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        Meet the men of Manning Grove, three small-town cops and brothers, who meet the women who will change the rest of their lives. This is Marc’s story…

      

        

      
        Officer Marc Bryson doesn’t believe women should be in law enforcement. Ever. When his older brother, Max, is promoted to the small town’s police chief the first thing he does is hire a woman fresh out of the academy. Then makes Marc her Field Training Officer.

      

        

      
        Determined to follow in her late father’s footsteps, Leah Grant has the moxie to break any glass ceiling that stands in the way from becoming a police officer. Even if that means proving to her coach—who only wants her in his bed and not in the field—she’s worthy of being a permanent member of the force.
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      “What the fuck do you mean a woman?” Corporal Marc Bryson all but sputtered over the chief’s desk and the too-tidy piles of paperwork, which were perfectly spaced apart on the spotless surface.

      The chief, who just happened to be his older brother, lifted an eyebrow. “I would hope you would know what a woman is by your age, Marc. Though, now that I think about it, you never did bring any women home when you squatted at my house.”

      “Oh, very funny. And I wasn’t squatting. I gave you money every month.”

      Max Bryson snorted.

      “Anyway, let’s get back to this discussion—”

      Max cut him off at the knees. “There will be no discussion. Period. I hired her and you’re going to be her FTO.”

      Marc didn’t want to be some woman’s Field Training Officer. No way, no how. Women shouldn’t be cops. Ever.

      “Why do I have to train her? Why not Dunn?”

      “Because I said so.”

      What the fuck. Big brother says so and that’s all, folks. Fellow officer Tommy Dunn wasn’t going to be the new rookie’s FTO because he was too easygoing, he would coddle the female, not train her for the real world in policing. And Marc would. Plus, Dunn wasn’t certified to be an FTO. Though, that was just semantics. Right?

      Shit. Marc wouldn’t give any slack to a woman fresh out of the academy. Max knew how much he opposed women in law enforcement. If she wanted to be treated as an equal, then Marc would have no problem being tough and inflexible with the rules just because she was a w— new recruit. Right.

      Fine. But he didn’t have to be happy about it.

      “Let me just remind you that you’re a corporal now. I warned you when you accepted the promotion that with the buck increase in your weekly salary you’re getting,” Max snickered, “more responsibility.”

      Max was obviously enjoying this, not giving a flipping fuck how Marc felt about this new “responsibility.” If his older brother could find a way to bust his balls, he did it.

      Fighting this would be pointless. Marc exhaled loudly in defeat. “When does she start?”

      Max glanced at his black G-Shock wrist watch. “As soon as Dunn is finished issuing all her equipment.”

      Marc’s head snapped up and he thought he’d have to shove his eyeballs back into their sockets. “Today?”

      Max laughed. “Got a problem with that, Corp?”

      Marc took another deep breath. He kept playing into Max’s hands. He needed to act like this whole thing didn’t bother him. Otherwise, Max would ride him hard until he broke. Big brothers were assholes like that. The power of becoming chief had gone to his head. He didn’t know how his wife put up with him.

      Oh, that’s right. Amanda didn’t take any of his shit. One misstep and that woman brought him to his knees. Whap! Marc looked down at the floor while he chuckled.

      “Something funny, brother?”

      “Nope. Max, you interviewed her, so what does she look like?” He hoped she wasn’t someone prissy, more worried about breaking a nail than doing actual police work. Nor did he want a beast. A woman who would look like she could break Marc in half.

      “It shouldn’t matter what she looks like. Get your priorities straight. She graduated the academy at the top of her class. That’s what’s important.”

      “Chief, we’re done,” Tommy Dunn called out from the hallway as he turned the corner. His large, lanky body suddenly filled the office doorway and Marc couldn’t see the new officer.

      Apparently neither could Max. “Why don’t you get the hell out of the way, and let her through? Get back out on patrol. I’m sure Mrs. Johnson needs her cat rescued again.”

      The redhead shuffled his feet. “No problem, Max.”

      Marc shook his head and chuckled softly. He waited. Dunn never learned.

      Max cleared his throat loudly and gave Tommy the stink eye. “Excuse me?”

      Dunn’s face paled, which illuminated the countless freckles covering his face. “I meant chief. Sorry, Chief.” With a mumble, Dunn backed up, then jerked forward as he bumped into the person behind him. He excused himself and rushed off.

      Marc leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms and ankles and waited, a frown front and center on his face.

      After a few moments of no sign of the rookie, Max barked, “Grant, get in here!”

      A figure appeared in the open doorway and she stood at attention, her body stiff and tight. Marc did a preliminary inspection, starting at her feet. She wore black tactical boots, the dark blue summer uniform of the department, a full duty belt that looked like it weighed more than she did, and as his gaze rose, her torso looked out of proportion. What the hell?

      Something looked seriously wrong with her Kevlar vest underneath her uniform.

      Marc jumped to his feet and stood with legs apart, pointing at her chest. “What’s wrong with your vest?”

      A blush rose from the tight collar of her shirt into her cheeks as she stared at his finger. “Sir, it’s too big, Sir.”

      Fuck that double “sir” shit. Academy bullshit they drilled into you. While attending the academy, you could be at the grocery store on the weekend and have to ask a stock boy a question and you’d start and end the question with a sir. Sir, where are the kumquats, Sir? The teenager would look at you as if you’d grown two heads.

      “I’ll order you a new vest,” Max said. “Just bear with that one for now. I don’t want you going without. It’s in our Field Regulations.”

      “Sir, yes, Sir.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, drop the sir echo,” Marc barked. Okay, maybe a little harsh for the first day, but he was annoyed. Just a tad. This whole FTO thing was a flaming bunch of bullshit. And now he was stuck training someone who probably would faint at the sight of blood and hide when shit went down. “And stop standing in the doorway. Get in here front and center.”

      She rushed to the center of Max’s office, heels together, fists clamped to the sides of her thighs, head up, eyes staring forward focused on some spot above Max’s head.

      “By the way, Grant, the corporal here will be your FTO.”

      Marc narrowed his eyes at the wide smile his brother wore. Then he caught the quick flick of her gaze toward him before pinning it straight ahead again. He circled her closely, looking her up and down. He checked the tuck of her uniform shirt into her pants, he checked the crease on her sleeves—it had to be centered from her shoulder directly through the patch to the hem. It was. He moved around to stand directly in front of her, less than a foot away. By being in her personal space he was testing her. Would she step back or stand her ground?

      He flicked her name tag with his index finger. “Your tag is crooked. Fix it. Did you even read the regulations?”

      As she repinned the black and silver tag that said GRANT straight with trembling fingers, Marc wondered if Max had even provided her copies of the department’s Administration and Field Regulations as well as their SOPs—Standard Operating Procedures—yet.

      “Sir—”

      “Corporal,” Marc corrected her sharply.

      “Corporal…” Her eyes jumped to his nametag. Confusion crossed her face, but it was hidden in a flash. “Bryson. I have studied the SOPs, the FRs, and the ARs as required.”

      Well, well, well. Max was on it. Good for big brother. And good for the recruit. But she’d have to do a lot more than that to impress him.

      “Every day while you’re in field training expect to be inspected like this. Get used to it. And make sure you’re squared away before beginning your shift.”

      He studied her from head to toe one last time. But this inspection was of her, not her uniform. She stood about five-six. She probably weighed a hundred and twenty pounds at best. And she was young. Maybe twenty-five. Young enough to think she could make a difference out in the world. She may be disappointed.

      He sucked in a deep breath, steeling himself for what, he didn’t know, but it turned out to be a mistake. A big one. He inhaled her unmistakable scent. Not perfume, no. It was light, floral. He couldn’t help sniff a little more, trying not to be obvious. It was her shampoo, or her soap, or her body lotion. Something that caught his attention. Her dark hair was pulled back into a thick, tight bun, not a stray hair to be seen. It made him wonder how long it actually was when let down. Her thick eyelashes surrounded amazing hazel eyes. It had to be his imagination when they flashed different colors, from gold to brown to green, all within a dark outer ring. Had to be; irises didn’t change colors. Her nose was thin and straight, her cheekbones high and blooming with color from his detailed inspection. And her lips…

      Fuck. Marc stepped back and cleared his throat.

      Max cut into his thoughts. “Grant, why don’t you go and wait in the patrol room. Your FTO will be with you in a couple minutes so he can start showing you the ropes. Close the door on your way out, would you?”

      “Thank you, S— Chief.” She spun on the ball of her right foot and marched stiffly out of the office.

      Polyester uniform pants were never flattering on anyone, man or woman, but somehow she managed to make her tight little ass looked good in them. A sigh almost slipped past his lips.

      “Was it good for you?” Max asked him.

      “What.”

      “You stripping her bare in your head.”

      “I didn’t,” he grumbled. Was it that obvious? He didn’t want to check for it, or even look, but he might have a chubby.

      “Keep it professional. Don’t make me have to write you up, or worse, for doing something stupid.”

      “Why did she have to be so—”

      Max slammed his palm on the desk top, making Marc jump. “Don’t fuck this up, Corporal. We’re already shorthanded and I need her. We need her. With Matt still overseas and since Chief Peters retired, there’s been a gaping hole. Unless you want to work constant doubles, then do everything you can to make sure she’s trained properly and is an asset to this department. As for you being stuck with all sixty days of her training, I have no other option. You’re it until our baby brother gets his feet back on American soil. And even then, I don’t think his head will be in the game enough to train another officer.”

      Once their youngest brother gets back from his stint in the Marines, it could be possible that he would need refresher training anyway.

      Like it or not, Marc will have to spend the next two months as their new female recruit’s shadow. He was so screwed.
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      Marc beelined it down the station hallway and as he passed the patrol room he barked, “Let’s go,” without breaking stride. He heard the scrape of a chair and some scrambling before he slammed both palms against the panic bar of the station’s back door with more force than necessary. It took off some of the edge, but not enough.

      He stepped out into the early morning April sun. A little chill still permeated the air, but he could live with it. It was better than dealing with humidity, which would be here soon enough. Wearing polyester, a duty belt, and bullet-proof vest sucked big time when the weather turned muggy and hot.

      He went to the nearest black-and-white, turned on a dime, and tossed the keys without warning to the rookie. Luckily, she was only steps behind him and caught them mid-air like a pro. “Do your pre-shift inspection.”

      Without hesitation or even a question, she moved around the car to inspect the tires and for body damage. After pulling on leather patrol gloves, she opened the doors, checking for hidden drugs and weapons in the back seat and under the front seats. She opened the trunk to make sure there were enough flares and the first aid kit was full.

      Marc stared at the pavement, toeing some loose gravel, but would occasionally lift his head as she moved around the patrol car to make sure she was doing the inspection properly. Of course, every time he looked she just happened to be bent over. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. Just his fucking luck.

      When she finished, she stepped in front of him, the tops of her new, shiny black boots filling his view. Without a word, he held out his hand and she dropped the keys into his palm before walking around to the passenger side. He heard the door open and shut. When he finally opened the driver’s door, she was already seated, pulling the seat belt across her chest. The oversized vest had pushed up and he could only see her head. She no longer had a neck.

      “If you need to take that off, do so.”

      “Sir.” She stopped with a grimace and quickly corrected herself. “No, Corporal, I’m fine with it on.”

      Her voice sounded just like honey tasted. Thick, sweet, and sticky, clinging to his brain cells. Not only the ones between his shoulders, but also the uncontrollable “brain” hanging between his balls. He gave himself a minute before getting in the car.

      Sixty days was going to be a fucking lifetime.

      

      Leah swallowed hard as her new supervisor strapped himself into the driver’s seat. He started the Ford and checked the side mirrors before adjusting the rearview mirror by a smidgeon.

      The first day on any job was always nerve wracking, but when you were a rookie police officer, everything seemed a thousand times worse. It was to be expected that there would be more than normal pressure on her due to being a female. And she was joining an all-male department. Leah was okay with working with all men, though, and actually preferred it. She hated female work drama. However, she wasn’t quite sure they were going to be fine with working with her.

      Leah straightened her spine. Tough shit. They’d have to accept it. She worked her ass off in the academy and graduated at the top of her class. She even gave a speech at graduation. Fuck the haters. And no doubt there were plenty, even during the academy. Fair? No. However, life wasn’t fair, and unfortunately, she was entering a male-dominated career. But following in her father’s footsteps was important to her.

      The hell if she was about to let some arrogant, but admittedly hot, corporal ruin it for her.

      He didn’t know just how stubborn she could be. When she wanted something, she went balls to the wall for it. Well, he’d find out soon enough.

      She just had to last sixty days with him. Forty working days. Three hundred and twenty goddamn hours. She glanced down at her black utility watch. Three hundred and nineteen hours and fifteen minutes.

      Yep. And then once she was cut loose to patrol on her own, he wouldn’t be bothered with her again.

      Unless she needed backup.

      Or he did.

      Shit. The joys of working for a small department. You weren’t escaping anyone. For that reason, you’d better all get along. Or, at least, pretend to.

      The corporal gassed the patrol car, chirping the tires, whipping Leah’s head back as he headed toward the parking lot exit. Without warning, he slammed on the brakes, thrashing her head forward. Even though the seat belt tightened from the sudden stop, her hand instinctively jammed against the dashboard. She sure hoped he didn’t drive like this on a regular basis, otherwise she wouldn’t be wearing her bullet-proof vest awkwardly around her neck, but instead a neck collar from the whiplash she’d have.

      He stared at a lime green Chevy Spark parked in one of the spots, his mouth gaping. “What the fuck is that? That’s the smallest car I’ve ever seen!” His head spun and he pinned her with his crystal blue eyes. “For fuck’s sakes, don’t tell me that’s yours.”

      Leah bit her bottom lip. Great. Something else for him to rag on.

      “Can that even get out of its own way?”

      She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug, but she doubted he could see it under the ill-fitting vest. “It’s good on gas.”

      “I don’t care if it can make you buttermilk biscuits. How is it in snow?”

      “It’s front-wheel drive.”

      The corporal snorted. “So, it’ll be fine in about an inch. When we get a couple feet dumped in a few hours’ time, then what? You don’t have a choice about coming to work for your shift. You are essential, Rookie.”

      “Don’t they plow the roads, Corporal?”

      Marc laughed. “You realize where you’re at, right? In a town surrounded by mountains. How fast do you think they open the roads?”

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t the most practical car for northern Pennsylvania. Most people around here probably drove pickup trucks, or at least all-wheel drive SUVs. But she couldn’t do much about it at this point. She needed to find her own place first. Which required paychecks. Like on a regular basis.

      “I’ll figure something out,” she assured him.

      No way, no how was she going to show him that she couldn’t do things or think for herself. She was quite capable of figuring out messes on her own. If she had to buy a hundred dollar rusted shell of a four-wheel drive hooptie she would. Whatever she had to do to show him—as well as the rest of the department—that she could do the job and planned to stick around.

      With a last shake of his head, the corporal chirped the tires out of the parking lot.

      She shouldn’t. No, she really shouldn’t, but… “Aren’t the patrol vehicles rear-wheel drive, Corporal?”

      His sudden death grip on the steering wheel made her turn her head to watch the passing scenery through the passenger side window. She pressed her lips flat, fighting a smile.

      “In the winter, we use snow tires, studded tires, and chains, if necessary. Your chief has a four-wheel drive SUV and there is another one for patrol during storms.” He cleared his throat. “Now, I’m going to give you a tour of the zones, so pay attention.”

      “Yes, Corporal Bryson.”

      She heard his sigh, but wouldn’t look at him. Within moments, he pulled into the parking lot of Coffee and Cream, located at the one end of Manning Grove’s quaint main street.

      He slapped the shifter into park and let his seatbelt fly. “Stay here. Keep an ear on the radio.” He climbed out of the car, hiking up his pants and duty belt before taking long strides into the coffee shop.

      As Leah watched the man and his broad shoulders retreat, she released a sigh of relief. She glanced at her watch. Twenty minutes in. How was she going to get through this day? Hell, the next sixty days? She groaned at the thought.

      And minutes later when he exited the shop, she groaned again. This time for a completely different reason. This was the first chance she had to really study the man heading toward the car. He was almost a carbon copy of the chief.

      His short, dark hair reminded her of someone in the military. He was tall and leggy, his body built solid. His face held a serious expression, his eyebrows furrowed as if in thought.

      But, when he got back in the car, it was his crystal blue eyes that stopped her breath. They pinned hers, causing a shiver to run up her spine. It was almost as if he could peer into her soul. She shook herself mentally.

      He shoved the cardboard coffee cup holder toward her and indicated she should take one of the large cups.

      Oh jeez. She hoped it wasn’t black. She hated black coffee. She preferred Chai tea, but now was not the time to mention it.

      “Lesson number one: this place is a required stop at the beginning of each shift. They make the best coffee. Next time, I’ll take you inside to meet the owners.”

      Nodding her head, she made sure the cup lid was on securely. “Thanks, Corporal.” She scrunched her face as she anticipated the dreaded first sip, knowing it would taste like toxic sludge. She sipped the hot liquid carefully. Then drank again, closing her eyes in relief. Whatever it was, it was good. Creamy with just the right sweetness. Oh, did it hit the spot.

      With brows raised, she glanced over at him.

      He watched her. “It’s one of their best sellers. A Caramel Mocha Latte.”

      “Did you get the same thing, Corporal?”

      He snorted. “Fuck no. I drink it black.” Leah heard the unsaid part…like a real man. “I got you what I thought a girl would like.”

      A girl. She was hardly a girl. But again, her first day was not the right time to correct him. “Well, thank you, Corporal. I appreciate the gesture.”

      He blinked. “Lesson number two: Stop calling me Corporal. Especially at the end of every sentence.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, emphasizing the “sir.”

      He bounced the heel of his palm off of his forehead. “No. No. No. Just stop.”

      She raised her eyebrows in feigned innocence.

      He twisted in his seat to give her his full attention. “Listen, we’re going to be in tight quarters for the next couple of months. You can call me Marc, or even Corp, if you have to, but no more Sirs and no more Corporals. Actually, you don’t need to call me anything when you’re talking to me. Just talk to me like I’m your friend.”

      Friend. Yeah, that wouldn’t be happening any time soon.
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      Fuck. He just told the rookie to call him Marc. Talk to him like they’re friends. Not even an hour into her first day. What was he thinking? But he was losing his mind every time she addressed him as Sir or Corporal. He’d had enough of that formal shit in both the Marines and the academy.

      He eased out of the parking lot—driving carefully now due to the hot coffee—and headed down Main Street. Uncomfortable silence filled the vehicle. When they came to the only red light in town, which was at the square, they both stared out of their respective side windows.

      The rookie cleared her throat. “All the small shops really make this town.”

      She was right on that point. He was lucky to have grown up in a town without a lot of commercialism. Lots of small town charm. And no one was a stranger for the most part. That’s why he’d stayed after high school and his time in the Marines. He couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Visit elsewhere, yes. Live, no.

      “It’s got personality, that’s for sure. If you haven’t seen them yet, we have a Kohl’s and a Walmart. Oh, and a Tractor Supply. They’re just outside of town.” Outside of town where those big box stores belonged.

      Surely, coming from a metropolitan area, she was impressed by their vast shopping choices. Right. The light turned green and the car rolled forward slowly.

      “Where’s the nearest large shopping center?”

      Of course. What woman doesn’t like to shop? “Oh, about an hour or so south of here. Or if you want a better variety, head to Harrisburg.” His voice drifted off when he eyeballed a man standing on the sidewalk, waving him down.

      Shit.

      Did he say that out loud? He must have. Her golden green eyes were turned towards him. They were just eyeballs, he reminded himself. He needed to stop being mesmerized by them.

      He pulled over to the curb in front of Manes on Main, and sighed as he put the marked patrol car in park. “You might as well get out too. We could be here a while.”

      As they climbed out of the car, the shop’s owner rushed over to them. Teddy bounced on his toes and clapped his hands. “Hey, you sexy thing. It’s been a while since you’ve stopped to see me.”

      Marc moved around the car to the sidewalk and leaned his ass against the front fender, crossing his arms and ankles. “What’s up, Teddy?”

      Teddy was like family, but sometimes he was over the top. And today Marc didn’t have the patience for it.

      “Nothing. But I wish there was!” The hairdresser released a dramatic sigh. “Just opening up so I can work on blue hairs today.”

      Marc waved a hand toward Grant. “This is our new recruit. This is Rookie Grant. Rookie, this is Teddy.”

      Teddy scrunched his nose at Marc. “Don’t be a gorilla. I’m sure she has a name.”

      Grant stepped up and offered her hand. “Leah Grant. Otherwise, known as Rookie.”

      Teddy gave her a wide smile and grabbed her hand, kissing it. “Look at you! You’re the best looking cop on the force now.” He gave Marc a look. “Ooo. She’s giving you and Max a run for your money.”

      Sure she was.

      “You better watch this one. He’s a charmer. Since Max is off the market now, all the single women around here follow Bryson Buck Number Two around drooling.” Teddy leaned toward her, cupping his hand next to his mouth to fake whisper, “And some of the single guys too.” He pointed to himself and laughed. “Are you single?” he asked her.

      Marc’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. Typical Teddy, get right to the point. No filter. At all. But he held his breath, waiting for the answer. If she was married, then it would make things somewhat easier on him. Less temptation? Maybe.

      “Yes. Single and loving it.”

      The air escaped his lungs. Disappointed? No. But he told himself he should be.

      “Look at all that luscious dark brown hair you have. I can’t wait to see it down. I’ll tell you what, when you need a trim, stop in and the first one will be on the house. When Amanda—that’s who stole Max out from underneath us all—rolled into town we quickly became besties. You know, her being a big city girl and all. Maybe we can be a threesome. This town could use some hip, young blood.”

      Unfortunately, the word threesome conjured up some dirty thoughts in Marc’s head. Picturing Grant with all that ‘luscious dark brown hair’ loose and having a threesome with another woman made him fight back a groan.

      Teddy clicked his tongue and scolded him. “Get your mind out of the gutter, gorilla.”

      Busted. As the heat rushed up his throat into his face, he turned away quickly, causing the portable radio on his hip to smack him hard. Pretending like it didn’t hurt, he said, “Okay, we need to go. I’m showing her the lay of the land. And it looks like your first blue hair is on her way. Mrs. Inman is heading this direction.”

      While he climbed back into the driver’s seat, Marc heard Teddy say, “And it begins.”

      Marc rolled down the passenger side window so he could watch Teddy and the rookie make small talk. Her back was to the car and he couldn’t resist skimming his gaze over the curves of her ass. She might be built slim, but there was a bit of junk in that trunk, enough curves to make any man drool.

      Fuck. He was such a lech. Why, oh, why did the new recruit not only have to be a woman, but an attractive one? Attractive
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