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“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About
Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling
ability of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt,
she mixes high levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you
squirming in your seat with an impeccable multi- character
storyline all streaming together to form one great
read.”—Queer
Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a
gripping story to tell, and while there are also some truly erotic
sex scenes, the story always takes precedence. This is a great read
which is not easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just
About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero
vampire/werewolf story plastered in every bookstore and at every
movie theater? Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever.
The Midnight Hunt is first in, what I hope is,
a long-running series of fantasy erotica for L.L.Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing
will recognize the author’s style within The Midnight
Hunt, yet at the same time it is most definitely a new
direction. The author delivers an excellent story here, one that is
engrossing from the very beginning. Raand has pieced together an
intricate world, and provided just enough details for the reader to
become enmeshed in the new world. The action moves quickly
throughout the book and it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

In 2012 RWA/
FTHRW Lories and
RWA HODRW Aspen
Gold award winner Firestorm
“Radclyffe brings another hot lesbian romance for her
readers.”—The Lesbrary

Foreword Review
Book of the Year finalist
and IPPY silver medalist Trauma Alert “is
hard to put down and it will sizzle in the reader’s hands. The
characters are hot, the sex scenes explicit and explosive, and the
book is moved along by an interesting plot with well drawn
secondary characters. The real star of this show is the attraction
between the two characters, both of whom resist and then fall head
over heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary
Finalist Best Lesbian Romance 2010 features “stories [that] are diverse in tone, style,
and subject, making for more variety than in many, similar
anthologies… well written, each containing a satisfying, surprising
twist. Best Lesbian Romance series editor Radclyffe has assembled a
respectable crop of 17 authors for this year’s
offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner
and ForeWord
Review Book of the Year
Award finalist Secrets
in the Stone is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds of
these three women shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong, must
read novel that will linger in the minds of readers long after the
last page is turned.”—Just About
Write

In Benjamin Franklin
Award finalist Desire
by Starlight “Radclyffe
writes romance with such heart and her down-to- earth characters
not only come to life but leap off the page until you feel like you
know them. What Jenna and Gard feel for each other is not only a
spark but an inferno and, as a reader, you will be washed away in
this tumultuous romance until you can do nothing but succumb to
it.”—Queer Magazine Online

Lambda Literary Award
winner Stolen Moments
“is a collection of steamy stories about women who just couldn’t
wait. It’s sex when desire overrides reason, and it’s incredibly
hot!”—On Our Backs

Lambda Literary Award
winner Distant Shores,
Silent Thunder “weaves an
intricate tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers. The
story explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary
provided by loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award
Finalist Justice Served delivers a “crisply written, fast-paced story with
twists and turns and keeps us guessing until the final explosive
ending.”—Independent Gay Writer

Lambda Literary Award
finalist Turn
Back Time
“is filled with wonderful love scenes, which are both tender and
hot.”—MegaScene
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Synopsis

A devastating hurricane brings insurance investigator
Ashley Walker back to Provincetown, the last place she wants to be.
Not only must she deal with the dangerous consequences of the
natural disaster, she has to fight her soul-shattering need for the
woman she left behind.

While Reese Conlon and Tory King deal with the
challenges of a community in turmoil, a new threat emerges that
proves to be even more deadly than the ravaging storm. A silent
killer stalks the night, drawing ever closer to the one woman he
believes to be his. Soon, no woman is safe, including Tory.

The sixth in the Lambda Literary Award-winning
Provincetown Tales.
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Dedication

For Lee

On Every Shore


The two figures on the deck were easily visible by
the light of the three-quarter moon. From his spot on the deserted,
storm-ravaged beach, he could make out the way their arms entwined
and their mouths met in a long, passionate kiss. He watched
her press herself against the other woman,
pretending she was excited. Pretending she could be satisfied by
someone like that. He knew better. He knew who she really wanted,
what she really needed. He imagined her rubbing her hard-nippled
breasts against him with the same abandon, her pelvis rocking on
him, inviting him to fuck her. He heard her moans and whimpers,
felt his cock gliding through hot swollen flesh. He heard her
panting, begging, crying out for release. He smelled her
excitement, tasted her arousal in the back of his throat. His cock
twitched at the thought of her tightening around him as she came.
Begging him to fuck her the way she needed
to be fucked. Screaming when she came. Screaming for him.

With shaking hands, he raised the Rigel 2500 night
binocs. The images came into focus, so large and so clear he might
have been standing on the deck with them. He could make out her
eyelids fluttering as the interloper kissed her and fondled her
breasts, long fingers plucking at her nipples through her partly
open robe. Her face contorted with pleasure and she let her head
fall back, offering her throat—a sacrifice to the unworthy. Her
mouth opened in a silent sigh as the other woman kissed her neck
and slid a hand inside her robe to cup her breast. Her lids lifted,
her expression languid and ripe as she flattened her palms against
the other woman’s chest and pushed her away, laughing. She tilted
her head toward the glass doors behind them. He knew what she was
saying. Saying to him.

Take me to bed. I want you to fuck me. I want you to
make me scream. Make me scream. Make me scream.

“I will, soon,” he muttered as she disappeared
inside and closed the blinds. His head pounded with a mixture of
rage and resentment, the pain a muted echo of the insistent
throbbing of the erection that strained against his pants. He
gripped himself and squeezed so hard tears blurred his vision.
“I’ll give you just what you deserve. I promise.”


Chapter One

At the sound of a knock on her office door just
after nine a.m. on a crisp, sunny September morning, Acting Sheriff
Reese Conlon happily shoved aside a pile of paperwork. In the past
six months she’d gone from commanding Marines on the ground in Iraq
to manning a chair for twelve hours a day. Even the recent
hurricane had only given her an excuse to leave the office during
the height of the catastrophe—she’d been back behind her desk
coordinating the cleanup efforts ever since. The transition back to
civilian life after having been deployed in wartime was harder than
leaving active duty the first time, five years ago. Right about
now, almost any interruption was welcome.

“Come in,” Reese said, easing her nearly
six-foot frame back in the swivel chair.

The door opened and Carter Wayne, an ex-cop turned
small-town attorney, walked in. She wasn’t wearing the designer
suit Reese had seen her in a few days before at Provincetown City
Hall. Today she was dressed in faded blue jeans, an open-collared,
rust-colored silk shirt, and brown boots the same color as her dark
chestnut hair. A wide belt with a flat silver buckle circled her
sleekly muscled waist. Hazel eyes met Reese’s across the desk.

“Sheriff.”

“Carter,” Reese said, waving to one of the two
wooden fold-up chairs in front of her desk. “Have a seat.” When
Carter sat down, Reese pushed back from the desk and crossed one
ankle over her knee. “What can I do for you?”

“How about a job?”

“Lawyering starting to wear on you,
huh?”

Carter smiled. “I seem to recall you’ve been there
yourself. Didn’t you do a stint as a JAG in the Corps?”

“A short one. I still can’t quite remember
what made me think I’d rather practice law than drag drunk recruits
back to base on a Saturday night,” Reese said with a shake of her
head. “Of course, military policing is different than civilian law
enforcement. An MP has a fair amount of leeway to interpret the
rules and regs. We go by the book here, even when it’s less
expedient.”

Reese watched Carter’s eyes as she spoke, but didn’t
expect to see anything in them. Carter Wayne was an experienced
undercover state police officer, at least she had been until her
involvement with the daughter of a reputed mob boss cost Carter her
career. Carter had come close to abandoning her duty while
undercover investigating Boston crime boss Alfonse Pareto. She’d
fallen in love with Pareto’s daughter, Rica Grechi, and run afoul
of the FBI. Reese understood risking everything for the woman she
loved. There was nothing she wouldn’t do, nothing she wouldn’t
sacrifice, to protect Tory or their daughter. But she couldn’t have
an officer serve under her who she couldn’t trust.

“I served twelve years, five of them
undercover. If I told you I never bent the rules, you wouldn’t
believe me,” Carter said, meeting Reese’s deep blue eyes squarely.
She’d expected Conlon to lay her past on the line. Carter had spent
her entire life working with men and women who believed that the
distinction between right and wrong was clear, and who were willing
to risk their lives in the name of justice. She’d been one of them,
although the years she’d spent undercover working drug and
organized crime cases had dulled the blacks and whites to shades of
gray more and more often recently. She’d never met anyone with a
stronger code of ethics or greater sense of duty and responsibility
than Reese Conlon. She half expected Reese to tell her she didn’t
measure up, and maybe by Reese’s standards, she didn’t. But she’d
been a good cop, was a good cop. “You can
trust me to hold the line. You have my word.”

“What I want,” Reese said, “is your promise
that if anything comes up that might make you choose between
honoring the badge and protecting your family, you tell
me.”

Carter stiffened. “Rica has nothing to do with
this.”

“Rica has everything to do with it. We both
know who she is, and just because her father’s kept a low profile
and stayed out of her life for the past six months doesn’t mean
he’s going to continue.”

“I won’t let him drag her back into his
world,” Carter said. “And I won’t let him contaminate this
one.”

“And if he tries?”

Carter set her jaw, knowing the answer would
determine Reese’s decision. “If Rica were physically threatened,
I’d do anything I had to do to protect her. Short of that, I’d deal
with problems through channels.”

“Meaning advise me,” Reese said
flatly.

“Right.” Carter sat forward. “Look, we live
here. This is our community too. I want to do my part, and that
isn’t filing paperwork for a living.”

“Tell me about it.” Reese looked at her desk
and winced. Carter laughed. “The hurricane has chewed this place
up, and we’ve got more work than we can handle, and will have for
half a year or more. I can use you.”

Carter let out a breath. “Good. I’m ready to
work.”

Reese nodded. “There’s a bunch of paperwork—in your
case, all of it a formality. Fill it out, and I’ll push it
through.” She riffled through a stack of papers and pulled out the
duty roster, giving it a quick look. “You’ll have the
midnight-to-eight shift for the rest of the week. Starting
tonight.”

“Riding graveyard.” Carter grinned ruefully.
“Always great to be the rookie.”

“We both know you’re not, but—”

Carter held up a hand. “Hey, I get it. I’m the new
kid on the block. I don’t have a problem with that.”

Reese stood and extended her hand across the desk.
“Then welcome aboard, Officer Wayne.”

Once Carter left to fill out the necessary forms in
the front office, Reese went back to sorting through the incident
reports from the previous shift, most of which were the ordinary
run-of-the-mill occurrences common in any community—traffic
accidents, drunk and disorderlies, assault and batteries, domestic
complaints, thefts. The bulk of the work facing her department
resulted from the hurricane that had devastated the entire Cape a
week before. In its wake, the storm had left washed-out roads,
untold property damage, injured and displaced civilians, and dozens
of reports of thefts and suspicious fires, all of which needed to
be investigated. Most of the Provincetown residents who had
evacuated were just trickling back into town. As the community
repopulated, Reese expected to receive more reports of vandalism
and theft.

She rubbed her eyes, her headache firmly in place
even though it was only midmorning. She hadn’t slept much in the
ten days leading up to and following the storm, and although she
was resting better than she had been immediately after her return
from Iraq, she was still dreaming. Still remembering. When she felt
the edges of her consciousness start to darken and a tightness
settle in her chest, she reached for the phone.

“East End Health Clinic,” a melodious male
voice answered.

“Is she free?” Reese asked.

“Is she ever?” Randy, the clinic’s
receptionist, responded with a dramatic sigh.

“Two minutes.”

“I’ll be timing you.”

Reese listened to the silence for a few seconds, and
then the voice she’d been waiting to hear came on the line.

“Hello, darling,” Dr. Tory King said. “This is
a nice surprise.”

“How’s your day going?” Reese
asked.

“The town may still be half empty, but we’ve
got a full schedule. How about you?”

“I’m drowning in paper.” Tory laughed, and
Reese pictured her leaning against the front of her desk, the phone
tucked between her shoulder and her ear, signing off on charts
while they talked. She’d be wearing pressed jeans and a cotton
shirt under her white lab coat. Her wavy, shoulder-length auburn
hair would be loose, her sparkling eyes shifting between blue and
green with her mood. Listening to her, remembering waking up beside
her that morning, Reese’s disquiet along with the band of tension
around her chest eased. She took a deep breath and let it out,
feeling the memories of death and horror slide away.

“What else is going on?” Tory asked
gently.

“I just hired Carter Wayne.”

“Good. You can use the help, and Carter is a
pro.”

“Agreed. Did you hear from Kate? Are they on
their way back?” Reese was thankful for more reasons than she could
count that she’d reconnected with her mother after years of
estrangement, and that they lived in the same town now. Kate and
her partner Jean were not only family and wonderful friends, they
provided childcare for Reese and Tory’s one-year-old daughter
Reggie.

“Apparently the extended family isn’t done
spoiling Reggie quite yet. They’re leaving tomorrow and will be
back midday.”

“Good. I miss her,” Reese said. “Do you think
she misses us?”

“I think she would, if she weren’t with Kate
and Jean. But she spends as much time with them as she does with
us, so she feels safe and secure. I’m certain she’ll be very glad
to see us.”

“Same here. Well, I should let you go, I
promised Randy—”

“Are you okay?”

Reese sighed, embarrassed that she had disrupted
Tory’s always busy schedule because she couldn’t deal with her own
ghosts. “Am I that obvious?”

“Not at all, sweetheart. But you don’t usually
call me in the middle of the day.”

“I’m okay. I just needed to hear your voice.”
And she knew if she shut Tory out the way she had done right after
she’d returned, they’d both suffer. She’d promised she would try to
reach out when she needed help, even though it went against her
every instinct.

“I love you,” Tory said. “I’m done at seven.
Dinner?”

“I’ll give it my best shot.”

Tory chuckled. “You’re an expert marksman, Reese. I
consider that a sure thing.”

 


*

 


“So what do you think that’s all about?”
Officer Allie Tremont whispered to her partner, Bri
Parker.

“Huh?”

Allie was struck again how much Bri looked like a
younger, slimmer version of Reese—thick, coal black hair cut long
in the front and short around the ears, indigo eyes, and a
break-your-heart smile. Aware that Bri was staring at her with a
confused expression, Allie tilted her head slightly and Bri
followed her gaze. “Check it out.”

Carter Wayne leaned against the waist-high counter
that separated the work area, where Bri’s desk and three others
were pushed together, from the real heart of the department—the
communications center presided over for the past twenty-five years
by Gladys Martin, a civilian aide. Gladys screened incoming calls,
relayed dispatch orders and information, and pretty much controlled
everything else that kept the department running smoothly. Carter,
a dozen years older and thirty pounds of muscle heavier than Bri,
looked relaxed and casually self-confident as she rested an elbow
on the counter and filled out forms. Bri knew as much of her story
as anyone, but she didn’t really know her. Carter was a lot like
Reese—a seasoned cop, about the same age, and they’d both reached
the top by being tough, and by being the best. Carter was Reese’s
equal in a way that Bri hoped to be one day. Secretly, she was a
little bit jealous of Carter, even though she knew that was crazy.
She couldn’t help the way she felt.

“It looks to me like she’s coming on board,”
Bri said tightly.

“Yeah,” Allie said contemplatively, her soft
Southern accent becoming more accentuated. “That’s how I read it
too. So, you think she’ll end up partnering with one of
us?”

Bri stiffened. “Why? You and I are partners. Reese
won’t split us up.”

“I don’t know. We’re still the rookies, even
if we have been doing this for a year. And Carter—well, Carter’s
gonna have rank on us.”

“I guess it would be up to Reese.” Bri stood
abruptly. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Take a tour around
town.”

“Hey, fine by me. I’ll tell
Gladys.”

Bri watched Allie saunter over to the counter,
knowing without being able to see her face that she would be
cruising Carter. Allie cruised every woman, gay, straight, single,
or married. With Allie’s statuesque physique, her wavy mahogany
hair, and her deep dark soulful eyes that promised fantasies come
true, Allie generally got cruised back. Bri had only ever been in
love with one girl, but for a few crazy weeks a year or so ago when
her head was all turned around, she’d almost given in to Allie’s
charms. That was behind them now, and she and Allie were partners
at work and tight friends. She was probably one of the only people
who really knew that Allie was a lot more than just a beautiful
flirt. Allie was both beautiful and a
flirt, that was for sure, but she was also loyal and tender and,
underneath her bad girl image, lonely.

Carter looked up when Allie approached, smiled and
said a few words Bri couldn’t hear, and then went back to her
paperwork. From where Bri was standing, Carter seemed to be immune
to Allie’s charms. But then, Carter was rock-solid married. Like
Reese. Like her.

“All set,” Allie said when she returned to
collect her gun from her desk drawer.

“Learn anything?” Bri settled her hat low over
her brows and slid her weapon into her holster. She held the door
open for Allie as they walked out the side door into the small
parking lot.

“Nope,” Allie said, passing Bri and starting
down the stairs.

Bri was right on her heels and when Allie abruptly
stopped on the last step, she plowed into her and almost bowled her
over. “What the fuck, Al.”

“What the fuck is right!” Allie sounded both
shocked and angry.

“Uh-oh,” Bri muttered, finally noticing the
redhead standing on the blacktop path ten feet in front of them,
her face set and her eyes riveted on Allie. Bri hadn’t seen Ashley
Walker for the better part of a year, not since Allie and Ash had
split up. Ash looked thinner than she remembered, the lines around
her eyes a little deeper, her body pared down to tight muscle and
bone. She’d cut her thick, slightly curly crimson hair to just
above her collar, and the sleeker look accentuated the tight planes
of her cheekbones and jaw. Ash’s blue eyes flickered over Allie’s
body and then resettled on her face.

“Hello, Allie. Bri,” Ash said in a low,
throaty alto.

“Walker,” Allie said coldly. “What are you
doing here?”

“Working a couple of dozen cases down this end
of the Cape.” Ash slid her hands into the pockets of her khakis and
swallowed around the dry, hard knot in her throat. She had known
this first meeting would be tough, and she’d thought she was
prepared for it, but she’d been wrong. She’d underestimated just
how hard it would be to see the anger in Allie’s eyes and hear the
loathing in her voice. In the eight months since she’d seen her,
Allie had changed. She’d cut her long, dark hair to collar length,
but that wasn’t it. She’d lost the sheen of innocence that had
shimmered beneath the sexual allure that was as natural to Allie as
breathing. She was still beautiful, even more so now because of the
edge in the sculpted planes of her face, but she also seemed
remote, untouchable. And that was right, wasn’t it. Ash had been
the one to walk away.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Allie
snapped.

“Courtesy call.” Ash tried not to wince when
Allie snorted rudely. “I’ll just head in to see Nelson.”

“My dad’s out on indefinite sick leave,” Bri
said. “Reese is chief now.”

“Oh, damn, I’m sorry,” Ash said. “Is Nelson
okay?”

“He’s doing better.” Bri’s mouth thinned. “He
had heart surgery about a month or so ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t
know.”

Allie strode down the path directly toward Ash,
forcing Ash to sidestep hurriedly or risk getting knocked on her
ass.

“Why should you know?” Allie said as she
passed, a slight hint of DKNY’s Be Delicious trailing in her wake.
“You’re not part of anything around here.”

“Tell Nelson I said hello,” Ash said quietly
as Bri hurried after Allie.

“Sure. Thanks,” Bri mumbled.

Ash heard a car door slam, then another, and forced
herself not to turn around and watch Allie drive away. She’d
already seen her walking out of her life every day for the last
eight months, and she heard what Allie didn’t say. You’re not welcome around here.

 


*

 


“I can’t believe she just showed up like that.
Like she could just walk right in,” Allie fumed.

Bri wheeled the cruiser out onto Shank Painter Road
and headed toward Bradford, carefully keeping her eyes on the road
although she could have driven it blindfolded. Allie sounded mad,
but underneath the mad was a little bit of quaver that sounded like
tears. Tears just ripped Bri up. “She said she was here on
business.”

“Of course she is. When isn’t she?” Allie
folded her arms across her chest. “That’s the only thing that
matters to her.”

“She definitely screwed up when she—” Bri
caught herself just before she said dumped
you. Allie was usually the one breaking hearts, and she’d
taken it hard when Ashley Walker had called things off between
them. Like a good friend, she said, “She didn’t know how lucky she
was.”

“Old news,” Allie said dismissively. “Ancient
history. Hell, I would’ve been out of there in a few more weeks
anyhow.” She stretched her legs beneath the dash and tilted her
head back, staring at the ceiling of the cruiser. “I like variety.
I’m not like you and Reese, Parker.”

Bri glanced over at her. “How’s that?”

“Pussy-whipped. Not my style.”

“Jesus,” Bri choked out. “You better not let
Reese hear you say that.”

“I didn’t hear you denying it, though.” Allie
tilted her head toward Bri and grinned. “Of course, you probably
don’t have all that much imagination, seeing as you’ve been
sleeping with the same girl for what—six years? God.”

“Don’t go there,” Bri said good-naturedly.
Allie never passed up the opportunity to tease her about the fact
that she’d only ever slept with one girl. She and Caroline Clark
had been together since they were sixteen, and she knew she would
never ever get tired of Carre’s kisses, or the sexy glint she got
in her eyes when she woke Bri up in the morning wanting sex, or the
way she cuddled in Bri’s arms after she came, sighing with
contentment. Carre filled Bri’s heart with wonder. She made sense
out of a crazy world. She was the one.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to pick on the
afflicted.” Allie poked Bri’s arm. “Swing by the rescue squad
station.”

“Why?”

“No reason. Just a friendly visit,” Allie said
nonchalantly.

“Uh-huh. No reason like the new EMT in town?
What’s her name?”

“Flynn.”

“So what’s her story?”

“Dunno.” Allie grinned at Bri. “Yet. She only
got here a couple of days before the hurricane hit, and then we
were all so busy with the casualties I barely had a chance to say
hello. She did say we should drop by sometime, so I just thought it
was time we got properly introduced.”

“Sure.” Bri headed over to Conwell. They
worked frequently with all of the emergency personnel in town, and
it wasn’t a bad idea to touch base with the new EMT, but she
doubted that was the only reason Allie wanted to see the
good-looking blonde. “Good idea.”

“Thanks.” Allie appreciated Bri not giving her
a hard time just then. She wanted to flirt with a woman, laugh with
a woman, feel the heat of a woman’s appreciative gaze on her skin.
She wanted to not think about what Ashley
Walker was doing in town. Or how long she would stay.


Chapter Two

“You’ve got another visitor, Sheriff,” Gladys
said when Reese picked up the phone. “Mighty popular
today.”

“Anyone I want to see?”

“Oh, I think so. It’s Ashley
Walker.”

“Send her in.” Reese walked around her desk
and extended a hand as Ash tapped on the door, pushed it open, and
entered. Reese liked the insurance investigator. They’d worked
together before, had drawn fire together, and Ash had handled
herself well. “Good to see you.”

“Same here,” Ash said. “Sorry it has to be
under these circumstances. Route Six looked like a war zone driving
in. You hit hard?”

“Hard enough.” Reese sat in one of the wooden
chairs and motioned Ash to the other. The hurricane that had
trekked up the coast and savaged the Cape was the kind of natural
disaster that occurred every few decades, and they’d had precious
little warning. Their emergency response system had worked, and
they’d managed to evacuate most of the visitors and many of the
residents before the worst of the wind and surge had flooded the
roads and most of the town of three thousand residents. In the week
since the storm had blown out to sea, every law enforcement agent,
volunteer firefighter, rescue worker, and public servant had worked
eighteen-hour-days on the recovery effort. “Three casualties—one
MI, one vehicular fatality, and one drowning. All storm related,
but considering the amount of property damage we’ve got, it
could’ve been a lot worse.”

“What’s the situation in town?”

“We’ve managed to restore most basic
functions—pretty much the whole town has electricity again,” Reese
said. “We’ve got problems with sewage containment—a public health
consultant is coming in tomorrow to test our water and liaise with
our public works department. I imagine you’re here about the
property damage?”

“Property and personal losses,” Ash said
wearily. “Mostly corporate claims, though.”

Reese noted the dark circles beneath the remnants of
Ash’s summer tan. “You look like you’re running on fumes.”

Ash grinned ruefully and flicked a crimson strand
off her cheek, automatically raking a hand through her hair. “My
biggest client happens to insure ninety percent of the businesses
on the Cape, which means we’ve got claims pouring in by the hour as
people return and start assessing the damage.”

“I imagine along with the legitimate claims
you’ll get some bogus ones too.”

“That’s pretty much my specialty these
days—insurance fraud. My job is to screen the claims on-site and
hand off the straightforward ones to under-agents. Anything that
looks questionable…” Ash shrugged. These days insurance fraud often
involved organized crime networks, since purchasing real estate was
a popular way to launder money. So was destroying property and
picking up the clean insurance payouts. “I get to dig around until
I’m satisfied that the claim is valid.”

“What do you need from me?”

“I’d appreciate it if I could have a look at
your incident reports to cross-reference with my
claims.”

Reese pulled a pad off her desk and made a note.
“Done.”

“And it would be helpful if you let your
officers know that I’ll be poking around pretty much everywhere in
town for the next few weeks.”

“Poking around.” Reese raised an eyebrow. “We
had quite a few fires, at least one major. The fire marshal hasn’t
even cleared half the damaged buildings yet. The town engineer has
a list as long as his arm of public structures and businesses to be
assessed for structural damage. I don’t want a building coming down
on your head.”

“I’ve got a pretty good eye for structural
integrity,” Ash said mildly, not bothering to mention she’d been an
arson investigator with the Massachusetts State Police before going
private. Reese knew her creds.

“I know you can handle yourself, but while
you’re in my town, you’re my responsibility.” Reese tapped her pen
on the pad. “I’ll need a list of properties you intend to inspect
and your schedule.”

“I don’t mind giving you the addresses of the
claims, but my schedule changes constantly, depending on what I
find.” Ash shook her head. “There’s no way I can provide you with
any kind of itinerary.”

“Then I’ll need you to check in
regularly.”

“Reese,” Ash protested, “I know what I’m
doing.”

“Don’t doubt it.” Reese spread her hands and
said calmly, “The town is a mess, Ash. Parts of the West End aren’t
even habitable yet. Hell, even some of the big places up on Pilgrim
Heights got hit. I don’t want any more casualties, and I don’t
think you should be working alone. I’ll have one of my officers
accompany you as much as possible.”

Ash’s face lost all expression. “That’s not
necessary.”

“There you go, trying to tell me how to do my
job again.” Reese stood. “You’ve worked with my people before. We
won’t get in your way.”

“I don’t suppose I can change your mind?” Ash
said, getting to her feet.

Reese knew Ash didn’t expect an answer to her
question. “Where are you staying?”

“At the Crown Inn.”

“Leave your cell number with Gladys. I’ll have
one of our officers contact you later this morning.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.”

“Be careful, Ash.”

“Not to worry,” Ash called over her shoulder
as she left. “Careful. That’s my middle name.”
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Rica Grechi finished taping up the padded wrapper on
a small oil painting and smiled as she handed it across the counter
to a customer. “This is a wonderful gift. I’m sure your sister will
love it.”

“Thank you so much,” the middle-aged woman
said. “I was so worried I wouldn’t be able to get here, what with
all the mess out on the roads.”

“I really appreciate you braving the chaos to
come in.”

“Oh, it was worth it. I just love your
gallery.” The customer gathered up the painting along with a
voluminous purse and several other packages. “I’ll be sure to tell
all my friends to stop by—as soon as things get back to normal.
Whenever that is!”

“Thank you,” Rica called.

The bell over the door chimed just as the woman
reached it, and Rica prepared to welcome another customer. Then her
pleasant anticipation changed to a quick thrum of excitement when
she recognized Carter holding the door open for the customer to
exit. She hurried around the counter just as Carter shut the door,
and flipped the store sign to Closed.

“Come on in the back,” Rica said, grasping
Carter’s hand and pulling her through the gallery.

“Glad to see me?” Carter inquired with a
suggestive chuckle.

“Nope. Had enough of you last night.” Rica
smiled to herself, remembering how hungry she’d been for Carter and
just how many delicious ways Carter had made her come. When they
reached her office, out of sight of the front windows and the
people walking by on Commercial Street, Rica threaded her arms
around Carter’s neck and kissed her. Carter made a low, growling
sound in her throat and tugged Rica’s silk shirt free of her
pants.

“We’ll see about that,” Carter
muttered.

“Not so fast, stud,” Rica said, bracing her
arm on Carter’s chest. Carter’s eyes had already taken on that
intense focus that signaled she was aroused, and as much as Rica
loved to know that she could put that look in her lover’s eyes in
under a minute, she didn’t want to get distracted. Well, she did,
but not just yet.

“After a greeting like that, you’re going to
put the brakes on?” Carter tugged Rica closer and caught Rica’s
earlobe between her teeth. She nipped and grumbled,
“Tease.”

“Mmm, like you mind.” Rica kept her arms
around Carter’s neck, but leaned back in her embrace, preventing
Carter from enticing her into more kisses. Kissing Carter was an
addiction she had no desire to control, and once she started, she
wasn’t likely to stop. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon. That
was just a little hello kiss.”

Carter contented herself with running her hands up
and down Rica’s slender back. Rica had left her long, wavy midnight
hair down, and it flowed around her pale, oval face like a frame on
a classic painting. Rica’s ebony, almond-shaped eyes glowed with
happiness and excitement, and that was all Carter needed to see for
her world to feel complete. She kissed Rica’s forehead. “Tell me
your news.”

Rica tilted her head, studying Carter with a playful
expression. “What makes you think there’s news?”

“It’s written all over your face.” Carter
skimmed her thumb over the faint dent in Rica’s chin.
“Give.”

“I’ve just landed a new client—Gillian
Fitzgerald.”

“The expressionist?” Carter whistled. “She’s
hot right now, isn’t she?”

“The New York Times
is calling her one of the most exciting avant-garde painters of the
last half-century. And she’s agreed to let me open her new works
here, before we move them to Manhattan.”

“You’ll need to spend some time in the city,
then,” Carter said casually. She didn’t like the idea of Rica
moving back into the kind of circles where she would be vulnerable
to her father’s or his associates’ influence. Don Alfonse Pareto
had been suspiciously absent from Rica’s life in the last six
months, but Carter didn’t believe the reprieve was permanent. Rica
was the don’s only child, and Pareto had made it well known that he
expected to turn his business enterprises
over to his daughter, or his daughter’s husband, when he retired.
Just because Rica had informed her father that she had no interest
in his business at the same time she’d told him she was a lesbian
and in love with Carter, didn’t mean the
don was on board with Rica’s program. But Pareto was Rica’s father,
and she loved him, so Carter said nothing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Rica said
quietly.

“Do you?” Carter nuzzled Rica’s neck. “Then
you’ll leave that sign on the front door and sneak out the back
with me for an hour or two.”

Rica laughed and stroked Carter’s cheek. “Darling,
you wouldn’t last an hour.” At Carter’s look of mock hurt, Rica
kissed her lingeringly. “You know I don’t mind. I love to make you
lose control.”

“Rica,” Carter warned. “Don’t tease if you’re
not going to finish.”

“I’m going to finish. Just not right now.”
Rica grasped Carter’s hands and stepped back, keeping her fingers
threaded through Carter’s. “You’re worried about my father. He
can’t force me to do anything I don’t want to do. My spending time
at the gallery in Manhattan won’t make any difference. Try not to
worry.”

Carter nodded. “All right.”

“What happened when you talked to
Reese?”

“I’ll be spending my nights in a patrol car
again,” Carter said with a grin.

“Are you going to be all right with that?”
Rica asked gently.

“Perfectly fine.” Carter kissed Rica on the
nose. “Piece of cake.”

Rica searched Carter’s eyes for some sign of
disappointment. Carter had been a decorated officer in the
Massachusetts State Police, but because of her association with
Rica she’d been interrogated by the FBI, her professional integrity
had been called into question, and some of her colleagues no longer
trusted her. Carter insisted her decision to walk away from her
career as an undercover detective had nothing to do with their
relationship, but Rica wondered if Carter had been completely
honest with herself. Rica had seen that Carter was bored with
practicing law after just a few months even though she insisted
otherwise, and her boredom wasn’t just because small-town law
lacked challenges. Carter would have been dissatisfied in a
big-city law office too. Carter was a cop, not a lawyer, but
starting over again in a small provincial department had to be hard
for her.

“Stop looking for something that isn’t there,”
Carter said. “I’m okay with this. I’m grateful Conlon is willing to
take me on.”

“Why wouldn’t she want you? Because of my
father?” Rica asked angrily.

“Hell no. Baby, that’s not what I meant.”
Carter drew Rica over to the love seat that was crammed, along with
Rica’s desk and file cabinets, into the small back room Rica used
as her business office at the gallery. Sitting, she tugged Rica
down on her lap and wrapped her arms around her waist. She kissed
the base of her throat. “You and your father have nothing to do
with the trouble I got myself into. Conlon knows I played fast and
loose with the feds and some of the guys on my team. She’s a
straight-up, by-the-book commander. She won’t look the other way
for anything.”

Rica threaded her fingers through Carter’s thick
chestnut hair. She loved her strength. She loved her passion and
her devotion. She hated to think of the sacrifices Carter had made
for her, but she would not dishonor those sacrifices by seeming
ungrateful. “I love you.”

With a sigh, Carter rested her cheek between Rica’s
breasts. “For a long time, I didn’t know who I was or what
mattered. Now I do. I know who I am because of you, Rica.”

“You’re mine,” Rica whispered, holding her
close.
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“Adam seven,” Gladys’s voice intoned over the
cruiser’s radio, “you copy?”

“Adam seven, go ahead,” Allie
answered.

“Reese wants you code thirteen.”

“Affirmative, Adam seven code thirteen.” Allie
glanced at Bri, who met her eyes and shrugged. Reese wanted them
back at the station. Allie hooked the mic back on the dashboard.
“Well, hell. There goes my chance to make a date for
tonight.”

“You got all afternoon, and it won’t take you
but a minute and a smile.”

Allie laughed. “You’re good for my ego, Parker. I’m
not really worried about it. There’s always someone at the Vixen
looking for company.”

“Uh-huh.” Bri made a U-turn in Michael Shay’s
parking lot and headed back down Bradford toward the center of
town. “Are you okay about Ash?” Out of the corner of her eye, she
saw Allie’s hands clench into fists. She probably shouldn’t have
said anything, but usually when Allie was this hot for a date, it
was because she was hurting or there was something she wanted to
forget, or both. “I mean, you didn’t know she was coming or
anything, did y—”

“How would I know she was coming?” Allie shot
back. “It’s not like we’ve been talking. I haven’t heard from her
in months. We both moved on, remember? And I’m not one of those
dykes who likes to play best friends with all of her
exes.”

“You’re friends with Deo,” Bri pointed out
quietly.

“Deo and I slept together a couple of times.
She’s a sweetheart and I really like her. Besides,” Allie said
moodily, “I was never in lo…”

Bri glanced over at her. “What, Al? What were you
going to say?”

Allie bit her lip and shook her head. After a
minute, she said quietly, “Nothing. I wasn’t going to say anything
at all.”
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