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Tiny Little Embers


Nash


The federal agents in my office were lucky for two reasons.


First, my left hook wasn’t what it had been before getting shot.


And second, I hadn’t been able to work my way up into feeling anything, let alone mad enough to make me consider doing something stupid.


“The Bureau understands you have a personal interest in finding Duncan Hugo,” Special Agent Sonal Idler said from across my desk where she sat with a ramrod-­straight spine. She flicked her gaze to the coffee stain on my shirt.


She was a steely woman in a pantsuit who looked as though she ate procedures for breakfast. The man next to her, Deputy U.S. Marshal Nolan Graham, had a mustache and the look of a man forced into something he really didn’t want to do. He also looked like he blamed me for it.


I wanted to work my way up to pissed off. Wanted to feel something other than the great, sucking void that rolled over me, inevitable as the tide. But there was nothing. Just me and the void.


“But we can’t have you and your boys and girls running around mucking up my investigation,” Idler continued.


On the other side of the glass, Sergeant Grave Hopper was dumping a pint of sugar into his coffee and glaring daggers at the two feds. Behind him, the rest of the bullpen buzzed with the usual energy of a small-­town police department.


Phones rang. Keyboards clicked. Officers served. And the coffee sucked.


Everyone was alive and breathing. Everyone but me.


I was just pretending.


I crossed my arms and ignored the sharp twinge in my shoulder.


“I appreciate the professional courtesy. But what’s with the special interest? I’m not the only cop to take a bullet in the line of duty.”


“You also weren’t the only name on that list,” Graham said, speaking up for the first time.


My jaw tightened. The list was where this nightmare had begun.


“But you were the first one targeted,” Idler said. “Your name was on that list of LEOs and informants. But this thing is bigger than one shooting. This is the first time we’ve got something that could stick to Anthony Hugo.”


It was the first time I’d heard any kind of emotion in her voice. Special Agent Idler had her own personal agenda, and nailing crime boss Anthony Hugo to the wall was it.


“I need this case to be airtight,” she continued. “Which is why we can’t have any locals trying to take matters into their own hands. Even if they’ve got badges. The greater good always comes with a price tag.”


I rubbed a hand over my jaw and was surprised to find more than a five-­o’clock shadow there. Shaving hadn’t exactly been high on my priority list lately.


She assumed I’d been investigating. Reasonable given the circumstances. But she didn’t know my dirty little secret. No one did. I might be healing on the outside. I might put on my uniform and show up at the station every day. But on the inside, there was nothing left. Not even a desire to find the man responsible for this.


“What do you expect my department to do if Duncan Hugo comes back here looking to shoot holes in a few more of its citizens? Look the other way?” I drawled.


The feds shared a look. “I expect you to keep us apprised of any local happenings that might tie in to our case,” Idler said firmly. “We’ve got a few more resources at our disposal than your department. And no personal agendas.”


I felt a flicker of something in the nothingness. Shame.


I should have a personal agenda. Should be out there hunting down the man myself. If not for me, then for Naomi and Waylay. He’d victimized my brother’s fiancée and her niece in another way, by abducting them and terrorizing them over the list that had earned me two bullet holes.


But part of me had died in that ditch that night, and what was left didn’t seem like it was worth fighting for.


“Marshal Graham here will be staying close for a while. Keeping an eye on things,” Idler continued.


Mustache didn’t look any happier about that than I was.


“Any particular kind of things?” I asked.


“All remaining targets on the list are receiving federal protection until we ascertain that the threat is no longer imminent,” Idler explained.


Christ. The whole damn town was going to be in an uproar if they found out federal agents were hanging around waiting for someone to break the law. And I didn’t have the energy for an uproar.


“I don’t need protection,” I said. “If Duncan Hugo had two brain cells to rub together, he wouldn’t be hanging around here. He’s long gone.” At least, that was what I told myself late at night when the sleep wouldn’t come.


“All due respect, Chief, you’re the one who got himself shot. You’re lucky you’re still here,” Graham said with a smug twitch of his mustache.


“What about my brother’s fiancée and niece? Hugo kidnapped them. Are they getting protection?”


“We have no reason to believe that Naomi and Waylay Witt are in any danger at this time,” Idler said.


The twinge in my shoulder graduated to a dull throb to match the one in my head. I was low on sleep and patience, and if I didn’t get these two pains in the ass out of my office, I wasn’t confident I could keep things civil.


Mustering as much southern charm as I could, I rose from behind my desk. “Understood. Now, if y’all will excuse me, I have a town to serve.”


The agents got to their feet and we exchanged perfunctory handshakes.


“I’d appreciate it if you’d keep me in the loop. Seein’ as how I’ve got a ‘personal interest’ and all,” I said as they hit the door.


“We’ll be sure to share what we can,” Idler said. “We’ll also be expecting a call from you as soon as you remember anything from the shooting.”


“Will do,” I said through gritted teeth. Between the trifecta of physical wounds, memory loss, and the empty numbness, I was a shadow of the man I’d been.


“Be seein’ you,” Graham said. It sounded like a threat.


I waited until they’d strutted their asses out of my station before snagging my jacket off the coat rack. The hole in my shoulder protested when I shoved my arm into the sleeve. The one in my torso didn’t feel much better.


“You all right, Chief?” Grave asked when I stepped out into the bullpen.


Under normal circumstances, my sergeant would have insisted on a play-­by-­play of the meeting followed by an hour-­long bitch session about jurisdictional bullshit. But since I’d gotten myself shot and almost killed, everyone was doing their damnedest to treat me with kid gloves.


Maybe I wasn’t hiding things as well as I thought.


“Fine,” I said, harsher than I’d intended.


“Heading out?” he prodded.


“Yeah.”


The eager new patrol officer popped up out of her chair like it was spring-­loaded. “If you want lunch, I can pick something up for you from Dino’s, Chief,” she offered.


Born and raised in Knockemout, Tashi Bannerjee was police academy fresh. Now, her shoes gleamed and her dark hair was scraped back in a regulations-­exceeding bun. But four years ago, she’d been ticketed in high school with riding a horse through a fast-­food drive-­thru. Most of the department had skirted the line of the law at some point in our youth, which made it mean more that we chose to uphold it rather than circumvent it.


“I can get my own damn lunch,” I snapped.


Her face fell for just a second before she recovered, making me feel like I’d just landed a kick to a puppy. Fuck. I was turning into my brother.


“Thanks for the offer though,” I added in a slightly less antagonized tone.


Great. Now I had to do something nice. Again. Make yet another I’m-­sorry-­for-­being-­an-­asshole gesture that I didn’t have the energy for. So far this week, I’d brought in coffee, doughnuts, and—­after a particularly embarrassing loss of temper over the thermostat in the bullpen—­gas station candy bars.


“I’m heading out to PT. Be back in an hour or so.”


With that, I stepped out into the hall and strode toward the exit like I had business to attend to just in case anyone else had a mind to try to strike up a conversation.


I blanked my mind and tried to focus on what was happening right in front of me.


The full force of northern Virginia fall hit me when I shoved my way through the glass doors of the Knox Morgan Municipal Center. The sun was shining in a sky so blue it hurt the eyes. The trees lining the street were putting on a show as their leaves gave up the green for russets, yellows, and oranges. Pumpkins and hay bales dominated the downtown window displays.


I glanced up at the roar of a bike and watched Harvey Lithgow cruise by. He had devil horns on his helmet and a plastic skeleton lashed upright to the seat behind him.


He raised a hand in greeting before rumbling off down the road doing at least fifteen over the posted speed limit. Always pushing the bounds of the law.


Fall had always been my favorite season. New beginnings. Pretty girls in soft sweaters. Football season. Homecoming. Cold nights made warmer with bourbon and bonfires.


But everything was different now. I was different now.


Since I’d lied about physical therapy, I couldn’t very well be seen grabbing lunch downtown, so I headed for home.


I’d make a sandwich I didn’t want to eat, sit in solitude, and try to find a way to make it through the rest of the day without being too much of a dick.


I needed to get my shit together. It wasn’t that fucking hard to push papers and make a few appearances like the useless figurehead I now was.


“Mornin’, chief,” Tallulah St. John, our resident mechanic and co-­owner of Café Rev, greeted me as she jaywalked right in front of me. Her long, black braids were gathered over the shoulder of her coveralls. She had a grocery tote in one hand and a coffee, most likely made by her husband, in the other.


“Mornin’, Tashi.”


Knockemout’s favorite pastime was ignoring the law. Where I stuck to the black and white, sometimes it felt like the rest of the people around me lived entirely in the gray. Founded by lawless rebels, my town had little use for rules and regulations. The previous police chief had been happy to leave citizens to fend for themselves while he shined up his badge as a status symbol and used his position for personal gain for more than twenty years.


I’d been chief now for nearly five years. This town was my home, the citizens, my family. Clearly I’d failed to teach them to respect the law. And now it was only a matter of time before they all realized I was no longer capable of protecting them.


My phone pinged in my pocket, and I reached for it with my left hand before remembering I no longer carried it on that side. On a muttered oath, I pulled it free with my right.


Knox: Tell the feds they can kiss your ass, my ass, and the whole damn town’s ass while they’re at it.


Of course my brother knew about the feds. An alert probably went out the second their sedan rolled onto Main Street. But I wasn’t up for a discussion about it. I wasn’t up for anything really.


The phone rang in my hand.


Naomi.


It wasn’t that long ago that I would have been eager as hell to answer that call. I’d had a thing for the new-­in-­town waitress riding a streak of bad luck. But she’d fallen, inexplicably, for my grumpy-­ass brother instead. I’d given up the crush—­easier than I’d thought—­but had enjoyed Knox’s annoyance every time his soon-­to-­be wife checked in on me.


Now, though, it felt like one more responsibility that I just couldn’t handle.


I sent the call to voicemail as I rounded the corner onto my street.


“Mornin’, chief,” Neecey called as she hauled the pizza shop’s easel sign out the front door. Dino’s opened at 11:00 a.m. on the dot seven days a week. Which meant I’d only made it four hours into my workday before I’d had to bail. A new record.


“Morning, Neece,” I said without enthusiasm.


I wanted to go home and close the door. To shut out the world and sink into that darkness. I didn’t want to stop every six feet to have a conversation.


“Heard that fed with the mustache is stickin’ around. Think he’ll enjoy his stay at the motel?” she said with a wicked gleam in her eyes.


The woman was a glasses-­wearing, gum-­chewing gossip who chatted up half the town every shift. But she had a point. Knockemout’s motel was a health inspector’s wet dream. Violations on every page of the handbook. Someone needed to buy the damn thing and tear it down.


“Sorry, Neece. Gotta take this,” I lied, bringing the phone to my ear, pretending like I had a call.


The second she ducked back inside, I stowed the phone and hurried the rest of the way to my apartment entrance.


My relief was short-­lived. The door to the stairwell, all carved wood and thick glass, was propped open with a banker box marked Files in sharp scrawl.


Still eying the box, I stepped inside.


“Son of a damn bitch!” A woman’s voice that did not belong to my elderly neighbor echoed from above.


I looked up just as a fancy black backpack rolled down the stairs toward me like a designer tumbleweed. Halfway up the flight, a pair of long, lean legs caught my attention.


They were covered in sleek leggings the color of moss, and the view just kept getting better. The fuzzy gray sweater was cropped and offered a peek at smooth, tan skin over taut muscle while highlighting subtle curves. But it was the face that demanded the most attention. Marble-­worthy cheekbones. Big, dark eyes. Full lips pursed in annoyance.


Her hair—­so dark it was almost black—­was cut in a short, choppy cap and looked like someone had just shoved their fingers through it. My fingers flexed at my sides.


Angelina Solavita, better known as Lina or my brother’s ex-­girlfriend from a lifetime ago, was a looker. And she was in my stairwell.


This wasn’t good.


I bent and picked up the bag at my feet.


“Sorry for hurling my luggage at you,” she called as she wrestled a large, wheeled suitcase up the final few steps.


I had no complaints about the view, but I had serious concerns about surviving small talk.


The second floor was home to three apartments: mine, Mrs. Tweedy’s, and a vacant space next to mine.


I had my hands full living across the hall from an elderly widow who didn’t have much respect for privacy and personal space. I wasn’t interested in adding to my distractions at home. Not even when they looked like Lina.


“Moving in?” I called back when she reappeared at the top of the stairs. The words sounded forced, my voice strained.


She flashed me one of those sexy little smiles. “Yeah. What’s for dinner?”


I watched her hit the stairs at a jog, descending with speed and grace.


“I think you can do better than what I have to offer.” I hadn’t been to a grocery store in… Okay, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d ventured into Grover’s Groceries to buy food. I’d been living off takeout when I remembered to eat.


Lina stopped on the last step, putting us eye-­to-­eye, and gave me a slow once-­over. The smile became a full-­fledged grin. “Don’t sell yourself short, hotshot.”


She’d called me that for the first time a handful of weeks ago when she’d cleaned up the mess I’d made of my stitches saving my brother’s ass. At the time, I should have been thinking about the avalanche of paperwork I was going to have to deal with thanks to an abduction and the ensuing shoot-­out. Instead, I’d sat propped against the wall, distracted by Lina’s calm, competent hands, her clean, fresh scent.


“You flirting with me?” I hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but I was hanging on by sheer will.


At least I hadn’t told her I liked the smell of her laundry detergent.


She arched an eyebrow. “You’re my handsome new neighbor, the chief of police, and my college boyfriend’s brother.”


She leaned in an inch closer, and a single spark of something warm stirred in my belly. I wanted to cling to it, to cup it in my hands until it thawed my icy blood.


“I really love bad ideas. Don’t you?” Her smile was dangerous now.


Old Me would have turned on the charm. Would have enjoyed a good flirt. Would have appreciated the mutual attraction. But I wasn’t that man anymore.


I held up her bag by the strap. Her fingers got tangled around mine when she reached for it. Our gazes met and held. That spark multiplied into a dozen tiny little embers, almost enough for me to remember what it was like to feel something.


Almost.


She was watching me intently. Those whiskey-­brown eyes peered into me like I was an open book.


I extricated my fingers from hers. “What did you say you do for a living?” I asked. She’d mentioned it in passing, called it boring, and changed the subject. But she had eyes that missed nothing, and I was curious what job would let her hang out in Nowhere, Virginia, for weeks at a time.


“Insurance,” she said, slinging the backpack over one shoulder.


Neither one of us retreated. Me because those embers were the only good thing I’d felt in weeks.


“What kind of insurance?”


“Why? Are you in the market for a new policy?” she teased as she started to pull away.


But I wanted her to stay close. Needed her to fan those weak sparks to see if there was anything inside me worth burning.


“Want me to grab that?” I offered, hooking my thumb at the box of files against the door.


The smile disappeared. “I’ve got it,” she said briskly, making a move to step past me.


I blocked her. “Mrs. Tweedy would have my hide if she found out I made you haul that box up those stairs,” I insisted.


“Mrs. Tweedy?”


I pointed up. “2C. She’s out with her weight-­lifting group. But you’ll meet her soon enough. She’ll make sure of it.”


“If she’s out, she won’t know that you didn’t aggravate your bullet wounds by insisting on lugging a box up a flight of stairs,” Lina pointed out. “How are they healing?”


“Fine,” I lied.


She hummed and raised that eyebrow again. “Really?”


She didn’t believe me. But my craving for those tiny slivers of feeling was so strong, so desperate, I didn’t care.


“Right as rain,” I insisted.


I heard a low ringtone and saw the flash of annoyance as Lina retrieved her phone from some hidden pocket in the waistband of her leggings. It was only a glimpse, but I caught “Mom” on the screen before she hit Ignore. It looked like we both were avoiding family.


I took a chance and used the distraction to retrieve the box, making a point to use my left arm. My shoulder throbbed, and a cold bead of sweat worked its way down my back. But as soon as I locked eyes with her again, the sparks came back.


I didn’t know what this was, only that I needed it.


“I see the Morgan stubbornness is just as strong in you as it is in your brother,” she observed, tucking the phone back into her pocket. She gave me another assessing look before turning and starting up the stairs.


“Speaking of Knox,” I said, fighting to keep my voice sounding natural, “I take it you’re in 2B?” My brother owned the building, which included the bar and barbershop on the first floor.


“I am now. I was staying at the motel,” she said.


I sent up a prayer of thanks that she was taking the stairs slower than she had on the way down.


“Can’t believe you lasted that long there.”


“This morning, I saw a rat get into a slap fight with a roach the size of a rat. Last straw,” she said.


“Coulda stayed with Knox and Naomi,” I said, forcing the words out before I was too out of breath to speak. I was out of condition, and her shapely ass in those leggings wasn’t helping my cardiovascular endurance.


“I like my own space,” she said.


We made it to the top of the stairs, and I followed her to the open door next to mine as a river of icy sweat snaked down my back. I really needed to get back to the gym. If I was going to be a walking corpse for the rest of my life, I should at least be one who could handle a conversation on a flight of stairs.


Lina dropped her backpack inside before turning to take the box from me.


Once again, our fingers touched.


Once again, I felt something. And it wasn’t just the ache in my shoulder, the emptiness in my chest.


“Thanks for the help,” she said, taking the box from me.


“If you need anything, I’m right next door,” I said.


Those lips curved ever so slightly. “Good to know. See you around, hotshot.”


I stood rooted to the spot even after she shut the door, waiting until every single one of those embers went cold.
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Avoidance Tactics


Lina


I closed my new front door on all six feet one inches of wounded, broody Nash Morgan.


“Don’t even think about it,” I muttered to myself.


Usually, I didn’t mind taking a risk, playing with a little fire. And that was exactly what getting to know Studly Do-­Right, as the ladies of Knockemout had dubbed him, would be. But I had more urgent things to do than flirting away the sadness that Nash wore like a cloak.


Wounded and broody, I thought again as I lugged my files across the room.


I wasn’t surprised that I was attracted. While I preferred the enjoy ’em and leave ’em lifestyle, there was nothing I loved more than a challenge. And getting under that facade, digging into what put those shadows in his sad hero eyes would be exactly that.


But Nash struck me as the settling-­down type, and I was allergic to relationships.


Once you showed an interest in someone, they started thinking it meant they had the right to tell you what to do and how to do it, two of my least favorite things. I liked good times, the thrill of the chase. I enjoyed playing with the pieces of a puzzle until I had the full picture, then moving on to the next one. And in between, I liked walking into my place, full of my things, and ordering food I liked without having to argue with anyone about what to watch on TV.


I dumped the box on the tiny dining room table and surveyed my new domain.


The apartment had potential. I could see why Knox had invested in the building. He’d never been one to miss potential under the surface of hot mess. High ceilings, battered wood floors, big windows overlooking the street.


The main living space was furnished with a faded floral couch facing an empty brick wall, the small but sturdy round dining table with three chairs, and some kind of shelving system built out of old crates under the front windows.


The kitchen, which was closed off into a tiny, drywalled box, was about two decades out of date. Not a problem since I didn’t cook. The counters were a garish yellow laminate that had long outlived their heyday, if they’d ever had one. But there was a microwave and a fridge big enough to store takeout and a six-­pack, so it would work just fine for me.


The bedroom was empty, but it had a sizable closet, which unlike the kitchen was a requirement for me and my clothes-­whorish tendencies. The attached bathroom was charmingly vintage with a claw-­foot tub and an absolutely useless pedestal sink that would hold zero percent of my makeup and skincare collection.


I blew out a breath. Depending on how comfortable the couch was, I might be able to hold off on making a decision about a bed. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be here, how long it would take me to find what I was looking for.


I hoped to hell it wouldn’t be long now.


I flopped down on the couch, praying for it to be comfortable.


It was not.


“Why are you punishing me?” I asked the ceiling. “I’m not a horrible person. I stop for pedestrians. I donate to that farm sanctuary. I eat my vegetables. What more do you want?”


The universe didn’t respond.


I heaved a sigh and thought about my town house in Atlanta. I was used to roughing it on the job. Returning from an extended stay in a two-­star motel always made me appreciate my expensive sheets, my overstuffed designer couch, and my meticulously organized wardrobe.


This particular extended stay, however, was becoming ridiculous.


And the longer I stayed in town without a break or a clue or a light at the end of the tunnel, the antsier I got. On paper, maybe it looked like I was an impulsive wild child. In reality, I was simply following the plan I’d made a long time ago. I was patient and logical, and the risks I took were—­almost always—­calculated.


But weeks on end in a tiny town thirty-­eight minutes from the closest Sephora without the slightest indication that I was on the right track were starting to wear on me. Hence the conversation with the ceiling.


I was bored and frustrated, a dangerous combination, because it made it impossible to ignore the niggling doubt in my head that maybe I didn’t enjoy this line of work as much as I once did. The doubt that had magically sprouted when things had gone south during the last job. Something else I didn’t want to think about.


“Okay, universe,” I said to the ceiling again. “I need one thing to go my way. Just one. Like a shoe sale or, I don’t know, how about one break in this case before I lose my mind?”


This time, the universe answered me with a phone call.


The universe was a jerk.


“Hi, Mom,” I said with twin pulls of annoyance and affection.


“There you are! I was worried.” Bonnie Solavita hadn’t been born a worrier, but she’d accepted the mantel that had been thrust upon her with an enthusiastic dedication to the role.


Unable to sit still during these daily conversations, I got off the lumpy couch and headed to the table. “I was carrying something up the stairs,” I explained.


“You’re not overdoing it, are you?”


“It was one suitcase and one flight of stairs,” I said, flicking the lid off the box of files. “What are you all up to?” Redirection was what kept my relationship with my parents intact.


“I’m on my way into a marketing meeting, and your father is somewhere under the hood of that damn car,” she said.


Mom had taken a longer-­than-­necessary hiatus from her job as a marketing executive so she could smother me until I moved three states away to go to college. Since then, she’d reentered the workforce and climbed the ladder as an executive in a national healthcare organization.


My father, Hector, was six months into his retirement from his career as a plumber. “That damn car” was the in-­desperate-­need-­of-­some-­TLC 1968 Mustang Fastback I’d surprised him with for his birthday two years ago courtesy of a big, fat bonus check from work. He’d had one when he was a young, studly bachelor in Illinois until he’d traded it in on a fancy pickup truck to impress a farmer’s daughter. Dad had married the farmer’s daughter—­my mother—­and spent the ensuing decades missing the car.


“Did he get it running yet?” I asked.


“Not yet. He bored me to death with a twenty-­minute dissertation on carburetors over dinner last night. So I bored him right back with an explanation of how we’re changing our advertising messages based on the demographics of East Coast suburban sprawl,” Mom explained smugly.


I laughed. My parents had one of those relationships that no matter how different they were from each other, no matter how long they’d been married, they were still the other’s biggest cheerleaders…and biggest annoyances.


“That’s very on-­brand for you both,” I said.


“Consistency is key,” Mom sang.


I heard someone ask a rapid-­fire question on her end.


“Go with the secondary deck for the presentation. I made some tweaks to it last night. Oh, and grab me a Pellegrino before you go in, would you? Thanks.” Mom cleared her throat. “Sorry about that, sweetie.”


The difference between her boss lady voice and her mom voice was a source of endless entertainment for me.


“No problem. You’re a busy boss lady.”


But not too busy to check in with her daughter on her designated days.


Yep. Between my mother’s iron-­fisted itinerary and my parents’ desire to make sure I was okay at all times, I spoke to a parent nearly every single day. If I avoided them for too long, they had been known to show up on my doorstep unannounced.


“You’re still in DC, aren’t you?” she asked.


I winced, knowing what was coming. “Thereabouts. It’s a small town north of DC.”


“Small towns are where busy professional women get seduced by a rough-­around-­the-­edges local business owner. Ooh! Or a sheriff. Have you met the sheriff yet?”


A coworker had gotten my mother hooked on romance novels a few years back. They took an annual vacation together that always lined up with some book signing somewhere. Now Mom expected my life to turn into the plot of a rom-com at any moment.


“Chief of police,” I corrected. “And actually he lives next door.”


“That makes me feel a thousand times better knowing you have law enforcement next door. They’re trained in CPR, you know.”


“And a variety of other special skills,” I said dryly, trying not to be annoyed.


“Is he single? Cute? Any red flags?”


“I think so. Definitely. And I haven’t gotten to know him well enough to spot any. He’s Knox’s brother.”


“Oh.”


Mom managed to pack a lot into one syllable. My parents had never met Knox. They only knew that we’d dated—­very briefly—­when I was in college and had remained friends ever since. Mom mistakenly blamed him for her thirty-­seven-­year-­old daughter still being single and ready to mingle.


It wasn’t that she was desperate for a wedding and grandkids. It was that my parents wouldn’t take an easy breath until I had someone in my life who was going to take over the role of worried protector. It didn’t matter how self-­sufficient I’d become. To my mom and dad, I was still a fifteen-­year-­old in a hospital bed.


“You know, your father and I were just talking about getting away for the weekend. We could hop on a flight and be there this weekend.”


The last thing I needed was either of my parents shadowing me around town while I tried to work.


“I don’t know how long I’ll be in town,” I said diplomatically. “I could be heading home any day now.” Unlikely, unless I found something that led the case in a new direction. But still, at least it wasn’t an outright lie.


“I don’t understand how running corporate trainings can be so open-­ended,” Mom mused. Fortunately, before I had to craft a plausible answer, I heard another muffled comment on her end. “I have to go, sweetie. Meeting’s starting. Anyway, let me know when you’re heading back to Atlanta. We’ll fly down and visit before you come home for Thanksgiving. If we time it right, we can go to your appointment with you.”


Yeah. Because I was going to go to a doctor’s appointment with my parents in tow. Sure. “We’ll talk about it later,” I said.


“I love you, sweetie.”


“Love you too.”


I disconnected and let out a sigh that ended on a groan. Even from hundreds of miles away, my mother still managed to make me feel like she was holding a pillow over my face.


There was a knock at my door, and I shot a wary look at it, wondering if my mom was waiting to surprise me on the other side.


But then came a thump that sounded like an irritated boot at the base of my door. It was followed by a gruff, “Open up, Lina. This shit is heavy.”


I crossed the room and yanked open the door to find Knox Morgan, his pretty fiancée, Naomi, and Naomi’s niece, Waylay, standing in the hallway.


Naomi was grinning and holding a potted plant. Knox was scowling and lugging what looked like a hundred pounds of bedding. Waylay looked bored holding two pillows.


“So this is what happens when I move out of the roach motel? People start dropping in unannounced?” I said.


“Move it.” Knox muscled his way past me under an off-­white duvet.


“Sorry to barge in like this, but we wanted to give you your housewarming gifts,” Naomi said. She was a tall brunette whose wardrobe trended toward girlie. Everything about her was soft: her wavy bob, the jersey knit of her long-­sleeve dress over her generous curves, the way she appreciated the very nice ass of her fiancé, who was stalking toward my bedroom.


Nice butts ran in the Morgan family. According to Naomi’s mom, Amanda, Nash’s ass in his uniform pants was considered a local treasure.


Waylay sidled across the threshold. Her blond hair was tied back in a ponytail that showed off temporary blue highlights. “Here,” she said, shoving the pillows at me.


“Thanks, but I’m not moving in moving in,” I pointed out, tossing them on the couch.


“Knockemout has a way of turning into home,” Naomi said, handing me the plant.


She would know. She’d arrived a few months ago thinking she was helping her twin sister out of a jam only to be thrown into one herself. In the space of a few weeks, Naomi had become guardian to her niece, picked up two jobs, gotten abducted, and made Knox “I Don’t Do Relationships” Morgan fall in love with her.


Now, they lived in a big house just outside town surrounded by dogs and family and were planning a wedding. I made a mental note to someday introduce my mom to Naomi. She’d lose her mind over the real-­life happily ever after.


Knox returned from the bedroom empty-­handed. “Happy housewarming. Bed’s coming this afternoon.”


I blinked. “You got me a bed?”


“Deal with it,” he said, slinging an arm around Naomi’s shoulders and pulling her into his side.


Naomi elbowed him in the gut. “Be polite.”


“No,” he growled.


They made quite a picture. The tall, tattooed, bearded grump and the curvy, beaming brunette.


“What the Viking means to say is, we’re glad you’re staying in town and we thought a bed would make your stay more comfortable,” Naomi translated.


Waylay flopped down on top of the pillows on the couch. “Where’s the TV?” she asked.


“I don’t have one yet. But when I get one, I’m calling you to help me hook it up, Way.”


“Fifteen bucks,” she said, tucking her hands behind her head. The kid was an electronics genius and had no problem making a few bucks off her talents.


“Waylay,” Naomi said, exasperated.


“What? I’m giving her the friends and family discount.”


I tried to remember if I’d ever been close enough to anyone to earn a family and friends discount before.


Knox winked at Waylay, then gave Naomi another squeeze. “I gotta talk to Nash about something,” he said, hooking his thumb toward my door. “You need anything else, Leens, let me know.”


“Hey, I’m just happy I don’t have to fight an army of cockroaches for the shower here. Thanks for letting me move in temporarily.”


He tossed me a salute and a half grin as he headed for the door.


Naomi shuddered. “That motel is a health hazard.”


“At least it had a TV,” Waylay called from my empty bedroom.


“Waylay! What are you doing?” her aunt demanded.


“Snooping,” the twelve-­year-­old replied, appearing in the doorway, hands in the bedazzled pockets of her jeans. “It’s okay. She doesn’t have anything in here yet.”


A loud thudding came from the hallway. “Open up, asshole,” Knox growled.


Naomi rolled her eyes. “I apologize for my family. Apparently they were all raised by wolves.”


“Uncivilized has its own kind of charm,” I pointed out. Realizing I was still holding the plant, I took it over to the window and placed it on top of one of the empty crates. It had glossy green leaves.


“It’s lily of the valley. It won’t bloom until the spring, but it symbolizes happiness,” Naomi explained.


Of course it did. Naomi was expert-­level thoughtful.


“The other reason we’re bursting in on you like this is we wanted to invite you over for dinner Sunday night,” she continued.


“We’re grilling chicken, but there’ll probably be about a hundred vegetables,” Waylay warned as she wandered over to the front window to peer out.


A dinner I didn’t have to order and the chance to enjoy domesticated Knox? I wasn’t about to pass up that invitation. “Sure. Let me know what I can bring.”


“Just bring yourself. Honestly, between me, my parents, and Stef, we’ll have a feast,” Naomi assured me.


“How about alcohol?” I offered.


“We’ll never turn that down,” she admitted.


“And a bottle of Yellow Lightning,” Waylay said.


Naomi shot Waylay a parental warning look.


“Please,” the girl amended.


“If you want an entire bottle of that tooth-­rotting soda, you’re going to eat a salad with your pizza at lunch today and broccoli with dinner tonight,” Naomi insisted.


Waylay rolled her eyes at me as she sidled over to the table. “Aunt Naomi’s obsessed with vegetables.”


“Believe me, there are worse things to be obsessed with,” I told her.


She eyed my box of files, and I regretted not putting the lid back on it when her quick fingers tugged a folder free.


“Nice try, Snoop Doggy Dog,” I said, snatching it from her with a flourish.


“Waylay!” Naomi chastised. “Lina works in insurance. That’s probably confidential information.”


She had no idea.


I snagged the lid and put it back on the box.


The thudding next door continued. “Nash? You in there?”


It looked as though I wasn’t the only one hiding out from family.


“Come on, Way. Let’s go before Knox levels the building,” Naomi said, holding her arm out for her niece. Waylay slid into her aunt’s side, accepting the offered affection.


“Thank you for the plant…and the bed…and the place to stay,” I said.


“I’m so happy to have you here for a while longer,” Naomi said as we trooped to the door.


That made one of us.


Knox was standing in front of Nash’s door, digging through the keys on his ring.


“I don’t think he’s home,” I said quickly. Whatever was going on with Nash, I doubted he’d want his brother bursting into his apartment.


Knox’s gaze came up. “I heard he left work and came here.”


“Technically, we heard he left work and went to PT, but Neecey from Dino’s spotted him out front,” Naomi said.


Small-­town gossip traveled faster than lightning. “He probably came and went. I made a hell of a racket lugging my stuff up here and didn’t see him.”


Knox pocketed his keys. “You see him, tell him I’m looking for him.”


“Me too,” Naomi added. “I tried calling him to invite him to Sunday dinner, but it went straight to voicemail.”


“Might as well tell him I’m lookin’ for him too,” Waylay piped up.


“Why are you lookin’ for him?” Knox demanded.


Waylay shrugged in her pink sweater. “Dunno. Just felt left out.”


Knox pulled her in for a headlock and ruffled her hair.


“Ugh! This is why I have to use industrial hairspray!” Waylay complained, but I saw the upward curve of her mouth when my grumpy tattooed friend dropped a kiss to the top of her head.


Between Naomi and Waylay, they’d done the impossible and turned Knox Morgan into a softie. And I had a front-­row seat to the show.


“Bed’s comin’ at 3:00 today. Dinner’s at 6:00 Sunday,” Knox said gruffly.


“But you can come early. Especially if you’re bringing wine,” Naomi said with a wink.


“And Yellow Lightning,” Waylay added.


“I’ll see you then.”


The three of them headed for the stairs, Knox in the middle with his arms around his girls.


“Thanks for letting me crash here,” I called after them.


Knox raised a hand in acknowledgment.


I watched them leave and then closed my door. The glossy green of the plant drew my eye. A solitary homey item on an otherwise blank slate.


I’d never had a plant before. No plants. No pets. Nothing that couldn’t survive days or weeks without me.


I hoped I wouldn’t kill it before I wrapped up my business here. On a sigh, I picked up the folder Waylay had grabbed and opened it.


Duncan Hugo’s face stared back at me.


“You can’t hide forever,” I told the picture.


I heard Nash’s door open and close next door softly.
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Dead in a Ditch


Nash


The sun rose above the tree line, turning frosted tips of grass to glittering diamonds as I swung my SUV off the side of the road. I ignored the rat-­a-­tat of my heart, the sweaty palms, the tightness in my chest.


Most of Knockemout would still be in their beds. In general, we were more a town of late-­night drinkers than early risers. Which meant the odds of running into someone out here at this time were low.


I didn’t need the whole town talking about how Chief Morgan got himself shot and then lost his damn mind trying to find his damn memory.


Knox and Lucian would get involved, sticking their civilian noses in where they didn’t belong. Naomi would cast sympathetic glances my way while she and her parents smothered me with food and fresh laundry. Liza J would pretend nothing had happened, which, as a Morgan, was the only reaction I was remotely comfortable with. Eventually I’d be pressured to take a leave of absence. And then what the hell would I have?


At least with the job, I had a reason to go through the motions. I had a reason to get out of bed—­or off the couch—­every morning.


And if I was getting off the couch and putting on the uniform every day, I might as well do something useful.


I put the vehicle in park and turned off the engine. Squeezing the keys in my fist, I opened the door and stepped out onto the gravel shoulder.


It was a crisp, bright morning. Not heavy with humidity and black as pitch like that night. That part at least I remembered.


Anxiety was a ball of dread lodged in my gut.


I took a steadying breath. Inhale for four. Hold for seven. Exhale for eight.


I was worried. Worried that I would never remember. Worried that I would. I didn’t know which would be worse.


Across the road was the endless tangle of weeds and overgrowth of a forgotten foreclosure.


I focused on the rough metal of my keys as they dug into my skin, the crunch of gravel under my boots. I walked slowly toward the car that wasn’t there. The car I couldn’t remember.


The band around my chest tightened painfully. My forward progress halted. Maybe my brain didn’t remember, but something in me did.


“Just keep breathin’, asshole,” I reminded myself.


Four. Seven. Eight.


Four. Seven. Eight.


My feet finally did my bidding and moved forward again.


I’d approached the car, a dark four-­door sedan, from behind. Not that I recalled doing it. I’d watched the dashcam footage of the incident about a thousand times, waiting for it to jog a memory. But each time it felt like I was watching someone else walk toward their own near-­death experience.


Nine steps from my door to the sedan’s rear fender.


I’d touched my thumb to the taillight. After years of service, it had begun to feel like an innocuous ritual, until my print was what identified that car after it had been found.


Cold sweat ran freely down my back.


Why couldn’t I remember?


Would I ever?


Would I be oblivious if Hugo came back to finish the job?


Would I see him coming?


Would I care enough to stop him?


“Nobody likes a pathetic, mopey asshole,” I muttered out loud.


On a shaky breath, I took three more steps, bringing me even with what would have been the driver’s door. There’d been blood here. The first time I came back, I hadn’t been able to force myself out of the car. I just sat behind the wheel staring at the rust-­stained gravel.


It was gone now. Erased by nature. But I could still picture it there.


I could still hear the echo of a sound. Something between a sizzle and a crunch. It haunted my dreams. I didn’t know what it was, but it felt both important and dire.


“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.


I jabbed my thumb between my eyebrows and rubbed.


I’d drawn my weapon too late. I didn’t remember the bite of bullets into flesh. Two quick shots. The fall to the ground. Or Duncan Hugo climbing out of the car and looming over me. I didn’t remember what he said to me as he stepped on the wrist of my gun hand. I didn’t remember him aiming his own weapon one last time at my head. I didn’t remember what he said.


All I knew was that I would have died.


Should have died.


If it hadn’t been for those headlights.


Lucky. Nothing but luck had stood between me and that final bullet.


Hugo had peeled off. Twenty seconds later, a nurse late for her shift in the emergency department spotted me and immediately got to work. No hesitation. No panic. Just pure skill. Six more minutes before help arrived. The first responders, men and women I’d known most of my life, followed procedure, doing their jobs with practiced efficiency. They hadn’t forgotten their training. They hadn’t dropped the ball or reacted too late.


All while I lay almost lifeless by the side of the road.


I had no memory of the nurse using my own radio to call for help while she kept pressure on the wound. I didn’t remember Grave kneeling next to me whispering as the EMTs cut my shirt from my body. There was no recollection of being placed on a gurney and hauled off to the hospital.


Part of me had died here on this very spot.


Maybe the rest of me should have.


I kicked at a rock, missed, and jammed my toe into the ground. “Ow. Fuck,” I muttered.


This whole woe-­is-­me wallowing was really starting to piss me off, but I didn’t know how to climb out. Didn’t know if I could.


I hadn’t saved myself that night.


I hadn’t taken down the bad guy. Or even gotten a piece of him.


It was sheer luck that I was still here. Luck that the nurse’s nephew with autism had experienced a meltdown before bed while his aunt should have been getting ready for work. Luck that she’d helped her sister calm him before leaving.


I closed my eyes and dragged in another breath, fighting against the band of tension. A shiver rolled up my spine as the morning breeze evaporated the cold sweat drenching my body.


“Get a hold of yourself. Think about something else. Any fucking thing that doesn’t make you hate yourself more.”


Lina.


I was surprised where my mind landed. But there she was. Standing on the steps to my apartment, eyes sparkling. Crouched down next to me in that dirty warehouse, her mouth quirked in amusement. All flirtation and confidence. I closed my eyes and held on to the image. That athletic build showcased by body-­hugging clothes. All that tan, smooth skin. The brown eyes that missed nothing.


I could smell the clean scent of her detergent and focused my attention on those full, rosy lips as if they alone could anchor me to this world.


Something stirred in my gut. An echo of yesterday’s embers.


A noise to my right snapped me out of my bizarre roadside fantasy.


My hand flew to the butt of my gun.


A yelp. Or maybe it was a whimper. Nerves and adrenaline made the buzzing in my ears louder. Was it a hallucination? A memory? A fucking rabid squirrel coming to bite my face off?


“Anybody out there?” I called.


Stillness was my only response.


The property that ran parallel to the road sloped down a few feet toward a drainage ditch. Beyond it was a thicket of thorns, weeds, and sumac trees that eventually turned into a patch of woods. On the other side was Hessler’s farm, which did a hell of a business with their annual corn maze and pumpkin patch.


I listened hard, trying to calm my heart, my breathing.


My instincts were fine-­tuned. At least, I’d thought they had been. Growing up the son of an addict had taught me to gauge moods, to watch for signs that everything was about to go to hell. My law enforcement training had built on that, teaching me to read situations and people better than most.


But that was before. Now my senses were dulled, my instincts muffled by the low roar of panic that simmered just beneath the surface. By the incessant, meaningless crunch I heard on repeat in my head.


“Any rabid squirrels out there, you best keep movin’,” I announced to the empty countryside.


Then I heard it for real. The faint jangle of metal on metal.


That was no squirrel.


Drawing my service weapon, I made my way down the gentle slope. The frozen grass crunched under my feet. Each heavy pant of breath was made visible in a puff of silver. My heart drummed out a tattoo in my ears.


“Knockemout PD,” I called, sweeping the area with gaze and gun.


A cold breeze stirred the leaves, making the woods whisper and the sweat freeze against my skin. I was alone here. A ghost.


Feeling like an idiot, I holstered my weapon.


I swiped my forearm over my sweat-­soaked brow. “This is ridiculous.”


I wanted to go back to my car and drive away. I wanted to pretend this place didn’t exist, to pretend I didn’t exist.


“Okay, squirrel. You win this round,” I grumbled.


But I didn’t leave. There was no sound, no blur of rabid squirrel tail barreling toward me. Just an invisible stop sign ordering me to stand my ground.


On a whim, I brought my fingers to my mouth and gave a short, shrill whistle.


This time, there was no mistaking the plaintive yelp and the scrabble of metal against metal. Well, hell. Maybe my instincts weren’t so shot after all.


I whistled again and followed the noise to the mouth of the drainage pipe. I crouched down and there, five feet in, I found it. A dirty, bedraggled dog sat on a bed of leaves and debris. It was on the small side and might have been white at one time but was now a mottled, muddy brown with curly tufts of matted fur.


Relief coursed through me. I wasn’t fucking insane. And it wasn’t a fucking rabid squirrel.


“Hey, buddy. What are you doin’ in here?”


The dog cocked its head and the tip of its filthy tail tapped tentatively.


“I’m just gonna turn on my flashlight and get a better look at you, okay?” With slow, careful motions, I slipped the flashlight out of my belt and played the beam over the dog.


It shivered pathetically.


“Got yourself good and stuck, don’t you?” I observed. There was a short length of rusty chain that appeared to be tangled around a gnarled branch.


The dog let out another whimper and held up its front paw.


“I’m just gonna reach for you real slow and gentle. Okay? You can crawl on over if you want. I’m a nice guy. Promise.” I got down on my belly in the grass and wedged my shoulders into the mouth of the pipe. It was uncomfortably tight and now pitch-­black except for the beam of the flashlight.


The dog whined and inched backward.


“I get it. I don’t much like small spaces and darkness either. But you’ve gotta be brave and come this way.” I patted the muddy corrugated metal. “Come on. Come here, buddy.”


It was up on all fours now, well, three, still holding up that front paw.


“That’s a good smelly dog. Come this way and I’ll get you a hamburger,” I promised.


Its grotesquely long nails tapped out an excited beat as the dog pranced in place but still didn’t come any closer.


“How about some chicken nuggets? I’ll get you a whole box.”


The head cocked to the opposite side this time.


“Look, buddy. I really don’t want to drive into town, grab a hook, and come back here to scare the hell out of you. It’d be a lot easier if you’d just tiptoe your scruffy ass over here.”


The matted mess of fur stared back at me, nonplussed. Then it took a tentative step forward.


“That’s a good dog.”


“Nash!”


I heard my name a split second before something warm and solid barreled into my torso. The impact had me rearing up, smacking my head off the top of the pipe.


“Ow! Fuck!”


The dog, now thoroughly terrified, jumped backward to cower in its nest of filth.


I scrambled out of the pipe, my head and shoulder singing. Operating on instinct, I got a hand on my attacker and used my momentum to pin them to the ground.


Pin her.


Lina was warm and soft beneath me. Her eyes were wide with surprise, hands gripping my shirt in tight fists. She was sweating and wearing earbuds.


“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded, yanking one of her earbuds free.


“Me? What the hell are you doing lying on the side of the road?”


She shoved against me with her fists, her hips, but even with the weight I’d lost, she couldn’t dislodge me.


It was right about that moment when I realized the position I was in. We were chest to chest, stomach to stomach. My groin was settled solidly between her long, shapely legs. I could feel the heat of her core like I was facedown in a furnace.


My body reacted accordingly, and I went stone hard against her.


I was both relieved and horrified. Horrified for obvious respectful and legal reasons. The fact that my equipment seemed to be working was good news, seeing as how I hadn’t taken it for a test drive since the shooting. So many things about me were now broken, I hadn’t wanted to have to add my cock to the list.


Lina was panting under me and I could see the flutter of her pulse in that slim, graceful neck. The throb of my hard-­on intensified. I hoped to God for a miracle that would prevent her from feeling it.


“I thought you were dead in a ditch!”


“I get that a lot,” I said through gritted teeth.


She smacked me in the chest. “Very funny, you ass.”


Her hips shifted almost imperceptibly. My dick took immediate notice, and no amount of mustered professionalism, no manners could stop the images of what I wanted to do to her from flooding my mind.


I wanted to move, to thrust into that heat, using her body to bring myself back to life. I wanted to watch her lips part, her eyes drift closed as I powered into her. I wanted to feel her tighten around me, hear her whisper my name in that husky, sex-­soaked voice.


I wanted to be buried inside her so deep that when she let go, she’d take me with her, wrapped up in all that heat.


This was more than a crush, a run-­of-­the-­mill attraction. What I felt teetered on the line of uncontrolled craving.


The visuals flashing through my mind were enough to put me in actual danger of an even more humiliating situation. I took the frayed reins of my control and willed myself back from the brink.


“Fuck me,” I muttered under my breath.


“Here?”


My eyes snapped open and focused in on hers. Those deep brown depths held hints of amusement and something else. Something dangerous.


“Just kidding, hotshot. Mostly.”


She shifted under me again and my jaw locked. My lungs burned, reminding me to take a breath. There was nothing cold about my sweat now.


“Your gun is digging into me.”


“That’s not my gun,” I said through clenched teeth.


Her mouth curved wickedly. “I know.”


“Then stop moving.”


It took another thirty seconds, but I managed to peel myself off her. I regained my feet, then reached down to pull her up. Flustered, I pulled harder than necessary and had her crashing into my chest.


“Whoa, big guy.”


“Sorry,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and then taking a very deliberate step back.


“Don’t apologize. I’d only ask you to apologize if you didn’t have a very healthy biological reaction to pinning me down.”


“You’re welcome?”


From the looks of her, she’d been out for a run. She wore tights and a lightweight long-­sleeve top, both fitted like a second skin. Her sports bra was turquoise and her sneakers bright orange. She wore her phone strapped to one arm and a small can of pepper spray in a holster tucked into her waistband.


She cocked her head and returned my silent once-­over. I felt her gaze like it was a caress. Good news for my dead insides. Bad news for the erection I was trying to will away.


We stood like that, closer than we should, with gazes roaming and breath strained, for a long, heated beat.


Those sparks in my gut had flared to life and spread, warming me from the inside out. I wanted to touch her again. Needed to. But just as I raised my hand to reach for her, a shrill beeping cut through my awareness.


Lina jumped back, slapping a hand over her wrist.


“What the hell was that?” I asked.


“Nothing. Just…an alert,” she said, fumbling with her watch.


She was lying. I was sure of it. But before I could demand answers, a pitiful whimper echoed from the pipe.


Lina’s eyebrows rose. “What the hell was that?”


“A dog. At least I think it’s a dog,” I told her.


“That’s what you were doing?” she asked as she stepped around me and headed for the pipe.


“No. I wedge myself in drain pipes two or three times a week. It’s in the job description.”


“You’re a funny guy, hotshot.” Lina called over her shoulder as she dropped to her hands and knees in front of the pipe.


I stabbed at the skin between my eyebrows and tried not to pay attention to her provocative position, seeing as how my arousal was on a hair trigger already.


“You’re gonna ruin your clothes,” I warned her, looking up at the blue sky and not down at her as she crawled forward on all fours.


“That’s what laundry and shopping are for,” she said, ducking her head into the opening.


I glared down at my erection, which was digging into my zipper and belt.


“Hi there, sweetheart. How’d you like to come out of there so I can make it all better?”


She was talking—­crooning—­to the dog. I knew that. But something stupid and desperate inside me responded to her soothing, throaty tone.


“Let me handle this,” I said, mostly to her shapely ass in slate-­gray tights.


“What a good boy or girl,” Lina said before popping back out. She had smudges of dirt on her cheek and sleeves. “Got any food in your vehicle, hotshot?”


Why hadn’t I thought of that? “I’ve got some beef jerky in the glove box.”


“Mind sharing your snack with our new friend? I think I can get him or her close enough to grab with something tempting.”


She was something tempting. I’d have belly crawled through frozen mud just to get a better look at her, but that was me, not some half-­frozen stray.


I headed back to my SUV, willing the blood to vacate my groin. I found the beef jerky and gathered a few more necessities out of the emergency kit in the back, including a slip leash, dog bowl, and water bottle.


When I returned with my haul, Lina was even farther inside the pipe, lying on her belly, visible only from the waist down. I crouched down next to her and peered inside. My filthy little fur ball had inched closer and was almost within licking or biting distance.


“Be careful,” I warned her. Visions of rabid squirrels assailed me.


“This sweet baby isn’t going to attack me. She’s gonna ruin this very nice shirt when I snuggle her up. But that’ll be worth it. Won’t it, princess?”


Anxiety was building in my chest. I didn’t bother trying to figure out what had triggered it. Everything seemed to these days. “Lina, I’m serious. This is police business. Let me handle this,” I said firmly.


“You did not just police business me over a shivering stray.” Her voice echoed eerily.


“I don’t want you to get hurt.”


“I’m not going to get hurt, and if I do, I made the choice and we both can deal with it. Besides, you and those broad, hero-­like shoulders would never fit in here.”


I should have called the county Animal Control. Skinny Deke would fit just fine.


I couldn’t see clearly, but it looked as if the dog inched a bit closer to sniff delicately at Lina’s outstretched hand.


“Jerky me, Nash,” Lina said. She extended her opposite arm back and wiggled her fingers.


My semisolid dick was still having a hell of a time ignoring the way those leggings hugged her ass. But I managed to rip open the bag of jerky and hand some over.


Lina took it and reached toward the dog. “Here you go, cutie.”


The little, muddy fur ball belly crawled tentatively toward her hand.


Small dogs bit too. Lina wouldn’t be able to block an attack. And then there were things like infections to worry about. Who knew what parasites were growing in this half-­frozen muck? What if she got an infection or needed facial reconstructive surgery? All on my watch.


Lina kept on making kissing noises and the dog inched closer as my heart threatened to smash its way through my sternum.


“Look at this. A nice piece of beef jerky. It’s all yours,” she said, waving the jerky temptingly in front of the dog.


I locked my hands on Lina’s hips and got ready to pull.


“No, the nice man is just giving me a hug from behind. He’s not freaking you out with his scary vibes at all,” she continued.


“I don’t have scary vibes,” I complained.


“Nash, if your fingers dig in any harder, I’m gonna have bruises. And not the fun kind,” she said.


I glanced down and found my fingers white knuckled on the curves of her hips. I loosened my grip.


“Good girl!” Lina said and I leaned down, trying to see what was happening. But I was hindered by my shoulder and the view was blocked by the aforementioned shapely ass.


“I’ve got our sweet girl all snuggled up in a good grip,” Lina reported. “There’s just one problem.”


“What?”


“I can’t wiggle out and hold on to her. You’re gonna have to pull me out.”


I stared down at her ass again. I was going to have to be real careful how I wrote up this incident report or Grave would have a fucking field day with it.


“Come on, Chief. I won’t bite. Get me out of this disgusting swamp before I start thinking about rabies and fleas.”


I had two options. I could stand up and drag her out by the ankles, or I could pull her back by the hips.


“Just so you know, I’m picking the option that will do the least amount of damage to your lower back.”


“Just grab a handful and pull.”


“Fine. But you stop me if you get uncomfortable or if the dog starts to freak out.”


“Jesus, Nash, I’m giving you consent to haul me out of this drainage pipe by my ass. Get to it!”


Wondering how a brief mental health exercise had gotten me here, I grabbed her hips and yanked them back against my groin. I barely managed to bite back a groan as Lina’s torso slid out of the drain.


“Everything okay?” I asked through gritted teeth.


“All good. She’s a sweet little thing. Smells like a bag of fertilizer, but she’s friendly.”


I took a firmer grip on her hips. “How do you know she’s a she?”


“Pink collar under all that grime.”


I hoped to hell that wasn’t a car engine I heard on the road. “I swear to God if anyone drives by…” I muttered.


“Come on, hotshot. Show me what you’ve got,” Lina encouraged. The dog gave an excited yip as if agreeing with her heroine.


I inched backward on my knees, then dragged her hips back into me. Again, the perfect curves landed in exactly the right place. But this time her head, arms, and the dog slid free of the pipe onto the frozen grass. She was on knees and elbows, ass to crotch with me. My heart hit triple time and I felt light-­headed for reasons that for once had nothing to do with anxiety.


A snazzy little Porsche SUV crossed the double line and pulled over behind my vehicle. “Need any help there, Chief?” Naomi’s best friend, Stefan Liao, smirked behind the wheel.


I looked down at Lina, who raised her eyebrow at me over her shoulder. It looked like I was mounting the woman on the side of the road.


“I think we’ve got it handled, Stef,” she called back.


Stef flashed a little salute and grinned wickedly. “Well, I’ll just be on my way to tell everyone I see how Chief Morgan starts his Saturday morning.”


“I’ll arrest you for being a pain in the ass,” I warned him.


“Looks like you would know, Chief,” Stef said. With a wink and a wave, he drove off in the direction of town.


“Nash?”


“What?” I bit out the word.


“You think you could let me go? I’m starting to get ideas that might make our new friend here blush.”


Swearing under my breath, I took my hands—­and groin—­off her, then slipped the leash around the dog’s skinny neck. It was indeed wearing a dirty pink collar with no tags. Both the collar and the dog looked as if they’d been through a ten-­mile mud race.


I didn’t know whether to pick up the woman or the dog and decided it was safer to go for the dog. She shivered pathetically in my arms, even as her tattered tail tapped out a nervous beat against my gut. Lina climbed to her feet.


“Congratulations, Daddy. It’s a girl,” Lina said. She slid her phone out of its sleeve and snapped a picture of me.


“Stop,” I ordered gruffly.


“Don’t worry. I cropped it at the waist so no one will see what kind of weaponry you’re packing,” she teased, coming to stand before me and taking a selfie of the three of us. I scowled for it and she laughed.


The dog scrambled higher up my chest, shivering in my arms. “Lina, I swear to God…”


She brought a hand to my chest and the turmoil inside me quieted. “Relax, Nash.” Her tone was soft, as if she were talking to the bedraggled disaster of a dog again. “I’m just teasing you. You’re fine. I’m fine. Everything is fine.”


“It’s inappropriate. I was inappropriate,” I insisted.


“Determined to beat yourself up, aren’t you?”


The dog buried her head under my chin as if I was somehow going to protect her.


“How about this?” Lina said, giving the dog a soothing stroke with her other hand. “I’ll stop teasing you—­temporarily. If you concede that there are worse things than making me feel physically attractive even when I’m sweaty and covered in mud. Deal?”


The smelly mongrel chose that moment to lick my face from jaw to eyeball.


“I think she likes you,” Lina observed.


“She smells like a sewage plant,” I complained. But the little dog’s eyes locked on to me, and I felt something. Not the licking of flames that attacked every time Lina was within touching distance, but something else. Something sweeter, sadder.


“So what’s the plan, Chief?” Lina asked.


“Plan?” I repeated, still staring into those pathetic brown eyes.




4


Downright Filthy


Lina


With our scruffy prize fed, watered, and wrapped in a fresh T-­shirt, I climbed into the passenger seat wearing the chief of police’s Knockemout PD sweatshirt. Not exactly the way I’d seen my morning going. I thought a long run would clear my head, not end up “doggy style” with Nash Morgan.


The man with the impressive self-­control closed my door, rounded the hood, and slid behind the wheel. He sat for a beat. Exhaustion and tension pumped off him as he stared through the windshield.


“Is this where it happened?” I asked. I’d read the news articles, the reports, about the traffic stop turned trap.


“Where what happened?” he hedged, feigning innocence as he fastened his seat belt.


“Oh, so we’re going to play it like that? Okay. You just happened to be driving by the spot where you were shot and then used your X-­ray vision to determine there was a dog trapped in a storm pipe.”


“Nope,” he said, then started the engine and cranked the heat. “It was my super hearing, not my X-­ray vision.”


I bit my lip and then went for it. “Is it true you don’t remember it?”


He grunted, swinging the vehicle across both lanes in a U-­turn and heading for town.


Okay then.
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Nash pulled into the spot next to my cherry-­red Charger at the back of our building. The parking lot for Honky Tonk, Knox’s hillbilly biker bar, was deserted except for a handful of cars left behind by last night’s responsible drinkers.


We stared down at the smelly bundle of fur and leaves in my arms, then Nash raised his gaze to me. Those denim-­blue eyes were troubled and I felt the very feminine, very annoying desire to make it all better.


“Thanks for the assistance out there,” he said finally.


“Anytime. I hope you weren’t too scandalized,” I teased.


He looked away and rubbed at the spot between his eyebrows, a nervous tell.


“Don’t you dare start apologizing again,” I warned.


He looked back at me, a curve on his lips. “What do you want me to say?” he asked.


“How about ‘Let’s go give this fur ball a bath’?” I suggested and opened my door.


He climbed out after me. “You don’t have to do that. I can take it from here.”


“I’m invested. Besides, I’m already a mess. And if childhood memories serve, four hands are better than two when it comes to dog baths.”


I headed for the door to the back stairs and hid a smile when I heard him swear under his breath before following me.


He caught up to me, walking just a little closer than necessary, then held the door for me. The dog’s head peeked out of her T-­shirt wrap and I felt her scraggly tail wag against my stomach.


I took the stairs slower than usual, conscious of the bundle I was carrying and the man next to me.


“Mind if we clean her up at your place?” I asked as we hit the stairs. There was a box of files that I definitely did not need Nash to see on my table.


“Yeah, sure,” he said after a beat.


We reached the top of the stairs and his shoulder brushed mine when he dug into his pocket for his keys. I felt it again. That zing of awareness every time we touched. That wasn’t supposed to be there. I didn’t like spontaneous physical touch. I was always hyperaware of it. But with Nash it felt…different.


He unlocked the door and opened it, stepping back so I could go first.


I blinked. His place was the mirror image of mine with our bedrooms and bathrooms sharing a wall. But where mine was an unrenovated blank slate, Nash’s apartment had been updated sometime this decade. It had also been trashed.


Nothing about the man struck me as a slob, but the evidence was undeniably strewn everywhere.


The blinds were drawn over the front windows, blocking out the light and view of the street. There was a partially folded mound of laundry on the coffee table. It looked as though he’d given up on the folding and had just been plucking clean clothes off the top for a while. The floor was littered with dirty clothes, resistance bands most likely for physical therapy, and get-­well cards. There was a rumpled blanket and pillow on the couch.


The kitchen had new appliances and granite counters and opened to the main living space, which gave me an unobstructed view of dirty dishes, old to-­go containers, and at least four dead flower arrangements. His dining room table, like my own, was covered in files and more unopened mail.


The whole place smelled stuffy like it had been closed up, unused. Like there was no life in it.


“It’s…uh…usually not this cluttered. I’ve been busy lately,” he said, sounding embarrassed.


I was now one million percent positive that those wounds of his went deeper than he was letting on.


“Bathroom?” I asked.


“That way,” he said, pointing in the direction of the bedroom and looking just a little sheepish.


The bedroom wasn’t as much of a disaster as the rest of the place. In fact, it looked like a vacant hotel room. The furniture—­a bed, dresser, and pair of nightstands—­all matched. Above the neatly made bed was a framed collection of country music prints. Prescription bottles were lined up like a row of soldiers on one of the nightstands. There was a fine layer of dust on the surface.


The man was definitely sleeping on the couch.


The bathroom was typical for a bachelor. Few products and absolutely no attempt at atmosphere. The shower curtain and towels were beige for God’s sake.


My bathtub was better, a claw-­foot to his more modern tile surround. There was a pile of dirty laundry on the floor next to a perfectly good hamper. If the man hadn’t been obviously battling some kind of demons, his hotness would have dropped several points for that infraction.


“Mind closing the door?” I asked.


He still looked a little dazed. There was something about the wounded Nash Morgan that tugged at me. And the temptation to tug back was nearly overwhelming.


“Nash?” I reached out and gave his arm a squeeze.


He jolted, then gave a little head shake. “Yeah. Sorry. What?”


“Mind closing the door so our smelly little pal can’t get out?”


“Sure.” He closed the door softly, then rubbed that spot between his brows again. “Sorry about the mess.”


He looked so lost I had to fight the urge to tackle him and kiss it better. Instead, I hefted the dog into his line of sight. “The only mess I’m concerned with is this one.”


I put her down and unwound the T-­shirt. She immediately put her nose to the tile and started sniffing. A brave girl scoping out her new environment.


Nash sprang into action like a wooden puppet becoming a real boy. He bent and turned on the water in the tub. The town was not wrong about that very fine ass, I decided as I stripped his sweatshirt off over my head.


I held up the filthy dog T-­shirt. “You might have to burn this.”


“Might have to burn this bathroom.” He nodded at the dog, who was leaving tiny muddy footprints everywhere.


I dragged my stained crop top off and added it to the pile of questionable laundry.


Nash took one long look at my sports bra and then nearly gave himself whiplash spinning around to test the water temperature with his hand and unnecessarily adjusting the shower curtain.


Sweet and gentlemanly.


Definitely not my type. But I had to admit, I liked seeing him riled.


Still avoiding looking directly at me, Nash grabbed a pile of towels from the linen closet and dropped two folded ones on the floor next to the tub before draping a third over the sink.


“Better lose the shirt, hotshot,” I advised.


He glanced down at his uniform button-­down that was covered in streaks of mud and grass stains. On a grimace, he worked the buttons open and stripped it off, dropping it into the hamper. Then he scooped the pile of dirty laundry from the floor and added it to the hamper.


He had on a white undershirt that hugged his chest. A strip of the colorful adhesive tape athletes used on injuries was visible under the left sleeve.


“Why don’t you grab a big cup or something from the kitchen? I don’t want to use the sprayer on her if it’s gonna scare the hell out of her,” he suggested.


“Sure.” I left him and the dog and began my quest for a dog-­washing vessel.


A quick search of his cabinets proved that most every dish the man owned was either in the sink or the overflowing dishwasher that, judging by the smell, hadn’t been run recently. I dumped detergent into the dishwasher, started the cycle, then hand-­washed a large, plastic Dino’s Pizza cup.


I only felt the smallest splinter of guilt when I wandered past his table to peruse the files.


It was on the way back to the bathroom, so it wasn’t like I’d made a special trip. Besides, I had a job to do. And it wasn’t my fault he’d left them out in the open, I reasoned.


It took me less than thirty seconds to zero in on three folders.


HUGO, DUNCAN.


WITT, TINA.


217.


217 was a police code for assault with attempt to murder. It didn’t take a genius to guess that it was probably the police report on Nash’s shooting. I was definitely curious. But I only had time for a quick peek, which meant prioritizing. Sending a glance in the direction of the bedroom, I lifted the top of the Hugo file with one finger. The folder felt gritty and I realized that, like the nightstand in his bedroom, it was covered in a fine layer of dust.


I’d barely glanced at the paper on top, an unflattering mug shot from a few years ago, when I heard, “You find something?”


Startled, I dropped the folder closed, my heart kicking into high gear, before realizing Nash was calling from the bathroom.


I took a step back from the table and blew out a breath. “Coming,” I yelled back weakly.


When I returned to the bathroom, my heart tripped over itself. Nash was now shirtless, his sopping wet undershirt on the floor next to the tub. And he was smiling. Like full-­on hot-­guy smile.


Between the half-­frontal and the grin, I froze in place and appreciated the view.


“If you don’t stop flinging water everywhere, you’re gonna flood the barbershop,” Nash warned the dog as she raced from one end of the tub to the other. He splashed water from the faucet at her and she let out a series of hoarse yet delighted barks.


I let out a laugh. Both man and dog turned to look at me.


“Figured I’d get her in the tub to make sure she wasn’t gonna go all gremlin on us,” Nash said.


The man’s life might be gathering dust, but that heroism went bone-­deep. The splinter of guilt grew into something bigger, sharper, and I counted my lucky stars that he hadn’t actually caught me snooping.


There was a fine line between necessary risk and stupidity.


I joined him on the floor, kneeling on one of the folded towels, and handed over the cup. “You two look like you’re having fun,” I said, trying to sound like a woman who hadn’t just invaded Nash’s privacy.


The soggy little gremlin set her front paws on the lip of the tub and looked up at us with adoration. Her ratty tail blurred with happiness, sending droplets of dirty water everywhere.


“See if you can hang on to her while I douse her,” Nash suggested, filling the cup with clean water.


“Come here, little hairy mermaid.”


We worked side by side, scrubbing, sudsing, rinsing, and laughing.


Every time Nash’s bare arm brushed mine, goose bumps exploded across my skin. Every time I felt the urge to move closer instead of putting some distance between us, I wondered what the hell was wrong with me. I was close enough to see every wince he made when he moved his shoulder in a way that didn’t agree with the damaged muscles. But he never once complained.


It took four water changes and half an hour before the dog was finally clean.


Her wiry fur was mostly white with a scattering of dark patches on her legs. She had one spotted ear and one brown and black one.


“What are you going to call her?” I asked as Nash plucked the dog from the tub. She licked his face with exuberance.


“Me?” He maneuvered his head away from the pink tongue. “Stop licking me.”


“Can’t blame her. You’ve got a lickable face.”


He gave me one of those smoldering looks before gently setting her down. She shook, sending water in a six-­foot radius.


I grabbed the towel and draped it over her. “You found her. You get naming rights.”


“She had a collar. She’s probably already got a name.”


She wiggled under my hands as I rubbed her furry little body dry. “Maybe she deserves a new one. A new name for a fresh start.”


He eyed me for a long beat until I wanted to squirm under his perusal. Then he said, “You hungry?”
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“Scout? Lucky?” I peered down at the now clean dog as I programmed a pot of coffee.


Nash looked over from the pan of eggs he was scrambling. “Scrappy?”


“Nope. No reaction. Lula?” I sank down to the floor and clapped my hands. She pranced over to me and happily accepted my affectionate petting.


“Gizmo? Splinter?”


“Splinter?” I scoffed.


“Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles,” Nash said, that hint of a smile visible again.


“Splinter was a sewer rat.”


“A sewer rat with martial arts skills,” he pointed out.


“This young lady needs a debutante name,” I insisted. “Like Poppy or Jennifer.”


No reaction from the canine, but the man in the room worked his way up to a full smirk of amusement. “How about Buffy?”


I smiled into the dog’s fur. “The vampire slayer?”


He pointed the spatula at me. “That’s the one.”


“I like it, but she seems ambivalent to Buffy,” I observed.


I could have gone next door to change while Nash made breakfast, but I’d decided instead to pull on his sweatshirt again and hang out. He—­unfortunately—­had changed, putting on a clean shirt and jeans.


Now we were performing some sort of cozy, domestic scene in the kitchen. Coffee brewed, a gorgeous, barefoot man did breakfasty things at the stove, and the faithful dog danced at our feet.


Nash scooped a portion of the eggs onto one of the three paper plates he’d lined up and set it aside. The little dog sprang out of my lap to paw at Nash’s leg.


“Hold your horses. Let it cool off first,” he advised her. Her raspy yip said she wasn’t interested in holding anyone’s horses.


I got up and washed my hands. Nash tossed me the hand towel he wore over his shoulder, then started sprinkling cheese over the eggs. Feeling companionable, I found two dirty mugs on the counter and washed them.


The toaster spit out two pieces of nicely browned bread just as I poured the first cup of coffee.


“We found her in a pipe. So how about Piper?” Nash suggested suddenly.


The dog perked up, then sat, cocking her head.


“She likes that one,” I noted. “Don’t you, Piper?”


She wiggled her little hind end in acknowledgment.


“Think we’ve got ourselves a winner,” Nash agreed.


I poured the second mug, watching as he deposited the plate of eggs on the floor. “Come and get it, Piper.”


The dog pounced, both front paws landing on the plate as she scarfed up her breakfast.


“She’s going to need another bath,” I said with a laugh.


Nash dropped a piece of toast on each of the remaining plates, then awkwardly used his right hand to top them with the cheesy egg mixture.


“And more breakfast,” he observed, handing me a plate.


Nash Morgan was going to make some woman very lucky someday.
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