to give her killer a blowjob.


The bile rushed up his throat, and in the months since his wife had been beaten, violated and murdered, that had happened countless times too.


Kiss me, Chace.


Her voice came at him in a memory, brutalizing his brain as it had every day, so many fucking times a day, he couldn’t count.


Her last words to him.


She’d been begging.


Kiss me, Chace.


He hadn’t kissed her. They’d been married for years, and except the kiss he had to give her at their wedding, he hadn’t kissed her once.


Not once.


Instead, he’d felt his lip curl, something he didn’t hide from her, and he’d walked away.


As he swallowed the bile down, his eyes flew open when he heard someone approaching.


Then he heard a stumble and a female hiss the bizarre word, “Frak.”


He came to his feet silently, instantly alert, and his gaze swung to the trail where the noise was coming from. His hand went to the gun in the holster clipped to the side of his belt. It was his service weapon. He wasn’t on duty but he always wore it. His mountain town of Carnal, Colorado, might have recently emerged out from under a small-town tyrant’s thumb but that didn’t mean it was safe.


He blinked when she came into view, her head down, the top of her hair covered in a knit cap the color he couldn’t tell in the moonlight. Her eyes were to her feet as she stomped through the snow to get to the clearing.


As if sensing him, her head shot up and when she saw him, she stopped so abruptly, her body rocked.


Chace stared at her.


He knew her.


Jesus fucking Christ. What the fuck?


He said not one word. It was fucking two in the fucking morning in the freezing cold in the middle of nowhere that just happened to be the scene of an ugly, bloody murder. And she was there. He didn’t know what to say because he didn’t know whether to be pissed or seriously fucking pissed.


She said not one word either. Then again, she was known for being quiet and not just because it was an occupational hazard, seeing as she was the town’s librarian.


Surprisingly, she broke their stare but she did it mumbling, “Uh…”


At that sound, Chace decided to be seriously fucking pissed.


“What the fuck?” he asked.


“Um… uh, Detective Keaton,” she replied, then said not another word but her eyes were locked to him. Her long, sleek hair flowing out from under her cap was a midnight shadow against her light, puffy vest and the scarf wound around her neck. Her face was pale in the moonlight.


And, fuck him, he liked her voice. He’d heard it before, not often but he’d heard it. And he’d liked it the other times too. Quiet, melodious, like a fucking song.


Yeah, he liked it. A fuck of a lot.


Just not right then even if it was the first time she’d uttered his name. Or one of his names. The name he’d prefer she say was his first and he’d like to hear her say it when she was on her back, her rounded body under his, his cock inside her and he’d just made her come.


Something he’d never have.


This reminded him he was seriously fucking pissed.


So he repeated, “What the fuck?”


“I… uh—”


“Spit it out, Miz Goodknight. What the fuck are you doin’ in Harker’s Wood at the scene of a murder at two in the fucking morning?”


“Well, uh…” Her head tipped to the side and her eyes remained on him. “What are you doing here?”


“My wife was murdered here,” he replied instantly, tersely and with obvious anger and immediately wished he didn’t. This was because he watched her face flinch at the same time she took a step back.


It took her a moment to call it up but she did. She straightened her spine and whispered, “I’m sorry,” he watched her swallow, “I’m so sorry about Misty, Detective Keaton.”


“No one’s sorry about Misty,” he returned.


For some reason he was unable to stop himself from being an asshole, and he watched as she scrunched her nose, another flinch. This one cute.


Really cute.


Fuck him.


But he was right. No one in town was sorry his wife was dead. Not even, if he dug down deep, Chace. He wouldn’t have wanted that for her, not that. Not even if they just filled her with holes rather than beating her and debasing her before they did it.


That didn’t mean he didn’t want her way the fuck out of his life. In another state. Fuck, in another fucking country.


He did want that.


He’d even prayed for it, that was how much he wanted it.


And now she was very, very much out of his life.


“That isn’t true.” Her whispered words came at him and he focused on her again. “I mean, you know, she wasn’t, uh… Miss Popularity, but what was done to her—”


Chace cut her off, “Let’s get to why you’re here, Miz Goodknight.”


He saw her moon-shadowed teeth bite her bottom lip and she looked around. He’d been a cop for a while. Because of this, he knew she was buying time to come up with a plausible lie.


So he prompted impatiently, “Miz Goodknight.”


She looked back at him and said in her quiet, appealing voice, “Faye.”


“What?”


He heard her clear her throat and she said, louder this time, “Faye. My name is Faye.”


“I know that,” he informed her, his tone no less short, maybe even more so.


“Well, you can, uh… you know, call me that,” she invited.


“Great,” he bit off. “Now you wanna answer my question?”


“No, actually, uh… not really,” she replied, and Chace stared.


He did this because he was surprised.


She was pretty, fuck, unbelievably pretty. Thick, straight, long, dark auburn hair with natural red highlights. Hair that shined so much it fucking gleamed. A body she didn’t show off by any stretch of the imagination but that didn’t mean a man couldn’t see she had curves in all the right places and hers were attractively ample. She wasn’t tall, she wasn’t short. Tall enough she could wear heels and he’d still have to bend his neck to take her mouth. And she had a pretty mouth with full lips that were so pink it looked like they would taste like bubblegum. She also had high, rounded, extraordinary cheekbones that gave testimony to a fact everyone in town knew, she had Native American blood in her ancestry.


And her eyes. Clear light blue. Absolute. Not gray blue. Blue. He’d never seen a blue so perfect, so pure, so beautiful and sure as fuck not the color of someone’s eyes.


But she was quiet. She was shy. It wasn’t like she was a hermit or invisible. She went to work. She had lunch at the diner. She went to the grocery store, post office, the Italian place, La-La Land for her coffees. She had friends. She had a huge-ass family and she was close to them.


But everyone knew she lived in a book. She didn’t date. She didn’t go to Bubba’s bar and tie one on. Chace saw her in La-La Land drinking a coffee and eating one of Shambles’s cakes, her nose in a book or her hand wrapped around one of those eReaders. Chace saw her at the diner, same pose. Christ, more than once in his years in that town, he’d seen her wandering down a grocery store aisle, walking out of the post office, out of the library, her head bent, eyes trained to a book.


Him catching her for whatever reason she was in Harker’s Wood at two in the morning, he would not expect she’d have the courage to do anything but answer his questions. Maybe haltingly. But she’d do it.


He would never expect she’d refuse.


“I’m afraid that answer’s unacceptable, Miz Goodknight,” he informed her.


“Faye,” she corrected quietly.


“Whatever the fuck,” he clipped. “Now, again, what are you doing here?”


For several long moments she studied him before she took half a step toward him but stopped abruptly and asked softly, “Do you come here a lot?”


“Not sure that’s your business,” he answered.


“But you are sure it’s your business to know why I come here?” she returned, not testy or sharp, just careful.


“It’s a crime scene, Miz Goodknight.”


“Faye.”


He leaned in and bit out a curt, “Faye,” and again wished he didn’t because her nose scrunched again. Another flinch. The cute kind. He buried his reaction to learning that the town’s pretty, curvy, probably virgin librarian, who he once marked as the woman he wanted to make his before his life turned to shit, could be cute. Then he pressed on, “This is a crime scene.”


“The tape’s down,” she reminded him. “It’s been down months.”


“It’s still a crime scene.”


She took another step and again her spine went straight. “Mr. Harker gave this wood to the town of Carnal ten years ago, Detective Keaton. It’s a park. Public property. I have every right to be here.”


There it was. The backbone again, and even having seen it before, he was still surprised.


“Town ordinance states all parks close to the public at ten o’clock unless they’re a campsite,” Chace shot back and through the moonlight, he watched her press her lips together.


Then she unpressed them and whispered, “Oh.”


And that one syllable was melodious and cute too, fuck him.


She went on, “I didn’t know that.”


“Now you do.”


“Maybe I should be leaving,” she suggested.


“No maybe about it, Miz Goodknight,” he returned.


“Faye,” she whispered, her eyes locked to his.


Chace didn’t reply.


Faye Goodknight didn’t leave.


Instead, she took two more steps toward him before she stopped only three feet away.


When she did, she asked softly, “Are you okay?”


He should have lied and said yes. Or maybe not answered and reminded her she was leaving.


He didn’t do either of these.


“Miz Goodknight, it’s two in the morning and I’m in the cold in the wood where my wife was murdered. Do you think I’m okay?”


Instantly, still soft, she replied, “No.”


He remembered himself then he reminded her, “You were leaving.”


She didn’t leave. She took another step forward, tipped her ear toward her shoulder but jutted her face slightly toward him and peered up at him, examining his features.


This, too, was cute.


While he was dealing with that, her soft voice came at him. “Did you love her?”


“You know the answer to that,” he returned immediately, and she did. Everyone did. Chace Keaton made it abundantly clear how he felt about his wife and not only just to his wife.


She righted her head on her shoulders and advised, “Maybe you should talk to someone about, uh… what you’re feeling.”


“You volunteering for that?” Chace asked, and his tone was cutting.


She didn’t even blink before she offered, “If you like.”


“No offense, Faye, but the person I pick to lay the fucked-up shit in my head on is not gonna be a woman who breathes and eats and works but lives in a fantasy world. You can’t handle your own life, which is a good life, far’s I can see, without escaping. No fuckin’ way you can handle the shit I got in my head.”


It was an asshole remark but it worked. Her shoulders slumped slightly and she took a step back.


“I’m just trying to be nice,” she pointed out the obvious.


“What would be nice is if you’d haul your ass back up the trail and leave me be.”


She didn’t move. Not for long moments.


Then she leaned slightly into him and said gently, “I don’t think you should be left be. I think you’re dealing with something heavy, you’re obviously doing it alone.” She threw a mitten-covered hand out to indicate the area. “You need to unload it, Chace.”


Christ.


Fuck.


Christ.


That voice, quiet, gentle, so fucking sweet saying his name, her eyes soft on him.


Fuck.


Better than he could have imagined.


Better than he ever could have dreamed.


And not his.


Never to be his.


Which meant finally hearing her say his name was torture.


“All right,” he started, “I’ve been trying to be nice—”


Her head jerked and she cut him off, her tone surprised, and again, Christ, fucking cute, “You have?”


“Yeah,” he fired back. “I have and you’ll know I have when I say, Miz Goodknight, I do not want your concern. I don’t want your listening ear. I don’t want your company. What I want is for you to walk your fat ass up the trail and leave me the fuck alone.”


He watched her body lock and her pale face in the moonlight become even paler.


This lasted less than half a second before she turned on her boot and ran from the clearing. She did it so fast, he could see the midnight shadow of her long hair streaming behind her even after she’d left the clearing and hit the trail.


Chace Keaton’s eyes didn’t leave the trail for a long while after she’d disappeared.


Kiss me, Chace.


He heard it in his head and he closed his eyes.


You need to unload it, Chace.


That time he heard Faye and his eyes shot open.


Just what he did not need.


Another demon.


“Fuck,” he growled, his eyes moving through the clearing, seeing nothing, hearing nothing.


Nothing there.


It wasn’t talking.


Fuck.


As he had, night after night, Chace Keaton strode through the clearing to the trail and went home.


* * *


Two days later…


“Would it kill you to come to dinner?”


Chace watched over the counter as Shambles made his coffee. He felt the muscle jump in his cheek as he held the phone to his ear thinking, yes. It would kill him to go to dinner at his mother and father’s house.


Or, more to the point, it would drive him to murder if he had to breathe his father’s air.


“Ma,” he said into the phone, “like I told you, I’m busy.”


“But I thought you said they were hiring new officers and things were getting back to normal,” she replied.


“They are but it isn’t normal. Things are busy. Very busy. When they cleaned house, we lost practically everyone. Those new officers have to be trained and after what went down and the time it lasted, the citizens of Carnal aren’t gonna adjust in a few months to a force they can trust. They got a problem, they still call each other rather than the police department. Then, when that goes south, and it usually goes south, we have to clean up the mess. No way I could make dinner this week.”


“How about next week?” she pushed as Shambles poured frothed milk from the little stainless steel pitcher into his drink.


“How about the weekend after next, I come to Aspen and take you out to dinner?” Chace suggested.


Her voice was disappointed when she replied, “But you know your father always goes to that golf tournament in Florida the third weekend in February.”


He absolutely did.


He also absolutely knew his father was not attending a golf tournament in Florida but doing something else that could, conceivably, require sporting equipment but its uses were not something his mother could comprehend.


Unfortunately, Chace could. He just tried not to.


Shambles turned, smiling at him and shoving the white lid on top of his coffee.


Chace jerked up his chin to Shambles but said into his phone, “Is Dad’s attendance required at our dinner?”


“Chace, you never see your father,” she replied quietly.


“And, Ma, you know that’s by design,” Chace returned just as quietly, pulling out his wallet, flipping it open and yanking out a bill. He handed it to Shambles, Shambles set his coffee on the counter and turned to the cash register as Chace kept talking. “Now, are we on the weekend after next?”


She ignored his question and whispered, “I wish you two would heal this breach.”


That was not going to happen.


Ever.


And this was because he and his father did not have a breach that could heal. It used to be just a breach, years ago when Chace just wanted out of the house that he grew up in and out from under his father’s thumb.


Now it was not a breach. It was a chasm he sure as fuck wasn’t going to cross and if his father tried, Chace would shoot him.


“Ma—”


“I’m worried about you, what with Misty gone. I mean, who’s taking care of you?”


His mother didn’t know this, she wasn’t Misty’s biggest fan either, though she tried to hide it just as Chace tried to hide from his mother the fact that he hated his wife, but Misty never took care of him.


She tried that for a while, after she finally figured out that he was not going to fall head over heels in love with her because she was great at giving head. This was mainly since he wouldn’t allow her to touch him and didn’t sleep in the same bed with her.


Once she realized that her usual tricks were not going to win his heart, she’d branched out. And her branching out came in the form of her trying to be a good wife. She was a decent housekeeper, a decent cook. All this went to shit when he eventually refused to eat her food, left the house more often than not before she got out of bed, came home late and never commented on her loving care or how she kept their home. Finally, she started to get nervous and fucked everything up.


He’d been hard on her and, at the time, felt she’d deserved it. She had trapped him into marriage after having whacked, sick-fuck sex with his father, doing this while conspiring with a dirty cop to tape it. Then she’d blackmailed his dad and forced Chace into servitude not only to his father and his cronies, all of whom were under a local man’s thumb, but also to a crew of dirty cops that were so dirty, they were made of pure filth.


Yeah, he thought she deserved that.


Now she was dead and how she got dead, he had that and his treatment of her for their very long, very unhappy, five-year marriage living as demons in his head too.


“I’m thirty-five, Ma. I can take care of myself,” he told his mother while accepting change from Shambles and tossing a dollar in the tip bowl.


“But I worry about you.” She was back to whispering, this time sad and concerned and, because he loved his mother, it killed.


He knew she worried. He was an only child. She could have no more. She was lucky to have him and she felt that acutely. She was also flighty, sensitive and nervous by nature. Therefore, she’d smothered him growing up, terrified the very air had it out for him.


Her tactics for raising her son clashed violently with her husband’s.


Valerie Keaton was all about protection, love and care.


Trane Keaton was all about making his son a man.


This was not conducive to a loving, secure, understanding, supportive home.


Therefore, as he’d promised himself starting at around age eight, the minute Chace could get out, he did. He worked at it, hard, and he got it.


And he never went back.


“Don’t worry,” he assured her quietly. “I’m fine. Just busy.” He replaced his wallet, grabbed his drink and gave Shambles another chin lift. He got one of the undeniably talented but definitely a full-blown hippie proprietor of the coffee shop’s goofy grins in return and went on, “Though, I’d be better, my mother let me take her out to dinner the weekend after next.”


He turned to the door just as it opened, the bell over it ringing and, her eyes to her eReader, Faye Goodknight wandered in.


Fuck.


Chace stopped dead.


“Okay, Chace, honey, I’d like that,” his mother said in his ear.


“Good,” he muttered into the phone.


At his voice sounding, Faye’s head came up, her eyes hit him, she stopped moving and she gave it to him. The expression he couldn’t fully see in the moonlight but he definitely saw in the daylight in La-La Land Coffee.


Her eyes instantly turned pained, her face paled, her full, pink lips parted.


And taking in that pain etched into her features hurt like a bitch.


She was wearing a wool overcoat, the design of it somehow cinched it at her tiny waist, which had the effect of throwing her curves into visible relief. It had a shawl collar around the neck and the coat was cream, its color highlighting the dark auburn of her hair. A light blue knit cap was pulled down to her ears, and, with the color of the coat, this accentuated her hair, displaying far more prominently an alluring feature that couldn’t be missed. She had on dark brown leather low-heeled boots, and he knew she was wearing a dress or skirt under that coat because that was what she normally wore but also because all he could see on her legs up to the hem of her coat were the boots.


Her makeup, as he noted it normally was, was subtle. There simply to highlight her natural prettiness, not falsify it.


Her wounded, crystal blue eyes were wide.


“Do you want me to make a reservation at Reynaldo’s?” his mother asked.


“Yeah, Ma,” he answered. “That’d be good. Now I gotta go.”


This time, hearing his voice sound took Faye out of her freeze and she didn’t hesitate to turn right around and hurry out the door.


“But, Chace—” his mother began.


Instinctively and definitely stupidly, Chace moved swiftly to the door. “Something just came up, Ma. Really, gotta go.”


He heard his mother sigh then, “Okay, honey. See you weekend after next.”


“Weekend after next. Love you, Ma, ’bye.”


He heard her good-bye but vaguely. He was out the door and moving quickly down the sidewalk behind a quickly moving Faye Goodknight.


And he had no idea why.


Except he still felt the pain of seeing the hurt he’d given her stamped in her features, and he had to do something about it.


He closed on her and called, “Miz Goodknight.”


She hastened her step.


Chace went faster.


“Miz Goodknight.”


She started run-walking.


His long strides no match for her, Chace easily caught up to her, wrapped his fingers around her bicep and halted her, turning her to him at the same time he turned his body into her and said softly, “Faye.”


Her beautiful, injured eyes lifted to him, wounding him as sure as if she’d shoved a knife in his gut.


But her shoulders straightened. She was calling up the backbone.


“Good morning, Detective Keaton,” she greeted, voice not cold but her usual quiet and now, unlike that night in Harker’s Wood, definitely distant.


He kept his hand on her as he murmured distractedly, “Chace.”


He said no more mostly because he had no fucking clue what to say.


She didn’t speak.


This carried on awhile.


Then she spoke. “As you’re detaining me,” she slightly moved the arm he was holding, likely to point out he was still holding it and she didn’t want that, “is there something I can help you with?”


“Yeah, actually,” he replied, “I’d like to apologize for the other night.”


“Apology accepted,” she stated instantly. Then, again slightly shifting her arm in his hold, making her point that she wanted him to let her go, she finished, “Now you have a nice day.”


He didn’t let her go.


He also didn’t know why he did it, he just did. And what he did was use his hand on her arm to pull her closer until they were inches apart.


That got him much the same look she gave him at La-La Land Coffee but without the pain. Her pretty pink lips parted, her beautiful blue eyes got wide and her flawless pale skin got paler.


Without the pain and with only inches between them, that look was fucking spectacular.


He also noticed she wasn’t breathing.


Therefore, he bent his head toward hers and whispered, “Breathe, Faye.”


Her breath left her in a soft whoosh.


That was cute, the look on her face still magnificent, the effect of both together with her proximity was just plain hot.


Jesus.


Making matters worse, she smelled good.


No, not good.


Fucking amazing.


Christ, he wanted to kiss her. Ached to do it.


“Is there more?” she whispered, and he blinked, his eyes shifting from their attention to her mouth to hers.


“You were right,” he whispered back. “I’m workin’ through some shit.”


“I can imagine,” she replied, swinging her body back a few inches, coolness washing through her features. No, not cold. Again distant.


“Doesn’t make it okay to be a dick,” he carried on.


“This is true,” she agreed.


“What I said was not nice and it was not acceptable.”


“I think I got that you felt that way when you apologized, Detective Keaton.”


He pulled her back the inches she’d shifted away at the same time he curled his body closer to hers, locked his eyes with her blue ones and whispered, “Chace.”


He watched her swallow, the coolness left her features, a flash of nervousness and uncertainty went through her eyes, but she didn’t reply.


“I’d really like to know, Faye, that you accept my apology,” he told her quietly.


“I already said I did.” Her sweet, quiet voice came back at him instantly.


“Right, then what I’d like to know is that you mean it.”


She held his eyes and he not only sensed but saw her breath escalating.


Cute and hot.


Fuck him.


Fuck him.


Then she whispered, “I mean it.”


“You mean it what?” Chace returned immediately, going for it. Shit, even so much as needing it.


Her head gave a slight jerk as she blinked and that was also unbelievably cute.


“I mean it what um… what?” she whispered.


He pulled her closer using her arm at the same time he lifted his other hand with the coffee cup, touched it to her waist and whispered back, “You mean it, Chace.”


Then, Christ, Christ, he watched the tip of her pink tongue move out to wet the fullness of her bottom lip. Her little, even white teeth sunk into that lip, and that was off-the-charts cute and so fucking hot, he felt it in his dick.


She let her lip go and she whispered, “I mean it, Chace.”


He felt that in his dick too.


Jesus, what the fuck was he doing?


Abruptly, he let her go and stepped away. He regretted it immediately for she wasn’t ready for it and visibly teetered without his hold on her, his body close. She steadied herself but he didn’t like to see her teeter. However, he did like the knowledge that she was as absorbed in him as he was in her.


That didn’t mean he shouldn’t shut it down. He should.


And he did.


“Thank you, Faye,” he said, his voice more formal. Not cold. Like hers, distant.


She blinked.


Then she pulled in breath.


Then she said, strangely, “Lexie.”


“What?” he asked.


“Lexie,” she repeated, leaned in almost the instant she leaned right back and then she squared her shoulders again and said in a firmer tone, “I bet Lexie Walker would be a good listener and I know she likes you. I’ve seen you two have lunch together at the diner and you make her laugh. I mean, everyone makes Lexie laugh. She’s a laugher. But you do too. You should talk to her. She’d help.”


And without another word, she turned and moved quickly down the sidewalk.


Everything that was Chace Keaton urged him to follow her. To ask her to dinner. To get to know her. To find the right time to taste her mouth. To find the right time to taste her body. To take the time to teach her how to pleasure his. To lay his burden on her.


Everything that Chace Keaton had done, seen and heard for near on a decade stopped him.


So he turned in the opposite direction and walked to his truck.















CHAPTER TWO



Bubblemint


“THIS IS GOOD.”


“This is not good.”


“I think it’s good.”


“It is definitely not good.”


I was standing behind the checkout desk in the library and in front of me were Lexie Walker, Krystal Briggs and Lauren Jackson.


Lexie was married to Ty Walker. She was a beautiful brunette and her husband was a gorgeous half–African American, half-white man who’d recently made national news when it was uncovered he was framed and went to prison for a murder he did not commit.


Krystal Briggs was a petite, buxom woman who today (but it could be different tomorrow) had a mass of golden, honeyed locks akin to Farrah Fawcett’s hair in Charlie’s Angels. She was married to Jonas “Bubba” Briggs, who had for years partied hearty, and he did this without her while she worked at their bar called Bubba’s. She’d kicked him out and then about a year and a half later, for some reason, she married him. I didn’t get that and in the past few months, as Lexie introduced me to her posse, Krystal hadn’t shared. Then again, Krystal kind of scared me so I didn’t ask. What I did notice was that Bubba wasn’t partying hearty anymore and instead seemed pretty devoted. So I guessed things were going all right.


Lauren Jackson was married to Tatum Jackson who I’d had a crush on for forever (or, until Chace Keaton moved to town). Growing up, anytime I saw him, my heart would skip a beat. This was because he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen (until Chace Keaton moved to town). He was a little rough around the edges but he made it beyond attractive. He was also a nice man, well liked if a little messed up, seeing as his on-again, off-again girlfriend was more than a little crazy. Now he was with Laurie and he was no longer messed up. Of course, this was after his on-again, off-again girlfriend was murdered by a serial killer and Laurie was almost murdered by the same guy. But now for Tate, and for Laurie, everything seemed cool.


Thinking all this, it brought to mind my dad’s comment after Misty Keaton was killed, which was, “Used to be, Carnal was quiet. Sure, the bikers could make a ruckus and did. But no one got dead. Maybe stuck with a knife but not dead. Now seems everyone’s gettin’ dead or almost dead or doin’ time for a crime they didn’t commit. Quiet, small-town life ain’t all it used to be.”


This was, unfortunately, true.


Lexie was the first one who spoke after I told them what happened with Chace Keaton in Harker’s Wood and on the sidewalk the day before. Krystal was the second and fourth comment. Laurie was third.


I watched Lexie turn to Krystal and ask, “How is it not good?”


“Uh… hello?” Krystal asked back sarcastically. “Did you not hear Faye? That boy is fucked up.”


“Yes, so, he needs someone to help him get unfucked up,” Lexie shot back.


“Is ‘unfucked’ a word?” Laurie asked me.


As usual when these girls were around, I didn’t get the chance to say much since they were talking all the time, but I did get the chance to get a shrug in to Laurie but just barely before Krystal spoke.


“Well, I had to unfuck one and, I’ll remind you, so did you and Laurie,” Krystal jerked a thumb at Lauren, “and it wasn’t much fun.”


“Mine was fun,” Laurie whispered to me.


“Mine was too,” Lexie did not whisper to Krystal. “Mostly because of all the fucking we did while I was unfucking him.” She looked at me, grinning. “And other parts. But the fucking was a highlight.” Then she muttered, “Still is.”


Krystal turned and rolled her eyes at me before saying, “The pain, it fades. Trust me, it is not fun.”


I could feel my cheeks burning and knew they were bright red at all this talk about fucking and, well, unfucking (whatever that was).


This was because I was a virgin, though recently I’d been spending some time with these women as they came into the library with relative frequency. Krystal, especially, rarely held any punches (as in, never), I wasn’t used to talk about “fucking.”


Incidentally, being a virgin was by choice.


Kind of.


First, as a starry-eyed adolescent, I’d made it my mission to give it away only after I found the right guy (not that, at the time, I actually knew what “giving it away” meant).


This was because I’d read romance novels since I was thirteen. Therefore, I decided, just like the heroines in my books, I would only give something that precious to a man who deserved it. The perfect man. The one who would sweep me off my feet, make my heart race, fire my blood and be happy to dance with me all night. The one who was smart, strong, handsome, good. The one who was larger than life. The one who would look after me. The one who would hold me close all night long.


Then, thirteen years ago, Chace Keaton showed up in town, in uniform, thick dark blond hair, intense dark blue eyes, handsome white smile, tall, straight, lean body, and I fell in love.


I know it sounds crazy but I did it. And I did it because I knew he was all that I needed him to be. A man like that could sweep me off my feet. He was strong, handsome and a cop so he had to be good. He was so beautiful, in uniform or out of it, wearing his jeans and western belt buckle and cowboy boots. Coming from Aspen money (big money, if rumor was true) but leaving all that to be his own man. A good man. A brave man. An officer of the law. He seemed larger than life.


I was sixteen but I knew he could make my heart race, fire my blood because I didn’t even know him and I was young but he already did.


And I never let go of that feeling.


Even when he married Misty, the town slut who no one liked all that much.


I was shocked and, I’ll admit, hurt when he did it. It wasn’t nice to think but she was the town slut and she didn’t suit him, she didn’t fit him, it didn’t make sense. Especially since everyone in the whole town knew she lied about Ty Walker’s alibi. That made her a slut and a liar, and not the little white lie kind of liar but the huge, earth-shattering, life-altering, vicious, nasty kind of liar.


It didn’t make sense, Misty and Chace. Chace was a good guy. A straight arrow. Well liked. Trusted. And in our town on the police force at that time, this was practically an unknown commodity.


But I didn’t let go of the feeling I had deep down inside that Chace was the one because everyone in town was talking about how she trapped him. And Chace himself never acted like he was happy to be wed in holy matrimony to the town slut (and liar). He wasn’t nice to her and he wasn’t faithful to her and he was obvious about both.


I didn’t know how she could trap him. I mean, I knew they’d been together if not together-together in a girlfriend/boyfriend way. Then again, as the town slut, everyone had been “together” with Misty. So, I thought at first he got her pregnant. But then she never had a baby.


Although I didn’t like them together (as in, really), either “together” or together in the married way, it didn’t faze me. Everyone knew the hero in any good romance had to have his fair share of experience. If he didn’t, how was he going to be a good teacher, showing his lady love how to give him pleasure at the same time giving her more than she’d ever dreamed? So I didn’t mind that Chace played the field, including with Misty.


But putting his ring on her finger? Then cheating on her openly?


No.


It never made sense.


And truth be told, I didn’t like it much. It didn’t say nice things about him at all.


For some reason, though, I never gave up hope. For some reason, even removed, I felt whatever was between them wasn’t right. I knew just looking at him he wasn’t happy. And after a while, I saw the same thing in Misty and by the end, for Misty, it was even worse.


It wasn’t like they were married. It was like they were enemies legally bound together. This made Chace go about his life as if he wasn’t married. And it wore Misty down. It was strange, it was sad and, in the end, it was tragic.


There was more talk after she died. Speculation that she was wound up in all the goings-on at the police station with dirty cops and corruption. Especially since it was found out to be true what everyone already knew, that she lied about Ty Walker’s alibi. So folks figured that Chace somehow got caught up in all that and Misty somehow got Chace out of the deal. But no one really knew the true story.


After Misty died and all that stuff at the station was brought out in the open, Lexie came to the library with the obvious intent to be my friend (for some reason). But even though I knew she knew Chace, like, for real, spending actual time in his presence instead of just seeing him around, she’d never shared. She just counseled me, frequently, to have a go at Chace, telling me she was certain he was into me.


As often as she informed me of this, he never gave any indication of it. In fact, after his wife was murdered, it was the first time he showed that he might care about her. It was clear it disturbed him, not a little, a lot. Of course, anyone being murdered would, even a wife you didn’t much like who may have trapped you into marriage. And now I knew this to be true since now I knew he hung out in the dead of night in the cold at the spot where she was killed.


Seven months had passed and he wasn’t shaking it off. And he was also hanging out at Harker’s Wood in the middle of the night. So maybe everyone was wrong about Misty and Chace. Maybe, out there in the crazy world where things were messed up and not nice, a world, Chace was right, I didn’t spend a lot of time in for a reason, they had something. Something it couldn’t be denied was twisted. But it clearly was something.


So, in the end, I’d spent so much time admiring Chace from afar, and living in my books, time just got away from me. And now I was twenty-nine years old and still a virgin.


And also, I’d finally spoken words directly to the man I fell in love with at sixteen and I’d done it twice.


The first time he was not nice. And he was definitely no hero.


The second time, well, the second time, I didn’t get. I’d heard the term “mixed messages” and now I understood it.


Boy, did I ever.


“What were you doin’ up there in Harker’s Wood anyway?” Krystal asked, taking me from my thoughts, and I blinked before I focused on her.


It then occurred to me, belatedly, that I probably shouldn’t have told them that part.


“Oh God,” Lexie whispered, leaning toward me over the counter, “are you stalking him?”


Oh no. Now I had to lie.


I didn’t like lying. I also didn’t like cursing, which Chace, I was surprised to discover, did with great frequency. I further didn’t like any kind of cheating, the on tests kind, the in life kind or the in relationships kind, the latter something else Chace did with openness and, again, great frequency.


At least he wasn’t in on all that dirty stuff at the station but instead had put himself in grave danger to uncover the corruption and sweep it free from the Carnal Police Department. That bit, I decided, forgave some of his other obvious sins.


“Are you?” Laurie asked, also leaning toward me. “Stalking him, that is?”


I wasn’t. I had no idea he was out there. I was out there for something else. Something I’d gone out there several times to do. Something I couldn’t share.


So I had to lie.


“Actually, Harker’s Wood is kind of my place,” I told them. “I go out there a lot. Always did.”


Lie!


Lexie’s brows drew together and her head twitched. “Really?”


“Uh… yeah,” I replied.


Another lie.


“At two in the morning?” Krystal asked, and my eyes moved to her. Her arms were crossed on her large bosoms and her brows were drawn together too. Though hers were a bit scarier.


“Sometimes. If I can’t sleep,” I answered.


“You can’t sleep?” Laurie queried quietly, and I bit my lip because this wasn’t true either. I slept like a baby. Dropped off, usually with a book in my hand, and was out until the alarm clock went.


I stopped biting my lip and whispered another lie, “Yeah.”


There it was. One lie led to another then another and another and then you were drowning in them.


“I had trouble sleeping all my life,” Laurie told me then grinned. “Tate fixed that.”


“I bet,” Krystal muttered.


“And I bet Chace would find ways to keep you from driving up the mountain to Harker’s Wood in the middle of the night if you had trouble sleeping,” Lexie put in.


I didn’t want to think about that.


No, that wasn’t strictly true. I didn’t want to think about that now, when I was at work. I wanted to think about it later, when I usually did. When I was in bed with the vibrator that it took me three months to psych myself up to buy on the Internet. Something I used often, considering I was a twenty-nine-year-old virgin with a thirteen-year crush on a man who, until a few of nights ago, I didn’t think knew I existed.


Needless to say, Chace factored largely when my time was occupied with this activity.


“I think, now that the ice is broken, you need to give him a sign,” Lexie went on.


“She needs to back off, let that boy sort his shit and, if he’s salvaged something that makes him worth her while, then she can give him a sign,” Krystal advised.


“Life is too short and too precious to wait for that, Krys,” Laurie added in a quiet voice.


Krystal gave her a look that said she was right and Krystal found that annoying.


I had, in getting to know her, learned that Krystal found a lot annoying.


“I…” I started then finished softly, “wouldn’t know how.”


“Kiss him,” Lexie suggested instantly. I blinked, my body locked but I felt my face heat again at the very idea.


“Are you nuts?” Krystal hissed, now leaning in close to Lexie.


“No,” Lexie replied. “Nothing says ‘I like you’ like your tongue in their mouth.”


One thing could be said for that, it was inarguably true.


“So, did that work for you? Did you kiss Ty and then everything was hearts and flowers?” Krystal asked, leaning back and again crossing her arms on her chest.


“Actually, no,” Lexie returned. “I didn’t. But things were hearts and flowers when I wanted to do it, had an overwhelming urge to do it and I didn’t do it. And it was exactly the time I should have done it. Then things went bad and it would be days before I got another shot. Or, I should say, I did eventually kiss him and it didn’t work out then things went bad and days after that Ty took his shot and that, well,” she looked at me and grinned, “that worked out great.”


As far as I could tell, it certainly did. I saw Lexie a lot because she came around to the library and sometimes sat with me in the diner when we were having lunch. I didn’t see Ty very much but when I did and he was with his wife, it was clear they were close. Very close. Happy, loving close.


It also helped to know this seeing as she was currently six months pregnant.


“Not to put a damper on your enthusiasm, honey,” Laurie entered the conversation at this point, eyes on Lexie, “but I’m uncertain with what Faye told us so far that going for that kind of gusto at this juncture is the right advice.”


Lexie held Lauren’s eyes as she spoke then her gaze swung to me. “Kiss him.”


Krystal threw her hands in the air at the same time she threw her honeyed locks back as she stared up at the ceiling with easy-to-read exasperation.


Laurie gave me a grin.


As for me, I was not ever, ever going to kiss Chace Keaton.


Not until he kissed me.


If that should ever (please God!) happen.


Lexie kept speaking as that thought gave me a pleasant shiver.


“Now, I’m a girl and you’re a girl, we’re all girls.” She lifted a hand and did a twirl to indicate Krystal and Laurie. “And it’s my sworn duty as a girl not to lead you down the wrong path, especially in matters of the heart. But I’ll tell you again what I’ve been telling you now for months. Chace Keaton is into you. Not just into you. Into you in a hungry-heart, longing, soul-destroying-if-you-can’t-have-it, put-your-life-on-the-line-to-get-it kind of into you.”


My heart skipped a beat at these words but she was not done.


“I know. I felt that for Ty and I still do. He feels it for me and I’ve been seeing it in his eyes since the beginning. At first, I didn’t get it. You need to get it faster than I did. Learn from me. I see it in Chace when he looks at you. He’s got issues. You help him deal and give him a little somethin’ somethin’ while you do, trust me, this is a tried and tested method and it works. I’ve done it and Laurie’s done it. Now it’s your turn. And, if he’s fucked up, which he is, the shit that has gone down, he can’t help but be it’s going to have to be you who puts yourself out there.”


She took in a breath, leaned across the counter to me and grabbed my hand before she finished.


“And I swear, honey, I would not lead you wrong.”


Again, no way I was ever going to kiss Chace Keaton until he kissed me.


But something else she said captured my attention.


“What’s gone down?” I asked softly and, as she’d been doing for months when this subject was broached, she leaned back, let me go and closed down.


This time, after what Chace said to me in the wood, the fact that he was at the wood at all, the way he was yesterday morning, the mixed messages that he was giving me, making me want to run at the same time I wanted to wrap my arms around him and absorb his pain, for the first time I pushed it.


“You can’t expect me to put myself out there if I don’t know what I’m dealing with,” I informed her.


“That right there is a good point,” Krystal backed me.


“And what she’s dealing with is Chace’s to share,” Lexie returned.


Krystal disagreed. “You gotta give the girl something.”


“She has it,” Lexie retorted. “His wife was murdered. He didn’t like her much but still, he’s a good man and no one deserves that. And that’s coming from me, a woman who intimately knows that Misty Keaton was the worst kind of bitch there is. And he’s been working alongside scum for years. That shit will mark a man.” Her eyes came to me. “And that has marked Chace. Help him heal his wounds then get past the scars. Don’t delay, honey. Neither of you are getting any younger and I promise, you do, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. That lost time, if you take your time. Or if you never do it at all, the loss of something beautiful you never had that was something you yourself let slip through your fingers.”


It must be said, she made a case for throwing myself at Chace Keaton.


Still, I was never going to do it.


Nevertheless, I was forced to lie again just so we could stop talking about this.


“I’ll think about it.”


Lexie smiled huge.


Krystal closed her eyes.


Laurie made an “eek!” face that she quickly hid when my eyes hit her and she gave me a reassuring grin.


They left shortly after and when they did, they left me with visions of throwing myself in Chace Keaton’s arms and kissing him.


This did not make it easy to focus on the work I had to do.


But I still saw him when he came in.


Sandy blond hair but this was at a guess seeing as it was dirty. Not dirty, greasy. It wasn’t a day or two of missing the shampoo bottle. It was a whole lot more.


His clothes weren’t any cleaner. And they hung on him. This was not hard to do considering he was skin and bones.


His pallor was marked too. It was February in the Colorado Mountains therefore cold and there was always snow on the ground. Even so, the sun shone regularly so the cold gave you rosy cheeks but the sun still could kiss your skin if you spent any amount of time outside. And most of the citizens of Carnal had been there awhile. The cold and snow didn’t stop them from doing much, inside or out.


My guess was, he was nine, maybe ten and I figured it was a good guess. The Carnal Library was the only one in the county. This meant folks from Gnaw Bone and Chantelle came there even if it was a ways away. Also, the schools of Carnal, Gnaw Bone and Chantelle took field trips to my library so I’d seen a lot of kids. And, last, my sister had kids. And one was nearly nine, about that boy’s size, his height but my nephew was a lot better fed.


He’d been coming in for a few months, once or twice a week.


And more than twice, I’d seen bruises. Once, around his jaw. Once on his cheekbone. Once around both wrists.


He always slunk in, eyes to the ground, shoulders hunched, thin, beaten-up coat way not warm enough for this weather hanging on him, obviously trying to be invisible.


And he stole books. One or two each time he came, whatever he could shove in his coat and take away.


I hadn’t made a big deal of this because, with regularity, books not checked out were in the return bin in the morning and I’d put one and one together and made the two that he wasn’t stealing them, he was borrowing them. Just not the normal way. And I’d tried to approach him on several occasions to tell him all he needed to do was apply for a library card. But the instant I got near, he shuffled away, darted between rows of books and eventually raced out.


The first time this happened, I thought he wouldn’t come back. But he did.


This meant he liked his books like I liked mine. And clearly he didn’t have the money to get them at a shop. So he got them the only way he could.


I didn’t get why he didn’t get a library card but at the same time I did.


Something was not right with that boy.


And today it was less right. I knew this because, even though he ducked his face away and headed straight to the short flight of stairs that led up to the fiction section, I saw he had bruising on his cheekbone and around his swollen eye.


This made me forget about Chace Keaton.


It also made me forget about the decision I made some time ago that I’d let him borrow as he felt he had to do it. He returned the books, it was no skin off my nose. And clearly they gave him something he needed enough to brave stealing them (essentially) and going out into a world filled with people that scared the heck out of him. I knew this because I was a librarian, I was a woman, I was five foot six and I was no threat and still, he ran away from me. Sure he was stealing my books (essentially) but also, he was not.


But seeing that black eye, I was reminded of something my dad said.


“A wrong is just wrong no matter who’s doin’ it or who it’s done to. You know someone’s doin’ wrong and even if it has not one thing to do with you, you do what you can to right that wrong. You don’t, you’re no kind of person or, at least, no kind of person I’d wanna know.”


These were words Dad lived by.


This was also a philosophy that meant him living in Carnal with what had been going on for as long as it had been going on had made his life a living hell.


He’d lodged formal complaints (twelve of them) against the Carnal Police Department. He’d also encouraged others to do the same, blatantly and with intent, even going so far as to go to their house and have a chat (or chats, plural, if need be) if he heard something not right had gone down. He’d also visited Mick Shaughnessy, the head honcho of the police force in Gnaw Bone and a buddy of my dad’s, about how he could intervene and he did this more than once (in fact, five times that I knew). He’d further told Arnold Fuller, the dirty cop ringleader, the police captain then the chief of police, and now a dead man (literally), exactly what he thought of him on more than one occasion both publicly and privately.


As well as all this, even though everyone agreed, Dad was one of few who speculated openly and widely (in other words, to all who would listen, including Mick Shaughnessy) about the fact that Ty Walker was extradited to stand trial and then went down for a crime my father was certain (and he was right) Ty didn’t commit.


And last, my dad had been pulled over and had more tickets than any other citizen in town and once had been arrested for drunk and disorderly when he was neither. And all this happened because he did all of the above.


Every single ticket, as well as the arrest, he fought loudly, boisterously but not always successfully.


But he never gave up.


And I knew, looking at that boy, wrong was being done to him. I also knew, with his eye swollen shut, I had to stop doing the little I was doing, letting him get away with stealing books (essentially), and I had to start doing something more.


I searched the immediate area, noted no patrons were close to approaching the checkout desk, and I skirted it to move out into the library. Cautiously and quietly, I moved up the steps then, like a super-sleuth, feeling more than a little idiotic, I rounded the shelves and stopped. Hiding my body, I peeked just my head around the side to check the aisle to see if he was there.


I found him three rows in.


I pulled my head back, pressed my back into the side of the shelf and took a deep breath.


Then I peeked just my head around again and called softly, “Please don’t run. You aren’t in trouble.”


He was squatting to the bottom shelf, a book in his hand, and his head snapped around and up.


It was then I saw the full extent of damage to his face.


Not only a black eye, swollen shut, and a bruised cheekbone but a swollen, painful-looking nose and a gash on his lip that glistened, not because it had been treated with ointment but because it was gaping and exposing flesh.


My stomach clutched, my frame froze and my throat closed. He dropped the book, shot up straight and dashed down the aisle the opposite direction from me.


At his movements, I came unstuck, quickly turned on my boot and raced down my side, clearing the shelves and seeing him darting down the stairs. No, jumping down them three steps at a time, taking him down in two big jumps that made my heart jump with him because I feared he’d harm himself.


“Please! Stop! You’re not in trouble!” I shouted. “Promise!” I kept shouting as I ran down the steps after him. “I just want to talk!”


Out the door he went and out the door I went after him, down the sidewalk to town.


The pavements were cleared, my boots had low heels and I belonged to McLeod’s Gym. I didn’t do those boot camps they had at McLeod’s because they weren’t at times I could attend (not to mention, I’d heard about them and they scared me). But I did go four times a week to spend half an hour on the Stairmaster, treadmill or rowing machine.


“A body takes care of itself or a body finds they don’t have a body no more.”


This was more of Dad’s wisdom. So I took care of mine.


This meant, I might not be ready to attempt my first Iron Man, but I wasn’t in bad shape.


Even with all this going for me, I was no match for the boy. He sprinted three blocks, gaining more and more, darted around the corner into town and by the time I darted around it after him, he’d disappeared.


I stood there, breathing slightly heavy, my gaze scanning the area to find any trace of him but he was gone.


“Darn,” I whispered, hoping I didn’t scare him into never coming back at the same time knowing that was not all I should do.


He was nine or ten and regularly beaten by someone. Bullies or, God, I hoped not, family. I knew it. And I had to do something about it.


I stood in the cold without a coat, my breaths coming out in visible puffs, my mind sifting through my possible next steps.


First, I had to get back to the library. I was the only one on, which meant there was no one there except patrons.


Then I could do two things.


One, I could call my dad, tell him what was happening and lay the problem on his broad shoulders, knowing he’d look into it then promptly do something about it.


Two, I could be a grownup, not call my dad to hand over a burden that wasn’t mine but was all the same and I could go to the police station, report what I’d seen and hope they’d do something about it.


The problem with that was, Chace Keaton worked at the police station.


The boy’s nose, eye, cheekbone and lip came into sharp relief in my mind’s eye, and I closed my actual eyes as I sucked in breath.


I opened them and turned back to the library knowing what I had to do.


I should note, not liking it.


But knowing it.


* * *


Chace


It was quarter to seven when she walked in.


He’d applied for the job in Carnal upon graduation from the academy. It was the only place he’d worked since earning his badge, and he’d worked there thirteen years.


And not once had Faye Goodknight walked into the police department. Not even when Rowdy Crabtree brought her father in on that trumped-up charge for drunk and disorderly when Silas Goodknight had just been in Bubba’s, a place he didn’t frequent but he wasn’t a stranger. Silas had been celebrating a friend’s fiftieth birthday. Silas, nowhere near drunk and definitely not disorderly, spent the night in the tank. His wife, Sondra, had come in to make bail and pick him up.


Fortunately, the charge didn’t stick. And none of the Goodknights knew this but the reason it didn’t was because Chace intervened with Fuller, talking him down about targeting another well-respected, well-liked citizen. He’d explained Fuller already had enough talk in town about what was done to Walker, he didn’t need more speculation. And worse, he didn’t need to rile up Goodknight who had demonstrated, repeatedly, he was not the kind of man to go away quiet, lick his wounds and fight another day. He was the kind of man who would go down fighting, which meant he’d take others with him.


Fuller had, surprisingly, relented and set up Crabtree to take the hit of a bad arrest.


Now she was here. And he saw her eyes skid through him at his desk while they scanned the room and she moved to reception.


He figured she was there at that time because the library opened at ten and closed at six.


He also figured she was there at that time because she expected him not to be there.


Whatever reason she was there, he should leave it be. He knew he should leave it be.


But he couldn’t help but think it was no coincidence that he’d not spoken to her directly once in all the years they’d lived in the same town, now they’d spoken twice and she was there.


So he didn’t leave it be.


He got up and started to the reception desk.


Her clear blue eyes skittered to him when he was five feet away and he felt the touch of them like it was real. A hand curled around his neck. Fingers gliding into his hair. Soft, light, sweet.


That kind of real.


Fuck.


She just had to look at him, that was it, and he reacted.


He continued on his path to the last place he should be.


Close to Faye Goodknight.


“Everything all right, Faye?” he asked when he got there.


“She’s got a report to make,” Jon, the officer on duty at the desk, answered for her.


Chace didn’t take his eyes from Faye. “About what?”


Jon answered again, humor in his tone now, “We haven’t gotten that far.”


Chace’s body and mouth made a decision and carried it out again before his brain caught up.


And this was, stepping to the side and opening the low, hinged, wooden gate, eyes still on Faye, mouth saying, “Faye, you follow me. Jon, I’ll handle it.”


Her teeth appeared in order to bite her lip, she hesitated a moment then she moved to do as he asked.


Chace felt Jon’s eyes on him but he didn’t glance in his direction. It wasn’t worth the effort. First, whatever this was, he was going to handle it and he had rank on Jon so Jon had no say in the matter. Second, Jon had a big mouth and even if Chace threatened him, Jon would run that mouth. It wasn’t worth the effort to do more than threaten him. So whatever Jon was thinking about Chace intervening would be all over the station by tomorrow morning at eight o’clock. And Faye looking the way she looked and Chace showing at reception before she even had a chance to explain why she was there, he knew exactly what would be all over the station by tomorrow.


This last, he didn’t give a fuck about. Enough words had been whispered about Chace over the last six years. This no longer affected him.


He led Faye to an interrogation room, opened the door and kept it open with arm extended, his nonverbal invitation for her to precede him. She glanced at him then lifted a hand to tuck her hair behind her ear as she looked away, ducked her head and walked by him.


He’d seen her tuck her hair behind her ear, often. And he’d always thought it was cute.


Seeing it close up, it was, like everything he was noting about Faye, a fuckuva lot cuter.


He stepped in behind her, closed the door and leaned his back against it, crossing his arms on his chest.


“Um… you might be mistaken,” she started, her eyes moving to the door behind him before lifting to his. “I’m not certain this needs privacy, Detective Keaton.”


“I thought we decided on Chace.”


She blinked and her head gave a slight twitch. “What?”


“I want you to call me Chace, Faye.”


“Right,” she whispered, her eyes on him having changed so she wasn’t simply meeting his but studying him.


“Now, what doesn’t need privacy?” he prompted.


“I…” She started, paused then continued, “See, there’s this…” She paused again, adjusted her torso in a way where it seemed she was trying to straighten her shoulders but failing as her eyes drifted away and she went on, “The thing is…” She trailed off, stopped and he watched as her teeth came back out. This time, they caught her lower lip on the outside then pulled in, teeth gliding over her lip and disappearing.


Christ, everything she did, having no clue she was doing it, was not only unbelievably sexy but her having no clue she was doing it was precisely why her doing it was unbelievably sexy.


“Faye,” he said softly, her gaze shot back to his and she spoke again, this time quickly.


“There’s a boy,” she began. “I don’t know, nine, ten years old. He comes into the library and steals books.”


“I see,” he murmured then guessed, “You don’t want to get him into trouble but you also can’t have him stealing books.”


“No,” she shook her head, “he returns them.”


Chace blinked.


Then he asked, “What?”


“He returns them,” she answered and kept talking in a rush. “I mean, since he steals them instead of checks them out, I can’t know if he’s returning all of them. But, for months now, he’s been coming in once or twice a week and once or twice a week I’ll have two or three books in the return bin that were never checked out. So, since I have no record what he took, I can’t know if he returns them all. But he’s a slip of a boy and although his jacket is big, he can’t lug out dozens of books. And I’ve had my eye on him. So if he’s stealing loads, I would notice. He isn’t stealing loads so, I’m not sure, but I think he returns all of them or, uh…” she faltered then finished, “the vast majority of them.”


“If this is true, I’m uncertain how there’s a problem.”


She pulled in a visibly deep breath.


And then she let it out while informing him quietly, “He’s being beaten.”


At that, Chace straightened from the door, but he didn’t move from it as he whispered, “Beaten?”


She nodded.


“How do you know?” he asked.


“Well, the bruise on his cheekbone I saw. And the other one around his jaw. And then there were the ones on his wrists. But today,” she swallowed, took a half step toward him, stopped and sucked in another breath before going on, “today, it was bad.”


“How bad?”


“Eye swollen shut, bruises on his face, nose swollen and a gash on his lip that isn’t being treated.”


“Fuck,” Chace muttered.


“It’s worse,” she whispered, and Chace nodded to her to go on. “He… well, he’s very thin. And he’s not clean, as in, way not clean. And his clothes don’t fit him. And he’s very, very thin.”


“You said that,” Chace noted quietly.


“He’s so very, very thin, Chace, it bears repeating,” she said quietly back.


Chace held her eyes and repeated his muttered, “Fuck.” Then he put his hands on his hips and asked, “You know this kid?”


She shook her head.


“Speak to him?” Chace continued.


She shook her head again but replied, “Every time I’ve tried to approach, he runs away. I tried again today and chased him. He was terrified. He outran me then disappeared.”


Jesus, she’d chased him? The town’s pretty, curvy, quiet librarian chased a kid?


He verbalized his question. “You chased him?”


“Yeah, out of the library and into town. He disappeared the minute he turned onto Main Street. Well, not the minute, seeing as I was half a block behind him, but close after. And I told him he wasn’t in trouble but he still ran.”


“You chased him.” It was a statement this time.


“Yeah,” she answered anyway then he watched her body give a small jolt and she whispered, “Oh no, was that the wrong thing to do?”


“Sorry, honey, but you gotta know in case the opportunity comes up again. A kid being beaten and malnourished, which gives us an indication who’s likely beating him, and not taken care of, which pretty much solidifies who’s beating him, should not be chased. It’s clear he’s not livin’ a good life. It’s likely that life is filled with a good deal of fear. And him borrowin’ library books outside of acceptable practice says to me whatever’s happening at home means he doesn’t trust anyone so he takes every opportunity to dodge connecting even if it means checking out a library book.”


As he spoke he saw her eyes had grown wide, her lips had parted and she was staring up at him with that appealing wonder she’d stared at him with yesterday morning.


And alone in a small interrogation room while discussing an abused child it was far more appealing.


Then she whispered her cute, “Oh.”


At this point he was seeing his error at giving them privacy. Top to toe, she was an itch he’d wanted to scratch for a long time. Faye Goodknight talking and reacting two feet away, her voice coming at him, her face expressive, her scent filling the room, she wasn’t an itch.


She was a craving.


Chace buried it and asked, “He keeps coming around?”


She blinked and asked back, “What?”


“This kid, you said you’ve tried to approach, the times you didn’t chase him down the street, he kept coming back?”


He saw her bubblegum lips twitch but she nodded and added her, “Yeah.”


“Right,” he muttered, reaching into his jacket pocket to pull out his phone. “He comes back, you don’t approach. You call me.”


“Call you?”


“Yeah,” he bent his head to his phone and activated it, saying, “I wanna get a look at him. See if I know him or who his kin might be. Maybe find a way to make my own approach.”


“He doesn’t look familiar.”


Chace lifted his head and looked at her. “You lived here your whole life, Faye, but still, it’s likely I’ve met more folk around here than you have.”


“This is true,” she said softly.


Christ.


Cute.


“Give me your number,” he ordered.


She blinked.


Then she whispered, “What?”


“Your phone number. Give it to me. I’ll call you, you’ll have mine you can store in your cell.”


“Can’t you just give me yours and I’ll program it in my cell?” she suggested.


“I could. But, darlin’, things the way they’ve been…” he trailed off, shook his head and let that speak for itself. She might live in her books but the shit that’s gone down, he knew from the limited conversations they’d had, had not escaped her notice. “I’m not big on surprises. You need to call me, when my phone rings, I like to know what I’m dealin’ with before I answer it. I got your number, it’ll come up on caller ID.”


She nodded and pressed her lips together before she said quietly, “That makes sense.”


Then she stood there staring at him.


“Faye, your number?” he prompted, and her body gave a slight start.


“Oh,” she whispered. “Right.” Then she gave him her number.


Chace punched it in and hit go. Her purse rang and he heard her making the moves to pull her phone out but he disconnected the call before she answered it. Then he hit buttons and programmed her into his phone while he heard her hitting buttons programming him in hers.


This meant access to Faye Goodknight’s voice whenever he wanted it.


Fuck.


He buried that as he shoved his phone back in his pocket and looked again at her.


“I also need you to bag a book he’s stolen and bring it to me,” he told her.


Her head cocked slightly to the side and she asked, “Why?”


“ ’Cause he might have hit the system. We can lift prints, we might find out who he is, which might lead us to where he is.”


“Oh,” she again whispered, then another, “Right. Okay. I’ll do that.”


“Try not to handle it too much.”


“Uh… Chace, our books, at least some of them, are handled a lot.”


“We’ll sort out what we find, don’t worry about that.”


She nodded again.


“I need a physical description of the kid too. I’ll give it to the boys. They can keep their eyes peeled.”


More nodding then she described the kid and his behavior. Nothing she said struck him as familiar to any kid he’d seen. Seeing as everything she said was not good, if he’d seen him he would have noted him.


When she was done speaking, he started.


“I’ll talk to the boys, see if they’ve seen anything or heard anything. I’ll also do some digging to see if any reports were made. Way things were, they could have been ignored or buried. I’ll do what I can to uncover it if they have. Tomorrow, I’ll call Child Protective Services to see if they’ve had any reports we haven’t acted on or any at all. I’ll also swing by the school to talk to the principal and ask him to talk to his teachers to see if any of them have concerns, either reported or unreported. In the meantime, you bag a book he stole and call me. Tell me when you can bring it in. When you do, I’ll have an artist here who can take your description and give us a picture we can go on. That all good with you?”


“A police artist?” she asked, again looking at him with that expression of adorable, effective wonder.


“A police artist, yeah,” he answered, expending not a small amount of effort to ignore her look. “You might not think you’re good at describing someone but they’re trained to pull it out of you and they’re good at what they do.”


“A police artist,” she whispered.


“Yeah,” Chace replied.


“And fingerprints.” She was still whispering.


“Yeah, Faye, got no clue who this kid is. Gotta do something to find him, find out what’s happening to him and put a stop to it. We don’t have a name. We don’t have an address. So we have to work with what we’ve got.”


She was still whispering when she repeated, “Put a stop to it.”


Now Chace was confused. She seemed stunned. Not in a bad way, that wonder was still clear in her expression. But stunned all the same.


“Uh, yeah, Faye. That’s why you came here and reported this, isn’t it? To put a stop to bad shit happening to a kid. So, let’s set about doin’ that, yeah?”


He stopped speaking and she said nothing, just stared up at him, those blue eyes big and locked on him.


But Chace was done. Done with this conversation. Done with gathering info and giving detail on what they were going to do. And especially done with being in a private room with the town’s pretty librarian looking at him like he parted the Colorado River so she could get to the other side without the unnecessary hassle of getting wet. Something only her own personal miracle worker could offer her.


But Faye Goodknight was not done.


He’d know this when suddenly she was not two feet away but in his space. So far in his space, her soft body was pressed the length of his, her arms were around his shoulders, one hand curled around the back of his neck, fingers in his hair, putting pressure on to bend his head. And last, her mouth was pressed hard to his.


What the fuck?


He put his hands to her hips to push her away, his mind filled with how he could do that as gently as possible when her tongue came out and the tip touched his lips.


And at that, Chace’s body and mouth made another decision before his mind could catch up. This being his arms closing around her tight, his mouth opening over hers, his tongue spiking out, pushing hers back into her mouth and then he kissed her, very hard, very wet and very, very deep.


She didn’t taste like bubblegum.


She tasted like bubblemint. Sweet and fresh and fucking fantastic.


He kept one of his arms locked tight around her waist while he slid the other hand up her spine, her neck and into her hair.


Fucking hell, silk.


Better than he imagined.


Better than he could even dream.


He bent forward slightly, arching her over his arm, forcing her body deeper into his and she moaned a sweet, soft moan against his tongue.


It was the best thing he’d ever tasted in his life.


In some faraway, vague recess of his mind that wasn’t intent on her body pressed against his, the feel of her hair in his hand, the taste of her on his tongue and what all that was doing to his body, he realized she had no clue what she was doing. She was along for his ride. A willing, eager participant, giving, opening herself to him and doing nothing more but letting him take what he wanted.


It was, by far, the best kiss he’d ever had.


And on that thought, his brain caught up to his mouth and body and he tore his mouth from hers as he curled his fingers into her waist and shoved her back roughly.


She retreated three steps, her body not in control with the force of his shove, before she righted herself.


But she wasn’t feeling his shove. She hadn’t even processed the fact she was no longer in his arms.


She was staring at him, rose in her cheeks, mouth soft and swollen, lips parted, eyes hooded, visibly affected by his kiss, which meant she wore the fact that she was supremely turned on all over her face.


Just from one kiss.


It was a fucking good look.


It was the kind of look a man would get once and then fight and die to have aimed his way on a regular basis.


Fuck him.


Fuck him.


“What the fuck was that?” he clipped, and she blinked but that look didn’t leave her face.


“What?” she whispered.


“What… the fuck… was that?” he ground out.


“I—” she started, blinking again, but he didn’t let her continue.


“Don’t do that shit again, Faye,” he growled, took a step toward her and pointed in her face. “Do not do that shit again.” He dropped his hand but put his face where his hand had been and kept growling. “I don’t know what bullshit game you’re playin’, following me around, suddenly everywhere I am. But straight up, I’m not playin’ it. You got some romantic idea I’m a wounded soul you can heal with…” he shook his head and flipped out a hand, “your limited charms, think again. I already told you, I do not want your concern. I do not want your company. And I do not want your inexperienced bullshit fumbling. Trust me, I had in my bed the master at that shit and she got nowhere. And you, just now, got as much as you’ll ever get. Get this in your head, Faye, all I want from you is for you to leave me the fuck alone.”


He didn’t allow the look on her face to register. He didn’t know what was happening with her. What he did know was, for her sake, he had to make his point clear. And if that meant being a dick, he had to be a dick.


So he was a dick.


He turned around and prowled to the door.


But at it, he braced, turned back and looked at her. He ignored the pain back in her features and the fact that it was magnified to such an extreme, if he wasn’t set on ignoring it, honest to Christ, it would have brought him to his knees.


“You get a book, you call Frank Dolinski. I’ll brief him, he’ll be your point of contact from now on,” he informed her, turned, yanked open and strode through the door, through the station and straight outside where he walked to his truck.


And while he did this, he didn’t give one fuck that Jon’s eyes followed him the whole way nor did he care what that would mean tomorrow would bring.














CHAPTER THREE


Drift Away


YOU’RE GIVING UP?!?!?


I stared at the message box on my computer and sighed.


Yes, I was giving up. A week ago, Chace had laid it out. I didn’t get it. I wasn’t experienced enough to know. It felt for a good while there, when his arms were around me tight, his lips locked to mine, his hand in my hair, that he was into kissing me…


Kissing me.


And oh, my, fraking Lord, what a kiss.


And to be that good, it seemed he had to be into it. Into me. Like Lexie said. Way into me in a hungry-heart, longing, soul-destroying-if-you-can’t-have-it, put-your-life-on-the-line-to-get-it kind of into me, well, into me.


Then I suddenly wasn’t in his arms and he was making it perfectly clear he was not into me.


Not at all.


Not even a teeny, tiny bit.


And I had a wise father who liberally shared his wisdom, a wise mother who shared her wisdom through deed rather than action and I also had a master’s in library science.


I was no dummy.


I got it.


So I was giving up.


I lifted my hands to the keyboard and typed to my on-line friend Benji, We weren’t getting anywhere anyway.


We were! He typed back. It has to be someone in the Elite who hired the hit. And we’ve already discovered some of the players! The money behind the corruption. The money that paid for a clean hit. We have to keep digging.


I’d met Benji on a forum celebrating everything that was the new Battlestar Galactica or, as Benji called it, “The best television show fraking ever.”


I disagreed. I loved Battlestar Galactica but Firefly was by far and away the best television show ever, which made its midseason cancellation an act (I thought) of sacrilege. Fortunately, they made a movie about it. And also fortunately, Nathan Fillion moved on to another awesome show, Castle.


But nothing topped Firefly.


Nothing.


Years ago, my relationship with Benji had gone off-forum and grown so I’d introduced him to my other on-line friend, SerenityWash. I’d met her on a Firefly forum, and that was her screen name. Me thinking she was a “her” was the fact that she could perv on Nathan Fillion for hours in a way that I wasn’t sure but I thought could not be gay love. Serenity and I were friends, close. We’d “known” each other years and we messaged each other all the time, talking about life, jobs, family, thoughts, feelings, emotions, but I didn’t know her real name, her gender, where she lived or anything tangible about her. All of this she gave hints at but at the same time guarded like it was a state secret. So I never knew if the hints were real or if she was trying to throw me off track.


SerenityWash was her screen name, the name of the spaceship in Firefly, Serenity, plus her favorite character from the show, Wash.


Benji’s screen name, by the way, was AdmiralAdamaforPresident. Seeing as this was a pain in the behind to type out, I’d made him give me his real name. And I knew he was a man since he perved on Number Six from that show in a way no woman could.


He’d also told me his full name was Benjamin, and I didn’t know any girls named Benjamin so I was thinking his gender was not in question.


Over the years, I’d kept them up to date on the goings-on in Carnal. I’d also shared my long-distance, unrequited love for Detective Chace Keaton. They’d gotten interested, especially when things heated up and finally exploded. That included the news that Misty Keaton was dead and her husband was free to be, they hoped, with me.


They’d stayed interested, maybe unhealthily, and talked me into doing the same. And the unhealthy part about this was that they were both good at computers. They lived on the fringe of society, devoted themselves to on-line communities and geek television. They were always gearing up for then rabidly attending any geek convention that came their way. They also indulged in such other pursuits as, say, hacking and amateur sleuthing.


This led me to my middle-of-the-night trip, one of many, to the scene of the crime. I, of course, had no clue what I was looking for. Serenity, of course, watched Bones and told me you could catch a murderer by examining dirt. I didn’t have three doctorates in entomology, botany and mineralogy like the fictional Jack Hodgins did on that show, nor did I have a space age lab to take a sample to be tested, so I had no idea what they expected me to do with the dirt at Harker’s Wood. I did, however, live in Carnal and, head in a book, fingers on a keyboard with on-line friends, eyes trained to geek TV or not, I still knew a lot of the bad guys seeing as they were police and made their presence smotheringly known. So this also meant I knew most of them were idiots. And idiots couldn’t commit murder and get away with it.


So up to Harker’s Wood I went when no one could see me. I looked around, combed that wood so thoroughly that by now I knew it like the back of my hand.


But I never found anything.


I also, like Benji and Serenity, never gave up.


Until now.


I hadn’t shared the recent events because both of them were openly hoping that our activities would reach a desirable conclusion, make Chace take notice of me and then, promptly, fall head over heels in love with me.


Obviously, this wasn’t going to happen.


So now it was time for us to stop trying to do what we were never going to do anyway. Even if Benji had hacked into the Carnal Police Department’s computer server and Serenity had somehow managed to hack into and follow along with conversations and text messages on more than a dozen cell phones.


And what we were trying to do that we’d never do was find Misty Keaton’s murderer.


Furthermore, even before the recent unpleasant and confusing (but unfortunately, for several beautiful moments, also excruciatingly exciting) Chace Encounters, I was getting worried.


This was because Serenity was turning up names that my own lame Internet searches showed were wealthy, powerful people. Big money. Old money. Judges. Businessmen. Politicians. Power brokers.


Serenity was convinced that the now-dead ringleader of a dirty band of dirty cops, Arnold Fuller, had these guys in his pocket. And Serenity was convinced that even though Fuller was very dead, a man like him couldn’t yank the chains of men like that unless he had the goods on them. And last, Serenity was convinced that these goods did not die with Fuller.


They were out there.


She also thought that if we found Misty’s murderer, we’d find this. In the brouhaha that followed Ty Walker’s exoneration and the exposure of corruption in Carnal, none of this came out.


So Serenity was convinced there was another shoe that would drop and the best way for a shoe to drop without causing any damage was to aim it yourself.


As you could imagine, this did not fill me with glee. It didn’t even fill me with trepidation. It filled me with the desire to run screaming from this pet project and never look back.


Alas, Benji and Serenity were dug in. Fortunately, Serenity’s real identity was hidden so far behind a wall of her computer cunning that it was likely no one could hack it. And Benji lived in England so, hopefully, the long reach of Colorado money and power wouldn’t extend that far.


But I was done. Chace had called my charms “limited” and my kiss “bullshit fumbling” so I wasn’t actually done. I was done. I didn’t want any reminders of him. Luckily, I worked in the library, a building, to my knowledge, he’d never stepped foot inside of in thirteen years. And since I was the only paid employee at the library, I figured it was safe to say he never had and therefore never would. And I wasn’t going back to the diner. I was also giving up La-La Land Coffee. This stunk. Shambles and Sunny’s coffee was awesome, and Shambles’s baked goods were to die for.


But these were the only times my path could cross with any regularity with Chace Keaton’s so until the burn of his words faded away, I was avoiding them.


Benji and Serenity, I couldn’t control. They were adults (I hoped) and they were far from stupid. Maybe less involved in the real world even than I was but not stupid.


And for my part, I’d just keep warning them.


Benji, we weren’t, I typed. And I’m not comfortable with what we’re uncovering and you shouldn’t be comfortable with it either. It’s really none of our business. Things are good in Carnal again. I have a strong feeling, a very strong one, we should let this sleeping dog lie.


But what about Chace? Benji typed back, and I closed my eyes.


Then I opened them in order to lie again.


He has a girlfriend.


What!?!?!?!


I pulled in a breath and kept lying.


Yeah. I saw him with her the other day. They look really close. She’s super pretty.


OMG! Why didn’t you say anything?!?!?


I just needed some time to give up a dream.


Oh Inara (this, by the way, was my screen name because Nathan Fillion’s character was in love with the character Inara on Firefly—actually, my full screen name was Inara000 since there were a gazillion Inaras out there) don’t say that. Is this thing new with him? Maybe it won’t work out.


That isn’t part of caring about someone, Benji, even if you care about them from afar, hoping they won’t be happy. He wasn’t happy with Misty. Now he looks happy with this new lady. He’s moving on. I should too.


Don’t give up hope. You never know, Benji replied.


No, what I know is, I’ve been home from college for seven years and he hasn’t noticed me. He’s been a widower for seven months and he hasn’t noticed me. This means he’s probably never going to notice me. I have a life to live too, Ben. And I should probably start living it.


My eyes remained on the screen as nothing came back from Benji for a while then it did.


I’m sorry, Faye. But you’re probably right. Still, I hope you find someone spectacular because you deserve that and when Chace Keaton finally gets his head straight and notices you, then he can feel a little of what you’re feeling now, knowing you’re happy and that happy isn’t ever going to be with him.


I wouldn’t hold my breath for that to happen.


This I did not share with Benji.


A Benji that, reading his words, I was reminded of all the reasons why, even though I’d never met him and probably never would, I loved him.


Instead, I typed, It’s getting late here, Ben. I need to go to bed.


Right, he returned, I’ll let you go. Back tomorrow?


Probably, I answered, and I probably would be back tomorrow. Sitting in my apartment at my computer talking to people I knew well but had never met. Nor would I probably ever meet, seeing as they were social misfits.


Like me.


Twenty-nine and never been laid. I’d hardly ever been kissed, and I was pining for a man I’d never have who was real and another one who was a fictional character on a long-since-cancelled television show.


“Yep,” I whispered as I typed, Later, Ben. “I need to get a life.”


I read his farewell then shut down my computer.


Then I wandered to my couch.


There was one thing in my life that could be considered kickass. This was my apartment.


It was the space over Holly’s Flower Shop on Main Street. This meant, on frequent occasions, it smelled like flowers. It also meant I could walk to work. Considering my car was a dark green junker Jeep Cherokee my dad handed down to me seven years ago upon my graduation from college, being able to walk to work and anywhere else I needed to go in my narrow life was a good thing.


My apartment was all one room, mostly. Four thin but tall arched windows in the front facing Main Street. All the walls were exposed red brick. The floors were beaten-up wood planks that, before she rented it to me, Holly had refinished so, although they were distressed, they were also gleaming and gorgeous. I’d thrown a bunch of mismatched, multicolored, multi-shaped but pretty and bright rugs here and there to warm up the room.


There was a kitchen at the back delineated from the room by a high counter with stools in front of it. It was big because the space was big. It had lots of ivory-painted cabinets with nicks and scratches in them that looked cool rather than beaten up and some of the cabinets were glass fronted so you could see my vivid collection of stoneware displayed. It also had a huge island in the middle and lots of counter space. The kitchen was awesome.


Next to the kitchen was a small utility room. It was tucked in the nook created by the wood-paneled room that bit into the space that was a big bathroom.


The bathroom had a pedestal sink and a deep, fabulous claw-footed tub that was the dreamland of tubs for people (like me) who liked to take baths.


By the windows at the front was my bright pink, slouchy, pillow-backed couch and three comfy armchairs (one royal blue, one aubergine and one bright teal), all with ottomans surrounding a variety of pretty but random mismatching tables. I read a lot so I needed a lot of different choices of where to read. With my seating area, I had it.


In the middle of the space sitting on a large, thick area rug in a rich forest green was my queen-size bed. It had scrolled, ivory-painted iron head- and footboards and wide but not deep ivory-painted but distressed nightstands on each side. One nightstand had a big lamp with a fluted glass base. The other had a lamp on it that was round, matte pink ceramic that looked like punched-out eyelet, the bulb inside it so the lamp threw pretty patterns on the wall when lit (like now). The bed had bunches of pillows of all shapes and sizes, soft sheets I indulged in that cost a fortune but felt great and a down comforter covered in a mint green cover with purple, pink and blue flowers on it.


The wall to the side of the bed close to the seating area was filled with shelves that had my extensive collection of books, my stereo, CDs, DVDs, some framed photos and geek items like a small-scale model of the Serenity ship from Firefly and a frame with a mounted chakram, Xena, Warrior Princess’s awesome weapon.


The wall to the other side had a huge, antique wardrobe that my dad had to dismantle and put together to get it in there.


The wall opposite the shelves by the living area held my big, awesome shabby chic desk, computer and its paraphernalia. On the other side, between the front door and bathroom, was my antique distressed dresser. It had on top another fabulous lamp with a delicate, etched crystal vase I’d bought for a song because it didn’t work but I bought it because I knew my dad could fix it. And he did.


Nothing matched, not even the stools around the kitchen counter. I had random, quirky bits and bobs here and there, decorating surfaces and walls. If I had to give the look a name, I’d call it “Distressed Mountain Girlie Kickass Chic.”


And I loved it.


Which was good, I thought as I wandered to my couch, snatched up my iPod and threw myself down on it on my back, since I spent so much fraking time in it.


I stared up at the ceiling, smelling my candle burning (apple) and snatching up one of the many packs of gum around my house, unwrapping a piece and popping it into my mouth.


Bubblemint. I loved the taste, rejoiced when I discovered it, was addicted to it and chewed it all the time, even after midnight on a Thursday while I lay on my couch wondering what on earth I was going to do with the rest of my life.


It was likely that tomorrow Lexie, Laurie, Krystal or a mixture of them or all of them would be in the library. Not to mention they could bring the rare but plausible additions of their other friends, Wendy, Maggie, Stella, Betty, Sunny, Avril, Amber, Jazz, Kayeleen or God forbid, the crazy Twyla, who scared me more than Krystal.


I’d been blowing them off now for a week, telling them I was busy with library stuff. Seeing as we were having increasingly frightening but strangely vague funding issues, this, thankfully, was not a lie. But it also meant their occasional visits became a lot more frequent and one, the other or several of them, together and separate, had been in the last two days back to back.


Laurie and Krystal had told me that word was buzzing through town, which meant Bubba’s biker bar and Carnal Spa then reaching out to the moon, that I’d gone to the station and talked to Chace.


Word was, from their sharing it with me, correct. That word stated that I had gone in to make a report. Chace and I had been behind closed doors for ten minutes. Chace had stalked out, looking pissed, and immediately gone to his SUV. Then I had wandered out moments later looking like I’d been slapped and quickly exited the premises without looking back.


At this news, I’d lied and told them it wasn’t true at all. I told them about the boy I’d seen (and killed two birds with one stone by asking them to look out for him and call me if they saw him) and that was why I went there. Nothing had happened. Chace was looking into it and in the meantime I’d given Frank Dolinski a book and an artist had sketched a (very good) picture of the boy. All this done while Chace was absent from the station.


They didn’t buy it, and although I had to admit I liked that they came around, I knew the pressure would increase and I wasn’t looking forward to that.


But being the librarian in a small town wasn’t nine hours a day, Tuesday through Saturday, of fun and laughter. Them coming broke up the day. They were funny. They were open, real and, unlike me, normal. And they liked me, which felt nice. It wasn’t like I didn’t have any friends. But all my friends from high school had either moved away or were in committed relationships so I didn’t have much in common with them. We spent time together, just not very much. My other friends were accessed through a computer keyboard.


So it felt nice to feel like a part of their group.


I just didn’t want to share about what happened with Chace.


Maybe I would, one day, when it didn’t hurt so much to think about it. Maybe I’d invite them over for dinner and margaritas and we’d get hammered and I’d spill the beans.


That sounded like a good idea. An open, real, normal thing for a girl who had a life to do. Have her girls over, dinner, drinks, drunkenness and confessing your most mortifying, painful life moments so they could tell you all men are losers and make you another drink.


I popped my earphones in and since I should be winding down rather than gearing up, which was where my thoughts were taking me, I put on one of my unwind playlists.


This worked until it came up in the queue.


Ella Mae Bowen’s rendition of “Holding Out for a Hero.”


Lying there like I did all the time, alone, late at night, in my kickass but lonesome apartment, her beautiful voice filled with longing, singing words I’d never really listened to, hit me like a bullet tearing clean through my flesh leaving a raw ache in its wake.


I didn’t even try to control the tears that filled my eyes. I didn’t feel the sting of them in my nose. I just let them fall as the ceiling above me went watery and the longing in Ella Mae’s voice, the beautiful yearning of the words, ripped me to shreds.


I’d seen Chace Keaton at sixteen years old—incidentally, Ella Mae’s age when she recorded that song—and I convinced myself I found my hero and he was always there, just out of reach.


But he wasn’t just out of reach and if I kept hoping, kept reaching, eventually his fingers would close warm, strong and firm around mine.


He was just plain out of reach.


He lived in the same town but he was miles and miles and miles away.


When Ella Mae was done, I played her again.


And again.


Then again.


Then, tears in my eyes, I got up, blew out the candle and walked to the distressed, whimsical set of hooks Dad had mounted by my door. I grabbed my long, pastel green scarf and wrapped it around and around my neck, this pressing the cords of the earphones to the skin under it.


I replayed it as I grabbed my pine green wool pea coat, tugged it on, maneuvered the iPod around while I buttoned it up, nabbed my mittens that matched the scarf and pulled them on. Then I grabbed my keys.


I listened to it playing as I pulled open the door and walked out, locked the door, shoved the keys into my pocket and took off down the stairs that led to the back alley and my Cherokee.


I replayed it as I rounded the side alley and walked swiftly, shoulders scrunched, arms held up in front of me, hands clasped, through the fierce, arid cold that dried the tears on my face.


I replayed it when I turned off Main Street and walked through the quiet, dark streets to the elementary school. I listened to the words yet again as I slipped through the opening in the chain link fence and headed to the playground.


I was listening to it when I stopped at the swing set, lifted my mittened hand and rested it on one of the high swing set poles and dropped my head, pressing my forehead against my mitten. Listening and aching and knowing that there was nothing worse in the whole, wide world than the death of hope.


And I was listening to it when a hand wrapped firm and strong around my bicep but I also heard my low, surprised cry ringing in my head if not in my ears when I felt the touch and that hand didn’t hesitate to whip me around.


Then I stared up at Chace Keaton’s angry face.


What the frak?


I blinked up at him and I did this twice before I realized his mouth was moving.


He was talking to me.


“What?” I asked, automatically talking very loudly over music he couldn’t hear.


His head jerked, his eyes narrowed even as they moved all around the vicinity of my head. I felt his hand leave my arm then suddenly Ella Mae was gone because he’d lifted both his hands and pulled out my earbuds.


Then I heard him growl, “Jesus, it’s worse.”


I wasn’t following. I hadn’t gone from denying my lonesomeness to understanding it to the core of my being, letting go a dream, feeling that ache throb through me, beating at me in a way I knew I’d feel it forever to standing in the cold in the elementary school playground staring at an angry Chace Keaton.


“What’s worse?” I whispered.


“You, takin’ a walk alone in the dark of night in a town full of bikers who like to get drunk, rowdy and laid and doin’ it with your earphones in and music so loud you couldn’t hear someone approach even if he was wearin’ a fuckin’ cowbell.”


He was right, of course. I could actually hear Ella Mae now, and the earbuds weren’t even in my ears.


Quickly, with my thumb, I paused my iPod but I replied to Chace, “Bikers are friendly.”


“No, Faye, they’re not.”


“But I’ve been living here my whole life and so have a bunch of bikers. They are.”


“Yeah, the ones who live here don’t shit where they live. The ones who come here from other places don’t give a fuck where they shit. ’Course, this would mean that something happened to you, the local bikers would have to throw down, seeing as someone harmed one of their own, so wherever they tracked the others to, all hell would break loose. After you created that nightmare, in the meantime, you wouldn’t be doing too fuckin’ good.”


“You curse a lot,” I whispered, and his head jerked again just as his eyes narrowed again.


“What?” he clipped.


“Nothing,” I muttered and bit my lip.


His eyes dropped to my lips then sliced back up to mine.


Suddenly my hand was caught in a strong, firm grip and tugged while he stated, “I’m walking you home.”


Since his hand was tugging mine and his body was tall, lean and muscular and it was moving, I had no choice but to follow it.


But I did protest as my feet moved double time to keep up with his long strides, “That’s okay. Really. It isn’t far and I won’t listen to music.”


He stopped abruptly, jerking my hand, which made me stop abruptly, and he bent his neck so his handsome face was an inch from mine.


His eyes were angry.


No, furious.


I stopped breathing.


“I’m… walking… you… home,” he said low, slow, each word deliberate.


I did the only thing I could do. I nodded.


His face started to move back then his eyes narrowed again and, to the further detriment of my ability to breathe, it got even closer. His eyes moved over my features then they came back to mine.


“You been cryin’?” he asked, his voice low still but now soft.


I stared up at him and it hit me that he’d pulled us closer to the sidewalk where there were streetlamps so he could see me.


“No.”


There it was again!


Another lie!


Chace called me on it and he did it again in that low, soft voice that made his normally deep attractive voice deeper and far, far more attractive.


“Honey, I got eyes.”


I really liked it when he called me honey. He’d done it twice now and both times felt like gifts.


Of course, he probably called everyone honey if they were female. So it wasn’t a gift. It was throwaway. Meaningless.


I pulled in breath and straightened my shoulders.


“Okay then, Chace. I have been crying. But the fact I have and the reasons why I was are none of your business. So if you’re fired up to do your duty as an officer of the law and make sure I’m safe, then walk me home. But, if you wouldn’t mind, I’ll pass on the interrogation.”


“There’s the backbone,” he muttered.


“What?” I snapped.


“Nothin’.” He was still muttering as he moved away, yanked on my hand and we started walking again.


I wanted to ask what he was doing roaming the streets in the middle of the night but I didn’t. I wanted to ask where his SUV was since I scanned for it as we walked through town in the cold and didn’t see it, but I didn’t do that either. I wanted to ask him to let go of my hand, but I didn’t do that either.


I just walked at his side with my hand held firm in his big, warm one and I promised myself I wouldn’t do anything stupid and dramatic. Like let my emotions and a beautiful, soul-wrenching song send me out into the night on an ill-advised walk. Which did nothing to clear my head seeing as I listened to the song that was wrenching my soul repeatedly while I did it.


In fact, I was deciding (dramatically, of course) from then on in, as we rounded the side alley to get to the back alley that led to my apartment, that I was listening to nothing but upbeat music for the rest of forever. I was so intent on deciding this that it didn’t occur to me that I wasn’t leading Chace to the alley where I lived.


He was leading me.


We’d turned into the back alley and got four steps in when we heard a crash.


Chace’s arm instantly jerked mine, pulling me back. He stepped forward and in front of me as he let go of my hand and his went to the gun at his hip.


But I saw, peering around him, a head pop up from the other side of the Dumpster that was behind the Italian restaurant.


I knew that head.


“Holy frak!” I shouted. “That’s him!”


The boy from the library took off at my voice, and I didn’t hesitate to take off after him.


“Jesus, Faye!” Chace roared from behind me but I kept right on going, arms pumping, feet sprinting.


I heard the beat of Chace’s boots then I saw him pass me and keep after the kid who darted around the corner of the side street. I watched Chace make the turn after him then I turned after them and saw Chace make another turn down Main Street.


I followed and saw Chace, well, chasing the kid down Main Street.


“You’re not in trouble!” I yelled. “We just want to help! It’s okay!” I kept yelling as the kid made a quick dash up a side street and disappeared, Chace still after him, thus, seconds later, turning and disappearing too.


I made the dash as well and saw them racing up the side street.


Two blocks up, Chace was nearly on him when the kid put his hands to a fence, catapulted himself over and dashed through someone’s yard.


Chace didn’t delay in following him and disappearing into the yard.


Once I made it there, it took me four tries to get over that fence and I eventually had to heft my ass on it and swing my legs over. I had a feeling I tore the seat of my jeans when I did but I dropped to the other side and took off after them.


I lost them in the dark backyard, stopped and tried to listen over my labored breathing, hoping I’d hear a noise that told me which direction they’d gone.


I heard nothing.


I stayed there a long time.


I still heard nothing.


Frak!


It hit me I was in someone’s backyard after midnight and I shouldn’t be. It also hit me that Chace was chasing after some kid and not only had I lost him but he’d lost me. Therefore it hit me I had no idea what to do.


I gave it some time just in case Chace came back, hopefully with the kid so we could get him warm, fed (he was Dumpster diving!) and talk to him, but Chace didn’t come back.


So I quickly retraced our steps (avoiding the fence and belatedly noticing it opened at the drive and taking that route, which I should have taken earlier). I went back jogging just in case Chace had the same thought as me and was headed the same way. I also did it scanning, hoping I’d catch sight of one, the other or, better yet, both.


I didn’t.


What I did was go to the bottom of the stairs that led up to my apartment in the back alley, paced and waited.


I did this for about ten minutes. I had my iPod and my earphones detangled from my clothing and shoved in the back pocket of my jeans by the time I saw Chace round the corner of the side alley and prowl toward me.


Believe it or not, men could prowl. I knew this by the way he was doing it.


He was five feet away when he ordered low, angry and confusingly, “Ass up the stairs.”


“What?” I asked.


“Get your ass up the stairs, open your door, in your apartment.”


That seemed like a good idea since it would be warm up there so I turned, raced up the stairs, dug out my keys, yanked off my mittens and opened the door.


I went in and Chace followed me.


He also slammed my door.


I tossed my mittens across the room to a chair, turned to him and my first thought when I took him in fully was, Uh-oh.


“You chased him again,” he remarked quietly.


“I, uh… didn’t think.”


“Kid’s terrified outta his mind and not only did you chase him, you shouted at him.”


I pressed my lips together.


“In the dark,” Chace went on.


I shrugged my shoulders up and kept them there.


“In an alley,” Chace continued.


I made no move or noise.


“In the cold,” Chace kept going.


I dropped my shoulders and unpressed my lips but slid the bottom one slightly to the side so I could bite the end.


“After midnight,” Chace (hopefully) finished.


“Uh…” I mumbled but had no idea what to say. All that was true and, looking back, seemed more than slightly ridiculous.


“Kid like that knows this town like the back of his hand. Kid like that, fear that huge, he’ll fight and scratch and die before anyone he doesn’t know lays a hand on him. Kid like that needs care and communication. He needs to feel safe. He does not need anyone chasing him and shouting at him. He won’t hear your words, just your tone. And he’ll know what chasing means and he’ll do everything in his power not to get caught.”


“So that’s why you didn’t, uh… catch him?” I asked stupidly.


“That’s why,” he answered shortly then elaborated. “He hit the dark of that backyard, he was vapor.”


“Oh,” I whispered thinking, maybe, he was actually still in that backyard and hiding.


“Get that outta your head,” Chace broke into my thoughts. “I went back and looked. He’s gone.”


“Oh,” I repeated on a whisper, now thinking it was weird Chace Keaton could read my thoughts.


“Jesus, Faye, you want me to help this kid, you gotta help me help this kid. And makin’ him more scared is not the way to go about doin’ that.”


“Okay,” I agreed quietly then hesitantly asked, “So, um… what is the way to go about doing that?”


“I don’t know. Seein’ him, that is not a kid who’s escaped an abusive home. Or it’s not the only shit in his life. He’s terrified, of what, I have no clue. But whatever it is, it’s huge or at least it is in his head. We have to find some way to establish trust so he’ll let us approach or he’ll come forward.”


“Food,” I said instantly, and his head jerked.


“What?”


“Food. I’ll put out food. And… and… a coat!” I cried. “He needs a coat. I’ll go buy him one. I’ll put it out by the Dumpster.”


“Honey, he’s not goin’ back to that Dumpster. Not again. Not ever.”


“Oh,” I whispered as my mind raced and I came up with another idea. “At the library. By the return bin. He returns his books. He hasn’t been back in a week because, well, I chased him last time and he hasn’t returned any books either. But he will. He always does. I’ll put food and a coat out by the bin. And… and… more books. I’ll find ones like he likes to take and I’ll put them out there. With a note telling him he can find what he needs there and if he needs anything he’s not finding, to leave a return note and it’ll be left for him.”


I watched Chace jerk up his chin before he said, “That’s a good idea.”


I grinned at him and said, “Thanks.”


His eyes dropped to my mouth, it seemed strangely that his body went still then his eyes came back to mine and he asked instantly, “Why were you crying?”


I felt my grin die and I took a step back, murmuring, “Chace—”


“Why were you crying?” he repeated.


I took another step back saying, “I don’t think—”


My heart started to beat harder when he took a step toward me and he asked again, “Why were you crying, Faye?”


I started actively retreating as Chace started actively advancing and I said, “I think I told you that’s none of your business.”


“Faye, why were you crying?”


I hit the foot stand of my bed and was forced to stop.


Chace didn’t stop until he was toe to toe with me, neck bent, eyes locked to mine.


“I’ll ask one more time, honey,” he said gently. “Why were you crying?”


I felt it prudent, considering his proximity, to answer.


So I did.


“I was listening to a song that made me cry.”


His brows went up. “A song that made you cry, leave your house in the dead of night and walk to the elementary school playground?”


To this, I offered lamely, “It’s a good song.”


His eyes moved over my face as his lips whispered, “It’s a good song.”


I held my breath unsure what was happening but I was sure what was happening to my heartbeat. It was escalating. And my skin, it was tingling. And my blood, it was firing.


I stopped holding my breath and pulled in a needed one.


Then I straightened my shoulders and said quietly, “I’m home safe now, Chace. You can go.”


His eyes came back to mine and he didn’t go.


Instead, he asked, “What song was it?”


No way in heck I was sharing that.


“Dobie Gray’s ‘Drift Away.’ ”


There it was again. Another fraking lie!


His eyes lit and his mouth twitched before he asked, “The song that moved you to tears and drove you into the cold night was a song about a man who gets through by listening to rock ’n’ roll?”


I was realizing I really needed to pay more attention to lyrics when I answered with another lie, “Yes.” Then to add validity to something that was nowhere near valid, I added, “My favorite part is when he sings while people clap.”


And right then, in my apartment, I watched Chace Keaton throw back his handsome head and burst out laughing.


Seeing it, hearing the deep richness of it, my hands went behind me and curled into the iron of my footboard so they could assist my legs in keeping me standing.


I was prepared to ask him to leave when he stopped laughing (not that I wanted him to stop laughing, ever) but he got there before me by tipping his eyes back to mine and ordering through his laughter, “Put it on.”


I blinked and my chest seized.


Therefore I had to force out my, “What?”


His eyes scanned my apartment, spied my stereo then came back to me.


He tilted his head to my stereo and repeated, “Put it on.”


“Put what on?” I asked stupidly.


“ ‘Drift Away.’ ”


Oh God!


“Um… I’m kind of tired,” I informed him.


“Faye, honey, you just ran through a very cold night chasing an abused, terrified kid. You’re not tired.”


There it was, him reading me again.


“Um…”


“But I bet that song will help you relax and unwind.”


He was right. It would. It was on my unwind playlist for that very purpose.


“Uh…”


“Put it on.”


“Chace, I don’t—”


“You don’t, I find your iPod and I’ll do it.”


That got me moving for two reasons. One, this would require a body search, and my iPod was at my bottom. I didn’t want Chace Keaton’s hands anywhere near my bottom. Second, the song it was set at was “Holding Out for a Hero” which meant if he had my iPod, he’d catch me out in the lie and know, possibly, what really was making me cry.


So I slid out from in front of him, unbuttoned my coat, shrugged it off and threw it on my armchair. Then I unwound my scarf and did the same with that. Finally, I dug into my back pocket, pulled out my iPod and set up the song.


The strains of the guitar hit the space as I turned back to see Chace had taken off his coat, thrown it on my bed and he was leaning a hip against the footboard.


He looked good standing anywhere.


But he never looked better than standing right there.


Really, seriously, how was this happening?


“Forgot how much I like this song,” he said through the music.


“Told you it was good,” I muttered.


At my words, he suddenly pushed away from the bed and came at me.


I had to make a split-second decision. Run from the apartment (and I’d just taken off my coat), race to the bathroom and lock myself in, retreat again even though I had nowhere to go or hold my ground.


I took longer than the split second to make my decision and thus ended up doing the last and therefore was an available target when he reached down and grabbed my hand.


He yanked it firm but gentle and I flew toward him.


His other arm slid around me and suddenly I found myself, after midnight, in my apartment, dancing with Chace Keaton.


It wasn’t just a close-to-each-other, hips-swaying dance. He swung me out, twirled me around, threw me wide and wound me back in. He was sure in his moves, strong, confident, and my body just moved how he wanted me to move. It didn’t feel stilted, I wasn’t nervous.


I just moved where he guided me like we’d danced together countless times. It felt natural. It felt right. It felt great.


So great, the song was so awesome, I got into it and started grinning, aiming this at him whenever my eyes caught his, which were always on me.


The slow bits, he held me close and swayed. The faster bits, he moved me around and when the clapping came, he pulled me close, his neck bending, his lips finding my ear and he whispered, “You’re right, honey, this is definitely the best part.”


My hand was resting on the hard wall of his chest, my head tipped back, his came up and we locked eyes.


Then I whispered, “See?”


He smiled.


I drowned.


Then he twirled me out when the tempo shifted up but we finished close, hips swaying. His arm was around me, his hand in mine holding it to his chest. My other hand was resting lightly on his shoulder. His jaw was pressed to the side of my hair and my eyes trained to the strong column of his throat.


The song faded away, our hips stopped swaying, but he didn’t let me go.


I had no idea what was happening, how it came about, but that didn’t mean I didn’t close my eyes and commit every nuance of that moment to memory.


Then he said quietly in my ear, “For a long time, a long fuckin’ time, Faye, nearly six years, I thought it was certain I’d never have anything as beautiful as the last three minutes. Thank you, honey, for giving that to me.”


Once he’d dropped this confusing, exquisite bombshell, he moved away, went to his coat on my bed, tagged it, sauntered to my door and walked out of it, closing it behind him.


Not looking back.
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