
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Placeholder Text for Arresting Alan by Amber Daulton

“All right. I need your full names and contact information, including home and mailing addresses and phone numbers.” As they gave the information, he wrote everything down. 

“Is the dad sticking around?”

“Here. I’m sorry.” Belle tugged off his duffel and scowled as he tightened it back around her. “No. It’s not your fault I left my coat under the table. My purse too. God, I’m so stupid.”

The officers who responded to his break-in were as useless as an umbrella in a hurricane. They questioned Benji, Belle, and Lando, but the latter had witnessed nothing out of the ordinary. Detective Greer took over the break-in case, but his busy schedule prevented him from questioning Trista and Arnett. At least he’d confirmed that some of Belle’s now-former neighbors had witnessed a young man of medium height in dark, oversized clothes entering her apartment.

Rey passed her at the midway point, not making eye contact.

The air in her lungs froze. Her heart pounded faster.

Were these women genuine? Truly her friends?

As the vehicle idled in front of the duplex, the uniformed driver jogged through the yard with a small square box. “I’m looking for Belle Hamlin.”

“It’s probably the same person who ransacked your apartment. I’ve lived here for fifteen years, and nothing bad has ever happened. It’s too much of a coincidence I get my first break-in after what happened to you.”

Belle rubbed her belly and cooed unintelligible words to the baby.

“Anyway—” Belle cleared her throat. “—I have no idea why anyone would want to harm me. No one has a key to my apartment, except my landlord and me.” She nodded toward the man in flannel pajamas and an oversized coat.

She tugged on the edges of her T-shirt. “I won’t be a rebound.”

“Benji.” Belle slapped his arm as the doctor chuckled. “Have some manners.”

“What’s wild?” He rolled away and scooted to the headboard. “Why are you laughing, babe? Shouldn’t you be stripping me naked?”

“Yes, you’re the breeze.” Belle leaned back on his chest and gripped his arms. The tightness gripping her chest abated. He pressed a feather-soft kiss on the curve of her neck, and she shivered. The desire in his hold seeped past her defenses and nestled in her heart. She would do anything for this man. How had she fallen so quick?

After Alan and Meghan’s confrontation, Belle had spent the day at the duplex. Even though Benji tried to convince Meghan to join them for lunch, then dinner, the brooding woman stayed in her room and only came out to grab a dinner plate, which she took back upstairs. If not for Pepperoni, Belle would’ve stayed overnight with him, but she had to feed her cat.

He handed her the white box tied with a red ribbon and pulled a scanner from his belt. “If you’ll sign, I’ll be on my way.” After she jotted her name on the screen, he left.

“Temptation’s everywhere.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Benji?” Pain edged Alan’s deep voice. “After everything she’s done, why the hell have you let her back into our lives? I don’t want her around Danny.”

The captain placed his gun on a bookshelf and withdrew a small plastic bag filled with white powder from the sack. “About damn time. Mayer, get the others.” He stuffed the bag back into the sack and dropped it at his feet.

“I guess I have to.” She plucked a loose string from the bag. “I got drunk and high during a party and acted like a fool in front of everyone. Iversen sent me to rehab. It was the longest three months of my life, but I’m grateful for it. I’m good now, and I want to stay good. I’ve been out a week, but I’m not ready to be back in the real world.”

Shock snapped through him. “Are you suggesting I did this?” He grabbed the envelope. “I would never threaten or hurt you.”

Benji grabbed her arm. “Careful.”

“Of course not. You’re just a man. Why should you think about your actions?”

“It’s not important.” He rubbed his bruised, whiskered cheek and winced.

“Iversen’s the one who sent you to rehab.” The other man cocked his head. “He wants you cleaned up, but now you’re abandoning him, after all he’s given you, like these clothes.” He snorted and dropped the bags. “Think about what you’re doing, Meg. You seriously want to leave him, and for who? You screwing this guy?”

“That’s better. It’s softer.” Danny walked his soldier across the hardwoods.

She lightly stroked her sore cheek before she gripped his chin and forced him to face her. “No apologies. You tried too hard and suffered for it. The blow to your head could’ve killed you or given you brain damage. We gotta stay calm and think of a way out of this.”

“Yeah, it’s been a while. So it’s true? You two have reconciled?”

“Him. No contest.” Benji thrummed his fingers on the scratched tabletop. “I’m not at liberty to say—unless you already know—but do you know why Mason can’t go to the bar?”

Baldy lowered his weapon and shoved Benji outside into the chilly evening air.

Hell. He should host a game show with that sleazy, high-pitched voice.

Her cheeks reddened beneath a scattering of freckles. She hunkered down in the seat.

Luckily, the district attorney believed Benji had shot Iversen in self-defense. Otherwise, he would face a murder trial.

“Good. Now that it’s settled, you can leave.” She hitched her thumb over her shoulder.

“What do I owe?” Willy pulled his worn wallet from his overalls with gnarled hands. “Damn arthritis. I would’ve changed the oil and tires myself, but my grip ain’t like it was. Enjoy the work while ya can, boys. When ya get to be my age, you’ll be dreamin’ of the good ole days.”

Benji rubbed his jaw. “What’s going on with you and Trista?”

She sipped her hot, yummy java to settle her upset stomach. Mason’s past wasn’t any of her business, but what the hell was Jim not telling her? She cleared her throat. “Benji and I met a couple of months back and ran into each other again last week. I’m pregnant, Jim.”

“Stay calm.” She stepped from the car and tightened her coat. Rock salt crunched beneath her ankle boots as she hurried across the lot. The cut-out paper snowflakes and colorful blue streamers taped on the inside of the lobby windows were weird. Not that the designs were weird—the snowflakes were quite pretty—but why in the world would Benji decorate his garage like it was an elementary school classroom?

“Seriously, Benji? As you sit like a king? Not happening.”

“I wanted to listen to you in action with a customer, but the lady at the front desk wouldn’t let me. Something about I’m not on a list, and I’m not a government employee.” He tapped the Visitor Pass sticker on his coat. “The guard at the gate gave me this and one for my truck without a hissy fit.”

The Grand Canyon would work better.

and notched up her chin. “Dowitcha and Kondorro. But I’m out.”

“You gonna park?”

“I am for you.”

“Oh, yeah. When I go to middle school, I’m gonna try out for band, but that’s years and years away.”

“Oh, yeah. Lots of things, but you’re digging your hole fine without me.” His girlfriend swiped her hand in Meghan’s direction. “Keep going with your helpless, self-righteous routine. I’m curious about what else you have in your arsenal.”

Stokes grabbed his arm and spun him around.

“Oh fuck, I know it. You won’t leave me.”

“I will not stop. For you to even suggest it—” Her hand shook as she tunneled it through her hair. “I need to think. I want to go over every photo, count the people I know in the background, and make a list. If they’re in the photos, then they aren’t the one taking them.”

“Are you sure he wanted me? He could’ve been at the wrong apartment.”

“What’s wrong? Those furry caterpillars don’t drop into a V for nothing.”

“Hey, babe.” He flashed a grin and strode across the porch. Steam puffed from the edges of the Bassani Pizzeria box that he balanced on one hand.

The smirk curling her luscious lips shot a tremor of unease down his spine.

Booyah! She was a hundred dollars richer. Belle snorted and hugged a new teddy bear as she stared out the window. The full moon illuminated the snowy trees and bushes in the fenced-in backyard, and if not for her apartment fiasco, she would’ve dragged Benji outside to play.

Three middle-aged women gaped and clutched their shopping bags to their chests.

Her eyes widened. “You promised—”

“Hello? Girly girl here.” She popped her chest with her hand.

Benji groaned. He’d never live this down.

She laughed. “What happened to your shirt?”

Benji snorted. “What makes you so sure?”

“Pretty sure. The police aren’t doing much, but I’m trying to be objective. Until they get a solid lead, they’re stuck playing the waiting game.”

Belle followed him but stayed back in the hall.

“Easy, now.” She lifted her hands in a gesture of peace. “Why are you doing this? Weren’t we happy together for a while?”

Damn it, man. Keep it together. He hurried around the desk and hugged her. “I’m sorry.”

Mia’s eyes widened, presumably at the marriage bit.

She hurried through the crowd and bumped into strangers. Body heat billowed. Dizziness swamped her. Flashing lights blinded her. Space! She needed space. The veins in her legs twitched, urging her to run.

“Maybe so, but you don’t understand mine.”

“Moving in together is an option, but until that day happens—if it does—we should both find room in our homes for a nursery.” She scraped her spoon across the side of the bowl and pried off a green bean.

“Aargh. Those lyrics are corny.”

“Hi, Peggy. You’re sooner than I expected.” Belle flashed Benji a saucy grin.

hot heat seeped out of him and drained the starch from his back. “She’s lucky to have friends like you. You’re avenging angels.”

“Don’t worry. I’m gonna watch my girl like there’s no tomorrow.”

Worry pulsed through Belle’s veins. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—back out so close to showtime. She stuffed the paper back into her pocket.

After he pulled a white cloth from one of the bag’s pockets, he cleaned the instrument. “This baby is a 76-key, mid-range keyboard. Unlike the piano, it requires little maintenance and tuning.” He tossed the cloth aside and rubbed his arm across his face.

Marriage. More kids. A son to inherit the garage. A daughter to take to music lessons.

Belle bit the inside of her cheek to fight back laughter.

Belle flicked the wooden toggles on Benji’s coat. His gaze burned into her, but she stared at the ground. Tension reverberated between them. Why did she make a scene with Trista? She’d ruined what should’ve been a fun night. Her shoulders slumped as he glanced away.

Chapter Seventeen

He’d gone off the deep end since reading that damned letter. Calling her while she was at work, even though he knew she couldn’t answer her cell. Entering her apartment to check it out first while she shivered on the landing.

He chased after her and flipped her around. Scant inches separated them as he gripped her wrist in a light but firm hold and pinned her against the wooden barrier.

“Yeah, but I wish this would’ve happened differently.” The fight in him drained away, but the chopped-up ends of his nerves swam in his stomach.

Her wide chocolate-brown eyes dazzled. Or was that from the overhead light? “I’m thirty-five, and the downhill progression continues in April.”

She snuggled closer. He would. No doubt about it. But would she lose him in the showdown sure to come?

“I don’t understand. Did you screw Trista or not?”

He chuckled and groaned at the same time before rolling onto his back. After Belle straddled his waist, he winked at her. “Let’s go to the backyard so you can have your wicked way with me.” He wiggled his eyebrows and cupped her ass.

She reached across the table and grasped his work-roughened hand. “My luck with men stinks, so I tend to lump the whole gender in the same crappy category. I’m glad you’re proving me wrong.”

Chapter Twenty-Two

“Oh my God. You prick.” She jumped and twisted, fluffing out her coat and sweater. A small snowball tumbled to the ground. “Ooh, payback’s a bitch.”

“Why not here?”

And whose fault was that? Benji bit back the cruel response. If he intended to help her, he couldn’t knock her down at every opportunity. No matter how easily the words came to him.

She rolled her eyes. “Sure, we could do it beforehand, but do you want to pay seventeen hundred dollars for a non-invasive test? I can’t afford it. The cheaper options have a slight risk of inducing miscarriage, so I won’t try it. Insurance covers none of this.”

The barman poured the drink from the tap and set it on the counter with a light thud.

“Yeah, he’s a friend, but he has a bit of a temper.”

“Well, hold up. I’m not done. One of your lyrics last night struck a chord with me. A lot of them did, actually, but this one talked about trust and telling a secret to prove it. I have one no one knows unless you count Alan and Meghan, but they probably don’t remember it or haven’t thought about it in years.”

She shrugged. “I don’t mind waiting, but I wish I had something to do.”

“I’m fine. Someone hit you on the head. How do you feel?”

“I gotta check on Meghan. If she’s dead, I have to be sure.” He choked back a sob. His little sister couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t be! Fighting back nausea, he stuffed the keys into his pocket and hurried to her. A fiery wad of trash burned close to her head, so he stomped on it and smothered the flames. “Wake up, Meghan. Come back to me.” He squatted and pressed his fingertips to her neck. Shit, no pulse. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

The device kept buzzing. Why now? Couldn’t he get a little action before life intruded? With luck, lightning would strike and zap the phone.

“You were on the verge of tears when I came over.”

“C’mon, for a few minutes?” He rolled his stiff shoulders. After she huffed and stepped aside, he crossed the threshold and spotted the futon at the far wall. Good times.

“Fair enough. Lift your arms, Belle.”

“I would say you’re to blame and I’m a complete angel, but I don’t want to jinx us.” Belle grinned, her panic attack subsiding. “We’ll probably be called into the principal’s office at least once a week.”

“If you insist, but I’d rather whitewash my mind of the whole thing.” She swished her hand, dismissing the comment. After she set the dining table, she filled two glasses with grape juice and popped a vitamin into her mouth. Her throat worked as she sipped her drink.

“No. What the fuck, Benji?”

Belle winced. No, she wouldn’t eye her friends and colleagues with suspicion. What kind of life was that—thinking everyone was out to get her? But what about Trista? Would she attempt to sabotage Belle’s performance or take revenge later? Belle shivered. Shadows lurked in the corners, but no one waited in the wings to tackle her. She had to stop freaking out. Dozens of people surrounded her. No one could get to her, not here at least.

“Why do you think it’s a man?”

“Things didn’t work out with Alan. Get used to it already.”

“Why? It’s not like I can get you pregnant again.” He waggled his eyebrows.

“Ma’am? You okay?”

I really am a jackass. He sighed heavily as two leather-clad bikers strode into the pub. “Do you come here often? The clientele seems rough.” He reached for another fry.

“If I asked you not to come into work for six months, could you do it? Could you handle not working on cars, denying what makes you happy, what completes you?”

The manager glanced at her phone that monitored her employees’ breaks. “Take some time to compose yourself. You still have four minutes.”

He bit his nails into his sweaty palms and nodded. No, trembled. His knees knocked together. Focus. Think. You’re no good to Belle dead.

June rubbed Belle’s stomach. “How far along are you?”

“I painted flowers on the back of my first one, which violated the warranty, and the store wouldn’t take it back. Dad was furious.” She shared his chuckle and sighed.

“You could always get another offer in the future. Maybe things will be different then.”

“Hmm. Fresh meat, huh?”

She scoffed. “My friends are in some of these pictures. If anything happened to Shea or Chanel, especially Mia—”

“I’ll do anything to make you happy. As long as you stay indie, we’ll live in Denver, and you’ll travel when needed. If you go big, we’ll move. I can do that.”

Benji ducked from the man’s swinging fist and shoved him toward a bathroom.

“Kitchen. I’m making a chicken casserole.”

The jewels between Benji’s legs had shriveled into peanuts as she sang about blow-torching her cheating ex’s man-junk and feeding them to her plump feline. She hadn’t mentioned Pepperoni’s name, but damn, could she be more obvious?

What would she do if either of her brothers walked the same path Meghan did—wash her hands clean? Do everything in her power to help them?

The ultimatum floored him. “That’s not fair, Al.”

Her pissed-off meter leapt to the red zone. She slapped his chest, trying to push him back.

She rested her head on his chest. “The worst is over. You can breathe easy now.”

She huddled into her coat, teeth chattering. The light flashed on from beyond the glass doors of her fourth-story balcony. Her blood raced faster. Would he find someone inside? Was he fighting for his life, calling her name? She fisted her hands and rocked back and forth. How could she stay put like a safe little princess in the damn truck?

Wowza. Lyrics poured from his mouth in a deliciously rough, deep timbre. All right then. The man could sing.

“Greer.” She tapped the screen. “Hello?”

Alan huffed and scratched his scalp so hard he grunted.

She grinned at Mason. “Belle’s worried you might kill her friend. After all, gangbangers can’t be trusted, right? That’s what she called you.”

“Were you trapped in a tailspin of regret? Did loving arms rescue you like a summer breeze? Ooh, baby. Do my passions feed your desire?”

“Son of a bitch.” Benji lunged forward. The handcuffs jerked him back, digging into his skin. Pain shot through his arm and shoulder. Fucking hell.

“I’m sure it is.” She turned to Belle. “I compared the results to the base results of other established sonograms and narrowed the gestation age of the fetus. From what you told me, you and Mr. Starwell copulated on the night of October 25, so you likely conceived one to three days later. Since you dated the first day of your last menstrual cycle about two weeks before the 25, I estimate the due date to be on July 12.”

What if she was wrong? Was she endangering everyone in the building by being here?

Benji snorted. Had the detective paid more attention during that meeting, he wouldn’t need his memory refreshed. Belle squeezed his hand so tight he winced. If that wasn’t a warning to keep his temper in check, what was?

“That should do it. I’ll contact you tomorrow.” Greer stuffed the pad back into his pocket. “You’re free to go, but the garage is a crime scene until further notice.”

He grimaced at the bare trees and leafy green shrubs in sparsely mulched flowerbeds. A cobblestone walkway twisting through the court connected several restaurants and cafés he wouldn’t stop dead in. Scratch that. Two of the chain eateries he’d gone to back home in Denver. A white gazebo with a dozen metal tables and benches surrounding it dominated the middle of the spacious area. But where was his sister?

“You’ll find out then.”

Losing her heat slapped like a cold wind. He gripped her waist. “Marry me?”

He sighed. “It’s not your fault. Whoever did this is a sick person.”

“Maybe.” Belle hurried to her freshly sanded and varnished dresser—thank you, Benji!—and rifled through several necklaces, bracelets, and earrings in her jewelry box. There! She pulled out a thin gold chain, strung it through the ring, and handed it to Benji. “Will you do the honors?” She turned and lifted her hair in a sloppy hold.

“Shit.” Pain spiraled through Benji’s wrenched shoulder. He struck an end-table and knocked it back. A lamp crashed to the floor. Stop! Don’t get killed. He whirled around and swung his scowl between the drug lord and his hired help before landing on the former. “You fucking redneck. Don’t hurt her.”

Iversen grinned, grabbed her ankle, and dragged her back toward him.

“Do your best.” She gripped the cabinet sink and stared into the mirror. War paint darkened her eyes and reddened her cheeks. Her wild, curly hair camouflaged the baby weight already filling her face. “You got this. Sing your heart out. Own the stage. Never give up.” She left the room and descended the stairs with her heartbeat almost echoing louder than her footsteps.

Meghan’s eyes widened. She pushed free from her stunned captor and ran toward him. 

She pouted her bottom lip as she did when they were kids. Her puppy-dog eyes pleaded, her gaze boring into his skull.

“A cleanup works.”

“Too many memories. I sold the house and paid off Dad’s hospital bills that his insurance didn’t cover. He left both properties to me in his will—the house and garage—so I’m not giving you a red cent.”

“C’mon. Tell me, or I’ll sing the birthday song.”

She bit the inside of her cheek as Meghan entered and Benji closed the door. What did he expect to come from this? Understanding and acceptance? Friendship? Barf. She’d rather eat tacks than make nice-nice with his sister, but she followed him into the living room and settled on the black-and-gray striped sofa along the far wall.

He arched his brow. She referred to his place as hers.

“I’m a musician. I travel all over Denver and across the state for paying gigs. Bars, lounges, the stage over there”—she nodded toward the small two-foot-high platform in front of the bank of tinted windows—“and I usually go alone. When my friends join me, we make a night of it and stay for hours.”

“You’re not denying it?”

She chuckled. Tears streaked her cheeks. Oh my god. I’m getting engaged!

“Quiet, young man. I can’t leave now. You got a baby on the way.” Lando reached over and patted her tummy. “More than happy to babysit when you kiddos need time alone. I have a few kids myself, and they can suck the romance from marriage like that.” He snapped his bony fingers and nodded at Benji. “It’s about time you get a girl in trouble and settle down. I like telling Danny about my time in the service, but I want another baby around here. It’s been too long, and I’m too old to keep waitin’.”

That was also the tattoo on Belle’s hip.

“No, it’s an alias. He doesn’t like anyone knowing his real name unless he trusts them. I know it, but I shouldn’t tell you. It’s for your own safety, Ben.”

“You have every reason to be upset about that, but Danny is happy. He has a good life with you. Try to think of Meghan as my sister, not as your ex or Danny’s mom.”

Meghan gripped Benji’s hand. “No, Shaw. I’m leaving. Tell Iversen I’m sorry, but I can’t stay. I appreciate all he’s done for me, but I need to move on with my life. I need to stay clean.”

Radley dropped the envelope into a plastic baggie that he’d pulled from his pocket. Then he scribbled on the bag, marking it as evidence. “I’ll file the report, and a detective will contact you tomorrow. If you have a stalker, you need to be careful. It wouldn’t hurt to stop singing.”

Several musicians and fans congratulated the bubbly, teary-eyed winner while other contestants and more fans hung out in large groups.

Mia’s brother, Jeremiah—better known as Jim—had fallen head over heels in love with Calista the year prior. Now they were living together and had pooled their resources to open the bakery.

“Parroting my words, huh?” He nuzzled her temple with his nose and teased his hands up her sides. “I can’t tell you. Let me show you.”

“Just one arm?” Belle’s eyes widened. “Does the baby only have one? What does that—”

“Good. The dad with my first child dumped me after I told him I was pregnant.” She pursed her lips. “I picked a better man for baby number two. He loves both kids.”

“They got what they deserved.” Alan stuffed his hands in his blazer pockets. “Drug running, possession of illegal arms, kidnapping—hell, I’m surprised they didn’t get off on some bullshit technicality. Anyone who messes with my family needs to sleep six feet under.”

“You got something to say?” Meghan snapped like a viper in a bird’s nest.

She trembled and wrapped her arms around herself. How could she help? As Benji straddled the smaller man and pinned him down, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“Good.” She stroked his bristled cheek. “I’m happy when I’m with you.”

The corners of his eyes creased. As Meghan reached for him, he stepped back and crossed the floor to Belle. He grasped her hand and led her to the hall.

The woman stumbled back, arms flailing. 

“I don’t need any help. I’m more than capable of—crap, I’m sorry. Never mind. I don’t mean to snap. I’m high-strung and irritated right now.” Belle rubbed her damp palms down her skirt. “What kind of man do you think Benjamin Starwell is?”

Since their kidnapping and the gangbangers’ arrests had made the local and state-wide news, the interactions on Belle’s social media pages doubled. Fans rallied in support, and some even sent her flowers at the hospital. After the thugs had waived their right to a trial and the police released the call girls, the media lost interest, so only one news crew covered the sentencing.

“I can’t ask Alan. Curse words fly from his mouth every time I mention Meghan and the shit she fell into.”

A metal microphone and tall stool waited in the upper center stage. The curtain backdrop cut the large space in half.

Shock slammed into her. No, he couldn’t be serious. “You’d do that?”

Alan’s eyebrow shot to his hairline.

After she left, Belle heaved a long sigh and tugged her sweater back on. Then she chucked his coat at him.

Someone tapped her arm. She gasped and jumped back, hitting something hard. Her heart thrashed against her ribs. A pair of hands shackled her biceps from behind her.

Would Greer give a damn about a cryptic phone call?

“Just to warn you guys, I probably suck.” Benji raised the bars of the stand, pulled the keyboard from the protective bag, and attached it to the base. The cord fell to the floor, and he plugged it into the nearest wall outlet. “I haven’t played for fun in maybe ten years, and no one’s heard me play since the graduation party.”

Benji grinned. There was no better man than Alan to have at his side.

“Only if you invite me. C’mon, I want to be near you and my baby.” The words my baby had churned his stomach days earlier, but now a sense of rightness fell over him.

“Lando the landlord?”

She shivered and scowled at the now-closed door as though she could lay all her problems at its feet. “A robber?”

“People come to pubs to mingle and drink, Belle. Not just for the grub.”

“Perhaps he’s the guy who showed up at my apartment in the middle of the night?”

“It sounds strong. How’s the rhythm, Peggy?”

“Goddamn it.” He hit the brakes as the sedan in front of him stopped at a yellow light. Jesus. He had to calm down. The cell buzzing in his pants shot vibrations down his leg. He grabbed the phone and checked the text. Thank God. It was from Belle.

Better get out of there before he pushed her against the wall and had his wicked way with her. His groin tightened. He pecked her nose and left for the kitchen.

She laughed and patted his back. “Good luck, Trevor.”

She shivered. Poor man. An ice cube had nothing on him.

She withdrew his crumpled note from her coat pocket and reread the sharp, masculine handwriting. Okay, fine. He had to go to work, but he damn well should’ve woken her up. The last bit he’d tacked on really galled. Of course, she would keep an eye out for suspicious people. Did she have idiot stamped on her forehead? She blew out a long breath and stuffed the note back into her pocket.

“May I help you?” Belle forced a smile.

“The guys are getting a kick out of it.”

“Exactly. Iversen wants me to light up, but he expects me to control myself. I can’t. If I take one hit, I’ll cut loose again. He doesn’t understand that.”

He shifted her in his embrace and cupped her cheek. The shadows dancing across his face deepened his blue eyes like ocean waves in a midnight storm. He gripped her waist and lifted her into his arms.

“So much. Don’t tease me.”

“I’ll contact a squad car in your area. What’s your address?”

“Stay there. I’m on my way.” Greer ended the call.

“Of course you do. You’re not a blind, horny fool.”

Benji gave in and shifted a little to the side, trying to escape the suffocating heat that radiated from the criminal. He scowled at his sister as she rubbed her hands up and down her pants. Never in a million years could he forgive her for this.

Iversen shot the floor, the blast echoing off the walls. Wood splintered inches from Benji’s feet.

The cheap shot stabbed him in the gut. “About that. Us, I mean. I’m sorry I acted like an idiot. I never should’ve skipped out on you.” He grasped her hand and thumbed her knuckles in a soft caress.

“I’m surprised I haven’t heard your name before now. Call my assistant on Monday if it’s good for you. She’ll set up a lunch date for us later in the week.”

“About?” Sharpness edged her voice. Trista folded her arms, pushing her breasts higher over the corset’s lacy hem.

“God, you’re infuriating. If you were this stubborn when we were married, it’s no wonder I dumped your sorry ass.”

“I won’t lie to my fiancé. We’ve been through too much to start that crap again. I won’t do it.”

“Stay, Belle. I have nothing to hide from you.” Benji grasped her hand, squeezing it a little hard. Fine crow’s feet pinched his eyes.

She froze. Even her heart stilled before beating out of control. What should she do?

“With the pictures and your car, you should’ve told me about this immediately.” Fear coursed like sludge through his veins. Why did this shit keep happening? “I need you, babe. I’ll always take care of you. Don’t you understand?”

She scoffed. Like that would work. Her libido would jump into overdrive as it did a few nights earlier when he bunked on the futon. “What about your sister? She’ll make life hell for us if you kick her to the sofa.”

“Ooh, I doubt it will come out.” Belle dipped the tip of her napkin in her water glass, leaned over the table, and dabbed at his formerly white shirt. “Vinegar and club soda might work for a small stain, but this will require bleach. Even then, the shirt will probably end up faded. It’s wine, right?”

“Take as much time as you need. It’s fine.”

Belle nodded again.

Meghan stood and clutched the hat to her chest. “Y-you promised you wouldn’t hurt anyone. Just let them stay here. I’ll go with you. I won’t make a fuss.”

“Scream and fight all ya want. My men will steer clear.” He leveled the gun at Benji’s lower leg and crooked his finger at Belle. “Be smart, girlie, and come here. I’ll shoot your man in the calf, the thigh, and work my way to his head until you obey.”

“Belle, wait!”

He rolled his stiff shoulders. Laser beams had nothing on her piercing brown eyes.

His seething brother braced his fisted hands against his eye sockets.

“Meghan always has an ulterior motive.”

She chewed on her lip. “I’ve been keeping an eye out everywhere I go. Nothing has struck me as being out of the ordinary.”

Chapter Thirteen 

Her knees weakened, but she forced one foot in front of the other. She shook her ass, strutting with purpose, but her confidence was only skin-deep. Matilda weighed her down, the strap around her shoulder no better than a seat belt. Several people hollered as the spotlight followed her to center stage. The heady whiff of alcohol, perfume, and sweat clung to the air, grounding her. She plugged the guitar into the amp with its knobs already maxed out in toner, treble, and bass. Two impressive speakers stood on either side of the platform, and a few more took up key positions throughout the windowless hall.

She shook her head. “Damn. Is it still so bad nowadays?”

I should go up there. She squeezed her eyes shut and hugged her belly.

“Maybe a few other musicians. No names come to mind.” Belle rubbed her neck. “I’m in talks with an indie record producer, so someone probably broke in out of jealousy. For all I know, this isn’t even related to the other incidents.”

Iversen leaned up and swiped the bloodied shard across Benji’s leg.

“After she passed, Dad took the ring to a pawnshop but couldn’t hock it. Mom loved it so much, loved him so much, so he gave it to me on his deathbed. He told me to buckle down and find a woman to love, someone sassy and worthy of this ring, but I couldn’t find anyone until you. It’s yours if you’ll take me for your husband.”

“That’s what we wanted.”

The tech lifted her arm and moved her lips as she stared at her watch. “Smooth. I counted the heartbeat twice, and it rates at a steady 162 beats per minute. The heart is the first organ to develop, and it’s already pumping blood.” She pointed toward the chest as it slightly popped out.

He drew back and swallowed hard. Wait. What did she say? Oh, right. “Yeah. I—um—packed the bag just in case you asked me to spend the night.” He pulled out deodorant, swiped it under his arms, and dragged on a fresh T-shirt and jeans. The heat of her gaze followed his every move. “I’ll cook. Mind if I raid your fridge?”

“All right, but I need to push Trevor into Shea’s limelight first. When we’re back home, I want you to scrub me down in the shower.”

“If it’s a threat, we’ll have to prove it. More vandalism and notes will do the trick.”

His chest tightened. He turned at the crossroads, en route for home. “The dark-blue color faded too easily. Periwinkle is a more professional shade, so I think Dad would approve.” With customers waiting for service and his crew eager to get back to work, the grand re-opening on Monday couldn’t come soon enough.

“Back off.” The shooter punched him in the stomach.

She blew a long breath through her nostrils and clasped his arm. “You’re right. I’m sorry I said that, but I won’t stay with you. I won’t give this bastard the satisfaction of running me out of my home, of making me give up my dream.”

Her hand trembled as she accepted the crisp white business card. “I—um—well, I have eight songs currently unrecorded. I have ten more already on a CD I produced myself.”

“I don’t know, but I’m hopeful. You want a boy, don’t you?”

“I don’t know.” Each decadent treat drew her eye. The scent of rich coffee beans drifted from the gourmet espresso machine along the wall. “I came in for banana nut muffins, but the chocolate pie with the orange rind garnish looks awesome. So do the baggies of caramel fudge and blueberry doughnut holes. I could also use a decaf latte.”

“Of course I do. Come with me.” She took her case from him and clutched his hand. They headed down a hallway that reached further into the venue. After she rattled three locked doorknobs, she finally pushed open a door to a brightly lit room. She turned a dial on the wall, dimming the embossed ceiling lights.

“Color me surprised. You remember that?”

He smirked. “After I order a windshield and two taillights, I’ll inspect the car. I can’t do anything about the paint job. A body shop friend of mine can take care of it—I’ll call him later—but depending on his schedule, you might have to wait a week.”

The ex-con scoffed. “Al and Jim aren’t friends, but they get along okay. Ever since Mia and I babysat both Danny and Lacey—at the same time, no less—he’s talked nonstop about her. She’s his first crush. Alan thinks it’s cute.”

“How long will you keep this up? Months? I can’t take it anymore.”

“I always write what I feel.” Oh, no. Too much information. His mischievous grin heated her face.

“Yeah. The little one kicked and rolled throughout the whole procedure, but of course, I couldn’t feel it. It’s too early for that.” Belle flattened her hands on her lower stomach. “We might have one issue, though. The baby’s heartbeat rhythm was irregular. That’s normal if the heart’s electrical system is still underdeveloped, but the rhythm should even out as the heart continues to form. If it doesn’t, something might be wrong. I was eleven weeks at the time.”

Benji bolted upright, waking from a dirty dream that starred the sexpot beside him. His thumping heart struck his ribs as he dragged in air. What was that noise? The harsh pounding reverberated again from somewhere beyond the bedroom walls. Was someone banging on the apartment door? He pushed back the blanket and tugged his boxers on over his poor stiffy.

“It’s okay. I’m disappointed but happy for June. She deserved to win.”

“I’d worry about embezzlement.”

“No. This is the guest room. You are my temporary guest.” He stomped to the open closet. “Look in there. See that big blue toy box? Your son’s toys are in there—rubber snakes, action figures, race cars, whatever. Danny sleeps in that bed when I’m babysitting him, and now you’ve screwed a man in your son’s bed.”

Belle sighed and crossed her arms. “What do you think, Benji? Are we good, or am I too much trouble and high maintenance?”

“As do I.” She smiled, the weight lifting from her chest. “I won’t leave my man or daughter behind for any reason, but your willingness to try means everything to me.”

“I’m sorry, Benji.”

“You left because you couldn’t handle motherhood. Back then, I was a much nicer person than I am now.”

Benji carried a matching chair from his side of the porch to Lando’s and motioned for Belle to take it. After she did, he leaned on the rail and drank his cocoa. “When do you plan to move, and where should I send my rent payment?”

“Benji’s full of hot air.” She ruffled his hair. “By the way, the big man here is our protector for the night, or so he told little ole me.”

He scowled back at the cop. “Now, I have permission.”

“He was family.” Benji shuddered. Tears slid down his cheek. “Three people died in my home today. If I believed in ghosts, I’d call a priest.” He rubbed his drawn face. “I hear music.”

Belle winced, guilt flashing in her eyes.

Belle peeked around the booth. “Oh, them?” She smiled back at Benji. “No, I’m fine. I can handle arrogant jerks.”

The day after the contest, they had given the detective the threatening letter about her performing at the Blue Magick. Greer had barely given them the time of day, surely strapped down with more pressing cases.

“If I ever have to visit you in the hospital, I’ll spank your cute little ass once the doctor releases you.”

Shit. Benji stepped away from Belle and braced his hand on his forehead.

“His parole restrictions, yadda yadda.” She rolled her eyes. “He’ll violate parole if he visits Aurora or patrons any business that sells alcohol as its main product. I’m sure Mia would drag him with her if she could. Hell, he’d probably go without a fuss.”

Don’t screw this up, Ben. Make Belle fall in love with you. Prove your worth. Marry her.

“I won’t stop. I can’t. Singing is my life.”

The former husband and wife hadn’t been alone together since their divorce eight years earlier. Now a mere coffee table and love seat separated them.

So much for not saying goodbye. Better safe than sorry, though. “Sometimes I suds my body two or three times to be soapy for when you rip back the shower curtain.”

“Yep. She’s signing autographs. I can’t believe so many people showed up.” Mia grasped Mason’s hand.

“Willin’ or not, you ain’t got a choice.”

She sobered but forced her smile to stay in place. “All this is mine.” She untied the ribbon holding up the plastic baggie around one of the ballooned-top muffins and dug out a chunk to pop into her mouth. Oh my Lord. Her eyelids fluttered.

“It’s all right,” he cooed, stroking her hair.

“Okay, babe. Don’t freak out. We’ll talk about it later.” He stroked her silken hair until she settled back on the table.

“Here’s my card. I’d love to talk with you about your music and what you want from your career. How many songs do you have ready to record?”

He’d spent most of his life in the garage—first as a little boy under his father’s guidance, as an impatient teenager who craved something more challenging than oil changes or tire rotations, and now as a man who enjoyed his job.

“Stop it!” Benji screeched. The leer Iversen leveled on her heaving breasts turned Benji’s already upset stomach. He couldn’t let this happen!

She hurried over. “Hey. What a surprise.”

Is he trying to tell me something? Benji rubbed his shoulder. “Yeah, I’ve heard of you, captain. You killed your men for dealing drugs on Capularia turf. You’re a psychopath, but guess what? I don’t give a damn about your reputation. You’re scum to me.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My car. Someone trashed my fucking car.” She jumped from the cab and hurried across the shadowy lot. Air puffed white from her mouth as she heaved.

“Hey, Belle!” June waved her over. The jeweled clips adorning her dark hair snagged the light as she smoothed her hands down her knee-length dress. 

She hurried into the empty, sterile-white break room and plopped the box on a table. Freda and a few other women followed her in like a swarm of buzzing bees. Of course they’d have to take their break at the same time she did.

“Don’t you dare,” Alan snapped at her.

Belle gripped the plain white envelope and hurried into her apartment. Of all the damn days. Almost three weeks had passed since her mysterious anti-fan struck, but here he was again. A chill clung to the air, but the fire in her belly heated her from the inside out. She clutched her purse as a weapon and stomped to each room.

“A lot of men would love a free pass.”

Tension lanced through her. She turned, scowled at the bug-eyed clerk, and slammed the door shut so hard the frame vibrated. She whipped back around.

He twisted his lips. “I’m used to it, but I have Alan and Danny. Al’s mom is a sweetheart, and she treats me like a son. I go to either her place or Alan’s for the holidays.”

“Wow, it’s true. You are pregnant.”

“Of course not. What I meant is you’re willing to twist a fucked-up situation to your advantage.”

A whistle echoed from across the yard. “If you kids are done putting on a show, come get your cocoa.” Lando Griffin set two coffee mugs on the porch railing and waved them over.

“Oh, God.” Her tight nipples brushed his pecs, the tantalizing abrasions rolling through her like a wrecking ball. His stick of granite throbbed against her lower stomach as the warm air he blew in her ear quickened her already wild pulse.

He chuckled. “Two coffees and one juice coming up.” He strode from the room.

Benji stood straighter. “That’s correct.”

“Bye, Benji.” Her words rumbled like a permanent goodbye. They would be if he kept his sister in his life, and she didn’t clean up for good. No way in hell would Belle expose her son or daughter to a junkie. She turned and opened the door.

Well, damn. Those two red-leather sofas and matching pair of armchairs had probably seen a lot of action. The coffee table too. Hopefully, someone had cleaned them. His nose twitched. Some flowery scent filled the air but couldn’t mask the stench of club odors clinging to his clothes. Band posters featuring groups he’d never heard of decorated the deep-purple walls.

“From now on, if you know something important that deals with my friends, tell me.” She flicked her hand toward the others. “Let’s handle this melodrama before it escalates.”

“Revenge. I wanted to hurt Benny, Ben, whatever his name. He should’ve contacted Simon. I didn’t know you were gonna be here, but hey, might as well go all out. I have to stop you once and for all. I can’t let you destroy Trista’s career.”

“Cop the attitude. I’m not trying to be nasty. Are you okay?”

He’d longed to hear her say those words, but he didn’t trust her. How could he? She’d ripped out his heart more than once. “Those guys back there, Shaw and Mayer? Who are they?”

“I’d rather not say. I’m in a pretty good mood and don’t want to spoil it.” 

The wry amusement filling his voice set off butterflies in her stomach.

She flopped around on the thick, warm blanket and winked at him. The lamplight dispelling the shadows washed his chiseled face and corded chest in a dull glow. His engorged staff bobbing from a patch of dense, dark hair stretched as though desperate for her. After he climbed in and propped himself on his arm, he trailed his rough fingertips down the valley of her breasts to her navel in a caress so slow she mewled in need. Oh my God. So good, but she needed more.

He grabbed her guitar case and pulled her toward the far wall for a modicum of privacy.

He wrapped his arms around her from behind.

“Aren’t you and Benji friends? You were Mason’s parole officer for a time, so you would know his boss.”

Three police cruisers skidded to a stop in the lot, the rear tires slinging slush. The officers rushed from their vehicles, but only three of them veered toward Belle and Benji.

“You left a drug addict alone in your home? Fuck. You want her to rob you?”

Danny squealed and spun.

As a three-time mother, Cheryl had firsthand experience with raging hormones and bursting bladders, so she hadn’t fired Belle for snapping at a few customers or putting a call on hold to go pee. In fact, she’d arranged for Belle to have more bathroom breaks than the standard two.

“Death for a drug deal?”

She placed her finger on Benji’s lips as he opened his mouth. She focused on Greer. “What about Arnett?”

The doctor closed the file as Belle snickered. “Think of Belle as an incubator. Her body goes through changes each month to prepare for the possibility of pregnancy. Since she has conceived, that monthly cycle is now called the gestation period, which began about two weeks before conception.”

“Nah. It’s not like she’s a scared, foolish teenager who’s running away from home. The police wouldn’t care about a runaway junkie in recovery anyway. After dealing with the bored Officer Radley, I’m not eager to waste my time with the cops again.”

He swung his leg across her thighs, pinned her to the mattress, and braced his arms by her head. His chest flattened hers, a scant inch between them.

Benji’s red hair popped into view between the slats in the stairway banister.

“Is Meghan why you have those marks?”

Trista scoffed. “I’m above stressing and sending you little notes. I don’t even know where you live. I can win this without scaring off the crappy competition.”
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