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      In a small Oregon town, three different couples are in for the ride of their life… LOL funny, sizzling sexy, this set of contemporary romances will deliver you all the feels, from USA Today bestselling author Lani Blake.

      

      
        
        IT ONLY TOOK YOU (Cubby and Katie)

      

      

      

      His best friend’s sister should be off-limits.

      

      Sheriff Cubby Hawker loves his job, his mother, and his friends… but the woman side of things is not going so well. He’s had his chances, take his best bud’s sister, sexy Katie McBride. She’d thrown her heart at him and he’d been to slow to catch it. She left him the next day, and now years later, she’s a detective. A sexy, hard assed one who turns him inside out. Finding her halfway down a bourbon bottle, broken and scared, makes him want to protect her, he’s just not sure she’ll let him.

      

      
        
        DON’T LOOK BACK (Brad and Macy)

      

      

      

      Second chance seduction.

      

      Brad Gelderman rode his Harley into the small town of Lake Howling with one intention. Find Ethan, apologize, then leave. No messy emotion required. What he hadn’t factored on was arriving the day of his brother’s wedding, or meeting Macy Reynolds.

      Disturbingly sexy she wants nothing from him but fun. Why not stay for a few days; they were consenting adults right! Not so much, because before he knew it his brother was digging into his soul, his father was causing trouble, and Macy was making his chest ache.

      

      
        
        A LONG WAY HOME (Newman and Hope)

      

      

      

      Opposites attract. Watch out Newman.

      

      Corporate raider Paul Theodore Newman likes his life to run smoothly. His sheets have a thread count between 1400-1500, and his spreadsheets are always on point. Maybe when he’s back in Lake Howling he lets down his guard and his personal hygiene slips, but there is absolutely no need for Hope Lawrence to take shots at him because she dresses che dumpster. Her fashion sense makes him shudder, as do her kale smoothies!

      

      
        
        LAKE HOWLING SERIES

      

      

      
        
        A Promise Of Home

        The Texan Meets His Match

        How Sweet It Is

        It Only Took You

        Don’t Look Back

        A Long Way Home

        Then Came You

        Faith and the Rock Star

      

      

      

      Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for Lani’s newsletter

      www.laniblake.com/connect

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            It Only Took You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Katie McBride threw back a shot of bourbon, enjoying the burn as it went, before lowering the glass to the bar. She didn’t slam it down, which was her first impulse; she wasn’t that drunk—yet. Squinting at the bottles of spirits lined up on a shelf, she thought maybe she was close though.

      Closing her eyes was a good test. If she saw nothing but the inside of her eyelids, she’d nearly reached the bliss of oblivion, but if she saw Jessie lying lifeless at her feet in a pool of blood, then she needed more bourbon. “Another,” she rasped, determined to drink the visions away.

      She felt someone take the seat to her left. Turning, she tried to get a glare going as she recognized the man.

      “Come on, Katie, you know this isn’t helping.”

      “Go away, E.J.” Katie didn’t raise her voice, just said the words softly, as her brother had always told her to. “Katie girl, you have to control that temper of yours, because as soon as you start yelling, you’ve lost the argument.”

      “Jake.” Katie whispered her big brother’s name. She wanted him so badly her body shook with longing. But she wouldn’t go home now, not until she was the Katie her family could respect. Not this pathetic wimp who drowned herself in booze every day to numb the pain.

      “Katie, this shit only works for so long, you know that, right?”

      Sergeant Elijah Johns, aka E.J. Big, bald, with a sweet round face that hid the heart of a warrior. The man had more stamina than any person Katie had ever met. Steel under fire, he was respected by many, and to Katie, was a mentor. Once, she would have done anything to get his approval; now she just didn’t have the energy.

      
        
        “It’s only been three weeks, E.J.; surely I can take another one?” Katie waved her hand at the bartender, who gave her superior a look, then walked to the other end of the bar.

      

      

      “You can take six, Katie, that’s not the problem here. The problem is that you are binge drinking and not washing, there is no rehab or counseling, and that concerns me.”

      “I wash!” Katie looked down at her creased, stained clothes, then burrowed her nose into the neck of her t-shirt and sniffed. “Sometimes,” she added, screwing up her nose at the stench.

      “You are one of my most promising detectives, Katie McBride. The one I had pegged to go all the way, and I have to say this shit you’re doing is disappointing me.”

      Katie watched E.J. shake his head and felt the weight of his words settle on her shoulders. She was ruining everything she’d worked six years to get. Arriving in LA, excited about what the future held, happy to leave behind her good-girl image, Katie had believed she knew what she wanted. To be the best cop she could, and to finally gain the respect of her friends and family. She had decided to work as hard as needed to make it to the top. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d been getting there. All that changed when she and her colleagues had entered a warehouse where they’d been tipped off that a shipment of drugs was being housed. Katie was the only one who walked out of there without serious injury. Three died, and two more were in the hospital with gunshot wounds. Katie had only suffered sprained tendons in her wrist.

      “Give me another week, E.J.; I promise that I’ll see the shrink then.”

      Katie felt his eyes on her face before he got to his feet. She knew he was disappointed in her. Disappointed that she was behaving like this when people had died and others were in hospital. Hell, she’d let herself down, but couldn’t pull herself out of the self-pitying funk she’d sunk into.

      “You need to rehab that wrist as soon as the brace is off, then I want you to think about going home for a break before starting back to work.”

      “Okay, sure, that sounds like a good idea,” Katie lied. No way in hell was she going back to Oregon in this state. It would only reinforce everyone’s belief in her hometown of Lake Howling, that she didn’t have the stamina or substance to be a cop.

      “I need to get back to work now, but I have eyes in this place, so I’ll know how long you’re in here, McBride.”

      “I’ll leave soon, E.J., I promise.” Katie managed to throw him a smile, then decided to go back to her apartment and drink herself into a stupor there. Anything to make the pain go away and snatch some sleep, even if it was only for a few hours.

      

      Sheriff Cubby Hawker walked into the bar wondering what the hell he’d find. Jake had asked him to look up his sister while in LA, and he’d agreed, because he couldn’t tell his friend that he and Katie had argued before she left Howling six years ago, and he hadn’t spoken to her since. Besides, that was water under the bridge now; she’d probably forgotten it even if he hadn’t.

      Cubby had been told at the police department where Katie worked that she was on leave. After questioning several people, he’d found one willing to tell him why. Three weeks ago Katie McBride had been involved in a shooting that had left her injured along with two others, and three dead. Ice-cold fear had slithered up Cubby’s spine as he’d heard how close she’d come to being a fatality herself; it sounded like only quick reactions had saved her. He was given this bar as her current location. The sergeant he’d spoken to hadn’t given any more details, and Cubby understood loyalty as well as the next person, but it made things hard, not knowing what he was walking into. Just how had Katie McBride changed from the princess who’d had everyone falling at her feet to the cop who was spending her days in a bar? He guessed he was about to find out.

      Jake mustn’t have known his sister had been injured, or he’d have been on the first plane, along with his folks. What the hell was Katie’s deal in not telling them?

      Checking his watch, Cubby noted it was 11:00 a.m. and the place had several people already seated on the bar stools. He ran his eyes along the line and found Katie at one end. She was staring at the bottles lined on the shelves behind the bar. She wore a cap, the peak pulled low to hide her eyes, and a gray t-shirt and jeans. Her dark curls were shorter now, and looked lank and greasy, hanging limp on her shoulders, and his heart kicked as he took in the brace she wore on her injured wrist. He didn’t acknowledge anyone else as he walked, his eyes fixed on her.

      “Hey, Katie.”

      Her head turned quickly, and the McBride brown eyes widened. “Cubby?” The flash of pleasure was quickly blinked away, and when she refocused on him she was scowling. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      “I had a conference, and Jake asked me to check on you because he hadn’t heard from you in a while.”

      She dropped her eyes. “I-I’ve been busy.”

      “Injuring yourself and drinking too much?” Cubby took the glass out of her hand and slid it down to the bartender, who was running a cloth over the bar.

      “Hey, I hadn’t finished that!”

      “I’m pretty sure that stuff will rot your insides.”

      “I don’t care, and since I’m not in the mood for a reunion, you should leave.” She signaled the bartender, but Cubby gave him a look, so he ignored her.

      “Who’d have thought sweet little Katie McBride would be looking all mean and ugly.” Cubby braced himself, knowing his words would get a reaction. Katie may have been sweet natured with most people, but he’d been someone who could always get a fiery reaction out of her.

      “That’s right, I’m no longer sweet, Sheriff!” She got to her feet, stumbled slightly, then managed to right herself. “I’m sour as hell now and that little nobody you remember is long gone.”

      “You look like hell,” he said calmly, “and you smell worse.”

      “Yeah, well I’ve had a rough few weeks.” Her lip curled in an attempted sneer, and his gaze followed the sweet little bow the top one formed. He’d been tempted to taste those lips a time or two, but his respect for her brother and family had held him back; plus the fact that Katie was a take-home-to-mom kind of girl, and he’d decided long ago that marriage just wasn’t for him.

      “So I hear. You about done with the self-pity crap?” Cubby had experience with what Katie was going through because he’d been there once, and it had taken someone shocking him out of it to make him see reason.

      “Fuck you, Hawker.” Cubby ducked as she swung at him, her temper now sparked. “Go home to your parking violations.”

      “To that little town you grew up in? Where your family still lives?” He dodged left as she swung again; the fist sailed past his ear this time.

      “This is the big city now; you don’t have any authority here!”

      “I still have authority over you, princess.”

      “I don’t need you looking out for me, and don’t call me that.”

      “Too bad; I am.”

      She tried to focus on him, but her eyes nearly crossed with the effort. “How did I ever find you sexy, Hawker?”

      Cubby had always known how Katie McBride felt about him, because from the day she could walk, she’d followed him everywhere. She’d always been annoying him or bugging him with questions. He’d tolerated it because she was his friend’s sister, and secretly he’d thought her damned cute. And then one day she grew up.

      He hadn’t been back in Howling long after his father’s death, and seen her come out of the general store. Cubby remembered thinking she looked sexy as hell in shorts that showed off her sensational long legs and a tight shirt. From that day on, he’d been attracted to her, and had breathed a huge sigh of relief when she’d finally left for LA—the day after telling him she loved him.

      He’d been thrown by her declaration, and said some things he shouldn’t. Cubby knew he’d hurt her that day, but before he could apologize, she’d left. Later, he’d realized that what had happened between them was for the best, because something about her had always got to him, and he’d decided long ago that relationships weren’t for him. He didn’t have the temperament, just like his father.

      “You don’t mean that, Katie. I’m your hero, remember.”

      “Barman, you need to throw this man out!” She was in a rage now, fuelled by alcohol, exhaustion, and desperation was Cubby’s guess. Deciding it was a good time to leave, in case a few of the patrons wanted to join in, he lifted her into his arms. “Let’s go.”

      “Let me go.” She tried to fight him, but Cubby had years of experience at wrestling drunks and criminals, and he had a few pounds on her. Trapping her good arm under one of his, he started out of the bar; to his disgust, no one came to help her.

      “You can’t make me go with you, Cubby!”

      “You want to put money on that?”

      She’d lost weight since he’d last seen her, which admittedly was a while. She’d also lost the sweet girl look, the wide smile and long curls that everyone loved. This Katie was muscled, her body slender and fit, her face now made up of angles and sharp edges.

      He knew where she lived, because Jake had given him the address, so he signaled a cab, put her into the backseat, and gave the address. She rested against the seat, eyes closed, all the fight gone out of her, which gave him time to study her unobserved.

      Smaller than her brother, Katie was still five nine and broad shouldered, with skin that tanned easily. Her long lashes rested on pale cheeks, and he saw the fatigue and pain etched deep in her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that, taken a swing at you.”

      “It’s okay, princess,” he said, using the name he’d given her as a child. His first memory of her was at age six, when she came to Jake’s birthday party dressed in a pink tutu and sparkling tiara. Her smile had lit her entire face and he remembered thinking she’d be trouble to the male population when she grew up. As he’d only been ten, that was pretty insightful.

      “I’m okay now, Cubby, so you can leave.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Katie. You’re important to me, just as your family is. I could never leave you alone like this.”

      The tears leaked under her lids and fell down her cheeks.

      “I-I can handle this, but I don’t want them to know.”

      “Them being your family who loves you?”

      She nodded.

      “Because you don’t want them to see their girl is hurting, don’t want them to see you looking vulnerable and beaten.” He knew his guess was accurate as her eyes shot to him, then away.

      “Jake and Branna have the baby, and Mom and Dad are excited about their first grandchild and I don’t want to worry them.”

      “The niece you haven’t seen yet?” Cubby said, remembering Jake’s worry about why Katie had been avoiding him. “You realize that if you keep avoiding them, they’ll simply get on a plane and come here, don’t you?” He’d always been jealous of the McBride family; they’d loved each other unconditionally, unlike his.

      “Don’t let them, Cubby.” Her good hand grabbed his arm. “They can’t see me like this.”

      “No, they can’t. That’s why you are going to take a shower, get some sleep, and then you’re coming home with me.”

      “No.” She shook her head, her eyes desperate now. “I can’t go back there yet.”

      “Katie, I’m taking you home to Lake Howling, so get used to the idea.”

      The tears fell faster, and Cubby wondered just how many demons Katie McBride was trying to outrun. He wanted to hold her, tell her he’d been where she was and that with help she’d come out the other side. It didn’t matter about the history between them; first and foremost she was his friend’s sister, so he’d do what he could to get her through this.

      “It’s okay, baby.” He brushed her tears aside and she leaned into his hand. “Everything will work out, I promise.”

      “No”—she shook her head—”don’t make that promise, because it can’t and won’t.”

      He slipped an arm around her shoulders and she resisted, but he simply pulled her closer and held her.

      He’d kept tabs on her; it would have seemed strange if he hadn’t. Jake had given him reports, told him she’d excelled at the police academy, and pretty much everything else. She’d come home once a year, and he’d only seen her twice in the first two. He’d waved, she’d nodded, but nothing more had passed between them, because they were uncomfortable with each other after what had happened before she left.

      “It will,” he whispered into her hair. “You’ll get through this.”

      She didn’t respond, but he held her close until the cab stopped. Cubby paid the driver, then followed her silently up to her apartment. It wasn’t the worst address, not the best either, but after the clean open spaces he was used to, it felt claustrophobic to be closed in on all sides by apartment buildings.

      He took her key and opened the door after she missed a couple of times getting it into the lock.

      “Your cleaner call in sick?” The place was a mess, Cubby realized as he walked inside. Clothes and takeout containers everywhere. It wasn’t a big space anyway, just a small kitchen/dining, separate bedroom and bathroom. It was so cluttered the walls seemed to close in on him here too.

      “I’ve been busy.” She was standing inside the doorway with her good arm wrapped around her waist. The crying jag and vulnerability were behind her, and in their place was a woman on the defense.

      “Get in that shower and wash the stench off yourself, Katie.”

      “I don’t take orders from you, Cubby.” She was trying to get a glare going.

      “Sure, but the stench on you is making me want to puke, so go wash it off or I will.”

      He leaned back against a wall and folded his arms, simply to stop himself from reaching for her. She looked haunted, her eyes empty, face leeched of color. All the life had been sucked out of Katie McBride, and Cubby knew it would be some time before it came back. She didn’t speak, just turned and left the room. Seconds later he heard the shower running.

      “Jesus,” he whispered, pulling out a chair and falling into it. He mourned the loss of the vivid girl he’d once known before taking out his cell phone and finding Jake’s number. Inhaling, he released the breath slowly as it rang. The next few minutes weren’t going to be easy.

      “Hey, Jake, it’s Cubby. Sit down, bud, I need to talk to you about Katie.”

      He’d finished the call by the time she returned in a pink fluffy bathrobe. Her eyes were clearer, which told him she was sobering up, and probably had the beginnings of a hangover coming on.

      “I made coffee.”

      “Thanks.” She turned to pour herself a cup. “Now you can go, Cubby.”

      “You’ve certainly lost that home-town hospitality, princess.”

      She lowered the cup and turned to face him again, bracing her hands on the bench behind her.

      “I don’t need this right now, Cubby. I have some personal stuff going on that I’m trying to get a handle on, and I definitely don’t need you calling me princess, because I’m not anymore.”

      “You don’t need a friend to lean on?”

      “You are my brother’s friend, not mine.” She said each word slowly. “And I can handle myself.”

      “Sure you can, that’s why I found you in that bar. And for the record,” he drawled, “we are friends.”

      “Stop it!” she hissed. “Stop antagonizing me.”

      “Just stating facts, princess.”

      She closed her eyes briefly, and he watched the struggle she had with herself, then when she opened them she managed a tight smile.

      “We are both mature adults and I would ask you to respect me as I do you. I have to deal with this my own way, and once that is done, I plan to go back to work. So please leave, and please do not tell my family how you found me—”

      “Injured, drunk, and broken.”

      “I am not broken,” she said between her teeth. “I’m not that pathetic girl I once was, I’m a fucking cop, and a good one. So don’t think you can treat me like her.”

      What the hell did that mean?

      “Okay, so broken was wrong. How about hitting a low point?”

      Her fist clenched, but she didn’t throw something at him, the way he knew she wanted to.

      “I’m going to bed; please lock the door on the way out. Thank you for calling in on me, and give my love to my family.”

      After those politely spoken words, Katie raised her chin and headed for a door, closing it with a soft decisive click behind her.

      Cubby gave it an hour, sitting on her sofa, waiting in case she needed him. He then opened her door and found her sleeping on her side, hands tucked under her cheek. He watched for a while, thinking how sweet and innocent she looked. Looking around the small room he found pink curtains and pillows, a matching bed cover. So not everything had changed about Katie; she’d always had that pink thing going on. After brushing a soft kiss on her cheek, he left the room. He found three bottles of bourbon and poured them down the sink, and then left. He’d be back, and when he did, she wouldn’t like what he had to say.
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      Katie woke as the door to her bedroom opened.

      “I thought that was a nightmare,” she said, looking at the large sexy male standing there. Lifting the pillow beside her off the bed, she placed it over her eyes, needing the time to regroup and hide her feelings.

      “I’m damned sure you mean wet dream, princess.”

      “Go home, Cubby.” Please, Katie added silently. Her head hurt, her mouth tasted foul, and she had the hangover from hell, which was pretty much how she woke up most mornings these days.

      “No can do. Now drink this, then take these tablets for that sore head you’ve got, and here’s your phone.”

      Removing the pillow, she looked at him. Tall, with wide linebacker shoulders, Cubby Hawker was one hunk of a man and had always made her heart go pitter patter—or would be if her heart still had the capacity to feel. His hair was deep red with gold streaks, and his skin tanned from hours spent outside. He had eyes the color of the waters that ran clear and cold in their hometown. She’d hung on this man’s every word for more years than were comfortable, and he’d never reciprocated, just teased her and kept her at arm’s length. She’d changed everything between them the day before she was due to leave Howling for LA. Telling him she loved him was one of her biggest mistakes, especially when he’d told her to stop fooling around, and that there wasn’t and would never be anything between them. It had hurt, but she’d banished the pain right along with the silly girl she’d been, and moved on with her life.

      “Why do I need the phone?” She took the water and drank down the aspirin, because she needed it, before handing the glass back to him.

      “Because your brother is on the other end of it.”

      “No.” She shook her head and tried to scramble across the bed.

      “Cut it out, Katie.” Cubby grabbed her before she could get off, dragging her back. Holding her in place with one hand, he held out the phone with the other. “Jake’s been up all night worrying about you; the least you can do is talk to him.”

      “He wouldn’t be worried if you hadn’t called him.” Katie glared at Cubby and then the phone.

      “I thought six years in LA might have eradicated that selfish streak of yours.” His words hurt, but they had her reaching for the phone and putting it to her ear.

      “Jake, it’s me, Katie.” She pushed her spine against the headboard and instinctively huddled into a ball.

      “Katie, God sis, are you doing okay?” Closing her eyes, she let her brother’s voice wrap around her.

      “Yeah, I-I just had a rough time… and I’m s-sorry, Jake, sorry for not telling you.”

      “It’s okay now, honey, everything is going to be all right. Cubby will bring you home and we’ll work through this together.”

      “I don’t want to come home yet, not like this.”

      Katie hadn’t known she was crying until Cubby handed her a tissue.

      “I’m… I’m not the Katie who left, Jake.” The bed dipped as Cubby sat on the edge, close to her hip. Moving over to give him room, she gave herself some too. Cubby had always been her kryptonite.

      “Do you remember how broken I was, Katie, when I came back from Iraq?” Jake’s deep voice was gentle. “I remember when I saw you, Katie, I thought I’d let you down in some way, because I wasn’t returning to Howling the big brother who left you.”

      “I remember,” Katie whispered. Her brother had been haunted when she’d first seen him. Broken on the inside, but hiding it behind a don’t-mess-with-me attitude.

      “Did you think like that, Katie, that I wasn’t the same man who’d left Howling?”

      “No, I remember thinking there’s my beautiful big brother, home where I can look after him, where I can help him heal.”

      The line went quiet, and she could hear Jake swallowing.

      “Did you think it would be any different for me, sis? Did you think I wouldn’t want to hold you; help you heal like you did me?”

      “J-Jake.” Katie was sobbing now. “I-I wanted t-to come, I did, but so much in me has changed, and not l-like I’d planned, and then I couldn’t seem to find my way home.”

      “I know, baby, but Cubby will lead you, okay? You have to let him.”

      She listened while her brother talked. She heard Rose crying in the background, then Branna came on the line and talked to her. The soft Irish burr of her sister-in-law made her smile as she told her how much she loved Katie, and wanted her to come home, then made her laugh when she said they needed a babysitter for her niece. She handed the phone to Cubby when Jake asked to speak with him, then climbed off the bed and headed for the shower, where she had a good cry and decided it would be her last. She hadn’t cried in years; not after her first murder, not after seeing kids and women beaten. She’d hardened, and then Cubby had arrived.

      After a shower she strapped on her brace, then slipped into her robe and cleaned her teeth. She headed for the kitchen, where she drank two glasses of water before putting on a fresh pot of coffee. Looking around the apartment, she saw the mess with fresh eyes. Cubby had removed the trash, but there was still mess wherever she looked. God, what had happened to her? She was normally so organized and neat. What did he think of her? Filled with self-loathing, she headed for the bedroom to get dressed. Then she’d clean up.

      Cubby was still talking, now lying on her bed. Katie felt his eyes on her as she collected her clothes. Her room was feminine, with a pale pink bedcover and soft girly furnishings. Cubby should look out of place, but if anything he looked more masculine. His hair was damp, and he wore a faded gray sweatshirt, worn jeans, and black socks.

      “All right, I’ll let you know what day we’re leaving, Jake. Yeah, you too. Later.”

      “You want to leave so I can dress now?” Katie made herself look into Cubby’s eyes when he’d finished the call. He’d seen her drunk, she’d cried all over him, and now felt ashamed all over again remembering her performance in the cab on the way home from the bar, after she’d tried to hit him.

      God, the humiliation.

      “Sure.” He got off the bed. “And then we can head into your work and sort out stuff there so I can book us some flights home.”

      “I can sort that out. You head back to Howling and I’ll follow, Cubby. Really,” Katie added. “I’ll come, I told Jake I would, but I need to do a few things first.”

      “I still have a few things to do over the next day or two, then we can leave. It’s nicer to travel with someone, especially seeing as you’re injured.” His eyes were steady. He looked genuine, but she’d learned that trick too, how to keep your expression clear of what you were really thinking.

      “I don’t need you to stay.” She tried not to grit her teeth. “Thanks though, but I can look after myself.”

      “Sure you can, but I can’t, so you can take care of me till we get home,” he said, coming toward her. “Big city like this, I could get lost. Then how bad would you feel.”

      “You trained in California!” Katie hadn’t meant to yell, but he was just pissing her off. Messing with her. As she was all over the place lately, it didn’t take much to set her off, and he’d always had the knack. “Just go, Cubby.”

      “No. I promised your brother I’d see you home safe, and I don’t break my promises, especially not to him.” He gave her a smile, the one that showed off his white teeth in his tanned face, then left, and Katie only just managed not to throw something at her door. She needed to get control of herself. This irrational person she’d become was not her. She couldn’t let him get under her skin again. She wasn’t in love with him anymore; in fact, she was fairly sure she didn’t even like him at all right now!

      “Get a grip,” she muttered, pulling on her clothes.

      Her jeans were clean but a snug fit, and she managed to wriggle into them with a series of maneuvers that didn’t include using her injured wrist. She chose a cotton sweater in rose pink because it wouldn’t be too hot if the day heated up, and thankfully didn’t look wrinkled. Slipping her feet into sneakers, she looked in the mirror.

      At least her hair was a manageable length, and just needed a brush run through it. For the first time in days, she put on some lip gloss and mascara, and refused to acknowledge that she was doing so because of a certain sheriff. After a few breathing exercises to calm herself, Katie then left the room to face the large, disturbing male waiting for her.

      He was leaning against the kitchen cabinets, taking up all the space.

      “I need a few days, Cubby, so let’s be reasonable about this. You head back and I’ll follow. Jake knows now, and if I don’t come home soon he’ll come and get me, so you don’t have to worry.”

      “I have two more days here, max. So I’ll just hang out with you until we leave.”

      “You’ll be more comfortable in your hotel, Cubby.” She would be calm like him if it killed her.

      He pushed upright in that slow easy way he had. “We gonna argue every point, Katie?”

      “I don’t need you looking after me, Cubby. I’m good now, and I said I’d go back to Howling, and I will. I just need to sort some things out before I do.” Katie knew after what he’d just done for her she sounded ungrateful, but she wanted him to go, because he’d seen her drunk, dirty, and pathetic, and she could never erase that picture from his head, so she’d avoid him until she returned home and then she’d only acknowledge him when she had to.

      “You recovered quick,” he drawled.

      Ignoring the dig, Kate said, “I need to clean up, so you go on.”

      “I’ll get the dishes.”

      “No! Just go, Cubby.” Katie turned away from him and braced a hand on the cabinet. “I’m not that little girl you need to protect anymore… Jake’s little sister, and I-I don’t feel like I did about—”

      “You saying I don’t light up your life now, princess?”

      God, she’d loved him so much, but poking around inside her chest she realized she didn’t have that capacity inside her anymore. Right now she had cold, dark, empty spaces that she wasn’t sure would ever be filled.

      “I just lost three colleagues, and one was the closest thing to a best friend I’ve ever had, so don’t make fun of me, Cubby.”

      “I’m sorry, Katie.” She felt his hand on her shoulder and wanted to turn into his arms. The thought of all that strength wrapped around her made her knees weak, but she didn’t need it… didn’t need him. She was strong now, had learned to be, and she’d get through this too without his help.

      “Just go, please,” she whispered. She felt his eyes on her, then she heard him leave, softly closing the door behind him.

      “I’m a bitch, a slob, and a pathetic coward,” Katie whispered, and she wanted a drink desperately, but before she allowed herself one she had to clean this place.

      She cleaned, vacuuming and washing floors, and then stripping her bed, she threw her sheets in the wash. None of it was easy with one hand, but it gave her mind something to occupy it other than seeing all the blood and empty stares of her dead friends. When she was done, the need for a drink was strong, so she promised herself a small one. She didn’t need it, not really, and could stop at any time, but her wrist hurt and she was an adult and if she wanted a drink, she’d have one. Opening the cupboard above the sink, she found it empty. There had been three bottles in there. Slamming it shut, Katie realized Cubby must have taken them.

      “Asshole, how dare he!”

      Grabbing her bag, she left, locking the apartment, and headed outside. She could get a drink on the way, or pick up another bottle for when she got home later. Cubby Hawker would get a piece of her mind when she caught up with him. She was an adult; how bloody dare he treat her like she was still a child… still the little princess he and his friends had watched over.

      Spring in LA was Katie’s favorite time of year, because the weather wasn’t oppressive like the summer could be, and the crowds of visitors, like in the height of the tourist season, had not yet arrived. She got on the bus and found a seat at the front. This was the first time in a month she was returning to work, and knew it wouldn’t be easy.

      She looked at the people on the street and wondered where Cubby was. Seeing him had been a shock.

      He was a reminder of the young, innocent, extremely silly girl she had once been. She’d no right to treat him as she had, especially as he was doing what he thought was right for her… what a friend would do for another friend’s sister. But she didn’t want his help. Katie could sort herself out; she just needed some time to do it. She’d been making her own decisions for years now, and going back to Howling in the condition she was in would make everyone want to look out for her. Just the thought of all that love made her twitch.

      She loved her family and friends, missed them a great deal, but right now she wanted only herself for company.

      “And you got no chance of that happening,” she said, walking toward the building she had worked in for the last two years.

      “Hey, Katie girl.”

      “Ray.” Katie lifted a hand to acknowledge the man at the front desk.

      People called out to her, and she smiled or lifted a hand in return, and as she reached the floor she worked on her stomach clenched so tight, it was a struggle to draw in a decent lungful of air.

      “Katie.”

      “Hey, Brad.” She shook hands as she walked, and tried not to look at the empty desks of her friends.

      She was a few feet from E.J.’s office when a voice stopped her. Her heart started thumping hard as she turned.

      “Katie McBride, imagine finding you here.”

      “Kurt,” she acknowledged him. A detective like her, there was bad blood between them.

      “How’s the wrist?”

      He was her height, gorgeous and emotionless. The latter she hadn’t realized until she’d started dating him, four months after arriving in LA.

      “Better, thank you.”

      “Lucky you took that dive when you did is my guess, otherwise you’d be dead too.”

      “I didn’t take a dive,” Katie said slowly. Around them eyes were turning, ears listening. “Is that what you think? What others are thinking? That I took a dive?”

      “No one’s thinking it, Katie,” Brad said, getting to his feet. Unlike Kurt, Katie respected him.

      “Now don’t go getting worked up, my words just came out wrong,” Kurt said, waving Brad back to his seat.

      But they hadn’t and Katie wondered how many others thought she’d hidden when the bullets had started flying.

      “I took out three men before I dived for cover, Kurt, and I don’t much like that you’re saying otherwise. Especially as you called in sick that day.”

      “I was sick!”

      “Sure you were, and I was taking cover, so I guess it’s a matter of perspective.” Katie tried to find a smile just to piss him off, but only managed to grit her teeth. “Now get out of my face before I ugly you up.”

      She heard the hoots of laughter coming from behind him. She had earned respect from the men in this department because she could take anyone on in combat and was damn good at it. She could bring most men down if she got under their guard quick enough.

      His smile didn’t reach his eyes; they were simmering with hatred. “Don’t get your panties twisted, McBride,” he said, and she knew that he blamed her in some way for Jessie’s death. They’d been dating a while, and Jessie had told her she thought he was the one, which had surprised the hell out of Katie, because Kurt to her mind was a selfish asshole.

      “Katie?”

      She hadn’t seen Cubby arrive, but suddenly he was beside her, and she should be pissed to find him here, but strangely she felt calmer knowing he was.

      “Who’s this?” Kurt looked Cubby up and down as he walked toward them. The sheriff of Lake Howling had a long, loose-limbed gait that usually made her heart thud, but as that particular organ was encased in ice, or maybe pickled in bourbon, it didn’t happen anymore. “Is this one of your little buddies from home, Katie?”

      “James Hawker.” He held out his hand and Kurt reluctantly shook it. “Katie’s little buddy.”

      “Detective Kurt Sinclair.”

      The fact that Cubby used his birth name told Katie he was seriously pissed. Because since his first day of school, when he’d entered the classroom on his hands and feet making bear noises, and his teacher had called him her little bear cub, Cubby had been his name. Kurt’s statement about the sheriff being her little buddy was ridiculous considering his size and the fact that he could never be a little anything.  From the uncomfortable look on his face Kurt knew it.

      “You about done, Katie?” Cubby smiled, looking relaxed and comfortable. He’d always been able to do that, look at home wherever he was. “Thought we’d grab a bite to eat.”

      “So what’s the deal, James?” Kurt said, trying to regain some of the ground he’d lost with his “little buddy” comment. “You one of these Howlers I heard her talk about?”

      “I am.”

      “So what do you do, work in the local store?” Kurt looked at the other officers in the room and laughed, but he was the only one. “Knit homemade sweaters, or hunt for skins?”

      “I’m the sheriff.” Cubby didn’t elaborate and let the silence settle after his words. He’d always been able to do that too, be silent at just the right time.

      “Must be a cushy gig, writing out that parking violation every day?”

      Kurt could take asshole to a whole new level if he wanted to. He thought he was funny, but what he was, was an idiot.

      “Don’t be a dickhead, Kurt,” Katie said, which made Cubby laugh.

      “Just being friendly.”

      “Actually what you are is an asshole, but I’ve found that every place has one,” Cubby said. “We all know the type. Big mouths, small....” He let the words trail off.

      Kurt had a short fuse, and Cubby had just lit it. “Go home to your little town, country boy, and let us city men do the real work. And take this gutless bitch with you!”

      Katie watched Cubby step closer to Kurt, suddenly his easy smile had gone, replaced by anger. It clenched his jaw and made him look fierce.

      “Cubby,” Katie cautioned him. He was an expert in martial arts and kept himself in top physical condition; she knew that because she’d watched him work out when he didn’t know she was looking. Right now, he looked angry enough to break one of Kurt’s limbs.

      “You listen to me, city boy,” Cubby said, as the two men glared at each other. “You say one more word about Katie being a coward and I’ll break both your arms. We both know what she did was in fact courageous, that she fired off several rounds and left herself exposed before help arrived. So whatever is fueling your anger, you better find a release for it, bud, before I find it for you.”

      “I’ll have you up on charges for threatening an officer!” Kurt snarled.

      “It’d be worth it,” Cubby replied.

      “Katie, bring your friend into my office once the boys are done playing.”

      Katie managed a jerky nod at E.J.’s words, then followed him back to his office with Cubby on her heels.

      “Fuck, Cubby. You had no right to do that!” she said so only he could hear. “I could have handled it.”

      “Your language has deteriorated, princess, and here’s me without my soap.”

      “Is that all you can say?” She looked up at him before entering E.J.’s office. “That kind of shit doesn’t work here, that macho BS, so save it for Howling.”

      He leaned forward until his eyes were inches from hers, and she saw the anger then.

      “That kind of BS works anywhere, and when a friend is being insulted I will always react, especially when that friend is hurting and vulnerable,” he said, straightening again.

      “McBride!”

      “Coming, E.J.,” she said, then swallowed because her throat was suddenly dry. “I’m not vulnerable,” Katie muttered. “And I know you got rid of my bourbon, you asshole.”

      His smile made her fists clench.

      E.J. was standing behind his desk, as she’d seen him do too many times to count. His office was neat, everything in its place, basketball hoop directly opposite his chair attached to the wall, waste basket beneath.

      “Sit, both of you.” He waved them to the two hard chairs before his desk. Katie had spent many hours in those chairs.

      “Sergeant Elijah Johns.” E.J. shook Cubby’s hand.

      “Sheriff James Hawker.”

      “I’m going to dismiss that shit out there,” E.J. said, waving to his door. “We both know where it came from and off the record, I’m not unhappy to see that dickhead pulled in to line, but you both keep that to yourselves.”

      “E.J.—”

      “He did what needed to be done, Katie.” E.J. nodded to Cubby. “Kurt was gunning for you and has been since he lost his girl. Someone needed to put him in line; now it’s done, hopefully we can move on.”

      Katie doubted that. Kurt had already had it in for Katie since she broke things off with him years ago, and the shooting had just fueled that.

      “I’m heading home in a couple of days, E.J.,” Katie said. “You’re right, I need a break, and I’ll keep in touch and let you know when I’m ready to return.”

      “Good. I’m glad you got your head out of the bottle long enough to work that out.”

      Katie said nothing to that as she felt Cubby’s eyes on her. She’d had a few drinks; who wouldn’t in her situation? It was no big deal, so why the hell was everyone making it one?

      “Before you leave, I need to give you some intel that’s come to light in the last few days.” E.J. looked even more serious than normal so Katie braced herself for what was to come.

      “As you know, the drugs in that warehouse were part of the Alessi shipment, and meant to make them a significant amount of money, so you could say they’re pissed that it was foiled.”

      “Sure, that’s pretty obvious,” Katie said. “And we only got part of their haul, because we believe someone tipped them off that we were coming, so they’d managed to get some out before we arrived.”

      “Yes, it’s my belief they have an informant close to us, we just don’t know who yet.”

      “Not a happy thought,” Katie said hating the possibility that someone working close to her had been responsible for the deaths of her friends.

      “And it was you who shot Caleb Alessi, because the bullet the surgeon took out of him confirmed that.”

      “Yes, he took the bullet in his chest,” Katie said, remembering the moment clearly.

      E.J. nodded. “He’s still alive, and under heavy guard, but it looks like he won’t last much longer. We have information that his brothers, who continue to evade us, want whoever put a bullet in him dead, if they’re not already. We’re not sure if they know it’s you, but at this stage we can’t take chances, because the Alessis have eyes everywhere, as you know.”

      Ice sluiced Katie’s veins as she looked at E.J. and realized that while she may have wished herself dead when she was halfway down a bourbon bottle, she didn’t now she was sober.

      “There’s no way they could know it’s me, E.J., because I wasn’t the only one shooting at that stage. Even if they did know my name, it doesn’t make sense for the Alessis to bring more trouble down on their heads by killing a cop,” Katie said, shooting Cubby a look. His face looked like it was carved in granite, each muscle taut as he took in E.J.’s words.

      “These people don’t make sense, Katie, and there’s no use in trying. They’re mean dictators who control through fear and violence. It’s our belief they’ll put out a reward for information about Caleb Alessi’s killer, and much as I’d like to say everyone in here is clean, I can’t, because we know someone’s tipping them off.”

      “We’re leaving as soon as I can arrange it,” Cubby said. “She’ll be safe in Howling. We, her family and friends, will protect her there, and these Alessis won’t reach her.”

      “It’s my thinking that you’re right, Sheriff Hawker, and I’d be grateful to you if you could get her out as soon as possible, and watch out for any unusual activity in Lake Howling.”

      “Sergeant, Howling is full of unusual activity; it’s what we thrive on, but you can be sure I’ll alert you if I see anything suspicious. Katie will be watched, I promise you.”

      “Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here,” Katie snapped. “And I can look out for myself.”

      “Sure you can,” Cubby soothed, which just pissed her off more.

      “I don’t know if going home is the right move now, E.J. What if they find me there and someone gets hurt?”

      “It’s the right place,” Cubby said, getting to his feet. “Now we have to leave in case someone has already alerted these bastards you’ve come up for air. Get moving, Katie.”

      “Don’t order me about,” Katie protested as Cubby grabbed her around the waist and lifted her to her feet.

      “Take care, Katie, and contact me when you’re sure no one can trace it.” E.J. shook Cubby’s hand again, and she saw a card pass between them, but before she could ask what it was she was being ushered out of his office, through the outer office, past curious faces. Katie managed to smile and wave; of Kurt there was no sign, thank God.

      “You are not my keeper!” she said when they were in a cab heading back to her apartment.

      “Shut up.”

      “What?”

      “Just for once, shut up; I need to think.”

      “About what?”

      “How to protect you.” Cubby had a crease between his eyes.

      “I don’t need your help; I can take care of myself.”

      He wrapped a hand behind her neck and hauled her into his chest, then kissed her hard on the lips. “Think about that for a while.”

      She fell back in the seat and did as he asked, because suddenly she couldn’t think about anything else. His lips had been soft against hers, and his chest hard pressed to her breasts. The contact had been brief, but Katie had felt it through her entire body. For years she’d wanted a kiss from this man, and now she’d finally got it she was glad she hadn’t had it earlier, because just that brief touch had ignited her body, and that would never do. Katie didn’t want her body igniting for anyone… especially not the sheriff of Lake Howling.
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      “I need food.”

      “Me too.” Cubby looked out the window. “Know anywhere decent that doesn’t have grease smeared all over it?”

      “Right, like everyone here eats like that. Don’t be a snob, Cubby, downtown LA has some of the best eating places around.”

      Cubby swallowed his smile at Katie’s indignant tone. At least if she was ripping up at him she wasn’t thinking about what her sergeant had just told them. He shouldn’t have kissed her; it was a dumb move because now he knew what her lips felt like beneath his, what she tasted like, and that was a bad thing. He didn’t have room for a woman in his life, and had vowed he never would, especially this one; that would get way too complicated. He needed to keep his distance.

      He still felt sick at the prospect of some big-time crime lord putting a price on Katie’s head. He had to get her home and do it soon, before the brother died and the Alessis intensified their search.

      “Bet they don’t make the chicken and cheesy crust like Buster does.”

      He watched her lashes lower as she made a small humming noise.

      “I missed his food, but don’t tell him that, okay?”

      “He’s in love now, so not much gets through these days. Willow has dropped the man to his knees. He’s a slave to his emotions; it’s truly pathetic to see.” Cubby found a smile for his old childhood friend.

      Katie laughed, not the full-bodied one she used to use, this one was a rusty little sound. “Buster Griffin could never be a slave to emotion, so don’t give me that shit, Sheriff.”

      “You have a point, princess, but to be fair, Willow’s a pretty special girl, and for some reason, Jake and I think momentary insanity is to blame, she loves that pig-headed man to distraction.”

      “Wow, I would come home just to witness that.” The side of her mouth curled slightly.

      “You’re coming home, Katie.” He needed her to understand that.

      “I told you and E.J. I would, so back off.”

      He studied her. “Back off? When did you start talking all hard-ass like that? The sweet little girl I remember was always smiling and turning herself inside out to make everyone happy.”

      Her eyes flitted away from his to the people walking down the sidewalk and the endless row of buildings.

      “I’ve been a detective in downtown LA for close on two years, Cubby; you don’t honestly expect me to have remained the person I was. That silly bubble-headed girl is long gone.”

      “I liked her.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      Katie ignored him and spoke to the driver instead. “Can you take us to Combustible Café, please?”

      “Why?” Cubby said again.

      “It’s got good food, the place is clean, and I like it there, is why.”

      “You know that’s not what I was asking.”

      “What were you asking then?” She shot him an innocent look that he didn’t buy.

      “Why didn’t you like her, the girl you were?”

      He didn’t think she’d answer, her eyes still focused out the window.

      “Because no one took her seriously.”

      He thought about that, the girl she’d been. She’d been Jake McBride’s kid sister, or the daughter of Nancy and Patrick, and he guessed they were all hard footprints to walk in.

      “I think you have that wrong; in fact, I think you were, and are, highly respected and loved.”

      “That’s not the same, and I don’t want to talk about this any longer.”

      As the cab was stopping, Cubby didn’t say anything else, but he’d think about her words and come back to them sometime. Stepping out behind her, he pulled out his wallet, but she’d beat him to it.

      “Equality is real big here,” she added, then turned and walked away from him.

      “Yeah, well where I was raised, being a gentleman is not a crime.”

      She lifted her hand, flicked her fingers and Cubby had no idea what the hell that was supposed to mean, other than she was calling him to heel. Following her, they entered a brick-fronted building. It was long and narrow and had a handful of bright blue leather booths down one side and glass cabinets on the other. The walls were brick too, and the rear one covered in pots of leafy green plants. The cabinets displayed a selection of food that to his eyes looked damned good.

      “What do you want?” She turned to look at him, her dark eyes cool.

      “Give me a minute,” he said, looking up at the menu board behind the counter. She gave him a curt nod. “Grilled chicken and orange juice, please.”

      “And I’ll take the chili and a vanilla latte.”

      Cubby’s fingers itched to reach for his wallet, but as she was already digging into her handbag he kept them at his sides. He watched her pull out cash and was happy with that; he didn’t want her using a credit card or anything to identify where she might be.

      They found an empty booth in the rear, and the silence settled between them. Cubby was okay with that, he’d interrogated enough people in his life to not let it bother him, but then he guessed she had too.

      He didn’t know this new Katie. Didn’t know what made her tick, what her likes and dislikes were, what she did for fun. How many men had she dated?

      “Cubby, I know you think I’m all over the place at the moment, and that making a sound decision is beyond me, but I’m telling you that I’m okay.”

      “You didn’t look okay in that bar.”

      Her hands were playing with the salt shaker, turning it round and round, her eyes watching her fingers, avoiding his. She was pale, and he guessed her head was giving her trouble after the amount of alcohol she’d consumed yesterday, but for all that she was still one of the most beautiful women he’d ever known. Maybe more so now that she’d matured. The little-girl edges had been shaved away and in their place was a woman. She’d always had a laugh handy six years ago, and the sound had anyone nearby responding the same way. But this Katie was nothing like that one. This one watched now instead of reacting, and he just bet she wasn’t given to spontaneous outbursts anymore either.

      “I can handle this, whatever this turns into.” The salt shaker did a couple more rotations. “This is my deal, Cubby, my life, my work, and I don’t need you or anyone, not even Jake, sorting it for me. I have enough experience now that I can cope with anything.”

      “Tell me about this experience?”

      Her laugh wasn’t happy, just a short, dry, humorless sound.

      “Too much to ever say, but the point is that I can handle this.” She lifted her braced arm. “I’m trained to cope with this kind of stuff now.”

      “Nobody is trained to handle a major league crime family coming down on your ass, princess, no matter what you say otherwise.”

      She blew out a breath but didn’t add anything further as their meals arrived.

      “Okay, I concede this looks good,” Cubby said looking down at his plate. “And thank you for buying.”

      “Bet that stuck in your craw.”

      “You paying?” She nodded.

      “Of course not,” Cubby lied. “I’m a new-age man, and understand a woman’s need to feel equal as much as the next person.”

      “Bull.” She laughed, this one louder and closer to that of the girl he remembered. “You hated it because your mama raised you to know better. You and the others,” she added. “You’re a gentlemen to your toes no matter how much you deny it.”

      He swallowed a mouthful of chicken and thought that Buster needed to get the recipe for this stuff, because it was a winner.

      “You make that sound like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Not bad, just not the way things work with every man outside of Howling.”

      “That’s just plain sad if you ask me,” Cubby said. “Without manners, then what the hell are we?”

      “You’re a bloody dinosaur is what you are, Hawker.”

      “You telling me that you don’t let any of your men friends pay for you?”

      “It’s different here,” Katie said. “People don’t live by the same rules as home.”

      “What kind of rules do they live by?”

      “People don’t necessarily behave like their parents think they should,” Katie shrugged.

      “You don’t have manners anymore, princess? That if an elder person, pregnant woman, or anyone looking like they needed to take a load off, walked in here, you wouldn’t get out of your seat and offer it if there weren’t any others spare?” He saw something flash over her face and then it was gone.

      “All right, so you have me there.”

      “Glad to see LA hasn’t roughed you up too much.”

      “How’s your mom, Cubby?”

      “Good; she keeps busy organizing me and pretty much anyone else she can get her hands on. She’s happier than I’ve seen her in a while.”

      “Wow, it’s taken her that long to get over your dad’s death?”

      Cubby tensed at the mention of his father. The man had been an asshole, a bully, and not someone he gave much thought to if he could help it.

      “Not everyone has a match made in heaven like your parents,” Cubby said.

      Katie’s head tilted to one side as she studied him. “I thought your parents had it all going on too, like mine?”

      “Nope. How’s your chili?” he added, changing the subject. He should have kept quiet, and wondered why the hell he hadn’t. He hadn’t spoken about his father in years.

      “Good,” she said, still studying him, but thankfully she didn’t say anything further. Another change in the woman he’d once known. That Katie would have kept digging until she had all the answers.

      Pulling out his phone as it rang, he looked at the caller ID and answered it. “Hawker.” He felt Katie’s eyes on him as he spoke; the call was brief.

      “One of your deputies?”

      “Yeah, it was Brady; he’s helping out for a few months.”

      “Is Lake Howling suffering a crime wave or something? Because there’s already you and two deputies.”

      Cubby shoveled in a mouthful of chicken before he answered her question. “A friend in San Diego asked me to take him on for a couple of months. Seems he got burned out working some big case and wanted a break, but not completely. He thought the air in Howling would be good for him.”

      “How’s that working for you, babysitting some big-city cop?”

      “Don’t give me lip, McBride, and Brady’s okay; he’s a good sort, actually. Doesn’t talk about what happened, only that he was undercover and things went to shit. Fits in, doesn’t throw his weight around, and he’s helping out while I’m here.”

      “Sounds like a win-win all round, then.”

      Call it instinct, call it whatever you want, but they both turned in unison to watch the man walk up to the counter. He wore a hoodie pulled over his head, which hid one side of his face. He said something to the staff member who had served them, and the only word for her reaction was shock.

      “My money’s on him having a gun somewhere in that hoodie, or a knife,” Cubby said, swallowing another mouthful.

      “Odds on; in fact, I think I know that guy,” Katie said, getting to her feet.

      “You’re injured,” Cubby said, doing the same. “And if it’s a gun, chances are he knows how to fire it.”

      They were talking in low voices so no one could hear them.

      “I’m not stupid, Cubby, I know better than to rush the guy; besides, I’m not armed.”

      “Shit,” Cubby said as the woman screamed. He watched her drop down below the counter. Seconds later, Katie was running with him on her heels. She dived as the man turned, and caught him around the waist, throwing him to the ground. She rolled, but held on. Cubby kicked the gun from the man’s hand as he freed it from his pocket, and it flew out of his hands and hit the wall, coming to rest out of his reach.

      Grabbing Katie, he hauled her to her feet, then the boy. Spinning him, he pulled his hands behind his back.

      “Call for backup!” Cubby snapped, and was pleased when Katie actually obeyed him and pulled out her cell phone.

      “Give me something to tie his hands with,” he said to the terrified staff member. She handed him a length of red ribbon. He gave her a “you’re shitting me” look before wrapping it around the boy’s wrists several times.

      The sound of sirens told him someone had been on patrol nearby. Two uniformed officers walked in; both wore smiles and headed straight for Katie.

      “Katie McBride, injured and still working. How the hell are you, sweetheart?”

      “Good, Tino.” Cubby watched both men give her a hug.

      “This is a friend, Sheriff Hawker,” she added, pointing at Cubby.

      His hand was shaken, and then the boy was taken away after they’d told them what had happened, and he was alone with Katie again.

      “You’re an idiot, you know that right?” Cubby wasn’t hungry anymore; in fact, the food was sitting like an unwanted mass in his stomach now. “You dived at that man knowing he had a gun and knowing you were injured.”

      “I had it covered.”

      He bit back any further comments and simply walked out of the café. Anger was clouding his thoughts and he needed to shake it off.

      “I can’t walk as fast as you.”

      He slowed and let her catch him.

      “Jesus, Katie, my heart just about stopped.”

      “I had it covered; like I said, I’m not the helpless Katie McBride anymore.”

      “You were never helpless.” He looked down at her, saw she was breathing fast. Stopping, he grabbed her good arm and turned her to face him. “You hurt yourself?”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” Lifting her chin, he searched her eyes. “Is it your wrist?”

      “I just jarred it a bit, no big deal.” She shrugged him off.

      Her cell phone rang at that moment, so he left the questions for now. Seeing her do that, police work, had done something to his heart rate. She’d acted instinctively, and he knew she’d done that before, and he had to admit—though not to her—now he knew she was safe, it had impressed the hell out of him.

      “What’s up, E.J.?”

      Cubby watched her knuckles turn white around the phone as her sergeant talked.

      “Are you sure?”

      Whatever was being said it was bad news, really bad news. Cubby watched the color drain from her face.

      “Okay, sure, I’ll get out of LA as soon as I can.”

      Pocketing the cell phone, she started walking and Cubby stayed at her side, waiting for her to tell him what had just gone down.

      “Caleb Alessi died this morning, and E.J. heard from an informant that Antonio, the eldest brother, wants to know who fired the bullet and if they’re still breathing. He’s put out a reward of $100,000 for any information. He wants my name or proof of death.” She said the words as if she were reciting a grocery list, no inflection or emotion.

      Grabbing her arm, he didn’t ask permission, he just reacted. Moving to the curb, he raised a hand and signaled the first cab he saw.

      “Cubby.”

      “Get in.” He opened the door and placing a hand on her head, pushed her inside.

      Giving her address to the driver, he then pulled out his phone and called the airline. She sat stiff but quiet at his side as he made arrangements to get them out of LA on the next available flight, which happened to be in three hours.

      “You pack what you need, empty out your fridge and dump it in the waste, then we leave,” he said when he’d finished the call. “We’ll head to the airport and wait there.”

      “Do I get a say in this?”

      “No.”

      “Be reasonable, Cubby; there is no way they will find out it was me because nobody knows but me and E.J.”

      She was scared and trying to hide it, but he’d known her since the day she was born. Katie was terrified.

      “Ballistics confirmed it was your gun, Katie. People overhear things, and while you and E.J. believe no one else knows, police stations have ears, and unfortunately there is already someone tipping the Alessis off, and that kind of reward money will drag plenty of scum bags out in the open to hunt for you.

      She didn’t speak again. Once in her apartment, he cleaned out her fridge while she packed, and thirty minutes later they were leaving. She left the food and a spare key with her neighbor, an older man, who Cubby noticed treated Katie like a daughter.

      “Nice guy,” he said when they were back in the cab.

      “Yes,” she said. “The best kind.”

      He didn’t know what that meant and decided not to enquire, as he needed to think. The threat to her life was a scary thing, and with it came concerns for her
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