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        Shots Fired

        Zeke

      

      

      “Alex called and is on his way in,” Caleb tells me, and hands me the extra cup of coffee he brought in with him.

      “Java, huh? You must really need your coffee this morning,” I joke, which earns me a wry smirk.

      “I think I have to move. My neighbor is driving me insane,” Caleb confesses, shaking his head. “The woman needs to be wrapped in Bubble Wrap. She walks around completely oblivious to anything around her.”

      “You’re going to move because of that? Just ignore it. I wouldn’t give up a house like yours because of that. And if you’re selling, I’m buying,” I tell him. Caleb’s place is fucking cool. Ever since we hung out one night, I’ve been looking for a place with the same kind of character.

      “Excuse me. The police officer told me to come up here and speak to a Detective Thorne,” a gorgeous, young, fair-skinned, auburn-haired beauty with the most exquisite green eyes says to the two of us.

      “I’m Detective Thorne,” Caleb announces. “How can I help you?”

      “This is going to sound insane, but I think someone is trying to kill me,” the woman says, a pleading look in her eyes. “It’s crazy, I know.”

      She’s agitated and upset. I pull out a chair. “Have a seat. What’s your name?” I ask as she takes a seat and I sit down next to her.

      “Jasmine. My name is Jasmine Belfour.”

      “Miss Belfour—”

      “Jasmine, please. Only my second graders call me Miss Belfour.”

      “You’re a teacher, then,” Caleb confirms.

      “Yes, at St. Matthew’s.”

      “So, what makes you think that someone’s trying to kill you?” Caleb cuts to the chase. I can feel her wince when he said the word “kill.”

      “Well, uh, last week I was on my way in to work from the parking lot, and a car came right at me. I managed to get out of the way, just barely. Then two days ago, I walked into my place and smelled gas. I rushed to the kitchen and found the gas burner on.” She turns her head in my direction. “I never, ever, forget to check my stove. Ever,” she says emphatically. “And today, I swear someone was following me. I got so scared that I jumped into a crowd and raced over here in the first cab I found.”

      Caleb doesn’t seem convinced, and he could very well be right, but she sure looks freaked out about it all. “It is possible, though, that you might have left your stove on, however unlikely?”

      “I suppose,” she murmurs.

      “And possibly you’ve been rattled about a bad week of coincidences and thought someone was following you?” Once again, Caleb’s being gentle, but pointing out a possibility.

      I see her deflate. She’s given up on even discussing it.

      “Thank you for your time, Detectives.” She stands and begins to walk away. Caleb turns to go back to his office. I, on the other hand, chase after her down the stairs, catching up with her at the last step.

      “Jasmine. Hold up,” I call to her. I’m entranced by how her head turns and her curls bounce around her heart-shaped face, a single tear on her cheek that she brushes away. I don’t know what to say. I’m at a loss, but I know that I don’t want her to leave this way.

      “I know how I sound, Detective. Crazy!” She throws out a hand.

      “I don’t think you’re crazy,” I say, hoping to calm her down. I cautiously take a step forward. “Let me drive you home. We can talk some more.”

      It’s like she doesn’t hear me and begins to rant. “I’ve lived here all my life. I’ve never hurt anyone and can’t imagine why anyone would want to hurt me. I love my job, and I have really good friends, although Monica moved away to California for a job of a lifetime, and Macey got married and moved out of state because that’s where her husband was transferred. Still, I love them, and they love me. The kids love me. Their parents are great. My parents retired to Florida over a year ago, but they wouldn’t have an enemy in the world.” She finally takes a breath. “So, why? Why me?” She looks like she’s about to burst into tears.

      “You may be right. Something may be very wrong. Let me take you home, and we’ll talk about it,” I encourage, then take her by the hand and walk her out of the station.

      We’re on the sidewalk when a car slows down as it makes its approach. Call it gut instinct or just sheer luck, but I tackle Jasmine to the ground, covering her with my own body, just as gunshots ring out.

      “Shots fired!” I hear Alex shouting as he runs toward us, gun drawn.
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      There’s a ringing in my ears, and a heavy weight on top of me is making it hard to breathe. I cough out a breath, then gasp, and the heaviness at my back rolls off and moves me onto my back. My eyes flutter open, and I find the kindest aqua-blue eyes filled with worry looking down on me. The man’s tousled blond hair is in disarray from dodging bullets and taking me down with him, making him look incredibly handsome. It makes me think that I’d want to wake up next to him for the rest of my life.

      Good gracious! What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve just been shot at and all I can do is stare at the detective who saved me like he’s the last ooey-gooey caramel-filled chocolate in the box and I want it.

      “Zeke! You all right?” another man calls out as he approaches, crouching low, gun still in hand, even though I’m sure the car that drove by left in a hurry.

      “Yeah, but Jasmine, here, she looks a little stunned,” Zeke, my hero, tells his buddy. Slowly, Zeke places a hand under my shoulder and helps me into a sitting position. Another police officer is on his haunches and hands me my tote bag. He’s super cute too, but nothing as beautiful as Detective Zeke.

      “Let’s get her back inside,” the policeman says.

      “Right,” Detective Zeke responds and gets me to my feet. That’s when I notice a sea of officers, all on guard, watching Zeke and me. Detective Thorne is a few feet away.

      “It seems you’re right, Miss Belfour. Someone is trying to kill you,” Detective Thorne says. He flanks me on one side, taking me gently by the elbow, while Detective Zeke has an arm around my waist, holding me steady.

      “She’s terrified, Caleb. Let’s get her into my office,” Zeke says. Detective Thorne stops in his tracks, and he and Zeke do this staring thing. It’s like they’re wordlessly having a full-blown conversation.

      In a decisive tone, Detective Thorne says with a smile, “Your call.” Then I hear a low whistle from behind from the police officer who came to rescue us.

      “Here we go again,” the cop says, looking up to the sky in apparent silent prayer.

      I finally find my voice and ask Zeke, “What’s happening?”

      “Don’t worry, Jazzy, I’ve got you,” Zeke tells me. It’s not the answer I was expecting, yet I feel relieved that Zeke’s not handing me off to someone else. Up till now, he’s the only one who didn’t think I was losing my marbles.
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        * * *

      

      Back inside and sitting in Zeke’s office, which, by the way, looks like a technical geek’s dream house, I’m sipping the coffee one of his partners got for me. Alex is the first on the scene, and based on the conversations between Zeke, Caleb, and Alex, they have another man on their team named Damian who will be joining them.

      “Damian’s back this afternoon. We’ll catch him up in the morning,” Caleb announces. On their insistence, I stopped called them “Detective.” They’re just Alex, Caleb, and Zeke to me now. I’ve been upgraded to Jaz or Jazzy.

      As soon as I’m settled in Zeke’s office, Caleb and Alex take off back down to the street to examine the evidence. Even as we were leaving, the police were blocking off the street and putting up tape. I’m not sure what they’re looking for, but based on Caleb’s description, there’s some serious clue finding to be had.

      “We’ll be a while,” Caleb tells Zeke. “I’m leaving Jaz in your hands.” They exchange looks, then Zeke comes out from behind his desk and sits in a chair closer to where I am.

      “How are doing?” he asks, reaching over to take my hand.

      “I’m not sure.” I shake my head. “Why would anyone want to hurt me? None of this makes any sense. I’m a schoolteacher. I deal with seven-year-old kids.” I get up, set the mug down, and pace the room. “Even the parents have been wonderful. I get along with my coworkers. I’m too busy to associate with my neighbors, except for Mrs. Dickson, and that’s only because we do an afternoon tea on Sundays. Her kids live farther away, and she sort of adopted me as her own. She FaceTimes with my mom and everything. I have no student loans or any debts. Well, except for the Visa card. I mean, if the worst thing I do is buy pretty shoes every now and then, and that’s enough to make someone want to kill me, then I guess I deserve it.” I throw my arms out in despair. “They must have the wrong girl. Not that anyone should get, uh…dead, but this doesn’t make any sense at all.”

      I’m getting emotional again, but the last thing I want to do is cry in front of a complete stranger, especially since he’s the hottest guy I’ve ever seen and I’m an ugly crier. Needing to pull myself together, I turn away and face the pale blue wall, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Suddenly, I feel big hands on my shoulders pulling me back until I’m braced against his chest. A solid arm comes across my chest, cradling me against him. Zeke’s being super gentle with me. I’m not sure if this is how the police normally reassure the victim of a crime or not, but I don’t care. I wish I could stay in his arms forever. This is the first time in a very long time that I haven’t felt alone. Everyone I love has moved on for one reason or another, and so they should. They deserve the best, and I want nothing but happiness for them, but it’s been lonely. His low quiet voice vibrates huskily in my ear. “I know this is scary, but I swear to you, you’re safe here. And I’m going to make sure it stays that way. We’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

      It’s not what he says, but the way he says it that helps calmness spread through me.

      “Thank you,” I murmur. I turn to face him. “I guess the bright side to all this is that I know I’m not losing my mind. I’m not crazy.”

      A smile emerges, showing me his pearly white teeth and a glint in his eye. “Very true, Jazzy. You’re not crazy.”
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      Jasmine’s wiped out, and eventually, she drops her head onto the arm of the futon that sits in the corner of the room and drifts off. I take my jacket from the hook on the back of the door and place it over her. When the door creaks open and Caleb pops his head in, he takes in the scene and motions for me to step out into the pit. That’s what we call the noisy main area of the precinct where the majority of cops sit to do their paperwork.

      Alex is at his desk, typing away. He and Damian sit right outside the technical room. I primarily live my life in that room. I’ve always had a knack for computers and a passion to help people. Becoming part of this team seemed like the perfect fit. I’ve had my reservations in the past, but Caleb helped me see the importance of what I do, and Alex and Damian have enfolded me into their team just like a brother.

      These guys have become family. I have two very separate parts of my life. Being the youngest of nine kids from a small town in South Carolina, my moving to a city in Colorado was enough to set Mom off on a rampage. When she found out that I was joining an elite team as a detective, she prayed to God that I’d change my mind. Underneath it all, I knew she was proud of me, but being my mother, she worries. Dad was nothing but supportive and talks Mom off the ledge every now and again when she listens to the news and there’s something going on in our neck of the woods.

      I have four brothers and four sisters. Dad said I was the tiebreaker. Chase is the oldest at thirty-nine. There are three sets of twins, and then a sister, after which Mom swore she was never having any more children, but then I came along. I turn twenty-eight next month. Mom expects me to come home for my birthday. Up until last year, she still decorated with balloons and streamers. It was like walking into a kid’s party, complete with piñata. She just wants an excuse for all her kids to be at home.

      Chase and his wife, Robin, are on their second kid. Joseph and my sister Amanda have twin girls. My sister Ellen and her husband have three children. My other brothers and sisters are working on kids, but Mom and Dad are busy with the grandchildren and loving every minute of it. For the most part, my family lives in South Carolina close to our parents. All but me. I’ve always felt that I needed to spread my wings.

      We’re one big happy family when we all get together, but I’m happiest when it’s in small spurts. I’ve always craved the quiet side of life. My favorite memories of trips home are walking along the lake or hiking in the woods. Growing up, I loved school, and as soon as I got into computers, I discovered my passion.

      I joined the police academy in South Carolina. Then one day, Caleb was down to consult on a murder case, and we ended up working together. A few months later, Caleb recruited me for the Colorado Police Department, and I’ve been promoted to detective status on his team.

      Since being part of Caleb’s team, I’ve adapted. My apartment is cool as hell, and it’s in the center of the city. It’s within walking distance of all my favorite food joints and museums, and most of all close to the trails at the national parks, where I like to spend my spare time. Still, I think it might be time to get a house and move closer to the outskirts of Denver, like Caleb.

      The guys have been great, and since Damian married Chloe, and Alex and Sabrina got together, we’ve become one big happy family. I guess I should consider myself lucky to have two amazing families. Chloe and Sabrina are like two more sisters to me. At this rate, Christmas is going to cost a fortune.

      I slowly click the door shut and follow Caleb to where Alex is sitting. Alex leans back, turning his chair toward us.

      Caleb starts off with “We didn’t get as much as we wanted, but this is what we did find.” He hands me an evidence bag with bullet casings. “Fairly standard, but I’m hoping that ballistics will find something more. We’ve also got pictures of the tire marks. I’m gonna need you to run those through the database and see if you can pinpoint the type of vehicle. This place is always busy, but this was unexpected, so there weren’t too many witnesses. We’re still collecting information.” Caleb puts his hands on his hips. “We need to put Jaz in a safe place.”

      “She can stay with me.” The words come out automatically. There’s no question about it. She’s not leaving my sight.

      “Not sure that’s the best plan, Zeke,” Alex says.

      “Why not?” I glance from one to the other. “I’m well trained. I have an extra room, and no one will know where to find her. We’ll head out the back way, and you know I can spot a tail a mile away.”

      Alex nods. “That takes care of tonight. What happens tomorrow? Or when she wants to go back to work on Monday?”

      “We got a couple of days to figure that out, but in the meantime, she’ll be safe. I’ll need someone to go to her place and pack some clothes and shit, then drop it off at my place. We can all meet there in the morning and make a plan. By that time, Damian will be back and he can work on this with us.” I can see that Caleb is coming around, Alex, not so much yet. I look at Alex directly. “Look, I’m doing this. You’re either going to help me or not.”

      Alex lets out a heavy sigh. “All right, man. I’m with you. I’ll have a car pick up Jaz’s stuff and drop it off here. After I pick up Sabrina, we’ll bring it by your place personally.”

      “I appreciate that,” I tell him. “She fell asleep on the futon. I’m going to go wake her up and get her to my place. She’ll be more comfortable there.”

      “Good idea. Give me your keys. I’ll bring your car to the back entrance,” Caleb says. I hand him my keys and watch him walk away.

      “Zeke,” Alex says. “It only took one look at my girl for me to fall in love with Sabrina.”

      “Come on, Alex. This situation is extreme. I’ve hardly known her five minutes,” I counter, and although my mouth is saying all the right things, my heart is pained by the words.

      “We’ll see.” He smirks, then adds, “Go get your girl.”

      I roll my eyes on my way back to Jasmine.
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        * * *

      

      I think the rush of adrenaline has worn off, and Jasmine needed the rest. But now she’s alert and asking a ton of questions about getting back to normal life, since the minute we got back to the apartment.

      “I’m not going to let anybody chase me out of my home. And what about work? The kids need me. The school relies on me to be there to do my job. I need a paycheck to survive. I can’t just go into hiding.” Jasmine’s on a rant, again. I’ve tried twice to get a word in edgewise without success. Finally, I settle back on the sofa, an arm along the back of it, and get comfortable. I’m realizing that when she gets this way, it’s best to let her get it out of her system. I wait patiently until she’s tired herself out and lets out a huff as she stares down at me from where she’s standing across from me. “Well?” she blurts.

      “Come here, Jazzy,” I say softly.

      “I’m here,” she replies, pointing to her feet planted three feet away from me.

      “Babe, you’re over there. I want you over here.” I hold out a hand. She takes it hesitantly. I guide her closer and have her sit with me. “I get that you’re scared. What you went through shouldn’t happen to good people. Or anyone, for that matter. But it did. I want to give you normalcy, but that isn’t possible at the moment. We need a plan. We’ll come up with something. For tonight, you’re going to eat some good food and get a good night’s sleep, and tomorrow we’ll deal with the rest.”

      “How?” she asks. “How are we going to deal with the rest?”

      “Caleb, Alex, and Damian, who you’ll meet tomorrow, and I are going to put our heads together. They’re coming by in the morning. I’ll try to give you as much normalcy as I can, but you have to understand that I’m not going to take any unnecessary chances with your life. So cut me some slack, and let’s try to relax for a while. Alex and Sabrina are coming by to bring your things. If there’s anything else you need, tell me now so we can make sure to get it.”

      “What if they’ve already left?”

      “They’ll go back.” I take a few steps to grab a pen, and put that and a notepad in her hand to have her write out what she needs. I also text Alex to see if they’ve sent anyone yet, because they may have to go back. Lucky for me, Alex catches them before they leave. After that call, I decide to order in. I’m starved, and I’m sure Jasmine is as well. “Do you like Indian food?”

      She beams a smile so bright, it’s like the sun is streaming down right on me. “It’s one of my faves,” she replies.

      “After you make that list, make another one with what you want for dinner. I know a great place that delivers that will make you never order from anywhere else again.”

      “I don’t know,” she teases, “India Time is the best I’ve had so far, and I must say, nothing has compared so far.”

      “Be prepared to be dazzled.” Then she laughs, a real throaty, wholehearted laugh that seeps into your bones and makes everything in the world seem right.
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        Jasmine

      

      

      Dinner was the bomb, and as much as I hate to admit it, Bombay Grill rivals my go-to place. We ate and talked, and much to my surprise, Zeke and I have a lot in common. We both love hiking and the outdoors. We’re both into art, although I’m not nearly as talented as Zeke. He showed me some of his drawings, and they’re fantastic. His work is more refined, and mine is more raw.

      I was stunned when he told me he’s the youngest of nine kids. I’m an only child and adopted at that. I came to my parents as a baby. All I know about my birth mother is that she got pregnant as a teenager and decided I was better off with a family who could give me what she couldn’t. Before I started high school, my parents told me all they knew about her, which wasn’t much, and even offered to help find her if I was interested. I wasn’t.

      My birth mother made a decision in my best interest, and I’m glad she did. She has a life of her own and I have mine, and I wouldn’t change a damn thing about the way I grew up.

      I’m entranced by all the stories Zeke’s telling me about his brothers and sisters.

      “It’s so cool that you’re all so close. Do you miss them?” I ask.

      “Sometimes. But in all honesty, I like having space between us. When I go home, it’s great. But it’s loud and busy. This is home now,” he says.

      When there’s a knock on the door, I nearly jump out of my skin. My eyes dart to the door, then to Zeke. He gets up to peer through the peephole. “It’s Alex and Sabrina.” He opens the door, and a beautiful woman with dark hair and lovely warm green eyes comes through. She plants a kiss on Zeke’s cheek before making her way to me. While I’m being enveloped in a hug by this sweet stranger, Alex follows her in. I remember him from the station. Alex claps a hand on Zeke’s back and hands him a bag. I know that bag. It’s mine.

      “Hey, Jaz. This is my fiancée, Sabrina.” Alex introduces us. “Brought the stuff you asked for.”

      “Not to worry, I packed it,” Sabrina adds as she pulls back. Taking hold of my hand, she drops onto the sofa, tugging me with her. “I’m so sorry this is happening to you. I hope you don’t mind Alex filling me in on what’s happening. How are you doing?”

      Sabrina’s sweet, and I can see that she genuinely cares. “I’m better. I just keep racking my brain on why anyone would want me gone. Then I wonder if I should call my parents in case this is a family vendetta. But that’s even more unlikely. My parents never hurt anyone. They’re retired in Florida with their friends, leading a simple life. That’s the way they’ve always been. Mom worked as a secretary and Dad was a carpenter. They volunteered for local charities, always giving back to the community. None of this makes any sense,” I say with frustration.

      “Have you had any run-ins lately? Bad dates? Do you remember when this all started?” Sabrina asks.

      “My fiancée is vying for our jobs, Zeke,” Alex says.

      Sabrina glances over her shoulder at him. “Well, I can’t very well not pick up on the lingo when I hear you every day,” she says with a grin. The two of them together are adorable. When Sabrina looks at Alex, you can see how much they mean to one another.

      “I think this started a month ago, but I can’t be sure. I remember some crank calls. Hang-ups, really. I just figured it was a wrong number and never thought any more about it. My neighbor, Mrs. Dickson, says she’s seen some guy in the hallway leering around my door. Etta’s wonderful, but she’s eighty-two and her eyesight isn’t the greatest. Again, it could just be someone lost in the building.”

      “Maybe we pay a visit to Etta and see what she has to say. It could be she can give us a lead,” Zeke says, his words mainly directed to Alex.

      “I don’t want her to be frightened,” I say.

      “We do this all the time, Jaz. We’ll go gentle,” Alex says.

      “Honey, why not take Jasmine with you, or bring Etta here? They can have a visit. I’m sure Etta’s worried about Jasmine,” Sabrina suggests.

      “That can be arranged,” Zeke says. “We’ll call her in the morning and set it up. Maybe Damian can pick her up and bring her over.”

      “I talked to him earlier, and he’ll be here with Chloe around ten tomorrow. We’ll be back then too. Expect Caleb earlier. That man has got to learn to relax. I left him at the precinct scrutinizing the statement to look for commonalities,” Alex tells us.

      “That’s why he’s good,” Zeke says.

      “Why don’t Jasmine and I make some coffee, and you boys can do whatever it is that you do in your secret room,” Sabrina says mischievously.

      I send Zeke a confused look. “Secret room?”

      “It’s not a secret. It’s my computer room. And it’s over there.” He points to the closed door down
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