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      My name is Detective Daniel Webber, and I am in deep shit.

      It all started a year ago when I was working on what I thought was an open-and-shut case involving a murdered prostitute. We had the john in custody, and he’d confessed. That was where I fucked up. I’d let a rookie cop make the arrest. A rookie cop who made one of the biggest mistakes a cop could ever make. He neglected to read the suspect his Miranda rights.

      I wasn’t diligent in my duties and a killer walked.

      I was on the verge of being suspended so I made sure to tread lightly around other not so open-and-shut cases. One of which hadn’t been opened yet when it was brought to my attention. A young boy was suspected of being abused by his uncle, who had become his guardian after the death of the boy’s adoptive parents.

      I was already on thin ice with my Chief, so I had to take care with unfounded presumptions. I couldn’t start hounding a man without proof. This was where I fucked up again. The man who’d brought the allegations of abuse to me, Connor Black, was somewhat of a… frenemy, for lack of a better term. We weren’t enemies, but we certainly weren’t friends.

      The boy had called his birth mother for help. I went to speak with her and instantly felt a spark of attraction. An attraction that became sort of a pissing contest between Black and me considering he was in love with her. I was so intent on pushing Black’s buttons that I lost focus on what my end goal should have been: taking care of people in need.

      I forgot I was a cop.

      I forgot my job was to serve and protect.

      A job I failed to do. Lives were almost lost, including that of Black’s ladylove.

      Then, a month ago, I was involved in yet another case, one that brought to light a significant amount of corruption within the department. Corruption in the higher echelons of the entire public service entity, starting with cops in my department, including the Chief, all the way up to the Mayor’s office. I held all the evidence and shit had been going down ever since. People I trusted and respected were dirty. With the way I was feeling about the whole situation, it made me want to take justice into my own hands, especially when it involved the trafficking of women.

      Because of my connection to the collector of said evidence, my career was in even further jeopardy and my life on a downward spiral. Losing myself in booze and women became my coping mechanism. Maybe it wasn’t the best choice, but fuck it, it was how I dealt.

      Today had been the longest day this week, and I was ready to head home and crack open a cold beer. Or three. Then she walked into the precinct. The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen even though she was covered head-to-toe in dirt, her shirt and pants torn in various places, and her dark brown hair a wild rat’s nest atop her head. What struck me the most though, were her eyes. They were almost a piercing blue, like ice. And filled with fear.

      Her breathing was shallow, and her glance darted hastily around the room as though searching for enemies in the shadows. Seeming to sense my stare, her eyes honed in on me. For several moments, neither of us broke eye contact. It seemed she was taking my measure, as I was hers. Instinctively, I knew that whatever brought her here would either be my downfall or my redemption.

      I slowly made my way over, making sure when I reached her that I stayed out of her personal space. I knew if I invaded it too soon, she’d spook. And there was no way I was letting her out of my sight anytime soon.

      “I’m Detective Webber. Is there something I can help you with?”

      Her bottom lip quivered at my words as tears sprang to her eyes, but she gained control quickly, blinking them back.

      “Is—is there some place private we can go?” She spoke so softly I had to strain to hear her.

      I hesitated only briefly before inclining my head. “My office is this way.”

      I led the way to the back of the precinct, only glancing behind me once to see if she followed. I ushered her into my office and closed the door. She took a seat in the vacant chair on the near side of the desk.

      I wanted to remain close, but also wanted to put her at ease, so I made my way to the other side and sat in my own chair as opposed to the seat next to her.

      “May I get you something to drink?”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “Ok, how about we start with your name then.”

      She cleared her throat and let out a huff of air. “My name is Katherine Marsh.”

      Katherine. I savored the sound of her name inside my head.

      “And, what can I help you with, Katherine?”

      She looked down at her clenched fingers but remained silent.

      “Katherine.” I coaxingly spoke her name again, trying to gain her trust, but not push her. “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

      She finally looked up at me, her lips bloodless and white. “I saw someone murdered tonight.”

      I tried to hold back my shock, although I wasn’t sure how successful I was. “When did this murder take place? Where? Are you sure the victim is dead?”

      Without thought, I pulled out the notepad I always kept with me from my inside coat pocket.

      “I’d just finished my shift at La Scala, the Italian restaurant downtown, when I went out to the alley to take the trash to the dumpster. It was about 10:00 pm. I heard raised voices coming from farther down the alley. I thought I recognized one of them, so I headed in that direction. When I turned the corner, there were two men standing there arguing. I was about to announce my presence when one of the men reached out to the other man and pulled him close. At first, I thought I’d interrupted a lover’s quarrel and that one man was embracing the other in an attempt to stop the argument. Until the second man stumbled and fell to his knees that is.”

      She paused in her speech and swallowed several times, hard. Tears again built in her eyes; this time, there was no stopping them as they raced down her dirt-stained cheeks.

      “I stood there and watched the man topple over, holding his stomach, before I realized something was wrong. I knew I needed to move, but my feet were stuck. I must have made some type of noise, although I can’t be sure, because the standing man began turning toward me; that’s when my brain began working. I ducked out of sight behind the dumpster, held my breath, and prayed like I’d never prayed before. I heard movement and footsteps, but they sounded like they headed in the opposite direction. I waited another few minutes before peeking around the corner. The only thing I saw was the man lying on the ground. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I rushed over to check on him. He was dead.”

      She barely finished the last sentence before a ragged sob escaped. She covered her face and cried as though her entire world had just come crashing down. There was nothing I hated more than seeing a woman cry. I swiftly moved around my desk and knelt before her, touching her shoulder in comfort. I rocked backward, barely catching the both of us before we toppled over, as she threw her arms around me and wept into my chest. I held her for what seemed like hours, both of us on our knees on the floor, trying to ignore the press of her breasts against my chest.

      Against my will, I felt myself harden as her luscious curves pressed against me. It was then I noticed the quiet. Her sobs had died down, and she was pushing herself closer to me. I pulled back slightly, causing our cheeks to glide against each other. Before I even knew what was happening, our lips met in a fierce kiss. Her mouth opened to the coaxing of my tongue, and I didn’t waste another second. My tongue darted in and began to play with hers, tasting her. I withdrew my tongue and was about to plunder her mouth again, when she ripped herself out of my arms.

      Katherine jumped to her feet, and with a hand over her mouth, a horrified expression across her face, she began backing away from me. She bumped into the door and quickly turned to flee the room. Her hand had just touched the doorknob when I finally came to my senses and clumsily stumbled to my feet. “Wait, Katherine. Don’t leave. Please.”

      Like I said. Deep shit.
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      Oh my god, what was wrong with me? Emmett had been killed before my eyes, and I was sitting here, making out with a cop. My behavior appalled me. I needed to focus on finding Emmett’s murderer, not this sexy-as-sin cop. His California good looks—with his tanned skin, shaggy, sun-streaked brown hair, and forest green eyes were not a distraction I needed. The man who had treated me like his daughter was dead. And I was the only person who could bring his killer to justice.

      The plea from the detective had me frozen, indecision warring inside me. I was embarrassed by my behavior, but the grief-stricken side of me wanted justice. Or vengeance. I didn’t care which.

      I turned back to Webber and really studied him. I noticed the ruddy cheeks, and it hit me that he was probably just as, if not more so, embarrassed as I was about what just happened.

      “Please accept my apologies for my behavior. It was unprofessional and highly inappropriate.”

      “No, it was my fault. I’m sure you didn’t realize you were going to have a hysterical woman on your hands. No reason for you to apologize. Let’s just forget it happened. Okay?”

      He hesitated only briefly before nodding.

      “Please, have a seat. I need to ask you a few more questions if that’s all right.”

      Both of us returned to our previous seats, the atmosphere now tense with awkwardness. I was also pretty sure I looked a mess, even without looking in the mirror. I knew from past experience that I was not a pretty crier. My skin turned blotchy, my nose bright red. Not that I cared how I looked. I wasn’t trying to impress him.

      He reached for his discarded notepad and pen. He cleared his throat once and swallowed hard before asking his first question.

      “The man you found dead, did you know him? You said you thought you recognized one of the voices of the men arguing.”

      For a moment, grief almost consumed me again, but I maintained my composure. “His name is—was—Emmett Jackson. He owns La Scala, so he was my boss. He was also my surrogate father. I didn’t recognize the man who stabbed him. After I realized Emmett was dead, I ran back to the restaurant and called the police. I didn’t share my name, only telling them what I’d witnessed and where to find Emmett. The killer could be anyone. I don’t know for sure that whoever was in that alley last night was actually gone. I was, and still am, scared, Detective.”

      His scrutiny during my explanation had my skin itching. “You say you’re scared, but I also sense another emotion. Anger. You have the look of someone planning something. What if the killer saw you in the alley? What about some type of protective custody until we find him?”

      I thought about it, but immediately discarded the idea. I could only pray that I hadn’t been seen. I knew I wasn’t going to hide, no matter how scared I was. After everything he’d done for me, I owed it to Emmett to bring his killer to justice.

      “No protective custody. I plan on doing whatever needs to be done to find whoever did this.”

      “I hope you don’t plan on doing anything reckless, like trying to find the killer yourself. You need to leave the investigating to the police.”

      “I told you I plan on doing whatever I have to do to bring Emmett’s killer to justice.”

      I knew I was being stubborn, but I’d learned from the best. Emmett had been the most bullheaded man I knew. And the only father I had ever known. My heart was beyond broken.

      “If that’s the case, why even come to the police? You said you made an anonymous call. No one would know it was you. If you’re so hell-bent on bringing a killer to justice, then why not just do it?”

      I sighed in disgust. “Because I’m not completely stupid. I came here in the hopes that someone would help me. You just happened to be the first person to approach me.”

      “If it’s vengeance you’re looking for, you came to the wrong place. There are laws in place for a reason. The world can’t have vigilantes running around meting out their own justice. That is what the courts are for.”

      I could only stare at this person in front of me, who, fifteen minutes ago was the most attractive man I’d ever met. The heat from that kiss still burned inside me. But the person who kissed me with such passion seemed to have disappeared. Instead, he was replaced with someone who talked about laws and rules. I studied him further, gauging every word he’d just said. It hit me then that something about his tone didn’t ring true.

      “You said everything a by-the-books, emotionless cop would say, but why do I get the feeling that even you don’t believe a word you just spoke? And who said anything about a vigilante? I want justice to be served. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure it’s done. Whatever it takes. The question is—are you going to help me or not?”

      I sensed his frustration and indecision. I don’t know why I was pushing so hard for his help. For some reason, my instinct told me that the only person who could help me was this man right here. I was essentially asking him to, if need be, break the law for me, and I realized I didn’t even know his first name.

      I interrupted his thoughts, because I needed to know his name. “What’s your first name, anyway?”

      He seemed startled by my question. “It’s Daniel.”

      “I’m asking you again: Will you help me do whatever it takes? Please, Daniel?”

      Instantly, I knew what his decision would be. Resignation flashed across his face, and I almost felt sorry I’d pushed so hard.

      A sense of relief washed over me when he nodded. “Yes, I’ll help you.”
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      After escorting Katherine out of the precinct with the promise to be in touch soon, I headed out to the alley to see if there was anything left. The crime scene investigation team on the case would have been thorough in gathering and processing all the evidence, but I needed to see everything for myself. I knew it was late and would be almost impossible to see anything, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t explain it, but I’d always had a sixth sense when it came to solving cases. The fuck-ups happened when I ignored my instincts. It was eerie how I would often show up to a scene after the fact and get a vibe. It wasn’t as though I could touch an object and see something. Nothing so voodoo hoodoo as that. Intuition perhaps? Regardless, I had it.

      I found an on-street parking spot a block away from the upscale Italian restaurant. I made my way to the alley that ran behind the restaurant and walked in the direction Katherine had described earlier. The glare from my flashlight reflected off the puddles of what I prayed was water. A rat scurried through the beam of light shining across the alley before vanishing behind the dumpster. A shiver ran down me. I fucking hated rats.

      I came to an abrupt halt when I spotted the large area of blood staining the concrete inside the crime scene tape that hung haphazardly from the light poles. Stooping under the tape, I slowly swept my flashlight back and forth, illuminating as much of the area as I could considering it was almost pitch-black out. The adjacent lights barely cast a dull glow. So far, nothing about the crime scene stood out for me. It was like any other. Continuing to look around for a bit and spotting nothing, I had almost given up when my “spidey-senses” started tingling.

      I stepped over the bloodstain and began scanning the perimeter where trash and refuse lay. A sparkle shined as my flashlight beam landed on something. I bent down and fished a handkerchief out of my inside jacket pocket. Using the small piece of fabric, I picked up the glinting piece of metal from the ground. I stared at the bright, shiny, and extremely expensive looking cufflink. It was silver, the size of a nickel, except square in shape, and embossed with a black dagger. How apropos that the victim was stabbed to death, although I had no proof that this belonged to the killer. Anyone passing through this alley could have lost it. But something told me otherwise.

      I wrapped up the piece of jewelry and stuck it in my pocket. After another fifteen minutes, I knew I was out of luck and wouldn’t find anything else that might lead me to the killer. I needed to figure out how I was going to run prints without going through the proper channels. Instinct told me I needed to stay under my Captain’s radar. With any luck, I’d figure something out. In the meantime, I needed to head home for some sleep. I’d already worked a twelve-hour shift, and I’d spent another hour traipsing around here. I wouldn’t be any good to Katherine if I was too exhausted to even focus.
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      After catching a few hours of sleep, I spent the next hour debating on making a phone call or heading into the station to pass what I’d found to the detective on the case. I knew good and well I’d be out of a job if I kept this piece of evidence to myself. Yet, I didn’t hesitate to continue going forward with what I was about to do. I pulled out my phone and tapped out a number I had no desire to call.

      “Why are you calling me on a Saturday morning? Someone better be dying or I’m going to kick your ass the next time I see you. Which I hope isn’t any time soon.”

      I swallowed the bitter pill in my mouth before I could speak. “Actually, someone is already dead. And I need a favor, Black.”

      Heavy silence filled the air. Finally, Black broke it. “What kind of favor?”

      “I need you to swab a piece of evidence for DNA for me. See if you can find a match.”

      “I assume because you’re asking me to do this, you’re doing something that is going to be completely and utterly fucked up.”

      Three times now Connor Black had been a part of cases where things had gone south; it wasn’t a surprise he thought I would fuck something else up. The fact that he focused on that and not on all the people I’ve helped and criminals I’ve put away in my fifteen years on the force stung. I was a good cop who joined the academy because I wanted to do right for my community. I’d never taken money to look the other way. I was honest and, if I had to brag, I was smart. I’d made a couple mistakes, and Black would never let me forget them.

      “If I didn’t need your expertise, I’d tell you to go fuck yourself. Now, are you going to continue to bust my balls or help me?”

      “Fine, I’ll meet you at my office in thirty minutes.”

      With the utter silence, I knew Black had disconnected the call.

      I jumped into the car, and as I drove to Black’s office, I thought about last night and my intense, and highly inappropriate, reaction to Katherine. What the hell had I been thinking kissing her like that? I was lucky she didn’t file a complaint against me. I also thought about how I was going to handle her need to find the murderer. My conscience, which worked hard to be the kind of cop who followed the law and brought justice to those who needed it, warred with the man who would do anything, including breaking laws I fought to uphold, just to take the terrified look out of Katherine’s eyes.

      I pulled into the parking lot and stared at the building before me. It was now or never. I let myself in and took the five flights of stairs up to where I knew Black’s office was located. His door stood open, and I could see him sitting behind his desk, reading glasses perched on his aquiline nose. I noisily cleared my throat just to see if I could get a rise out of him. Petty, sure, but I couldn’t seem to control myself.

      He looked up, seemingly not bothered by me in the least, and removed his glasses before setting them down on the desk. With annoying nonchalance, he sat back in his chair, propped his feet up, and placed his hands behind his head. A sense of déjà vu hit, only this time, our positions were reversed. I was now the one who needed help.

      “You must be desperate if you’ve come to me. There must be a woman involved.”

      I tried to hide my shock. “What makes you think there’s a woman?”

      He chuckled and stared at me like I was an idiot. “We’re not exactly bosom beaus. You’re asking for my help at—” he glanced at his watch— “ten o’clock on a Saturday morning. There are few things in this world that reek of that much desperation, and a woman is at the top of the list. So, what can I do for you? And this woman?”

      Considering he was right, I didn’t want to waste time arguing. I pulled the baggie out of my pocket and placed it on the desk. “I need you to see if there is any DNA on this and run it if there is. See if you find a match in CODIS.”

      He reached out and began studying the object. “You said someone is dead. Is this the victim’s or the killer’s?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. But if I had to take a guess, I’m going with killer. Someone witnessed a murder last night, and I found this at the crime scene. I need you to tell me who it belongs to.”

      “And by ‘someone’, I assume you mean a woman? Why aren’t you going through your own channels to process this? Why come to me?”

      I hesitated, not sure how much I was willing to share. Because honestly, I wasn’t even ready to admit it to myself.

      “Let’s just say this one is off the books.”

      Black sighed in disgust. “Christ, it is a woman.”

      “Jesus, you’re not going to let it go, are you? Yes, it’s a woman. She came to the station last night saying she’d witnessed the murder. She’s bound and determined to find the killer, because apparently, she knew the victim. I’m trying to keep her safe and out of trouble.”

      Black threw his head back in laughter and didn’t stop, even when tears threatened to fall. What a dick. When he finally gained control of himself, still emitting a chuckle or two and wiping imaginary tears from his eyes, he looked over at me. I bit my tongue to hold back my words.

      “Well, isn't this ironic? It looks like you’ve finally met your match, Webber. I can’t wait for the show to start.” He held up his hand when I started to speak. “Let me reach out to one of my contacts. He owes me. I’ll just add it to your tab. Give me a couple days and I’ll see what I can find for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Patience had never been one of my virtues. I wanted things to happen, and I wanted them to happen now. Emmett always laughed at how impatient I got. My current situation was no different. It had been close to twenty-four hours since I’d met with Dan—Detective Webber.

      I was tired of waiting. I had already read a book, cleaned my apartment, and even run to the grocery. And I still hadn’t heard from him. What was he waiting on? I had the day off and everyone from work had called me at least five times asking if I knew what had happened to Emmett. I didn’t tell anyone what I’d seen. If I weren’t hoping for Daniel to call, I would have turned my ringer off, because I was tired of fighting the tears when someone called. A knock at the door startled me. I ignored it, hoping the person on the other side would give up and go away when no one answered. The knock came again, this time accompanied by a loud voice.

      “Katherine, you better be in there. Open the door.”

      What was Dan—damn it, Detective Webber—doing here? I thought he would just call me, not show up in person. It should have seemed odd that I recognized his voice, but it wasn’t. I had no trouble recognizing his voice. His smell. His taste.

      I picked my emotionally battered body up off the couch and went to open the door. “How did you know where I live?”

      He walked past me into the apartment and immediately made himself at home at the dining room table. I followed, taking the seat next to him.

      “I’m the police, Katherine. It wasn’t that difficult to track down your name and address. I just went to La Scala and asked around. Your friends at work said you stopped answering the phone three hours ago. They were worried about you.”

      “So, what, they just gave some random man my address? Are they trying to get me killed? They don’t know you from Adam. Maybe you were the one who killed Emmett?” I huffed in exasperation.

      “For God’s sake, Katherine, you’re being melodramatic. I showed them my badge. It’s not like I just went up to someone and asked for your information.”

      Melodramatic? He thought I was being melodramatic? “For your information, Detective, there is a killer out there. Yet you’re not even the slightest bit concerned that my co-workers didn’t hesitate in giving you my personal details? I’m a dead woman.” I jumped up from my chair in disgust, but only made it two steps before he too stood and reached out to snatch my hand. He pulled me toward him, drawing me into his personal space. My breath caught as he reached out to sweep my hair off my face. He slowly closed the distance between us, giving me time to stop what I knew was about to happen. When I didn’t, his lips softly touched mine. It was a brief kiss, but one I felt to my soul.

      “No one will harm you, Katherine. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you.”

      “Katie. My friends call me Katie.” I could only whisper, almost stupidly, after his heartfelt words. Words that touched something deep inside me. No one but Emmett had ever given two shits about me. And now this man, Daniel, whom I had only met last night, was vowing to protect me. I didn’t know what to think. But it felt good. Right. As though I was meant to be his to protect. To cherish. I shook my head at the crazy thoughts.

      “Are we friends, Katie?” My name had never sounded so sexy rolling off someone’s tongue. He softened the “t” sound, and his voice dropped an octave when he said it. A shiver raced through me, causing the tiny hairs at the back of my neck to stand and goosebumps to dot my arms.

      “We could be,” I practically purred. What the hell? Was I flirting? I needed to rein things in before they got out of hand. I cleared my throat and stepped out of his arms. “I mean, you said you’d help me find Emmett’s killer. I guess that would make us friends.”

      He seemed to almost deflate at my words. As though he were disappointed in my retreat. Especially after that kiss. But my focus needed to remain on finding Emmett’s killer. “So, what do we do first?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what do we need to do to find Emmett’s murderer?”

      “First, we aren’t doing anything. Second, I’m working on it. I went to the crime scene after you left my office last night and found something that might be a piece of evidence. Someone is taking a look at it for me, but until I hear back from him, there is nothing more to do but wait. I’m not the investigator on this case, so I have limited access to what was found at the scene before I arrived. Not unless you’re willing to come forward as a witness. Otherwise, we’re going to have to do this my way. My ass is the one on the line here.”

      I almost screamed in frustration at his words. I needed to help. To do something. It looked like I was going to have do this on my own. This was what happened when you tried to rely on people. My mother had taught me that.

      “Fine, do what ever it is you need to do. But know this, Detective, so will I. Now, if you have nothing further, I’d like to go to bed.”

      We remained staring at each other, neither of us giving an inch. I couldn’t help but gloat a little inside when he glanced away first and shook his head. Eventually, he’d come to realize how bullheaded I was and that I wasn’t letting this go.

      “Since I know I’m not going to change your mind, I’ll be going. Just remember what I said about doing something stupid, Katie.”

      I escorted him to the door, a plan already forming in my head. “Thanks for stopping by, Detective. I really do appreciate any help you can offer.”

      Just as I was about to close the door behind him, he turned and reached into his pocket, pulling out something. “I want you to call me if you need anything. And I mean anything. I’m here for you.”

      He placed the object in my hand, closing my fingers around it before turning to walk down the hallway toward the elevator. I closed the door, opened my hand, and stared at the card with, what I guessed was, his personal cell number hand-written on it. I laid it on the counter before grabbing my purse and heading back out the door. I made my way to the stairs at the opposite end of the hallway where Daniel went and crept out the side door of the building, not noticing the man hidden in the shadows across the street, watching me.
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      It didn’t come as a shock to me when I saw Katie scurry out the side door of her building. She had pointedly ignored my statement about not doing anything reckless. It hadn’t taken a genius to figure out that she was up to something. I just didn’t know what. I watched as she walk-jogged across the street and hopped into a car. I jumped into mine and started following her when she pulled out.

      When I realized she was heading downtown, I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like where she was going. She parked two blocks from La Scala, and I quickly found another spot. I thanked god it was so late, otherwise I never would have found a parking place. I discreetly followed her as she darted around the corner. I had no idea what she thought she’d find at the crime scene that we hadn’t already found.

      Katie surprised me though. She bypassed the crime scene and headed the next block over. I noticed a homeless man slumped against the wall whom she quietly approached. She bent down and gently shook his shoulder. He jerked awake and lashed out, causing her to jump back quickly. I started to intervene, but I saw that Katie had it under control when the man immediately relaxed when he saw her. His reaction seemed to indicate that he knew her.

      She squatted down and started speaking to him, but I was too far away to make out what they said. Her shoulders slumped in disappointment when I saw the man shake his head. Whatever answer he gave her was not what she wanted to hear. I cleared my throat loudly, making my presence known. They both startled and whipped their heads in my direction, Katie emitting a small shriek of surprise. A look of distrust crossed the man’s face, while irritation spread across hers.

      “What the hell, Daniel? You can’t go around scaring the crap out of people. And what are you doing here?”

      A small smile escaped at the sound of my name on her lips. It was obviously a slip of the tongue that she didn’t even realize she’d made.

      “That’s what you get for sneaking off like that. And to answer your question, I followed you. You were too agreeable back at your place. I knew you were planning something. Now, what are you doing here? And who’s your friend?”

      She sighed in resignation. “This is Skeeter. He lives around here, and I was hoping maybe he saw something last night.”

      “From your expression, I’m guessing he didn’t.” It wasn’t a question, even though she shook her head anyway.

      “Nothing. Now, I’m back to square one.”

      “You mean, we’re back to square one. Stop trying to get yourself killed. It’s late, and you have no idea who might be out here. I understand your frustration, I do, but I can’t protect you when you do reckless shit like this. I told you I would help you and I will. You need to be patient and trust me. Can you do that?”

      She didn’t speak for the longest time. I hated seeing her so disappointed, but I’d rather see her pissed off than dead.

      “Fine. I’ll be patient, but you need to promise me something. I need you to keep me in the loop. I’ve never been a patient person. If you find something, let me know. Don’t keep it to yourself. I also need to feel useful. Emmett was like my father. I want his killer to pay.”

      I had already agreed to go against laws I’d fought so hard to uphold. I don’t think she realized the lengths I would go for her. I knew it made no sense considering I only met her last night. I’d never believed in love at first sight before, until her. And maybe it wasn’t love. But, if it wasn’t, it was the closest thing to it. From the moment I saw her, all other women ceased to exist for me. It would only ever be her.

      “I promise you, Katie. He will pay. Now, will you please go home? And at least try to stay out of trouble?”

      Katie grudgingly said her farewells to Skeeter as I walked her back to her car. I followed her back to her place, telling myself it was just to make sure she reached home safely. I pulled into an on-street parking spot right behind her and walked her to the door. She stopped and turned so quickly I ran into her, almost knocking her over. I grasped her arms and pulled her against me to stop her from toppling to the ground. A small “oomph” escaped her full lips.

      I couldn’t help but inhale Katie’s light scent. She smelled of vanilla with a hint of cinnamon. It reminded me of the spicy apple pies my gran made when I was growing up. Between the smell and the feel of this soft woman pressed against me, my mouth watered. Unconsciously, she moved against me, or maybe I moved against her, and I barely held back the groan that escaped, even as my cock hardened.

      Her throat moved as she swallowed hard, and it was all I could do to not press kisses along her neck. I wanted to lick the spot behind her ear and see if she tasted as sweet as she smelled. Her pupils dilated, and her breathing became shallow. On top of her clean, fresh smell I was already craving, I scented her arousal. My cock swelled even further at the thought that she was as turned on as I was. The timing couldn’t have been worse, and even though we’d just met, nothing in my whole life had felt as perfect as this. It was as though everything wrong in my life had been made right. I couldn’t even begin to explain it.

      Without thinking my plan through, I captured her lips in a bruising kiss. I swallowed her small gasp of surprise. Her body sagged against mine, and her hands came up to rest against my chest. My mind fought with my body about how wrong this was. Katie was witness to a crime I was, even if off-the-record, investigating. Her sighs of pleasure filled my ears, and my conscience wavered. Already I craved this woman, and knew I’d never get tired of tasting her.

      I pulled back and rested my forehead against hers, our chests heaving from breathlessness.

      “What have you done to me?” I pleaded for an answer. “You should be pushing me away, Katie.”

      Her finger plucked at my shirt. “I can’t explain it either, Daniel. This explosion of emotion I keep feeling every time you’re near is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. But, why do we need to question it? Why can’t we just let it be whatever it is?”

      I couldn’t think when she was this close. My brain short-circuited, and my cock began making my decision for me. I stepped back and took a deep breath to try and regain control of my emotions.

      “I’m a police officer, and you’re a witness to a crime, Katie. I’m already walking a tightrope with my career and this—” my hands motioned back and forth between us— “could be what knocks me down and completely ruins everything I’ve been working toward since I entered the academy.”

      A look of hurt crossed Katie’s face, my words cutting her deep. Then, her spine stiffened, and her expression hardened. She turned away from me to open her apartment door before turning back to glare at me. “I see. Well, thank you for seeing me home, Detective. I don’t want to keep you from your important work. Go. Do what you need to do to make yourself feel better. Just remember your agreement to keep me in the loop with whatever you find. See you around, Webber.”

      Without another word, Katie closed the door in my face. I sighed in frustration. Fuck. I stood there a moment before the snick of the deadbolt sounded on the other side.
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      I knew I was being unfair to Daniel, but I’d lost control of my emotions the minute I realized Emmett was dead. He had grounded me. When I was six years old, my mother disappeared for two weeks. She’d been on one of her benders and dropped off the face of the earth. It wasn’t the first time I’d been left alone, but it was certainly the longest. I’d done my best to find myself food to eat, but we barely had anything to scrape by. After the second day without anything to eat, I’d been sitting on the front stoop crying in hunger, when the man who lived next door walked over and sat down next to me.

      I’d seen him once in a while when I came home from school, but he kept to himself, except for those few times I’d heard him arguing with my mother about taking better care of me. He always smiled at me whenever I saw him. It was a smile that seemed sad and always made me want to do something to make him happy again. He never spoke directly to me, and I didn’t know what his name was, but he seemed nice.

      After sitting down, he introduced himself and asked me what was wrong. I was so lost, and even though my mother had always told me that our lives were no one’s business, I was scared, hungry, and alone. An expression that had me scooting away from him in fear crossed his face when I told him I didn’t know where my mother was, and I didn’t have anything to eat. He quickly wiped the expression off his face, and I relaxed. He told me not to move and he’d be right back.

      He disappeared in his house but returned a short time later. In his hands was a bowl of macaroni and cheese. Not really understanding that I shouldn’t take food from strangers, I dug into the meal and quickly devoured it. Every day until my mother returned, I was invited to Emmett’s house where he fed me and helped me get ready for school. Emmett was my refuge.

      When I was old enough to understand, I asked him why he’d never called children’s services on my mother every time she took off. He told me about how his wife and daughter had been killed in a car accident before I’d been born, and I reminded him of his own daughter if she’d lived. He said he knew that if children’s services were called in, I’d most likely be sent to live in a foster home, and he’d heard too many horror stories about what happened to kids in foster care that he didn’t want to subject me to that.

      So, he did the best he could to take care of me and made sure I had everything I needed. He was the one who helped me through the days I thought I was dying, when in reality, I’d only hit puberty. He went to my track meets and the father-daughter dance at school. He was at my graduation and co-signed the loan for me to buy my first car. He did everything a father should do for his daughter. There was no one I loved more than Emmett.

      Just the thought of Emmett’s body lying in that alley had me in tears again. I had to find his killer. I owed it to Emmett. My mind drifted back to Daniel, and I took a few minutes to examine my feelings. Things were so jumbled in my head; it was hard to make heads or tails of anything. One thing I did know though was that Daniel Webber had grabbed a hold of me in a way no man ever had before.

      From what I’d learned about him in the short time I’d known him was that he had a strong sense of right and wrong. He saw things in black and white with minimal shades of gray. His dedication to his career and making sure justice was served was evident, but his rigid view of the world was skewed. Not everything was cut and dry. There were times when desperate measures needed to be taken. This was one of them.

      Just knowing that somewhere out there was Emmett’s killer had me raging against how unfair life was. Emmett had been there for me when no one else was. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. I needed to try and get some rest tonight, because tomorrow, I planned on looking for Emmett’s killer.
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      As I walked into La Scala, Emmett’s restaurant, early the next morning, my eyes were gritty and my nose stuffy from crying all night. I’d barely slept from the nightmares. Emmett’s body falling to the ground was playing on repeat throughout my mind, and I couldn’t shut it off. I stepped through the door of the up-scale Italian restaurant and was assaulted with the familiar smells of garlic, basil, and tomatoes as well as the sounds of pots and pans clanging around in the kitchen as the staff prepped for the day. They were sounds and smells I’d grown up on as I’d been coming to work with Emmett since I was ten. My eyes teared up again, but I pushed the wetness away. Crying wouldn’t bring Emmett back.

      I headed back to the kitchen, weaving through the maze of square tables peppered throughout the restaurant, the white tablecloths bright and crisply pressed. It seemed like the world kept turning even though Emmett was no longer part of it. Clattering pots quieted when the staff saw me enter the room.

      Erin, one of the sous chefs, rushed over. Everyone else resumed their duties, but I could tell they were all trying to eavesdrop.

      “Oh my god, Katie, are you okay? I’m so sorry about Emmett. I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      When I didn’t tear up, I realized I was all cried out. At least for now. There was no doubt that grief would continue to hound me at unexpected times.

      “Thank you, Erin. I was just heading to Emmett’s office. To take care of things, you know.”

      Erin only nodded. It wasn’t strange for me to pop into his office and look things over. Emmett had been grooming me to take over the restaurant for the last two years. I’d been learning the ins and out of the business since Emmett decided to make me a partner not long ago, and I wanted to look over the books to see what I was going to need to keep things running now with Emmett gone.

      In order to avoid going into more detail, I excused myself and moved through the kitchen back to Emmett’s office. I closed the door behind me in hopes of avoiding any interruptions. My shoulders slumped the minute no one’s eyes were on me. My gaze scanned the small office, stopping to look at various items scattered around, including the picture of me at my college graduation sitting on the edge of the desk. Emmett had been the proud papa that day. He’d invited everyone he knew to La Scala for a huge graduation party. The place had been packed. Everybody loved Emmett.

      I plopped down in the chair behind the desk and took a few deep breaths, trying to gather my fortitude to dig into my least favorite aspect of the business. I hated math, and accounting gave me hives just thinking about it. Once I gauged I was as ready as I was going to get, I unlocked the desk drawer and pulled out the ledger. For two hours I read through every entry in that damned book until my eyes crossed. My brow creased and a headache had started behind my right eye. Something wasn’t adding up. Emmett had only skimmed over the basics of his accounting so far, but he’d promised in the next few months he would sit down and let me take a closer look. I needed to take a mental break so I headed out to the kitchen before the lunch crowd started trickling in and grabbed a quick bite to eat. Then, I headed back in to the office.

      Another thirty minutes looking over the numbers didn’t make them any clearer. I needed to have them reviewed by an actual accountant. A sharp knock interrupted my thoughts, and I groaned in frustration. I needed to make it clearer next time that I wanted to be left alone. When I opened the door to the intrusion, I was surprised to see Daniel on the other side.
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      My cock instantly hardened the minute I saw Katie’s face. Everything about this woman turned me on, even though I knew she was trouble, and I needed to keep my dick in check. Her glare spoke volumes about what she thought of me popping in unannounced.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I stopped in to ask some questions of the staff. I spoke with my Captain and asked to be put on the case. I’m not the lead detective, but he’s letting me be a part of the investigation. I knew I needed access to the details if I was going to help you.”

      She appeared shocked at my statement. As though she was surprised I would go to such lengths, especially after our argument the night before. I had never been more serious as I was when I told her that nothing would harm her while I was around. Which meant I needed to be around. And getting involved in the investigation was the only way I could do that. Captain Peters seemed reluctant to let me in, but I’d been working hard on keeping my nose clean and earning back my reputation as a good cop. Although, for some reason, keeping the cufflink strictly between Connor and me seemed imperative. Just something my gut was telling me.

      “I’m sorry I was so bitchy last night. I know you’re trying to help.”

      “Don’t give it another thought. I know how important finding Emmett’s killer is to you. Do you mind if I take a look around?”

      She shook her head, opened the door to let me in, and then closed it behind us. Probably not a good idea since I couldn’t seem to keep my hands to myself when we were alone, but I refrained from saying anything. I needed to ignore this pull between us. Nothing more could happen. I’d already been playing with fire as it was. My focus needed to remain on finding the killer and making sure that, in the meantime, Katie was protected in case she’d been seen. So far, I’d been doing a piss-poor job of it. I’d left her alone two nights in a row. Anything could have happened during that time.

      “What were you doing when I got here?”

      “I was going over the ledgers and seeing what needed to be taken care of soon, like ordering food supplies, payroll, and other mind-numbing accounting things. But, I keep running across a mismatch of funds, and I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.” A confused look appeared on Katie’s face, as though finding an error was the last thing she’d expected.

      “What kind of mismatch?”

      “Well, there’s a deduction of funds, but there isn’t any note as to where they went. No vendor was listed, and even though the subtracted funds seem to be larger than the amount the restaurant brought in, the final sum still leaves the restaurant in the black. And this has been happening for several years. Up until a couple of months ago, at least. Then, suddenly, it stopped. According to the numbers I’m seeing, the restaurant should be in the red, but based on the bottom line shown, it’s the exact opposite. The final numbers show a profit, but the math shows a major loss. In fact, I’m not even sure how La Scala is still open. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      I walked over to where she’d moved as she explained the ledger numbers and now stood beside her. “May I?” I nodded at the books on the desk.

      She pushed the book closer to me, and I picked it up to get a closer look. She leaned in until her shoulder brushed mine as she pointed at the numbers on the page. I froze at the contact. Her head turned slightly, and our eyes met. Her cheeks flushed, and she hastily took a step back. I scanned the page in front of me, making a note of the numbers she’d been referring to. I did some quick calculations in my head and realized she was right. Nothing was adding up.

      “Do you have Emmett’s banking information? Statements of any kind?”

      Katie nodded and then started rummaging through a file cabinet against the wall. She pulled out a manila folder and handed it to me. It was filled with bank statements. I quickly flipped through a few of them. I couldn't make heads or tails out of any of this. The loud ringing of Katie’s phone interrupted my concentration. She picked it up off the desk and swiped across the screen.

      “Hello?”

      Katie’s face drained of color, and a terrified light entered her eyes, instantly putting me on high alert.

      “What do you want?” Her voice came out shaky, and her whole body trembled.

      Not caring about anything but finding out who was scaring the shit out of her, I grabbed the phone out of her hands.

      “Who the fuck is this?” I barked at the unknown person on the other end of the line.

      A deep chuckle sounded, which only fueled my anger.

      “Well, hello, Detective Webber. It’s nice of you to join the party.”

      My grip tightened on the phone so much that I wouldn’t have been surprised if it snapped in half. “Don’t make me ask you again. Who is this?”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, Detective. I can make your life extremely miserable if you piss me off. I recommend you show me a little more respect.”

      “Fuck you. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t give a shit. Don’t threaten me again, because you have no idea how miserable I can make your life.”

      The silence was heavy after my outburst. Then, clapping broke the silence.

      “Bravo. What a good show. You sounded just like a knight willing to put his life on the line for his damsel. I applaud your spirit. However, that lapse in showing me the proper regard will cost you. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      A bellow of rage burst from deep inside me when the line went dead.

      “Fuck.” I checked myself when I almost threw Katie’s phone against the opposing wall. Instead, I slapped it none too gently on the desk. Instantly, my gaze searched out Katie’s. She remained pale, although some color had returned to her face. But, her whole body still shook with slight tremors. Without conscious thought, I pulled her into my embrace, holding her tight and trying to relieve her shaking. Eventually her chills eased, but she remained in my arms.

      “What did he say to you?” I needed to know what had caused her initial reaction.

      She spoke so softly I had to strain to hear her. “He said I was going to wind up like Emmett if I didn’t give him what he wanted. You snatched the phone before he could tell me exactly what that was.”

      Damn it. Things had just escalated, especially with the threat to Katie. And the caller clearly knew who I was. I needed to talk to Connor and get some answers. In the meantime, I needed to keep Katie safe. Which meant keeping her close.

      “You’re coming home with me.”
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      Hearing that voice tell me he was going kill me, even if he hadn’t used those exact words, had sent chills running through my body. I was scared shitless. I wanted to be pissed off that someone would threaten me, but nothing in my life prepared me for this. Even other cokeheads and my mom’s drug dealer popping in and out of the house at all hours of the night when I was growing up hadn’t left me as terrified as I was right now. In fact, I would normally balk at Daniel’s, at anyone’s, command, but right now, I didn’t want to be alone.

      What the hell kind of mess had Emmett gotten himself, and now me, into? I hadn’t even realized I’d been shaking until Daniel had taken me in his arms. I grabbed onto him and held tight. Something about him soothed me. I felt more safe and protected with him than I had with even Emmett. After a few minutes, my tremors abated. I reluctantly pulled myself out of Daniel’s embrace. I never realized how nice it was to lean on someone else. I’d had a few boyfriends over the years, but in actually, they were boys. Daniel was all man.

      “All right.” I could tell I’d stunned him with my easy acquiescence. It was understandable since I’d gone off half-cocked last night and headed back to the alley alone to talk to Skeeter. My mind finally comprehended how much danger I was in; it was clear now that whoever killed Emmett had seen me. Although, I didn’t understand why he hadn’t come after me in the alley that night. Maybe something else had scared him off. Or maybe he needed me for something. Either way, I was going to trust Daniel.

      He shook off his surprise. “Okay. Let’s finish up here. Bring the ledgers with you, so I can have them looked at by a friend of mine. Then, we’re going to stop at your house, and you’re going to pack whatever it is you think you’ll need for the next week. I’ll have someone drive your car back to your place.”

      I gathered up everything I thought was important, locked up the office, and said my goodbyes to the staff, letting them know I was going to take a few more days off. I let them know that Maurizio, one of the restaurant’s managers, was in charge while I was gone, and if they needed anything, he’d get a hold of me.

      Daniel led me out of the restaurant and out to the car. I waved distractedly to some of the lunch regulars who were starting to trickle in. We took off down the road with my eyes scanning in front of and behind us, trying to see if I could tell if any one was following us. I was suddenly extremely paranoid.

      “Hey, are you doing okay?” A light touch landed on my thigh, and I looked down to see Daniel’s hand.

      My sob was disguised as a laugh. “I’m doing as well as I can be considering someone just threatened to kill me. Honestly, right now, I’m holding on by a thread. I’m pretty sure any second I’m gonna completely freak, out and then you’re going to have a hysterical woman on your hands. You’re going to have no idea what to do with me, and then you’re going to freak out. Then things are going to get really bad, and I totally know I’m babbling right now, but I’m scared shitless. I’m trying to cope by talking and not thinking about what could possibly happen to me.”

      My mouth snapped closed, and I started breathing fast as though I was starting to hyperventilate. Black spots danced in my eyes, and my head was spinning. Abruptly, my breath was taken away in a different way when Daniel’s mouth slammed down on mine. His fingers fisted in my hair and tugged slightly as he slanted my head to get better access to my mouth. Every thought left my brain when his tongue coaxed its way between my lips and tangled with mine. He tasted of mint and coffee, and I never wanted the kiss to end. I lost all track of time and space as the kiss went on.

      I’d been kissed more times than I could count in my life, but every one of them before Daniel paled in comparison. He kissed me as though his life depended on it. He put his heart and soul into the kiss. At least, it felt that way. His teeth nipped at my bottom lip as he pulled away. I could feel my body leaning toward his as though chasing the kiss, not wanting it to end. Reluctantly, my eyes blinked open, and I stared at Daniel’s face in front of mine. He looked as affected as I felt.

      Now that I’d stopped my mini melt down, I realized Daniel had pulled off to the side of the road and removed his seat belt to get to me. I couldn’t believe I’d been so panic ridden that I hadn’t realized the car had stopped.

      “You better now?” he asked cautiously, as though I was about to have another almost break down.

      My breathlessness now resulted from his kiss and not my anxiety.

      “I’m fine. Sorry about that. Everything just hit me at once.”

      “Totally understandable. You’ve had a stressful few days. I would be more worried if you weren’t terrified.”

      Once he saw that I was back in control, he pulled back out on the road. A short time later, we pulled into my apartment complex. Daniel pulled into a spot and came around to my side just as I was stepping out of the car. I led us into my place.

      “Go ahead and get your stuff.”

      I nodded and quickly headed into my room to get my things. I grabbed my duffel bag from the hall closet on the way and then stood at my closet, staring at my clothes. What did a person take with her when she was hiding out from a cold-blooded killer? Knowing that time was an issue, I just starting pulling clothes off hangers and shoving them in my bag. I’d barely left enough room for my crap from the bathroom, but I managed to shove some basic toiletries in there as well. After straining to get the thing zipped, I heaved it over my shoulder and strode back out to the living room where Daniel was just putting his phone back in his pocket. Although I was curious who he’d been speaking with, I didn’t ask any questions.

      “I’m ready.”
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      After I got Katie and her bag loaded in the car, we drove in silence to my house. I’d called Connor while she packed, and I was headed to his office after I dropped her off at my place. I hated to leave her alone while I met with Connor, especially since the caller knew who I was. Chances were he could easily find out where I lived, but I was betting on it taking him at least a day or two before he realized that Katie was no longer home. Which meant I needed to work fast to figure out who he was.

      I pulled into the garage of my small, Cape Cod-style home in a suburban neighborhood equipped with its own neighborhood watch. It was actually the first home my parents had owned before they started having kids and had to upgrade to something a little bigger. It had gone on the market about six years ago and because of the condition of the house, it had sold at a far lower than market value price for the area. I spent two years, during any spare time I had, fixing it up. It wasn’t big, but it was enough space for a bachelor or a newly married couple like my folks had been.

      After grabbing Katie’s bag, I helped her out of the car and into the house. I couldn’t help but watch her facial expression as she took in my home. For reasons I didn’t care to analyze, I wanted her to like the place.

      “If you follow me, I’ll show you to your room.” Her footsteps sounded behind me as I walked down the hall to the guest bedroom across from mine. Knowing she would be sleeping only a few short feet from me had me twitchy. Katie was here for protection, nothing more. It seemed I was going to have to keep reminding myself of this important fact.

      I set her bag on the bed as her eyes scanned the room. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a double bed covered by a bright-checkered quilt my mother had made by hand, a chest of drawers, and a yellow fabric papasan chair in the corner.

      “I know it’s not much,” I said, almost self-consciously.

      “What? Oh, no, it’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

      I nodded my head. “The bathroom is across the hall to the right, and my bedroom is to the left. There are towels under the sink and an unopened toothbrush in the drawer. I don’t really cook, so the only thing you’re going to find in the fridge is beer. I’ll run to the store and pick up some things if you want to make me a list. I eat a lot of take-out, and my mom and sisters try to feed me on occasion.”

      “How long do you think I’ll need to stay here?” Katie’s arms were wrapped around
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