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      Sullivan Baker

      Moving to Laurel Springs and joining the LSERT was the best spur-of-the-moment decision I ever made. Here, out from under the expectations of my Police Chief father, I’m thriving.

      I’ve found a boldness and confidence I never had in Paradise Lost.

      And a woman who I can’t stop thinking or dreaming about, and don’t want to stay away from. Attorney Shelby Bruce knocked me for a loop and my head hasn’t stopped spinning since the night of our “friendmas” Christmas party.

      When there’s a physical threat to her wellbeing, I won’t stop at anything to protect her, even if it means losing a piece of myself in the process.

      Shelby Bruce

      Houston was my home until the big city reached out and bit me. Laurel Springs is more my speed, and I’ve settled into life here.

      A new friend group, building my practice from the ground up, and a smoking hot new love interest have my life extremely busy and full. I’m content. More so than I ever was in my old existence.

      That all changes when I revise a will for one of the pillars of the Laurel Springs community. Effectively, she cuts her grandson out of her fortune. When he finds out it’s not pretty.

      Even worse. He blames me.

      But something amazing happens. Day by day, I realize the relationships I’ve built within the community and the LSERT are stronger than I ever imagined. Especially when Sullivan Baker saves not only my life, but my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Sullivan

        

      

    

    
      “Yes!”

      My sister screams the word as she tackles her boyfriend to the ground. He’s proposed in front of what has become our group of friends, and though I feel a stab of jealousy in my chest, I’m excited for them. I can’t help but clap and whistle along with everyone else.

      Cutter and I talked about this a few days ago. He asked my dad, but he requested my permission too, knowing how close Rowan and I are.

      I gave it to him with every single blessing I could muster. If anyone deserves to be happy, it’s Rowan. Someone taps on my shoulder, causing me to take my eyes off the ecstatic couple.

      “Is it possible to be that lucky? To get someone who makes you smile and your eyes twinkle?”

      Attorney Shelby Bruce has had my attention since I moved here a few months ago. We live in the same apartment complex, and she just so happens to take her morning run either when I’m leaving for or coming home from work. She may be a bit of an obsession. One I wish I had time to explore.

      “According to them, it most definitely is.”

      She snorts loudly, bringing her glass of what smells like Jack and Coke up to her mouth. Instead of a small sip, she chugs almost half the container, licking the residue from her lips when she pulls it back. Now that I look at her, I realize she’s had a few.

      “You doing alright?”

      Her smile is lopsided. “Better than I have in a long time.”

      My sister chooses that moment to run at me, throwing herself into my arms, effectively cutting off the conversation Shelby and I are having. Instead of sticking around, the object of my affection strolls across the room.

      “Did you know?” Her eyes are wet with tears, but this time is different from all the other times I’ve seen them fall down her face. These are joyous.

      “I did, I’m so happy for you, Ro.”

      She hugs me tightly. “You’re gonna get this too.” Her words are slightly muffled by my t-shirt. “I just know it.”

      “I know.”

      The words sound weak, but there’s nothing I will do to dampen the excitement of this moment for her.

      “Hey.” Cutter gets my attention, holding his hand out.

      “Congratulations, man, I’m happy for y’all.” We shake, a mutual respect flowing between the two of us.

      “Thank you, I appreciate you giving me your blessing.”

      “You didn’t need it.”

      “But I wanted it.”

      And that’s why there’s such respect between the two of us.

      “It’s no big deal.”

      He runs a hand through his hair, resting it on the back of his neck. “So I kinda have another favor to ask you. Shelby’s a little toasted, you think you can make sure she gets home okay?”

      I’ve done my best to ignore her because I hate that I want to be around her all the time, to get to know her, but I’m unsure of how she would take it. Sighing, I look from one side of the room to the other and find her green eyes on me.

      Eating. Me. Up.

      Raising an eyebrow at her, I brush Cutter away and take myself over to where she stands in the corner.

      “You okay, Shelby?”

      “You seem to ask me that a lot, Sully.” She leans in. “What if I told you, you could make it all okay?”

      “I’d say it’s probably time to take you home.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah, yeah it is.”
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      “Do you mind if I roll down the window?”

      “It’s December, but go right ahead,” I chuckle as she fumbles with the buttons on the door. “Here.” I use the main control on my side. “How far do you want it?”

      She looks back at me, smiling like a little nymph. “As far as it can go.”

      Fuck. Me.

      We’re quiet as I drive us to our apartment building, neither of us saying much, but there’s a string of chemistry between us. Like always, it’s vibrating with unexplored need. I’m amped up, I feel like I’m about to go into a building with unknown occupants and an undetermined amount of guns. My adrenaline is spiking hardcore for her.

      Pulling into my assigned parking space, I shut my Mustang off before looking over at her. The lights from the dash cast a low glow around us. “I got you here safely.”

      “So you did.” She fumbles with her seatbelt, her shoulder-length hair moving so that I can’t see her face, but there’s a touch of disappointment in her tone. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Somehow I don’t think I gave you the ride you wanted.”

      She stops what she’s doing, inhaling deeply. “You wouldn’t know, you never asked.”

      Those words punch me hard in the gut, because I don’t believe for a second that’s what she’s saying to me. Reaching up, I rub against the stubble on my chin, taking a deep breath to calm myself down.

      “So what are you thinking?” I chuckle. “One night stand? Friends with benefits?”

      “Why do we have to put a label on it? Why can’t we do what feels good? Why do we have to make decisions right this instant?” She seems irritated with answering questions, even though she’s the one asking them. It gives me more insight into her frame of mind than she even understands.

      “You know what I think, Counselor?”

      She slings her hair out of the way, giving me her eyes again. Hers travel up to mine, eyebrow lifting in question.

      “I think you have so much control in the courtroom, you want someone to take control in your personal life, I mean…” I lean in closer, propping my elbow up on the center console. “Correct me if I’m wrong.”

      She doesn’t move, all she does is close her eyes. “You’re not wrong.” The words are so soft I almost don’t hear them.

      “Is this drunk Shelby talking? Or is this the Shelby who hides everything she wants talking?”

      Her green eyes shine in the muted tone of the security light shining down from above this parking spot. “This is the Shelby who hides everything she truly wants. The one who has to look professional all the time, the one who always has it together, who always has the answer for every fuckin’ question people ask.”

      My mouth and lips are dry as fuck, I get what she’s putting down.

      “Want me to walk you up to your apartment?”

      She lives two floors up from me, and immediately I see the disappointment in her eyes as she avoids my gaze.

      “Or do you want to come to mine?”

      A small smile spreads across her face. “Mine,” she whispers.

      “Sit tight.”

      Getting out and shutting the driver’s door, I take a moment to adjust my dick. It got fifteen times harder than it’s ever been. Calm down, my brain tells the rod in between my legs.

      When I get over to her side of the car, I open the door for her. She turns, spreading her thighs for me.

      “Promise me, Sully.” Her voice is soft. “Promise this doesn’t change our friendship.”

      This is going to completely change our friendship, but I give her the answer she wants. “We’re good, no matter what happens here, tonight.”

      My hands go around her waist, pulling her out, making sure she’s on solid ground before grabbing her fingers, leading us up the steps. As I pass my apartment, there’s a part of me that screams to go in there and not do what I’m about to. Laying my heart out isn’t something I’ve done easily since we lost Etta. Honestly, she’s the last person I gave my love to so easily.

      I shut that shit down real quick.

      The closer we get to her front door, the harder my heart beats.

      She fumbles with her keys, so I end up taking them out of her hand and opening the door for her. I’ve been in here a few times, but now isn’t the moment I want to comment on her decorating ability.

      “So.” I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans, rocking back on my feet. “Should we just go for it or, is there something specific you’re expecting.” The last thing I want to do is ruin our friendship or change the dynamic of our friend group.

      She giggles, throaty and deep. “I leave it up to you, Sully. Give me what you do best.”

      She wants what I do best? Then that’s what she’ll fucking get.

      Looking around the apartment, I see exactly what I’m going to use. One of the two chairs she has at her kitchen table. Grabbing her by the hand, I pull her over.

      “My kitchen?” Her eyes are clouded with question.

      “You’ll see,” I say the words like the promise they are.

      She’s tall, especially in her high-heeled boots, and I appreciate not having to bend at the waist to take what I want. I put my arm behind her neck, grasping, pulling her closer to me. It knocks her off-balance slightly, and when I take her lips it’s on a small gasp.

      Her open mouth allows my tongue to go right for what I want, brushing the roof in a possession I’ve needed to have since the first day I saw her running.

      She grabs for me, using her fingers digging into my biceps to hold her up.

      But when I’ve had my fill for the moment, I gently direct her to the chair, before walking around behind her, grabbing hold of her arms.

      “Sully?”

      “You trust me, right?” My voice is tight with desire, heavy with need for her.

      “Yeah, I trust you with everything.” She looks at me, over her shoulder. “I’m a pretty good judge of character.”

      “That right?” I grin.

      “That’s right.”

      When I have her arms behind the chair, I reach for a pair of cuffs I carry at the small of my back, just in case they’re ever needed. I slap them on, locking them, but making sure she has plenty of room.

      “Sullivan, did you just handcuff me to this chair?”

      Nosing her hair out of the way, I get to her ear. “Sure did. You okay with that, Counselor?”

      The length of her quietness almost makes me take them off, but when I’m just about to do it, I hear her answer. Strong and loud. “Perfectly…”

      Reaching around her, I place my hands on her chest, allowing her to get used to the feel of them against her. Quickly, she tilts her head back, resting it flush against my chest, which gives me the perfect angle to lean down and fuse our lips together again.

      This kiss? It’s a sensual exploration coupled with a slow fuck between our tongues. It might have lasted two minutes or two hours, all I know is when I pull away, we’re both panting, affected by what’s going on here.

      Cautiously I drop my hands to cup her breasts, just to see how she responds. When she presses them harder into my palms, I know she’s down for my plans. Coming around to her front, I grab the other chair and have a seat, so that we’re almost at eye level with one another.

      Leaning forward, I capture one of her hard nipples, nipping slightly against the cotton of her shirt and the material of her bra.

      She makes a frustrated sound in her through. “I want this off,” she pulls at the cuffs around her hands.

      “Do you love this shirt?” I ask the question with a raised eyebrow.

      “Why are you asking me this right now? It’s not a favorite if that’s what you want to know.”

      I slightly shift to the side, reaching into my boots to grab a knife I keep there. I open it.

      “Don’t move,” I caution her as I slip it into the neckline, the fabric slicing cleanly.

      She gasps, her eyes wide with what appear to be wonder. There’s not a doubt she likes this. Shelby seems to have a bit of the same side I have, and if we can explore it together, then all the better for it.

      What’s before me is more than I ever imagined. Her breasts are larger than I thought, barely held in by the lace cups shielding them from my gaze. Tilting my head to the side, I give them a good look, dropping my eyes to where her jeans button at her waist.

      Reaching forward, I pull one of the cups down as far as I can. It’s not far enough to get access to the flesh, though.

      “Take it off,” she moans.

      Because her hands are still cuffed, it’s not that easy. Flipping my knife open again, I place it in the middle of her chest. “Seriously don’t move this time.”

      “I trust you,” she whispers.

      With a flick of the wrist, I slice through the fabric, leaving it gaping open. Her chest is jutted out because of the position she’s in, and before I take her hardened nipple with my mouth, I place the blunt edge of the knife against the peaked nub and rub it down in a swift motion.

      Shelby jerks slightly, her eyes dilating as they watch what I’m doing.

      Once they’re hard enough to my liking, I lean forward, taking her nipple in my mouth, tonguing at the pebbled flesh, nipping and kissing.

      My hands move down her body, stopping at the closure of her jeans, before unbuttoning it, and quickly taking them off. Her panties are wet in the middle, just how I wanted them to be. Pulling back from her tits, I ask, “You want me?”

      Her blonde hair falls into her eyes as she nods, tilting her head back against her shoulders. “Please, please,” she begs thrusting up to me. “I’m so empty.”

      What I wouldn’t give to slide my dick deep into that pussy, but I don’t have protection, and this isn’t the type of woman you go raw in on the first date. But this is more about her, than it ever was about me. Instead, I take two fingers, stick them in my mouth, swirl my tongue to make sure they’re nice and lubricated before removing them and thrusting them into her core.

      She clamps down hard enough to almost make me come in my jeans.

      “Sully,” she screams as I feel her tight channel gripping me.

      “You okay, Counselor?” I wipe my fingers on my jeans, before looking up at her.

      Those green eyes of hers are closed, and her head is tilted to the side, her lips parted slightly as she breathes a rhythm sending her chest up and down. A laugh rumbles up into my throat, and I give myself a couple of minutes to get my shit together.

      Once I do, I get up, un-cuff Shelby and pick her up. Even though I’ve been here a few times, I’ve never been to her bedroom, but luckily for me, her apartment is the exact same layout as mine.

      Her blankets are already pulled back, I lay her down, take her shoes off, get rid of the clothing hanging from her arms, and cover her up.

      For a woman who always looks so fierce and put together in everyday life, she resembles a teenager in sleep. I can’t help but lean over and place a kiss on her forehead.

      “Sleep good, Counselor.”

      I lock up, and exit. Outside, I run my fingers through my hair wondering what in the hell has just gone on between us.

      And, when will it happen again?
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          Shelby

        

      

    

    
      My hand trembles as I stand outside Sully’s apartment. I know he’s off-shift, both his cruiser and Mustang are parked next to one another. I’m holding a roast in my other palm, nervous as hell. Lifting up the trembling hand, I knock quickly on the door, inwardly dying as I wait for him to either answer or come to the door.

      “Coming.” I hear his strong voice through the barrier between us. When he opens it, I literally lose my breath.

      “Counselor.” He grins as he sees me standing there.

      “Hey,” I answer. “I made a huge dinner, and was wondering if you wanted to split it with me.”

      He rubs his stomach, inadvertently lifting his shirt up so I can see his abdomen muscles. It’s an unconscious move he makes, but I still let my gaze drift down and enjoy the fruits of his exercise labor.

      “Whatever that is smells amazing, c’mon in.”

      Ducking under his arm, I enter, feeling shy because this is one of the first times we’ve seen each other since the Christmas party. It’s not that I’ve avoided him, I’ve just waited for him to make a move.

      He hasn’t.

      Which is why I’m here tonight. To try and figure out if I can convince myself to be bold again.

      Going over to the island, I put everything down, starting to unpack it.

      “What did you bring?”

      He has a seat in one of the chairs, looking at me expectantly.

      “Top round was on sale at the grocery store and I couldn’t pass it up, it’s way too much for just me though.”

      I’m rambling and I know it, but I can’t seem to stop. The last time we were alone together he rubbed a knife against my nipple for God sake’s.

      “I don’t wanna eat all your food.” He seems maybe almost as awkward as I am after what happened between the two of us.

      “This is only half of it, believe it or not.”

      His eyes bulge as he sees the Dutch oven I have almost full to the brim. “No shit?”

      The uttered words cause me to laugh. “No shit. I hope you like slightly spicy though. I put pepperoncini’s in it.”

      “Never had it before, but I’m up for anything.”

      I grin, happy to share with him. Excited to be in the same space together. Hoping like hell we’ll be able to move forward from what went on in my apartment. Putting the bag I have shouldered on the island, I pull out rice and corn bread too, along with a big piece of chocolate cake. “Kinda went all out.”

      “I can see that.” His eyes are huge, but his stomach growls loudly. “Have to admit, I’m not sorry you did.”

      “Let me get us some plates.”

      I’ve been here enough times that I know where things are. I’m comfortable in a way I haven’t ever been with anyone else, but I don’t know how to approach the subject of us being together. In a perfect world, he would take control of this, just like I asked him to that night, but Sullivan is a gentleman. Unless he’s told not to be.

      Can I do that?

      Will I ever be as bold as I was that night?

      I’m not sure I can be, but I want more than anything to be the woman he comes home to. The one he lets that side of himself out with, and the lover he calls in the middle of the night when he needs relief. So I know I have to somehow figure out what I want to do, which is why I lunge forward. “The Christmas party was fun, huh?”

      Putting a plate piled high with food in front of him is a way for me to hide my embarrassment.

      “Yeah, it was. Glad I could get you safely into your apartment.” He takes a bite. “You were pretty out of it.”

      Not as out of it as he thought. With my heart is sinking, I take my plate and have a seat next to him. “Yeah I was.”

      “Figured you wouldn’t remember anything the next day.”

      The way he says it, I wonder if that’s what he wanted. To not move forward with what we started. “Anything you wanna tell me?” Here’s the opening for us to discuss it all.

      “Nah.” He swallows, wiping his mouth. “Got you into bed with no problem. Just glad I could help.”

      And that’s when I realize, everything I’ve been building up between Sully and I was completely in my head. “Yeah.” I lick my lips, looking away from him, trying to hold it together. “Glad you could help too.”
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      “How was Houston?” he asks later when we sit on the couch, eating our cake, discussing the holidays.

      “It was good.” I let a smile work its way to my face. “I saw my parents and a couple of friends. I haven’t seen them since I moved here.”

      “That was your first time back, right?”

      “Yeah, a lot of memories.” I set my cake down, pulling my knee up to my chest.

      “Did something happen to make you come here? I don’t think we’ve ever really talked about it.”

      I’ve not told anyone here about my past, but maybe it’s time. “I worked for a law firm, and we were prosecuting a big drug case. One of the lead witnesses was a twelve-year-old girl who was testifying against her father. We had her in a protected location, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “Oh, Counselor.” He reaches over, grabbing my hand. His thumb strokes my palm. “Sometimes best laid plans turn into shit shows.”

      Don’t I know it?

      “Yeah, so after that happened, I couldn’t stay there anymore. I didn’t want to do public prosecution work anymore. That’s really what we were doing, and it just didn’t interest me. Not after we lost her. Life is fleeting as fuck.”

      “Yeah,” he whispers, his eyes getting a far off look. “Yeah it is.”

      Maybe, just maybe the two of us have a lot more in common than we think.
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      “Thank you for volunteering to work Valentine’s Night,” Nick says as we start the shift-change. “We would’ve made it work, the way we always have, but it’s nicer when I can be home with the wife and kiddos, ya know?”

      I don’t, but I pretend like I do. “I’m sure they all appreciate it.”

      Nick grins. “And I appreciate when they go to bed, just leaving me and my blushing bride to do whatever we want.”

      Rolling my eyes, I grab a cup of the worst coffee known to man.

      Welcome to Laurel Springs Police Department.

      “Dude, don’t remind me you’re married, and have a woman to sleep next to you, and all that good stuff.”

      “What’s up with you and Shelby?”

      His southern accent makes her name almost two words. Shell Bee.

      “Didn’t you take her home from the Christmas Party?”

      Steeling myself, I sip some of the sludge, grimacing as I force it down. “Just because I took her home doesn’t mean something happened.”

      He studies me a lot fucking closer than I want him to. “Yeah it did.” He smirks back at me. “But I’m also getting the feeling that not a damn thing’s happened since.”

      Glancing at my watch, I see the time. “Look, Romeo, it’s clock out o’clock. Unless you wanna pull a double and take my spot. I’m sure I can go find something to do for the night.”

      “Fuck. That.”

      He rushes to clock out, before saluting me with a wave of his hand, running out the back door of the police station. I’ve been cornered by no more than three of my fellow officers the last week, asking me what’s going on with the attorney. Interrogation avoided.

      Finally some peace and quiet, allowing me to look over my duties for the night. We’ve called in a couple of cadets, which will let us have more cruisers on the street tonight. Even though Valentine’s is supposed to be the most romantic night of the year, sometimes it can also be the deadliest.

      “You riding with us tonight?”

      I glance up, hearing Renegade’s voice.

      “Yeah, kinda surprised you’re here, to be honest. Figured you’d be at home with the wife.”

      “She’s taking Keegan for the night. Ransom and Stelle don’t get too many nights off together, so when they asked, how could we say no?”

      “You don’t.” I run a hand through my hair, taking another drink from the Styrofoam cup I hold. Hopefully this shit will perk me up and force me to stay awake. I haven’t done an overnight in a while.

      “Exactly. Then I’d be hearing it from both my wife and my daughter, and I make it a rule never to hear from both of them on the same subject, at the same time. Head on into the conference room so we can have our pre-shift briefing. Catch ya in a few.”
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      The room is quiet as we have our briefing. Renegade is the shift commander tonight, and he reminds us of some very important points. Valentine’s Day can bring out the best and worst in people, just like every other fucking holiday.

      I don’t know what it is about the supposed happiest days of the year, maybe it’s all the togetherness mixed with the alcohol? Holidays and full-moons are my least favorite shifts to work, but I do it because it’s what I signed up for.

      We’re dismissed in a quick fifteen minutes, and everyone disperses to head out to their cars.

      As we walk out, I realize I forgot a jacket, and a beanie. Northern Alabama is cold for this Southern Alabama boy, especially tonight. I can see my breath in huge puffs of white air. Here’s hoping I don’t have to be outside too much. If I do, I’m good and fucked.

      Freezing to death isn’t how I imagined I would go.

      The night has been surprisingly quiet, and I’m fifteen minutes from ending my shift, when a call comes in from my apartment complex. It’s a domestic, and I thank God I don’t recognize the names.

      “Show me as responding, dispatch,” I radio in, turning on my sirens and lights.

      The sun is just starting to come up over the horizon, as I head toward home. If I weren’t in such a hurry, I’d stop and admire the sky. It’s a fiery one this morning, full of pinks, reds, and oranges.

      “I’ll be responding too.” I hear Tank come over the radio.

      He lives the closest to me, and he’s just about to go on-shift. I appreciate the fact he’s willing to clock on a little early to help with what could be a potentially dangerous situation. The morning after Valentine’s could be tricky.

      I try to think up all the scenarios I could be walking into. That’s how I was taught by my Police Chief dad. Always try to be a step ahead, be prepared for any situation you could walk into. Don’t let anyone get the upper hand on you.

      I’ve done my best to follow all of that advice since I first put on a vest and a shield. It’s never steered me wrong, and I don’t think it will this morning either.

      Pulling up to my apartment complex, I immediately see what’s happening.

      “Dispatch, be advised it looks as if the female is throwing everything the male owns out of the window of their third floor apartment.”

      I do my best to keep the tiny grin off my face. As I see lips moving, I roll down the window so I can hear what they’re saying to one another. Maybe it’ll give me a clue on how to
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