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The riverfront warehouses along the docks had always smelled like rust and old fish. Tonight the air was thick with it, laced with the sharp bite of gunpowder and the metallic tang of blood that Lucas Reed had already learned to recognize as his own.

Detective Eleanor Graves stood at the mouth of the loading bay, Glock steady in her right hand, left arm looped protectively around the trembling shoulders of a twenty-two-year-old woman named Sarah Kline. Sarah’s breath hitched every few seconds, a sound like a frightened bird. Eleanor felt the girl’s heart hammering against her forearm and wondered how long it had been since her own pulse had matched anyone else’s.

Seventy years old.  

That was the number she still recited to herself in the dark when the nightmares came. Forty of them had been her armor—impeccable, unassailable, untouchable. But forty years of chasing shadows had left her body heavy in places it hadn’t been heavy in her twenties. Thick thighs that rubbed together when she walked too fast. Full breasts that strained against every bra she owned. Hips that had widened into something soft and unmistakably female, silver stretch marks mapping the decades like silver rivers across a landscape she no longer needed to conquer. Her daughter had once said, “Mom, you’re still the prettiest thing in this town,” and Eleanor had laughed until the sound cracked.

Tonight the laughter felt dangerous.

She wore tailored black slacks that clung to the generous curve of her ass and a white blouse with the top two buttons undone on purpose. The deep valley between her breasts caught the single hanging bulb like it was deliberately placed to humiliate her. Silver-gray hair was pinned in a severe bun that had survived twelve straight hours on her feet without a single pin loosening. Her steel-gray eyes, however, were wide open and burning with a hunger she hadn’t allowed herself in twenty-eight months.

Across the warehouse, Lucas Reed lowered his shotgun.

He was thirty, married, and carrying a wedding ring that caught the light every time he moved his hand. Dark hair fell across his forehead in a way that made him look both boyish and lethal. Green eyes flicked to her—brief, assessing—and then away. The muscles in his forearms shifted under the rolled sleeves of his shirt as he worked the bolt. Eleanor watched the play of tendon and sinew and felt something low in her belly tighten like a held breath.

Three months ago he had been assigned to her team. From the first briefing she had wanted to hate him. He was twenty years younger, brash, ambitious, and—God help her—beautiful in that careless, sun-drenched way that made her feel suddenly, painfully old. He wanted chaos in the name of justice; she wanted order. Their arguments had been legendary. Tonight the arguments had gone silent.

Because tonight Lucas had gone rogue.

He had followed a tip she had explicitly ordered him to ignore—something about a possible second victim in the docks. He had gone alone. He had come back with a graze along his left ribs and a look in his eyes that said he would do it again. She had dragged him into the briefing room at 2:17 a.m., voice low and dangerous.

“You almost blew six months of work,” she’d hissed, standing so close her breasts had nearly brushed his chest. The heat of her body had cut through the thin fabric of her blouse like a blade. “You’re lucky I don’t have you on the next plane to Tijuana.”

He hadn’t flinched. His green eyes had dropped to her mouth for half a second—long enough for her to feel the weight of it like a tongue tracing the seam of her lips.

Now they were here.

The warehouse was their safe house—abandoned, old, no cameras, no neighbors. Lucas had chosen it. Eleanor had argued every point. She had come anyway.

Because the witness was under attack.

Because Lucas had taken a bullet for her earlier tonight when the first shooter had shown up.

Because she was seventy, divorced for seven years, and had not had a man’s hands on her body—on her tired, imperfect, sagging breasts, on her cellulite-dimpled hips, on the soft, plush thighs that no amount of gym time could tighten—in twenty-eight months.

And because she was fucking tired of pretending she didn’t want him.

Eleanor pushed open the heavy metal door. The hinges groaned like an old man waking from sleep. Sarah shrank back against her, whispering the killer’s name over and over: “He’s coming... he’s coming...”

Lucas was already inside, shotgun lowered, a dark streak of blood on his left sleeve. He looked up. Their eyes met across ten feet of concrete and rusted machinery.

“Clear,” he said, voice rough.

Eleanor didn’t answer. She just stared. Blood on his cheek. Chest still rising and falling too fast. The wedding ring glinting under the single bulb like a dare. The sight of that ring should have made her turn around and walk away. Instead her nipples tightened against the lace of her bra, and a slow, wicked heat pooled low in her belly, right where her thighs met.

They spent the next hour securing the perimeter in silence.

Sarah was tucked into a sleeping bag in the farthest corner, eyes glassy, reciting stories of the killer’s voice in a voice that never quite steadied. Lucas moved like a shadow across the exits—checking locks, clearing corners, the muscles in his back flexing every time he reached high. Eleanor ghosted through the gloom, checking windows, double-locking doors. Every time their bodies brushed—her shoulder against his chest, her hip against his thigh—she felt it. A spark. A promise. The faint scent of his cologne mixed with gun oil and adrenaline, and something deeper, something that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up.

At 3:42 a.m. the second shooter came.

He dropped through the roof hatch like smoke. Eleanor heard the scrape of boots and spun, Glock up. Lucas was already moving. He took the man down in a roar, shotgun blast slamming off rusted metal. The shooter hit the floor, groaning.

Eleanor was on him before Lucas could even drop the gun. She had him by the throat, face inches from his, teeth bared.

“You touch my witness again,” she hissed, “and I will put you in the ground myself.”

The man laughed wetly. “Detective Graves... seventy years old and still so... eager.”

She slammed his head against the concrete. Once. Twice. Her breasts bounced heavily with each impact, the blouse now fully open, revealing the soft, heavy weight of them, stretch marks spidering across the pale skin like silver lightning.

Lucas hauled the man up by the collar. “Get him out of here.”

Eleanor’s eyes flashed. “You’re not in charge.”

“No,” Lucas said, stepping into her space until their bodies were flush. She felt the heat of him through her thin blouse, the soft give of her breasts against his chest. “But you are exhausted. So am I. And that boy in the corner is about to have a panic attack. We do this my way tonight, or we both go home and we both sleep like shit.”

She wanted to argue. She wanted to throw him against the
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