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Ryan’s Secret

I’m in love with my best friend’s wife.

Today, I bury my partner. My brother in all but blood.

It should be me in that casket. John had a wife. A son. A future.

I only had the job... and him.

Now all I have left is a promise—to protect what he loved most.

Gwen doesn’t know the truth. She doesn’t know I’ve crossed a line I can never uncross. And if I keep this vow, it might destroy what’s left of my soul.
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Chapter One
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I’m in love with my best friend’s wife.

The words were poison in my veins, the kind you learn to live with until the day it finally stops your heart. I stood at the graveside, shoulders square, dress blues immaculate, watching her. Gwen Riley. Widow. Mother. My secret obsession.

The black veil couldn’t hide the shimmer of her tears or the way she leaned toward the polished wood of the casket as if she could will John back to life with the sheer force of her love. God, the way she loved him. The way we both did. If only she had that power. God did, but He wasn’t listening.

It should’ve been me in that box. John had a family. I had the badge and guilt, so much freaking guilt. Because despite the devastating loss, in a dark, selfish corner of my mind, part of me was almost...relieved. Relieved because his death meant I no longer had to live a lie. I could finally claim the one thing I wanted more than John, the brother I’d always wanted and never had: a family. John’s family, and I could do it with John’s blessing, because he’d made me promise.

“Take care of her,” he’d said. His voice had been ragged, blood bubbling at his lips, eyes locking onto mine with that damned psychic clarity of his. “Don’t let her carry it alone.”

I’d sworn it. For him, I’d do anything. Even this.

The chaplain’s words blurred into background noise, lost under the weight of silence pressing in on me. My gaze never left Gwen. She looked so small, her normally larger than life personality swallowed by grief. Their baby son held in his grandmother’s arms. He was too young to understand the finality of what was happening. Hell, neither did I.

John had always been the one out front. Faster. Braver. He stepped into the bullet meant for me, and now all I could do was stand here, a decorated officer in a sea of uniforms, pretending I wasn’t broken in half.

The guilt was eating me alive. Because before that night—the night we crossed the line—I’d loved Gwen like a sister. Afterward, I couldn’t unsee her as mine.

I dragged my gaze from her to the casket, to the flowers laid across the lid, to the American flag waiting to be handed to the woman I dare not touch.

Here, in this cemetery, drowning in guilt, promises and secrets, I knew the truth: 

The vow I’d made was either going to save me or destroy what was left of me.
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The first time I met John Riley, I was barely twenty-three and little more than a punk with a police badge. I was tagged for the gang unit. 

With my build—tall, muscular, and trained in martial arts—I looked the part. Add in the right wardrobe, a streetwise scowl, and the fact that I could pass for a dozen ethnicities depending on my hairstyle, and I was a natural. Grow out my wavy black hair and let the goatee fill in, and I could blend in with the Latino crews. Keep it close-cropped, and I read Black or mixed. The ambiguity was an asset. 

John was assigned as my training officer. He was ten years older, had been on the force five years longer, and his undercover status was legendary. He wore tailored khakis and a stylish brown sports jacket and a coordinating shirt and tie like some fashion model. 

He saw through me in about thirty seconds.

“You’re wound too tight,” he said, handing me a bottle of water after a long shift. “Foster kid, right?”

I bristled. “What makes you say that?”

John shrugged, easy and confident in his own skin in a way I’d never been. “No family mentioned in the academy file. You’ve got that hungry look. Always waiting for somebody to pull the rug out. I’ve seen it on the streets a million times.”

I would’ve been pissed, but the way he said it wasn’t cruel or with that fake sympathy I hated. Just matter-of-fact, like he’d read my mail and decided it didn’t make me less of a man. For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like a stray dog sniffing around somebody else’s table. I felt seen.

John was like that—sharp as a blade and intuitive in ways that went beyond training. I half-joked that the man was psychic. He could walk into a room and tell you who was lying, who was scared, and who was about to pull a gun. I trusted his instincts more than my own. It had saved our asses more than once.

He wasn’t just my partner. He made me the detective I am. Every instinct I trust, every collar I’ve made, started with him. When we weren’t on shift, he drilled me on case files, shared mistakes he’d made, made me read my own reports out loud so I could hear where I fumbled. He sharpened me, molded me, and turned me into something better than I was.

Pretty soon, we were inseparable in the way that only partners who really clicked could be. Partners on shift, brothers off it. He brought me into his family like I’d always belonged there. Thanksgiving at his parents’ house, cookouts in the summer. When his mom hugged me the first time, it damn near broke something open inside me. Nobody had hugged me like that since I was a kid.

But the real turning point came the night he introduced me to Gwen.

We were grabbing dinner after a late shift when she walked into the restaurant, sunlight still tangled in her curls even though it was dark outside. She spotted John and her whole face lit up.

“Hey, stranger.” She leaned in and kissed him, soft and sure, like the rest of the world had disappeared. Then she turned to me, eyes warm, her smile easy. “And this must be your new partner, Ryan.”

I managed a nod, suddenly awkward in a way I never was on the street. “That’s me.”

She slid into the booth beside John, her hand slipping into his like it had always belonged there. I watched them laugh, tease, finish each other’s sentences, and I thought: so this is what forever looks like.

I didn’t love her then. Not like that. She was his, and in my mind, that made her mine, too. She was my sister. Someone to be protected. Part of the best family I’d ever had.

If you’d told me then how it would all end, I would’ve called you a liar. But looking back, I think maybe John knew.
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John had been quiet all week. Not in the usual way he got after a long string of night shifts, running on caffeine and instinct. This was different. Distracted. His smile came slower, his lazy sarcasm had more of a bite. The way he handled his weapon at the range was efficient but with a hint of pent-up aggression. Fellow detectives were giving him space. 

We were sitting in the locker room after a workout session, the air sharp with disinfectant and sweat. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and stared at the floor like it had answers.

I nudged his shoulder. “You’re brooding.”

“Am not.”

“You are. Been doing it all week.” I took a swig from my water bottle and studied him. “Talk to me. What’s going on?”

For a long moment, he didn’t answer. Then he blew out a slow breath and turned those gray eyes on me. Eyes that saw through bullshit like glass.

“You ever want something so bad it makes your teeth ache?” he asked, running a hand through sweat damp black curls.

“Every damn day,” I said dryly. “Usually a full night’s sleep.”

He gave me the look — the one that said quit being a smart-ass, I’m serious.

“Okay,” I said, dropping the humor. “We talking about Gwen?” It’s the only thing I knew could get John in a state like this. It wasn’t the job. John took the perps, the politics, and the administrative
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