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		CHAPTER ONE


Holy crap! You’re like, that guy! You’re the cop!”
         

Luc Moretti deliberately ignored the high-pitched squeal.

He took a slow sip of his much-needed coffee and threw up a silent prayer that for once, the women would be talking about some other cop.

“Tina, it is him! The cop from the YouTube video!”
         

Shit.
         

Pray as he might, it was never some other officer who was subjected to overenthusiastic hero worship. Not these days, anyway. It was always Luc who couldn’t do so much as get on the A train without hearing some form of, hey, aren’t you that guy…?
         

Yes. Yes he was that fucking guy. Unfortunately.
         

“Can we get a picture with you?” one of the women asked as they both closed in on him.

“Actually, I—”

Luc’s ready protest was interrupted by the deep voice of his partner.

“Ladies, ladies, let’s give Officer Moretti some space! The man likes to refresh his makeup before a photo op. Moretti, did you bring that special lip balm you like to use? The one you say makes your lips all rosy?”

Luc’s eyes narrowed at his partner as he reached up and scratched his nose with his middle finger.

Both women had already pulled cell phones out of their purses, ready for a shot with New York’s latest hero.

Luc shot another fuck you glare at his partner, but Sawyer Lopez was already reaching for the girls’ phones, gesturing his hands in an “all-together-now” motion.
         

Two curvy blondes flanked Luc on either side. Their too-sweet perfume was ruining his caffeine buzz, but he smiled for the picture anyway. The grin was habit, if not exactly genuine.

Once, Luc’s smiles for pretty women had been easy and authentic. Now they were reflexive, born out of a month’s worth of misplaced hero worship.

Sawyer Lopez, on the other hand, had no such hang-ups, and was in full charm mode.

“So where you ladies visiting from?” Lopez asked, handing the girls back their phones.

Luc took another sip of his increasingly cold coffee and rolled his eyes. At least someone was profiting from Luc’s brush with fame.
         

“Little Rock,” the taller blonde said, her fingers moving rapidly over the screen of her phone.

Luc had no doubt that his face had just been plastered all over every possible social media site. Again.

“Ah, that explains the cute southern accent,” Lopez told the woman with a wink.

Uh huh. It also explained what the women were doing wandering around Times Square—a place no New Yorker would be caught dead in unless someone paid them to be there.
         

In Luc and Lopez’s case, that someone doing the paying was the NYPD.
         

Crowd control in midtown wasn’t exactly the sexy part of being a New York cop, but it was a necessary one, especially on days where the latest teen pop star was giving a concert at 47th and Broadway.

Times Square was every cop’s least favorite gig. But when there was a concert, parade, or holiday, it was all hands on deck.

“How long you here for?” Lopez asked, still trying to get the women to notice that he was giving them his best smile. They barely responded, still busy on their phones, and Luc nearly grinned at the irritation on his partner’s face.

A month ago, Sawyer Lopez could have gotten the attention of just about any woman he wanted. With the dark skin and jet-black hair of his Latino father, and the pale blue eyes of a Norwegian mother, he was never short on female company.

Then Luc had become an overnight sensation, and now Lopez had to work twice as hard for his share of female attention. Luc would be gloating if the whole situation hadn’t been so damned annoying.

“Excuse me, Officer, could you help us for a second? We’re trying to find the Hilton—”

Luc turned to the tired-looking couple dragging around enormous suitcases and a cranky-looking toddler. Their expressions were more exhausted than star-struck, and he smiled when he realized they didn’t recognize him.

He’d nearly forgotten how good it felt to be anonymous.

By the time Luc pointed the tourists to their hotel, his partner had finally managed to recapture the blondes’ attention.

“Oh God, no,” Lopez was saying. “Listen, you want real New York pizza, you’re going to walk a bit. I’d recommend—”
         

Ah, shit. Once Lopez got started talking about pizza, he could go on for hours.
         

And since Lopez only shared his “pizza secrets” when he was trying to get laid, experience told Luc he was on the verge of being roped into a double date with a couple of Arkansas tourists.

“Lopez. Let’s move out,” Luc snapped.

The two women blinked in surprise at Luc’s sharp tone, and he felt a sting of regret for being a complete and utter dick.

He used to be good around women. Back when women had liked him for him. Back when he’d been just regular Luc, not Super Cop Moretti.
         

But then everything had changed. Thanks to a couple of tourists with camera phones and impeccable timing, Luc’s life had become a damned carnival.

Luc gave a slow smile to soften the blow of his irritation. “Sorry, ladies. Duty calls.”

His partner grunted something that sounded like horseshit.
         

Lopez had a point. Luc’s excuse was a load of BS. The only duty they had at the moment was making sure Broadway didn’t turn into a stampede.
         

But the women nodded in wide-eyed understanding at Luc. “New York’s so lucky to have a cop like you.”

Luc heard the words like a jab to the jugular, although he forced himself to smile through the wave of darkness that rushed over him. These women didn’t have a clue just how undeserving of praise he was. Nobody did.

Pushing the haunting thoughts away before they could fully take hold, he gave the women a wide smile before dragging his partner away.

“I need a disguise,” Luc muttered.

“Nah. Embrace it, man. Get yourself a cape. I’m thinking velvet,” Lopez said. “I bet Clark Kent knows just the place to get that shit dry-cleaned.”

“Hilarious. I haven’t heard a million superhero jokes from my brothers, so please, bring it on.”

Lopez grinned unabashedly. “I bet the Moretti cop clan is loving their little bambino being all famous and shit.”
         

“You have no idea,” Luc muttered.

Luc was the youngest in a family of cops. He couldn’t even get in the door to Sunday dinner without his brothers bursting out of the bushes, pretending to be the paparazzi.

Generally speaking, his bambino status was hell, but he’d happily go back to taking shit about being the baby over this latest brush-with-fame crap.
         

Lopez skidded to a halt beside Luc, his eyes boring through the crowd as he slowly extended a warning finger. Luc followed his partner’s glare to a sulky teen boy in saggy jeans and greasy hair parted down the middle. The kid was seconds away from attempting to ride his skateboard down a very busy midtown sidewalk.

Lopez said it all with one finger and look. Not cool, kid. Don’t make me come over there.
         

Luckily the kid correctly interpreted the warning and had enough sense to keep his board tucked under his arm until he got to a less crowded part of the city. Or at least until he got out of sight of cops.

“Wish they were all that easy,” Luc said as they resumed walking.

Lopez grunted before turning his attention back to Luc. “So how’s your dad reacting to your newfound celebrity? I bet Big T’s either disgusted at the circus or thrilled at the prestige.”

“A little of both,” Luc said, tossing his coffee cup in the trash. “He’s always thought cops were supposed to be unsung heroes, but he’s not above wanting the Department to look good.”

“Even now?” Lopez asked. “He’s retired. He’s not supposed to care about anything other than sports and annoying your mom.”

“Especially now,” Luc replied.
         

“Ah,” Lopez said, nodding in understanding. “He bored?”

Luc grunted as he surveyed the crowd out of habit. “Just last week he threatened to take up paint-by-numbers if one of us didn’t go over there to watch the game with him.”

“Can’t be easy for the guy,” Lopez replied. “One day you’re head of the fucking NYPD, the next day, bam, you’re looking at a future of mundane arts and crafts projects.”
         

Lopez had a valid point. Just a year ago, Tony Moretti had stepped down as police commissioner. The adjustment to retirement had been a rough one, made easier only by the fact that four out of four sons were cops to carry on his legacy.

Or so Tony liked to claim.

What Luc was pretty sure his father actually meant was that Luc’s three older brothers were carrying on the family legacy. But Luc…Luc suspected that deep down, his father didn’t expect much out of Luc. Not since the Shayna Johnson case had gone to shit.
         

Luc’s brothers may push the envelope on respect for authority, but none of them had had their partner die on the job.

No, that horror was Luc’s private torture. Private, because nobody talked about it. Ever.
         

But at least the rest of the Moretti siblings were on a clear path toward securing the Moretti family name as NYPD royalty. Despite his brothers’ penchant for bending the rules, all had made a name for themselves as some of the city’s best.

Luc’s oldest brother, Anthony, was next in line for captain in his zone.

Vincent was one of the city’s best homicide DTs. The best, according to Vin. Modesty had never been his strong suit.
         

Marco had taken his fair share of crap for moving to California to follow his girlfriend, but he too was moving up the ranks of the LAPD at an obnoxious rate.

And then there was Luc. Luc was just lowly Officer Moretti. The one with a dead partner. The responding officer on the Shayna Johnson case.

Until now. Now Luc was that cop. The hero. The one who couldn’t get a cup of coffee without the barista doing a double take and writing her phone number on the paper cup of his Americano.
         

For most cops, the attention would have been flattering at best, a nuisance at worst.

But for Luc, it was pure torture.

Because only he really understood that Luc Moretti was as far from heroic as it was possible to get.
         


	

    
	
		CHAPTER TWO


Back at the precinct, Luc didn’t even make it to his desk before Shitty Day, Part II, came roaring at him.
         

“Hey, Moretti, Cap wants to see you in his office,” Officer Kerry said, clamping Luc on the shoulder. Luc set aside the coffee mug he’d been about to fill.

“You tell Lopez?” Luc called after him.

Kerry turned around and shrugged as he walked backward. “Cap said just you.”

“Shit,” Luc muttered.

Captain Brinker was a power-tripping prick, prone to sanctimonious lectures and unwarranted pep talks.

Luc, in particular, was a frequent victim of these little chats.

Brinker had gotten it into his head that Luc and his brothers were only in “the business” because their daddy had paved the way.

Never mind that the Moretti brothers had been top of their class at Academy and had flawless records.

Well, flawless if you discounted Anthony’s ego problems and Vincent’s penchant for going off-book.
         

But Luc? Luc had always played it straight.

It was an approach that worked 99 percent of the time. And as for that 1 percent of the time when going by the book could turn deadly…

Luc rapped a knuckle on the door of Brinker’s office. “You wanted to see me, Cap?”

Brinker gave a jerk of his chin, gesturing for Luc to come in.

“How was Times Square?” his boss asked.

Total bullshit, Luc wanted to say. Instead he shrugged. “The same as usual.”
         

Brinker gave him a dark look as though looking for sarcasm or something to reprimand Luc for, but Luc gave him a deliberately bland smile.

“You wanted to see me?” Luc asked again.

Brinker nodded once and gave a pointed look toward the back of his office, and Luc shifted his gaze, surprised to realize they weren’t alone.

A woman stood in the back corner of the room, helping herself to coffee from the fancy coffee machine Brinker kept for his own personal use.

Her body was mostly hidden by one of the horrible potted plants that Brinker’s wife insisted gave his office “homey character.”

And then she stepped into plain view.

He couldn’t help it; he checked her out. Everything about the woman demanded a second look, the legs in particular.

Luc had never really considered himself a legs-man, being more of an “equal opportunity” guy when it came to female body parts. (Although, if his mother ever asked, he’d swear up and down that he only ever noticed personality. Maybe the eyes.)

But the legs on this one were damn near perfect. For that matter, the high breasts and slim waist also earned high marks.

Her subdued black skirt and white blouse should have been boring, but they’d obviously been tailored to fit her trim frame perfectly.

Plus, the black high heels added an element of sexy to the otherwise demure attire.

Then he looked at her face, and for a second, Luc felt just a little bit dazed.

If anything, her features were even more appealing than the body. Her eyes were maybe just slightly too large for her otherwise petite features, but there was no doubt about it, the woman was stunning.

And yet, there was something else there too, just beyond the jolt of sexual awareness.

Recognition.
         

Luc might not have his brother Vincent’s photographic memory, but he was pretty damn good with faces. And he was pretty sure he knew this one. His brain scrambled to place her, but he kept coming up blank.

Her eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly on Luc, and his narrowed right back. He definitely knew her from somewhere.
         

She came forward and shook his hand. “Fifth and Fortieth, three years ago.”

He shook his head to indicate he didn’t follow.

“You’re trying to figure out how you know me. Three years ago, you gave my news van a parking ticket, and we exchanged…words. That’s where you know me from. I’m Ava Sims.”

“Well I’ll be damned,” Luc said quietly as the memory rolled over him. Legs had spotted Luc writing up her crew’s media van and gone all crazy on him, apparently oblivious to the cuffs and gun he carried.
         

He’d issued countless parking tickets, but rarely was he caught in the act of actually writing one. And when you were caught in the act by someone who looked like her, you remembered it.
         

She had tried to pull her hand away, but Luc held fast, just to mess with her. She sniffed in annoyance, but he didn’t miss that quick slip of her tongue over her lips.

He nearly grinned at her discomfort.

Yup. That zip of sexual chemistry was every bit as familiar as her legs.

Her eyes flicked to his mouth for a moment, and this time, he didn’t bother to hide the grin. The physical appreciation between them hadn’t faded.

But other things had. Ava had changed. She was still beautiful, but back then there’d been a sort of wildness about her. Hell, you had to be half-wild to get into it with a uniformed police officer on a crowded midtown sidewalk.
         

He had a fuzzy memory of her dark hair in one of those messy knots, with pieces falling down all over the place, her eyes sparkling with passion as she’d raged at him for obstructing her rights, or some hippie shit.

Somehow he couldn’t imagine this version of Ava Sims losing her cool over anything, much less a parking ticket. Not only was the outfit completely buttoned up and tailored, but her hair, while still sexy as hell, had an almost stiff look about it. The lips too were full and tempting, but they had the shiny look of that goopy stuff women put on them. Gloss, or whatever.
         

Still stunning. But different.

Luc didn’t break eye contact with the gorgeous brunette in front of him.

She was a couple inches shorter than his six-foot-one even with her high heels, but somehow she managed to give the impression that she was looking down at him.

Ava tugged again with her hand, and Luc tentatively released it, searching for the passionate woman he remembered. Instead, all he saw was icy reserve.

This wasn’t the wild, don’t obstruct my rights Ava. This was polished, TV-ready Ava.
         

He felt the loss more acutely than he should for a woman he didn’t even know.

They continued to hold each other’s gaze until Brinker broke up the moment. “Moretti, you were on traffic duty? I had no idea police royalty stooped that low. Were you grounded?”

Brinker laughed at his own joke, and Luc forced a smile, finally releasing Ava’s hand.

“Well, Officer,” Ava said with mocking respect, “it looks like you’ve come a long way from trying to impede on New York citizens’ First Amendment rights.”
         

Her voice was all sweetness and honey, but since Luc had a sister and a string of ex-girlfriends, he recognized her tone for what it really was: sugared venom.

He felt a strange surge of relief that she still had sharp edges beneath that tidy outfit and perfect makeup.

Luc moved a half step toward her, pleased that she didn’t move back. “Tell me, Ms. Sims, where in the Bill of Rights does it permit citizens to park next to a Stop sign, in front of a No Parking sign, just three feet from a fire hydrant?”

She rolled her eyes, which up close, he could see were warm honey brown. “Yes, thank God you were there at that moment to keep the city safe. I mean, just where would we be if you hadn’t been there to stop the local media from getting a shot of the mayor leaving a fund-raiser!”
         

He opened his mouth in anger. Maybe he wasn’t so eager to see the passionate version of this woman after all. She may think the laws were frivolous, but they were there for good reason. He stood by every ticket he’d ever written. He stood by the laws behind them.

She held up a hand before he could respond, her expression all mock outrage. “Wait. Did you never get my thank-you note? I so wanted to express my gratitude for you putting a stop to my life of crime.”
         

“Well here’s your chance to thank me,” Luc said, ignoring her sarcasm. “It would also be a good time to apologize for physically assaulting an officer of the law.”

Okay, so assault was a strong word. But she’d touched him. He definitely remembered her touching him.

Her eyes narrowed. “Never happened. You’re confused. Must be the sugar-high from too many doughnuts.”

“You shoved me,” he exaggerated. “And I seem to remember a threat…”

She cut her eyes over to Luc’s boss. “Did Officer Moretti hit his head when he dove into the river to save that little girl? He seems to be disoriented.”

Disappointment spiked through Luc at her reference to that damned river incident. She’d seen the damned YouTube video. And if she’d seen that one, she’d probably seen the other.

Luc froze as realization rolled over him.

That’s why she was here.
         

The pieces fell into place slower than they should. Had he not had a half-mast boner he would have caught on earlier. She was here for superhero Moretti, not parking-ticket Moretti.
         

Three years ago, Ava had obviously been a hungry-for-the-story journalist, but if her prissy clothes were any indication, she’d moved up the ranks quite nicely. Luc was guessing that these days, Ava Sims spent a lot more time in hair and makeup than she did chasing after fund-raiser photo ops.

Brinker took a sip of his coffee before dropping the bomb that confirmed Luc’s fears. “CBC wants to run a special on you.”

Luc didn’t even hesitate. “No.”

Ava’s eyebrows lifted. “It’ll get national coverage. You’ll go from being locally famous to being a household name across the country.”

Her tone implied that Luc should be doing cartwheels at this development. She had no idea just how wrong she was.

“Oh well, in that case!” Luc said, letting his voice go excited before dropping back down to a monotone. “No fucking way.”

Ava Sims didn’t even flinch.

Captain Brinker broke in. “Listen, Moretti. You know that if it was up to me, you’d be doing the Bronx beat where maybe that pretty face of yours would see some action, not being paraded around like you’re the best thing since Batman. But this directive is above me. The order’s coming all the way from the top.”

Pissed, Luc shook his head. “This isn’t what the NYPD is about. We don’t grandstand.”

“You do when a cop with a Hollywood-heartthrob face can’t resist putting himself in front of a camera,” Ava said, checking out her manicure.

Luc resisted the urge to snap that he didn’t want those fucking cameras capturing his every move. That if he could go back in time, some sort of dire accident would have happened to every one of those damned camera phones.
         

“We need the good publicity, Moretti.” Captain Brinker’s tone was serious now, and Luc knew why.

The NYPD wasn’t exactly in good standing with the people recently.

Three months ago, an officer in uniform had shot an unarmed homeless man. The officer had claimed self-defense and mistaken identity of a weapon, but it wasn’t enough to stave off the damage.

Trigger-happy cops made people nervous.

The officer had been suspended, and the NYPD had made promise after promise to implement additional training, but it hadn’t done much good. Cops were getting a lot more boos than accolades these days.

Apparently, the higher-ups had just found the ultimate form of damage control.

And Luc was the sacrificial lamb.

“Shit,” Luc muttered, realizing there was no way out of it.

Immediately on the heels of his irritation was just the slightest surge of fear.

Fear that Ava Sims would go digging back to November two years ago when Luc had learned, firsthand, the dark side of being a cop. A dark side where good officers died and little girls in pink dresses went missing.

Luc rubbed a hand over his face and forced the thought back where it belonged. Far, far away from the prying eyes of Ava Sims.

Letting a journalist get to him was one thing. He’d be damned before he’d let her get to Shayna Johnson.
         

Correction: to the memory of Shayna Johnson. And he wasn’t letting her get at Mike’s memory either. He didn’t know why he’d been spared the media attention when it had all gone down two years ago, but he was damned grateful. Luc wasn’t about to let the legacy of two good people be tarnished now.
         

Ava Sims reached out and gave his arm a smug little pat, either oblivious or indifferent to Luc’s inner turmoil.

“We start Monday. What time do you get to work?”

“Sorry?” he said.

“Your workday. When do you start?”

He shook his head. “Why does it matter? Don’t you just tell me what day and time to show up at your studio?”

She rolled her eyes. “We can’t just have three hours’ worth of face-to-face interviews in cushy chairs. This is an inside look at America’s Hero.”

“Hold on now,” Luc said, his irritation escalating to panic. “Three hours? And America’s what?”
         

“America’s Hero. It’ll be the name of the series.”
         

Oh sweet Jesus.
         

“Now hold the hell on,” he said. “There’s not going to be a series. Just ask me a few questions and be done with it.”
         

Her grin had gone beyond smug to full out gloating. “It’s already been approved. It’ll be a three-hour special, divided up over three nights. Pretty standard.”

“Standard, my ass,” Luc snapped. “How the hell are you going to stretch four minutes of amateur video into three hours?”
         

Ava gave an expectant look at the captain, who cleared his throat nervously before explaining. “Ms. Sims and her team will be shadowing you for a while, Moretti. A day in the life of a New York’s Finest, and all that.”

“Just think, two whole months together!” she said with a mockingly bright smile meant to annoy him. “Won’t that be fun? You can show me all the lives you’ve saved with those parking tickets.”
         

Luc was too busy grinding his teeth to reply. Ava dug something out of her purse, slapping it against his chest before sweeping toward the door in her sexy high heels.

“See you on Monday, Officer.”

Luc swallowed against the surge of panic. He couldn’t do this. He wouldn’t do this. It was one thing to be a local hero. Another thing entirely to become a “household name” as Ava had indicated. The last thing Luc needed was an even brighter spotlight on him, shining in places that should remain in the dark forever.
         

“I don’t like it either,” Brinker said gruffly, displaying a rare perceptiveness. “But I can tell you right now, there’s no point in fighting it. Your father’s replacement made it clear that this was an order. Not a request.”

Fuck. Fuck. If he were Anthony, or even Vincent, he would have pushed back. Would have shoved his principles down Brinker’s throat, superior or not.
         

But Luc wasn’t his brothers. Luc wasn’t a hotheaded hotshot. And he had far too much respect for the NYPD to pull a tantrum.

He would do his duty. He always did his duty. With pride.
         

Still, he couldn’t stop the groan of dread in anticipation of what lay ahead. Luc glanced down at the crumpled piece of paper that Ava had thrust at him. There was a coffee stain in one corner, and something that looked like lipstick smeared across the front, but there was no mistaking what he was looking at.

It was a three-year-old parking ticket.

She’d never paid it.


	

    
	
		CHAPTER THREE


Outside the precinct, Ava made it only a block and a half before necessity demanded that she stop.
         

With a quick glance to make sure he wasn’t following, she ducked off into the alcove of an apartment building entry and made the exchange that nearly every New York career woman was well acquainted with:
         

The shoe swap.

Out of her roomy I-can-fit-my-whole-life-in-here handbag came the beat-up flip-flops from Target.
         

Into that same handbag went the black stilettos. Also from Target.

Ava inhaled gratefully as her toes wiggled in happy relief at being freed from the pinching patent leather nightmare.

She’d have happily sent her gritty contacts the same way of the high heels (far, far away), but she’d very deliberately left her glasses at home today to avoid such temptation.
         

Prime-time news anchors didn’t wear glasses.

Of course, they didn’t wear their hair in messy ponytails either, but that didn’t stop Ava from pulling her hair—in which she’d spent half an hour creating loose, hair-sprayed curls—into a messy pony.

By the time she made it to the van, she looked a lot less This is Ava Sims, reporting for CBC news and a lot more, well, Ava Nobody Sims from Darrington, Oklahoma.
         

Luckily, the man waiting for her didn’t care.

Mihail Petrov was leaning against the CBC van smoking a cigarette, his severe features schooled into their usual indifference even as sharp blue eyes took in every detail of Ava’s appearance.

He blew out a long stream of smoke, and she stifled the urge to remind him—again—of the hazards of smoking. Mihail didn’t do friendly advice. Unless he was the one giving it. And even then, it was rarely friendly.
         

But she loved him anyway.

“Knew you wouldn’t make it,” he said, gesturing with his cigarette from her bare toes to messy hair that was completely at odds with her prim pencil skirt and no-nonsense blouse.

“I made it long enough,” she said, elbowing him aside so she could pull a bottled water out of the cooler they kept in the van.

“So they’re going for it?” His slight Bulgarian accent made this sound more like a statement than an actual question.

“They didn’t really have a choice.” Ava tipped the bottle back and took three large gulps. “This meeting was a formality more than anything else. This BS story was handed down from the top on both sides, apparently.”

“Huh,” Mihail grunted. “So they weren’t excited about it?”

“No,” Ava mused, tapping her fingernails against the water bottle. “They weren’t.”

Which she found surprising. Ava had yet to encounter anyone who wasn’t secretly thrilled to be at the center of attention, even when they threw up token protests.

And she would have thought a cop at the bottom of the NYPD food chain should have been a sure bet for delivering an, “aw shucks, I’m just a regular guy, but if you really think it’s a good story…”
         

But Ava’s reporter instincts told her Luc Moretti’s hesitation had been real. And actually, hesitation was too soft a word. He’d been pissed. And something else too. She tapped her fingernails more slowly as she replayed the encounter.
         

For a split second Ava could have sworn that Luc Moretti looked…scared.

But of what? The man had gone above the call of duty and was getting recognized for it. She could see him being embarrassed. Maybe annoyed. But scared…
         

Something was off there.

Ava took another gulp of water.

But on the plus side, his reaction to her had been everything she’d secretly hoped for.

As much as Ava was dreading this bogus, fluff-piece of a story, she had been looking forward to seeing his face when he saw her again. She only wished she would have stayed behind to see his livid reaction to that unpaid parking ticket she’d thrust at him.
         

Ava grinned at the thought. She wasn’t even sure what had prompted her to bring the ticket along in the first place. As much as she enjoyed pushing people’s buttons to get at what made them tick, this move had been risky, even for her. But she’d done plenty of Googling to see just how bad an unpaid ticket was.

And in the end, she hadn’t been able to resist needling him. She too-well remembered all that righteous indignation three years ago. Getting under the skin of what had to be the most upstanding cop on the planet was a delicious prospect.

And he’d let her walk away, so she must have at least been partially right about being able to get away with it.
         

Then again, Luc probably didn’t know that the unpaid ticket was no one-off fluke. Her eyes flitted to the back pocket of the passenger seat, which was bulging with small bits of paper. At least half of which were likely parking tickets for this very van.

Mihail watched the direction of her gaze before giving a little smirk, correctly reading her mind. “Freedom of the press, baby.”

Welllll…
         

As Officer Moretti had so sanctimoniously informed her during their heated altercation three years ago, freedom of the press didn’t exactly dignify breaking traffic laws…repeatedly.
         

But such explanations would go unheeded by Mihail. He’d been in the U.S. for almost twenty years, and a citizen for over half that thanks to a tumultuous marriage to a Queens-born bartender, but he was known to be a bit innovative with his interpretation of things like the Constitution and the law.

“Where to now, babe?” Mihail asked, flicking his cigarette to the pavement.

Ava put the cap back on her water bottle and rolled her shoulders. “Let’s head back to the station.”

Mihail’s eyebrows lifted. “You never want to go back to the station.”

Ava pulled down the visor and looked at the mirror there, checking for lipstick on her teeth. Yup. There it was. A rosy smear across her perfectly straight (thanks, orthodontics), perfectly white (thanks, network-sponsored whitening sessions) teeth.

She snapped the visor back up in irritation. She kept waiting for the day that looking perfectly put together became effortless. She’d been waiting a long-ass time.

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I want to go back to the station,” she griped to Mihail. “But this story is the big-time. I knew when they gave it to me that it would mean more face time with the higher-ups.”
         

“So you think this is it?” he asked.

“Hmm?” she asked, distracted.

He lifted an eyebrow. “You know, it. The story.”
         

“It better be,” she muttered.

Mihail gave her a look, and she knew he was dying to start their usual argument. But for once he managed to bite his tongue, and instead of picking a fight, he pulled out one of his ever-present gummy worms from the bag in the middle console. He chewed grumpily.

Ava’s relentless quest to be a CBC anchorwoman was the one area where she and Mihail didn’t see eye to eye. It was cliché, and she knew it. The small-town Midwest girl dreaming of the bright lights and fame in the big city.

But she’d been chasing the dream since she’d moved to New York at twenty-two.

She wasn’t going to stop now.

Even if a little part of her sometimes whispered that it wasn’t her dream.
         

Ava started to bite her fingernail, then jerked her hand away when she realized it would chip the manicure she could never seem to keep looking fresh for more than twelve hours.

“Have you called your parents yet?” Mihail asked.

“Not yet. Tonight, maybe.”

“I’m sure they’ll be excited.”
         

“Don’t,” she snapped, catching his emphasis and knowing what it implied. Mihail had only met her parents once (disaster), but he’d heard enough phone calls over the course of his and Ava’s friendship to have formed a strong opinion on her family.

To his way of thinking, it wasn’t Ava’s dream that had her chasing the anchor chair. He thought it was her parents’ dream. With maybe a dash of pressure from her talk-show-host sister and foreign-correspondent brother.
         

Maybe he was a little bit right. A little bit.
         

In the same way the Moretti family was NYPD royalty (she’d done her homework), the Sims clan was broadcast journalism royalty. Or so her father had declared.

Her parents had been co-anchors in Darlington back in the day, and apparently the popular husband-wife team had been slated for bigger things in New York.

Until Ava’s mom had gotten pregnant with Ava’s brother.

Dreams dashed.

Or so the story went. Ava still didn’t quite understand why they couldn’t have pursued the NYC thing, even with her mom’s pregnancy. Plenty of anchormen and -women had family.
         

But then, that wouldn’t have given them something to complain about for thirty years.
         

It also wouldn’t have given them an excuse over never making the big time.

So they’d done what any pushy, interfering parents would do. They’d transferred their dreams to their children.

Ava’s brother and sister had fallen into line marvelously. Miranda had her own current events talk show in Los Angeles, and Daniel was a foreign correspondent for a competing network, although never in a country that was actually relevant in current events. He didn’t cover war or famine or natural disasters. No, Danny was well on his way to establishing a name for himself posing as an expert in art or food or wine, or whatever was popular in whichever country he was in. Emphasis on posing.
         

Her parents were proud of all their children. Their annual Christmas card was an embarrassing brag fest.

But Ava knew that she was their darling. The one who was really living the dream. The one who would do what they hadn’t been able to:
         

National Anchorwoman.

And this story would get her there. Ava was sure of it.

“I can’t believe we have to hang out with the fucking five-oh for two months,” Mihail grumbled.

“I don’t like it either,” Ava admitted. “But this isn’t your average cop.”

Mihail glanced at her and wiggled his eyebrows.

She punched him. “I don’t mean it like that.”

“Sure you don’t. I’ve seen pictures.”

Ava pulled out her phone and pulled up her video player before shoving the phone in his face. “Yeah, but have you seen…?”

Mihail made a grunting sound and tried to push her hand away. “I know, I know, I’ve seen it.”

Ava leaned toward him, holding the screen out so they could both watch it. For all of Mihail’s fussing, he didn’t look away.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing, Mihail?”

“Grainy, shitty-ass movie recording?”

“Pretend for a second that you’re not a damn cameraman.” She pointed. “That is Luc Moretti, son of a previous police commissioner. Handsome huh? Oh, and what’s that? He’s running to the railing and jumping headfirst into the stank East River? Whatever could he be doing…oh look!”

Even though she’d seen the video dozens, if not hundreds, of times, both she and Mihail watched the grainy footage wobble as the tourist with the phone dashes to the railing where Luc had gone over, showing him swimming easily toward a small ladder.

A tiny pigtailed little girl is in tow.

But the story doesn’t stop there. She and Mihail both watched as Luc easily hauls himself and the little girl out of the water.

Ava’s eyes watered as they always do when it becomes apparent that the little girl wasn’t breathing.

She’d seen the videos too often to count, but every damned time she felt her heart stop and then swell as Luc Moretti leans down and begins giving the little girl CPR.

Ava let out a gush of relieved air when the little girl turns her head and coughs up water, before being scooped up by her hysterical mother as Officer Moretti sits back on his heels.

The tourist holding the camera focuses mainly on the reunion between mother and daughter, but Ava always watched Luc in the corner of the screen. Watched as his chin dipped to his heaving chest, his palms resting against his thighs.

His face lifted, and he looked at the girl, and there was relief, obviously.

But there was something else in his expression too. Ava lifted her thumbnail and bit. There was something else.
         

She wanted to know what it was.

She would find out what it was.
         

“Yeah, yeah it’s great,” Mihail muttered, pushing her phone away from his face and interrupting her thoughts.

“Right?” Ava poked him in his bony side with a finger. “It couldn’t be more perfect if it was a Spider-Man movie.”

“Spider-Man? That’s not wimpy Peter Parker; that guy is Clark Kent.”

Ava ignored this. She didn’t need Mihail’s reminder that Luc was tall, broad shouldered, and gorgeously dark-haired. She was doing her best to forget that little fact.

“Okay, now look at this one…”

“I told you, I’ve seen the damned videos.”

Ava pulled up the second video anyway. This one was shorter. Less than a minute, but it was every bit as poignant.

Taken a couple months ago in the middle of a late-winter cold snap, the frail figure of a homeless man sitting in the deserted Diamond District, his back against the wall of a long-closed jewelry shop, huddled against cold.

The now familiar figure of Officer Moretti approaches, his footsteps slowing as he spots the man. The video has no sound, but it’s easy to see Luc crouching down, speaking to the man, his face kind, his smile easy.

The conversation apparently doesn’t go the way Luc wants, because for a moment Luc’s chin drops against his chest, as though in defeat. Then Luc moves, shrugging out of his winter coat.

Luc extends the jacket to the man, who doesn’t reach for it. Then, incredibly, Luc creeps closer, gently maneuvering the man so that the warm coat is wrapped around him.

As though sensing the camera on him, the homeless man slowly turns his head, finds the camera before giving a heart-wrenching smile as he clenches the coat to his shoulders.

Officer Moretti stands, wearing nothing but his uniform as it starts to snow.

The camera jerks to the side before going to black, but the jarring end to the video doesn’t ruin its impact.

If anything, it highlighted the spontaneity of the moment, giving the watcher the sense that he or she was a spectator to a private moment.

Not so private anymore, Ava thought.

The coat video had been taken a few weeks before the East River one, but the tourist behind the camera hadn’t uploaded it until after the later video had been picked up by a small local news station.

From there, it had exploded.

And Ava had every intention of making it explode even more.

“Okay, you proved your point. It’s good stuff,” Mihail said, finally pushing her phone away and putting the key in the ignition. “I just don’t see why we have to be the ones to cover it. Especially if this cop guy doesn’t even want to be in the story.”

Ava put her phone away, faking confidence she didn’t entirely feel. “He’ll come around. Once the advertising offers start rolling in, he’ll be kissing my four-inch heels.”

“Which are where, exactly?” Mihail looked pointedly at her flip-flops.

Ava pretended she didn’t hear him.

“You know, I’ve never seen Gwen Garrison in anything other than five-inch spikes,” Mihail said.

Ava inspected her manicure. Yup. Chipped. “Your point?”

He shrugged as he turned the ignition. “Just that Gwen’s been anchor for a good many years now, and you’ve been chasing crap stories for how long? Maybe it’s time to accept that you’re destined for the gritty, in-the-trenches journalism and not the plastic talking head thing. And maybe you like it that way.”
         

Ava dug out a gummy worm from Mihail’s stash and ignored him. The guy was one of her best friends, nasty cigs and all, but she was tired of this conversation. It brought up unsettling thoughts she had no interest in dealing with.

She did want to be anchorwoman. She did. And Mihail was right in that Ava tended to choose the scrappy, real stories, no matter how small, over the more glamorous, attention-grabbing ones. That was about to change.
         

This was her break.

A gorgeous, big-city cop with a heart of gold was exactly what she needed. It was a huge story, with a big audience.

Even with NYPD being under a few shadows right now thanks to that unfortunate shooting a few months back, the Luc Moretti story appealed on every level, to every viewer.

Big city folk were partial to first responders, especially after 9/11. Small-town people liked cops, period.

And everyone liked a hero.
         

Especially a good-looking one.

As far as poster boys went, it didn’t get more perfect than Luc Moretti in all of his tall, dark, good-guy handsomeness. No hot-blooded straight woman could look at that guy and not fantasize about what he looked like under that uniform.

Ava included.

She dug her nails into her palm, trying to forget about the way every part of her had seemed to tingle when they’d stood toe to toe in Captain Brinker’s office.

“So how cooperative do you think Moretti will be?” Mihail asked, cutting off a taxi just because he could.

Ava went for another gummy worm. “Not at all.”

Mihail glanced at her. “Yeah?”

She shrugged. “I dunno, something was up with him.”

“Explain.”

“I don’t know yet,” she said, tugging at the gummy worm.

“Maybe he just doesn’t like being in the spotlight,” Mihail said.

“Deep down, everyone wants to be in the spotlight,” Ava muttered, staring out the window. “Everyone wants glory.”
         

She felt Mihail cut her another look. “The cynical, storm-cloud thing is supposed to be my shtick.”

“I’m not cynical!”

Mihail snorted.

“I’m not! I just don’t buy for one second that Luc Moretti isn’t secretly patting himself on the back for all of his recent good deeds.”

Moretti had secrets all right, but they were more complicated than Mr. Too-Sexy-For-His-Own-Good wanting to keep his good deeds under wraps.

If he was reluctant, it was probably because he’d have to cooperate with her. Guys like him didn’t like it when a woman didn’t turn into a simpering mess in their presence.
         

She’d come close to simpering, though. Really close. Those deep blue eyes were a jolt to the system, more so because they were a surprise given his dark hair and Italian coloring.

But Ava hadn’t kissed Moretti’s ass during their run-in three years ago, and she wasn’t about to start now.

“So what’s he like then?” Mihail asked.

Ava jolted. “Hmm?”

“The cop. The hero one…what’s he like?”

Gorgeous.

“He’s perfect for the story,” Ava said with a shrug. “The camera will love him.”

Mihail tapped long fingers against the steering wheel. “So did he say why he did those things? Jumping into the river, giving his coat to the homeless guy?”

Ava groaned at the admiration in Mihail’s voice. “Not you too.”

“What?”

“You actually think he’s a hero?”
         

“I mean we don’t have to get fucking romantic about it, but the guy went above and beyond. He deserves a little credit.”

Ava rolled her eyes and chomped grumpily on a green gummy worm.

She could grant that the guy had done a couple of good deeds. Okay, really good deeds.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about that haunted look on his face after he’d saved the little girl.

Nor the panicked look when he’d learned that she was with CBC.

There was a story there. She was sure of it.
         

She just wasn’t sure it was the feel-good story the network wanted her to tell.


	

    
	
		CHAPTER FOUR


What do you mean CBC’s doing a story on you?”
         

Luc took a grumpy sip of coffee before he met his father’s dark gaze. “Is there a way I could rephrase to be more clear?”

Luc’s sister leaned over to snag a piece of Luc’s toast before pointing the toast triangle at their father. “It’s true. Luc was quite clear with his word choice. And I’m a lawyer so I should know.”
         

Tony Moretti scowled and propped a piece of bacon on top of a piece of biscuit. Then he dragged the whole thing through a puddle of gravy under the exasperated glare of Luc’s mother. He took a bite and chewed as he glared at Luc and Elena. “Don’t you two get smart with me. What I want to know is why are they doing a story now? You’re old news.”
         

Anthony leaned over and grabbed the remaining piece of Luc’s toast. “It’s nice when he builds us up like this, isn’t it, bro?”

“So nice,” Luc muttered, taking another sip of his coffee.

His mother caught his eye. “I think what your father is trying to ask, Luca, is why you’re agreeing to a story when you’ve been unhappy with all the media coverage.”
         

Luc set his coffee aside and reached for a piece of toast, only to realize that his family had pillaged everything.

“It’s not like I have a choice.” He immediately regretted the words. They felt…whiney. Small. And his father pounced.

“You always have a choice,” Tony boomed. “How many times have I told you kids that we’re in control—”

“Wait, wait,” Vincent interrupted, leaning forward and snapping his fingers rapidly. “I’ve got this. We’ve heard it before, I think…”

“Like maybe once, or a million times?” Elena mused, tapping her lip.

“We are in control of our own destiny,” Anthony said in a dramatic voice, or as dramatic as it could get around a piece of bacon. “Did I get that right?”

Tony Moretti turned to exchange a glance with his wife. “How is it I raised four smart asses?”

“Five, actually,” Elena said. “Marco’s missing all the fun.”

“Probably on the beach somewhere,” Luc’s father said, his tone turning irritable the way it always did when he spoke of his West Coast offspring.

None of them had been thrilled when Marc moved to Los Angeles. Not only because it splintered the tight-knit Morettis into different time zones, but because the reason for his move was Mandy Breslin.
         

Mandy and Marc had been dating since high school, which should have made her like part of the family, but the truth was…the family couldn’t stand her. She was manipulative, melodramatic, and seemed to think that an exceptionally pretty face made up for lack of other qualities. Say, like, being a decent person.

Still, what Mandy lacked in likability, she made up for in ambition. She’d gotten it in her head that she was destined for a Hollywood career. And Marc, being the epitome of loyal, had dutifully followed her.

They’d been in LA for over a year now, and as best as the rest of the Morettis could tell, the closest Mandy had come to her dream was watching TV all day while Marc worked his ass off in the LAPD.

The Morettis did their best to support Marco’s decision, even as they secretly hated it…and missed him like crazy. But that didn’t mean they didn’t gripe about Marc’s absence behind his back.

Because that’s how the Morettis did things. They interfered with each other’s business constantly, and unabashedly.

Take, like, now, for example.
         

Sundays meant two things to the Morettis.

Mass at St. Ignatius Loyola Church on the Upper East Side, and the follow-up brunch at the Darby Diner.

But it meant other things too. Like latching on to one person’s personal life and taking it apart piece by piece.

Last week it had been Elena’s new boyfriend. The guy was Irish, and with the way Tony and Maria had responded to this news, last week’s breakfast was a scene out of Gangs of New York. Tony Moretti was born in New York, but from his fierce Italian upbringing, he might as well have been born in Italy. And Maria Moretti actually had been born there, which meant…well, an Irish boy for their only daughter had not gone over well, even though neither parent would admit their reasons were old biases.
         

The week before that, the fuss had been over Anthony’s announcement that he was headed to Florida over Easter weekend to run a marathon and wouldn’t be around for Easter. The week before that…well, Luc couldn’t remember, but it was probably something to do with Vincent and the fact that the man had zero life outside of work and had turned down yet another of their mother’s blind date attempts.
         

But this week? This week was all about Luc. Luc and the damned CBC nightmare that awaited him tomorrow morning.

The only possible silver lining in this whole mess was that Nonna had a stomach bug and had opted to skip the Sunday-morning histrionics. Luc loved his grandmother—desperately—but the woman had made it her life’s mission to stir the Moretti family pot whenever possible. A tendency made even worse by the fact that, in a rather shortsighted move, the grandkids had bought her an iPhone for Christmas the previous year.

Now the woman didn’t just stir the pot, she recorded the aftermath.

His grandma was a menace. A wonderful menace, but still…Luc was a tiny bit glad she wasn’t here on his particular Sunday to shine.
         

“’Kay, seriously, though,” Vin said, leaning back in his chair and fixing Luc with his usual serious gaze. “Dad’s got a point. I would have thought all this hoopla with your heroics would be dying down.”

“You and me both,” Luc said.

His coffee cup was blessedly refilled, and he smiled thanks at Helen, the white-haired waitress who’d been serving the Darby Diner—and the Morettis—longer than Luc had been alive.

“Am I your favorite today, Helen?” Luc asked, intentionally turning his attention away from the too shrewd eyes of his brother.

“Depends, who’s tipping?” she said with a wink.

Then she leaned down and whispered in Luc’s ear as she refilled Anthony’s cup. “’Course you’re my favorite.”

“Heard that,” Anth said.

“Heard what, baby?” Helen said, blowing Anthony a kiss. “That you’re my favorite?”

“That’s not what you told me when I fixed your cell last week,” Vin said.

“And by fixed her phone, you did what exactly?” Elena said, propping her chin up on her hand. “You hit the Power button? Turned if off and then back on?”

Vin lifted a shoulder. “Whatever works.”

Helen refilled everyone’s coffee and moved on to another table, having assured them individually that they were, in fact, her one and only favorite.

Luc reached for the bill Helen had dropped off, but as usual, Tony was too fast. “Your mother and I have this.”

Luc lifted an eyebrow. “But you’re retired.”

“And I’m your father,” Tony said in his usual no-room-for-argument tone.

Luc and Vincent exchanged a look across the table. Neither of them particularly liked their parents paying for their four grown siblings, but pride was an important element in the Morettis. And nobody had more of it than the patriarch.

“They’re not going to put makeup on you, are they?” Anthony mused.

“What?” Luc asked.

“For this story. Do you have to get all dolled up?”

Luc rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, annoyed that the conversation kept coming back to the damned CBC thing. “No. No makeup. It’s just a reporter following me around for a few weeks…”

“Which reporter?” Elena asked.

Just as Tony broke in, “What do you mean a few weeks?”

“Oh my God,” Luc muttered, taking a drink of his coffee. He looked across the table at his best shot at escape: his mother.

But Maria Moretti looked every bit as dismayed as his father, which was something Luc didn’t fully understand. He knew why he was annoyed about the story, but he didn’t get why his parents were all worked up about it. It didn’t even have anything to do with them.
         

“Her name is Ava Sims,” Luc said, glancing at his sister as he answered her question.

Elena nodded. “I think I know her. Brunette? Pretty?”

“A pretty brunette on TV?” Vin said. “I’m sure there’s only one of those.”

Elena made a face. “Seriously, I think I just saw one of her stories last week. She did some exposé on this supposed charity that was really a front for drug money, or something like that. Seriously, it was a big deal…she figured it out all on her own, and—”

“Because that’s exactly what the city needs,” Anthony broke in. “Amateurs that don’t have a clue about law enforcement thinking they know the best way to keep order.”
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