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SUMMARY

 

A microscopic killer. A deadly diagnosis. The man you love has only 24 hours to live. What would you do?

There’s no denying the attraction between Detective Caleb Donaghue and his new partner Detective Bryce Anderson. At first, they battle their growing desires, but then tragedy brings the two men closer than ever before. United in their shared grief, they seek solace in one another. Walls come down, lines are crossed, and they finally give in to their hearts’ desires.

But only six weeks in, their happiness is shattered when Caleb is poisoned—and given only 24 hours to live.

In a life-or-death race to save their new-found love, they must find the unknown assailant and the antidote before Caleb’s time runs out.
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LOVE AND POISON

 




CHAPTER ONE

 

The stench of rotting garbage wafted through the night air, carried on the sluggish breeze. 

 

Standing among the dumpsters at the fringe of the homeless encampment at just past midnight, Detective Caleb Donaghue fought the urge to wrinkle his nose. That show of weakness would hardly be fitting of Caleb Flannery—his hardened, drug dealer undercover persona. 

 

It was the first warm night in nearly two weeks, the humidity exacerbating the smell. Men and women wandered about the area, moving between tents or cardboard boxes, some pushing shopping carts full of their only worldly possessions, some talking to people only they could see. One man was slumped against a concrete pillar to Caleb’s right—head hanging, eyes closed, dressed in dirty, torn clothing, a beanie cap pulled down low, an open glass bottle wrapped in a paper bag in one hand. He hadn’t moved since Caleb arrived, his snores deep and rumbling.

 

Caleb raked his fingers through his thick, dark hair, pulled in a breath and exhaled slowly. He straightened his tie, smoothed his hand down his lapel, and brought his focus back to the reason he was here in the middle of the night. His target—Diego Rivera aka El Lobo. The Wolf. The biggest crystal meth dealer in the state. Portland PD had been trying to shut down his operation for well over a year, with no success. Until Rivera’s girlfriend, Piper Chapman, got herself caught up in a nightclub raid that Caleb was heading up. 

 

He knew an opportunity when it presented itself. One look at twenty-five-year-old Piper and it was obvious the glamour of being a powerful drug lord’s mistress had faded. Her blonde hair hung in limp clumps, dark circles under her eyes, track marks on her arms, green eyes fearful, make-up doing a poor job of hiding the bruises on her face.

 

She was being abused both physically and emotionally but was too scared to leave Rivera for fear he’d kill her. But Caleb offered her an out—flip on El Lobo and Caleb would put him away for a long time. Possibly life if Caleb could connect him to several unsolved murders on top of the drug trafficking.

 

It had taken work and persuasion, but eventually Piper agreed. She’d gotten Caleb an introduction as Flannery, her cousin, a dealer from Vancouver, looking to help Rivera expand his operation into Canada. It was the closest any Portland cop had gotten to Rivera, who was intensely paranoid. But with the prospect of doubling his profits, Rivera had taken the bait.

 

Over the past several weeks Rivera had slowly allowed Caleb into his inner circle, revealing bits and pieces about his operation to prove it was sound and that he could handle the increased output of meth. Caleb continued to compile evidence, but the biggest piece was still missing—where exactly Rivera was producing the drugs. Information that even Piper didn’t know. But tonight should finally fill in that blank. Caleb was waiting for Rivera to arrive to take him to the processing facility. Once Caleb had the location, it would be the final nail in El Lobo’s coffin.

 

It was yet again a new location for tonight’s meet, Rivera’s paranoia preventing him from using the same place twice. But since he effectively “owned” a huge portion of this part of the city, he could kill someone in full view of witnesses and no one would ever speak up. As Caleb suspected had already happened more than once. 

 

The sound of a vehicle approaching pulled Caleb from his musings and he tensed for a brief second before mentally switching himself over to Flannery. Undercover assignments were inherently the most dangerous work for any detective. Unarmed, no wire—you were on your own. Though technically that wasn’t true. Caleb knew Bryce was in the shadows somewhere, watching his back, and Caleb drew strength and confidence from the knowledge.

 

The black SUV rolled to a stop ten feet in front of Caleb. All four doors opened and out stepped Rivera and three of his bodyguards, all of whom Caleb knew were armed to the teeth. It disappointed Caleb to not see Piper with Rivera this time. He wanted to get his eyes on his CI, make sure she was doing okay. She’d been playing her part of the dedicated girlfriend flawlessly, but he also knew she was under tremendous pressure to keep Caleb’s secret the longer this operation lasted. 

 

Rivera was all smiles as he emerged from the vehicle, but there was something predatory in his eyes. Like his namesake the wolf, the image tattooed prominently on his chest, visible between the open folds of his button-down shirt. Dressed in black from head to toe, he radiated power and superiority. Though slight of build, this was not a man you underestimated. But he would no longer be untouchable. Caleb would see to that after tonight. No more poison flooding the streets of the city he loved.

 

Caleb nodded a greeting. “Diego. Thank you in advance for allowing me to see your processing facility.”

 

“My pleasure…” Rivera trailed off, his smile twisting into a snarl. “Detective Donaghue,” he spat, pulling his Glock from the holster at the small of his back in the blink of an eye and aiming it directly at Caleb.

 

Caleb’s blood froze in his veins. His heart stuttered and he forgot how to breathe. His cover was blown. Somehow along the way he’d screwed up, let something slip that he wasn’t who he was pretending to be. Unarmed, completely defenseless, he was about to pay the ultimate price for his failure.

 

There was no point in denying the accusation, so Caleb kept his words strong and sure, even though he knew they were in vain. “Killing a cop? You’ll never get away with this.”

 

Rivera simply laughed and a final, fleeting thought passed through Caleb’s mind as he faced his certain death. 

 

I’m sorry, Bryce…

 

The sleeping homeless man slumped against the pillar suddenly exploded up and off the ground in one smooth motion, charging at Caleb, startling both him and Rivera just as Rivera fired. The homeless man cried out in pain as he tackled Caleb to the ground behind the dumpster, taking the bullet meant for Caleb. 

 

Scrambling, Caleb swiftly rolled the man off to the side of him. Underneath the torn clothes, ratty beanie cap and dirty blond hair and face were the clear blue eyes of his partner, Detective Bryce Anderson, the corners of those blue eyes creased with pain.

 

“Bryce! Where are you hit?” Caleb demanded, running his hands over Bryce’s body as Rivera and his men started shouting. And shooting.

 

Bryce ignored his question and instead began yelling into his radio. “Shots fired! Go, go, go!” he commanded, calling for the unmarked squads Caleb knew were stationed nearby, in preparation to follow him to the processing facility.

 

Bullets pinged against the metal dumpster and Caleb suddenly realized why Rivera wanted to meet here tonight—easy and convenient to dispose of Caleb’s body.

 

“Damn it, Bryce!” Caleb shouted, still searching for the bullet wound. “Where—”

 

Bryce pushed him back. “I’m fine,” he grimaced, shoving a firearm toward Caleb with a bloody hand.

 

Then there was no more time for questions as Bryce started returning fire, followed instantly by Caleb. They were outnumbered and in danger of being flanked if they couldn’t hold Rivera and his men at bay before their backup arrived.

 

Shouts of panic rang out in the homeless encampment as the firefight continued, people scattering in all directions as bullets flew wildly in the night. Caleb popped out from behind one side of the dumpster just in time to see one of Bryce’s bullets find its mark, hitting Rivera in the shoulder. The impact spun the drug dealer around and dropped him to the ground as the unmarked squads roared up behind the SUV, red and blue lights flashing from their dashboards and front grills. 

 

Plain-clothed officers poured out of the vehicles, weapons drawn, shouting out instructions for Rivera’s men to drop their guns and surrender, now that they were surrounded. Surprisingly, they obeyed, and Caleb blew out a harsh, relieved breath, raking a hand back through his thick, dark hair as El Lobo and his men were swiftly handcuffed and taken into custody.

 

The immediate threat now over, Caleb turned all of his attention back to Bryce, looking for blood, finally spying the dark stain on Bryce’s upper arm.

 

“Shit,” Caleb cursed, but relieved the stain wasn’t on his partner’s chest. “Let me see.”

 

“I’m fine,” Bryce insisted with a huff, but let Caleb help him off with his coat. “It only grazed me.”

 

Caleb tore at the material of Bryce’s shirt so he could get a better look at the wound. His jaw clenched when he saw the damage. “That’s more than a graze, Bryce.”

 

While the bullet hadn’t gone completely through Bryce’s bicep it had torn a gouge out of the muscle and was bleeding steadily. 

 

“That’s going to need stitches,” Caleb told him. “Come on.” 

 

He helped his partner up and the two of them walked around the dumpster as an ambulance arrived to take care of the wounded Rivera. And now Bryce as well. Caleb started steering Bryce toward the ambulance just as two of the officers hauled Rivera to his feet, blood coating his left shoulder. 

 

Caleb paused in front of El Lobo, blue eyes narrowed. “Attempted murder of a police officer on top of drug trafficking? You’re done.”

 

With a growl, Rivera lunged at Caleb but was yanked back by the officers on either side of him.

 

“Get him out of here,” Caleb said over his shoulder as he and Bryce walked away, toward the ambulance.

 

The paramedics were headed their way with a gurney for Rivera and Caleb stopped them. “Can one of you take a look at my partner? He took a bullet to his arm.”

 

The young red-headed woman nodded. “Absolutely. Danny, get that one loaded and bring him back to the bus,” she told her fellow EMT. 

 

“Will do, Holly,” Danny answered and continued on past them with the gurney.

 

“Come sit down here in the back and let me have a look at you,” Holly told Bryce.

 

Bryce did as she asked, then pointed toward Caleb. “As I told him, I’m fine.”

 

Holly smiled at him. “Let me be the judge of that.” She peeled back the flaps of the shirt that Caleb had torn. “You definitely need stitches. Hop in, we’ll take you, too.”

 

Bryce shook his head. “No, just bandage me up and I’ll drive there myself later. We’ve got work to do here.”

 

Caleb’s jaw clenched again at his partner’s hard-headedness. “Bryce—”

 

Bryce swiped his uninjured arm out. “It’s just a scratch! I’m not dying, Caleb!”

 

You damn well could have been!  Caleb wanted to snap, but held his tongue. Instead, frustrated, his anger growing, he turned and stalked away, leaving Bryce to do whatever the hell he wanted. 

 

He watched as the second EMT got Rivera up onto the gurney, his hands now cuffed to the rails while his fellow officers got his bodyguards into the back of the squad cars, another two of which had arrived. He made his way around the area, checking with all the officers on site, including the forensics team among the new arrivals, making sure the scene was secure and being processed. All the while wondering what he had done to give himself away. How he’d screwed up. His failure ate at him.

 

By the time he had completed his circuit, Bryce was leaning against the car Caleb had been using as Flannery, his upper arm wrapped in thick, white gauze. Seeing Bryce’s wound, Caleb’s anger flared once again.

 

“Get in,” he gritted out, walking past his partner and yanking open the driver’s side door. 

 

He saw Bryce open his mouth to say something but then close it without speaking and climb into the passenger seat. 

 

Ever in tune with his partner, Caleb knew Bryce was irritated at what he saw as an overreaction on Caleb’s part, completely oblivious to the fact that he had pulled an incredibly stupid, dangerous stunt. How close he had come to…

 

Caleb swallowed, trying to push the thought away, his eyes flicking to his partner, reassuring himself that Bryce was fine.  Fine, but pissed off. 

 

Good. That made two of them. 

 

Caleb turned his focus to the road. It was going to be a long trip to the hospital.

 

~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 

Detective Bryce Anderson watched his partner Caleb pacing near the foot of his bed in the ER as one of the doctors stitched up his arm. Which hurt like hell, contrary to what he’d told his partner. But the pain was worth it to see Caleb still standing before him instead of lying dead on the ground with the bullet in his head instead. 

 

Caleb’s lightly stubbled jaw was set, the same strained silence between them as had been in the car on the ride to the hospital. He knew Caleb was upset with him for what he was sure his partner thought was a reckless action on his part, but he didn’t care. Caleb was alive and that’s all that mattered.

 

But he also knew not all of Caleb’s anger was directed at him. He knew Caleb was beating himself up, trying to figure out how he might have messed up, given himself away. And Bryce was at a loss. Rivera’s men always patted Caleb down when they met, so he could never wear a wire. But Bryce was always nearby, listening in with a parabolic mic and he never once picked up on anything that Caleb said or did to give away he was actually an undercover cop. He wondered if Rivera’s eventual interrogation would shed light on it, hopefully putting Caleb’s mind at ease that it hadn’t been his fault.

 

“Okay, you’re all set,” the upbeat ER doctor said, taping a fresh gauze bandage over Bryce’s stitches. He snapped off his gloves as he stood. “A nurse will be by with care instructions and your discharge paperwork.”

 

“Great, thanks, Doc,” Bryce replied as the man walked away. But before he could swing his legs over the side of the bed, he caught sight of a tall, imposing African American man striding quickly toward him. It was Stephen Jackson—Captain of the Major Crimes unit. His and Caleb’s boss and good friend.

 

Stephen came to a stop next to Caleb at the foot of the bed, his keen gaze taking both of them in, lingering on Bryce’s bandaged arm. “You’re both okay?” he asked in his trademark deep voice.

 

Bryce and Caleb nodded in tandem. Bryce held up his arm. “Just needed a few stitches.”

 

Caleb turned apologetic eyes on their captain. “I don’t know what happened, Stephen,” he began. “I don’t know what I did to blow my cover—”

 

“It wasn’t you,” Stephen interrupted him. He pulled in a breath. “Caleb… Piper’s body was found a short while ago.” 

 

Bryce’s eyes widened in shock at Stephen’s words. 

 

“What?” Caleb breathed. 

 

“The evidence suggests…she was tortured. She gave you up.”

 

Bryce saw the guilt flood through Caleb as his partner closed his eyes and hung his head. “I told her I’d protect her…”

 

“Don’t,” Stephen said firmly, taking hold of Caleb’s arm, causing Caleb to raise his head. “This wasn’t your fault. She knew the risks when she agreed to help you.”

 

“She didn’t die in vain,” Bryce added, voice compassionate. “Rivera’s finished.”

 

But as Caleb shook his head and glanced away, his jaw tight, it was obvious that was hollow consolation to him. Stephen gave Caleb’s arm a sympathetic squeeze then turned his attention to Bryce.

 

“I understand you’re the one that shot Rivera?”

 

Bryce nodded. “Yes, sir.”

 

Stephen stepped up next to him. “I’ll need your service weapon. IA will be scheduling a meeting with you in the next few days.”

 

Bryce handed over his sidearm in its holster and Stephen clipped it to his own waist. He looked between Bryce and Caleb. “But for now your reports can wait until morning. Go home, get some rest.”

 

Caleb shook his head, his voice tight. “No, I’d rather get mine completed tonight. While everything’s still fresh.”

 

Unwilling to leave his partner on his own right now, Bryce nodded. “Same here, Stephen.”

 

Stephen looked at both of them with concern but nodded. “Okay, leave them on my desk. Then you’re both off until Thursday.” He held up a finger. “No arguments.”

 

“Yes, sir,” Bryce replied, glad for the directive. Caleb in particular was going to need some time away from the station to work through everything that had transpired tonight.

 

“I’m going to go oversee Rivera’s treatment and his transfer to the prison infirmary,” Stephen told them, stepping away from Bryce’s bed. “Good work tonight. Both of you.” He clasped Caleb on his shoulder as he walked past, then continued on down the hallway.

 

The nurse appeared a moment later, efficiently and concisely giving Bryce instructions for caring for his injury and his discharge paperwork, which he signed and returned to her. He slid off the bed as she left, moving next to Caleb. His partner’s blue eyes were troubled, his lips tightly compressed. Bryce knew he wouldn’t be forgiving himself anytime soon for Piper’s death. 

 

“Come on,” Bryce said quietly, placing a hand on Caleb’s back. “Let’s go get
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