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            Prologue

         
         
            The moment a woman came between Hunt and his best friend . . .

         

         Willow Fork police officer Hunt Wilde drove down Rad’s driveway with the lights swirling, siren blaring, and skidded to a
            stop. Rad stood outside of his home, squaring off with the purple-haired beauty who glared at Hunt every time they crossed
            paths. Granted, he was usually issuing her a ticket at the time, because the hairdresser thought laws were mere suggestions
            and warnings were simply permission to go ahead and do it again. Speeding, public intoxication, public nudity, trespassing
            on private property. The woman lived up to the sound of her name. Cyn.
         

         
         Why the hell was she here?

         
         Causing trouble, he was certain. It seemed that’s all she ever did.

         
         Hunt stepped out of the car, but before he broke up the argument between Rad and the wildcat talking with her hands, her whole
            body illustrating the fury coming off her, something up by the house caught his eye. Cyn’s sister, Angela, cowered behind
            a tree, tears streaming down her face.
         

         
         Cyn lived her life out loud.

         
         Angela’s quiet and subdued nature had landed her in a bad relationship with Rad, who dominated her life.

         
         “Finally,” Cyn shouted. “About damn time, Wilde.” And there was the glare she gave him every time they met.

         
         “Get her off my property,” Rad yelled at him. “She’s trespassing.” Rad took a menacing step toward Cyn.

         
         Hunt instinctively put his hand on his gun, because he and his fellow officers had been called out here too many times for
            domestic abuse. He didn’t know what Rad was capable of anymore. “Back off, Rad. Let me handle this.”
         

         
         Cyn’s glare turned icy. “Like you did the last time this asshole hit my sister and you let him go?”

         
         Well, damn. First his brother’s fiancée, Shelby, accused him of not doing his job weeks ago when her biological father made
            a nuisance of himself and now Cyn was doing the same. Like he told Shelby then, he couldn’t go around locking people up without
            cause. Or in Rad’s case, Angela’s cooperation. She refused to press charges and even backed up Rad’s account that she tripped
            and hit her face on the counter.
         

         
         He knew it wasn’t true. Angela knew he didn’t believe her. But no amount of coaxing or promising that he’d protect her if
            she told the truth convinced her to hold Rad accountable for hurting her.
         

         
         Rad held his ground up in Cyn’s personal space. Hunt gave her credit for holding her own. But Hunt didn’t like Rad that close
            to Cyn. It did something to his gut to see a man threatening her. As it should. But there was something more tweaking him
            that he continued to ignore every time they crossed paths.
         

         
         He was here to do his job.

         
         Of course Rad had an excuse. He always did. And turned to Hunt to spill it. “Angela and I were hanging out, and then little-miss-know-it-all showed up, saw Angela crying and demanded her sister leave with her.” Rad turned on Cyn again. “Stay out of my business. Angela is with me”—he pointed his finger in Cyn’s face—“and there’s nothing you can do about it. So stay the hell away from us.” 

         
         Cyn’s sneer turned into a frown when her gaze shot to her sister. Her resigned expression of sadness combined with weariness
            tore at Hunt. He’d seen Cyn exuberantly happy dancing at the bar, funny and playfully tipsy, and drunk and singing at the
            top of her lungs without an ounce of self-conscious hesitation. Hunt had seen her be sexy and seductive when flirting with
            a guy—giving Hunt another unfamiliar feeling when it woke up a jealousy he’d never experienced with any other woman. But seeing
            her in this depressed state made him want to put the smile back on her face, even if that smile was never directed at him.
         

         
         Angela had stepped out from behind the tree. She stood looking fragile and lost, her arms wrapped around her middle. “You
            shouldn’t have called the cops. I’m fine.” She looked anything but okay.
         

         
         Hunt closed in on his friend. “Rad, step away from Cyn. Let’s talk.”

         
         Cyn’s eyes pleaded with her sister. “Please. Come with me. I will keep you safe.”

         
         Angela held herself tighter. “He doesn’t mean it. He loves me.”

         
         Hunt had done this enough times now on the job and with Rad and Angela to know how this played out and pinned Rad with his sharp gaze. “Did you hit her?” Hunt didn’t see any marks on Angela. This time. But just because he couldn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t there. 

         
         “No,” Rad scoffed. “We argued. She said some things. I said some things. It got heated. I knocked something over and it broke.
            I slammed a couple doors. I tried to storm out, but she got in my way. She fell. It was an accident.” Rad held Angela’s gaze
            the whole time, silently letting her know she better back up his story.
         

         
         Hunt had seen him do it before, but asked Angela anyway, hoping she’d tell the truth, and not just Rad’s version of it. “Is
            that what happened?”
         

         
         “Tell him the truth, Angela,” Cyn pleaded. “Please. You don’t need to stay here. I will take care of you.”

         
         “I take care of her,” Rad snapped, stepping toward Cyn.

         
         Hunt planted his hand on Rad’s chest and shook his head in warning.

         
         Rad stared down at Hunt’s hand on him, then met Hunt’s gaze. “Really. You know me. But you’re going to believe her,” he scoffed.
         

         
         Hunt tried to reason with Rad. “I know her, too. And how many times have the police been called out here?”

         
         Rad pointed at Cyn. “If she’d stop calling the cops for no reason, you wouldn’t need to come here at all.”

         
         Hunt stepped closer to Rad. “Angela is crying. You’re trying to bully Cyn to leave. And we both know something happened or
            Cyn wouldn’t have called for help. So stay put right here. Shut up. And let me do my job.”
         

         
         “I really wish you would.” Cyn glared at him again.

         
         He ignored her as much as he could, because when Cyn was near, he couldn’t not pay attention to her. He approached Angela, waving his hand out so she’d walk away from their audience and he could speak to her without being overheard. 

         
         Hunt stared down at the top of Angela’s bent head. “Are you really okay, Angela? Did he hurt you?” He spoke softly, like he
            would to his niece, Eliza.
         

         
         “I should have been more careful. I got distracted watching a movie and I left dinner in the oven too long. It burned. He
            worked all day. The least I could do is put a proper meal on the table.”
         

         
         Hunt’s gut tightened as he heard Rad’s accusing words in Angela’s explanation. A simple accident had escalated to this. Other
            victims had rambled off scenarios like this on other domestic disturbance calls. Something innocuous got blown up into something
            more important than it ever was and someone got hurt, because abusers liked to make people pay.
         

         
         That made Hunt confront the very uncomfortable reality that his best friend had turned into a dangerous man. He’d seen Rad’s
            quick temper flare several times over the years. It started in high school. But his anger always seemed justified. Until recently.
            But maybe Hunt had never really wanted to look too closely at how Rad never seemed to be able to walk away from an argument
            or fight—and escalated things sometimes for no other reason than he couldn’t control his temper.
         

         
         “You know, if you didn’t have that smart-ass mouth on you,” Rad spoke to Cyn, “you’d be a nice piece of ass.”

         
         Fuck you was the comeback Hunt expected, but Cyn held her tongue, until Rad opened his big mouth again.
         

         
         “Maybe I chose the wrong sister. Getting you in line might actually be a hell of a lot of fun.”

         
         Hunt turned just in time to see Cyn’s lips curve into a deceptively sweet smile. “I’d rather be set on fire than let you put one fingertip anywhere on my body.” 

         
         Rad sneered. “You’re always such a fucking bitch.”

         
         “You’re a coward who beats on women to make your small self feel big and strong and powerful, but we all know you’re”—Rad
            started for her, Hunt rushing to close the distance, knowing he was too far away to get there in time to stop it—“just compensating
            for a tiny—”
         

         
         Rad backhanded the rest of Cyn’s words right from her lips.

         
         Hunt grabbed Rad by the arm and kicked him in the back of the leg, sending Rad to his knees as Hunt shoved him all the way
            to the ground, pulling his arms behind his back and cuffing him before his friend knew what hit him.
         

         
         “Fucking let me go,” Rad bellowed, struggling to move, but Hunt pinned him down.

         
         Cyn sauntered close, stared down at Rad, wiped the blood from her split lip and gave him that deceptively sweet smile again.
            “Enjoy your time in jail, asshole.”
         

         
         “I’ll fucking kill you for this. You’ll be begging before I end you.”

         
         Cyn finally met Hunt’s gaze for the first time. “Add the death threat to the assault charge.”

         
         Hunt sighed, shaking his head at Rad. “Why the hell couldn’t you just let me handle this?”

         
         “You can’t fucking arrest me. She provoked me.”

         
         “And you hit her. In front of a cop.” Hunt hauled Rad up to his feet and kept hold of his arm, because he didn’t know what Rad might do next. The guy he used to share Ho Hos with in grade school wasn’t the man standing beside him. 

         
         “You can’t fucking arrest me. We’re friends. Do something.”

         
         “As a cop, I have to follow the law. As your friend, I’m advising you to keep your mouth shut and get a lawyer to plead this
            down to a lesser charge and stay the hell away from Cyn and her sister from now on.”
         

         
         “No fucking way. Angela is mine. And if you do this, you’re no friend of mine.”

         
         Then it worked out, because Hunt didn’t want to be Rad’s friend anymore. Not when he’d broken the law and abandoned his morals,
            hurting two women all to bolster his overinflated ego.
         

         
         Bullies and abusive partners were the worst kinds of humans.

         
         “You’re going to pay for this.” Rad spit at Cyn, missing her by mere inches.

         
         All Hunt could do now was read Rad his rights and take him into the station.

         
         But he had a strange premonition this wouldn’t be the last time Cyn taunted Rad to retaliate against her and Hunt would be
            caught in the middle again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Seven months later . . .

         

         Hunt walked into Cooper’s bar. He’d spotted his brother’s truck in the parking lot. At ten thirty at night, Chase should be
            home with his beautiful fiancée and their little girl. He hoped Chase and Shelby were out on a date and his brother hadn’t
            fallen off the wagon. But then he spotted Shelby at a table with the last person he wanted to see.
         

         
         Gorgeous, tempting, not-for-him Cyn.

         
         He didn’t think the purple-haired party girl and his reserved soon-to-be sister-in-law had anything in common or that they
            even knew each other. But everyone in town knew Cyn. Every man wanted her. Many had the pleasure of her company and a wild
            tale to tell about it. Though Hunt suspected a lot of what was said about Cyn was wishful thinking and exaggeration on those
            guys’ parts.
         

         
         Still, what the hell was she doing with Shelby?

         
         In his police uniform, he attracted a lot of attention as he made his way through the crowd toward the two women who probably
            wouldn’t be happy to see him.
         

         
         He’d been hard on Shelby this past year. He’d wanted her to make Chase better. He’d wanted her to somehow erase Chase’s PTSD and prescription drug addiction. It wasn’t fair to put that on her, but the anger, resentment and blame he’d put on Chase unfairly spilled over to her. 

         
         He’d apologized. He’d do so again if need be, because he liked Shelby. More than that, he liked who his brother was with her,
            sober and happy.
         

         
         As for Cyn . . . she hated him, even though he’d arrested Rad and severed all ties with a guy he’d once considered his best
            friend. Rad did what Hunt had advised and pleaded the charges down, so he basically got a slap on the wrist. It was a first
            offense, and he had no priors because Angela, and any other woman Rad might have hurt, hadn’t filed charges against him.
         

         
         Angela took Rad back the second he got out on bail.

         
         Cyn blamed Hunt for that, too.

         
         Yes, he knew her anger was warranted, but she’d aimed it at the wrong person. Much like he’d done with Shelby about Chase.
            And though he and his fellow officers had been called out to Rad’s place on numerous occasions by Cyn before the arrest she
            instigated, they hadn’t been called out since.
         

         
         And, well, Cyn had cause to loathe him more because he’d written her a total of five speeding tickets over the past seven
            months alone. The last one she still hadn’t paid.
         

         
         Not that he was keeping track, or anything.

         
         He didn’t like the hold she seemed to have on him.

         
         She liked speed, a good time and skirting the law and outright breaking it every chance she got. Though it had been quite
            a long time since one of his brethren had issued her a citation. Either she had tamed her wild ways, or more than likely she
            simply hadn’t gotten caught.
         

         
         Folks in town and down at the station still talked about how she and some drunk cowboy got caught skinny-dipping in Mrs. Thompson’s pond. Mrs. Thompson discovered her teenage son watching the couple get it on in the shallow water. 

         
         He’d bet a month didn’t go by without one of the guys at the station talking about seeing her in her drenched clothes, looking
            like the winner of a wet T-shirt contest.
         

         
         He understood why. He’d never seen a more beautiful woman.

         
         Steps away from Shelby and Cyn’s table, he stopped short when Rad appeared out of nowhere, drunk and stumbling to a stop,
            hands planted on the wood surface, his face a foot from Cyn’s scowling one.
         

         
         “Fuck off.” She glared, not giving a damn Rad had hit her in the past and her words and attitude could provoke him to do it
            again.
         

         
         Hunt’s gut tightened and his fist clenched. One wrong move and Hunt would put Rad down on the ground again.

         
         Rad grinned and his gaze roamed over Cyn’s face and dipped to her chest before he met her angry gaze again. “Why do you have
            to be such a bitch?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be if you treated my sister with respect. Especially now.” Cyn rose and planted her hands right in front of Rad’s
            on the table and leaned in close to him. “She needs to be treated with care.”
         

         
         Rad scoffed. “She won’t let me near her.”

         
         Cyn’s lips curved into that smile that taunted. “Good.”

         
         “She’s mine.”

         
         “She has something more to live for now than spending every waking moment trying to make you happy.”

         
         Shelby stood and put her hand on Cyn’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

         
         Rad turned his gaze to Shelby. “Who the hell are you?”

         
         Hunt stepped in before things escalated and his brother’s fiancée ended up in the middle of what could turn into a very bad
            situation. “Shelby, honey, back away from the table. Cyn, you, too.”
         

         
         Cyn didn’t move an inch. “Rad and I were just talking. This is none of your concern.”

         
         “Did you actually call the cops?” Rad’s bloodshot eyes narrowed.

         
         “You’re an idiot,” Cyn snapped. “I’ve been right in front of you the whole three minutes you’ve been taking up my time. And
            how the hell would he get here so fast?”
         

         
         Hunt put his hand on Rad’s shoulder and pushed him back up to standing. “No one called the police. I came in to see Shelby.”

         
         “Me?” Shelby asked, surprised.

         
         “Actually, I saw the truck, thought Chase was here, so I came in to make sure he was okay.”

         
         Shelby nodded, understanding in her eyes. “He’s home with Eliza. It’s girls’ night. I’m supposed to be Cyn’s wing woman, but
            we’ve been having too much fun together for me to find her a proper date.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t have to be too proper,” Cyn teased. “I like them a little untamed.”

         
         “Well, then come on. If your sister won’t put out and you’re always ready . . .” Rad slurred those words through a lecherous
            smile.
         

         
         Cyn cringed. “Just the thought of you makes me feel like I need a monthlong scalding-hot shower.”

         
         Rad lurched toward her.

         
         Hunt shoved him back. “Enough. Do you have a ride home?”

         
         “I can drive.” Rad swayed on his feet, taking a swig from the nearly empty beer bottle in his hand. Then to prove Cyn’s point
            that he was anything but desirable, Rad belched long and loud.
         

         
         Disgusted and wanting out of this situation, Hunt waved his hand, got the bartender’s attention and mouthed the word taxi. The bartender nodded.
         

         
         Not half a minute later, the bouncer showed up and took Rad by the arm. “Let’s go, man. Time to go home.”

         
         Rad tried to pull away but the bouncer was six and a half feet tall and a good two-fifty of nothing but muscle.

         
         Rad pointed the beer bottle at Hunt. “You turned out to be a real asshole.”

         
         “Back at you.” Hunt kept an eye on Rad as the bouncer led him out, then turned to Shelby. “How is Chase? Is he all healed
            up?”
         

         
         Chase had gotten stabbed in the shoulder and back by Shelby’s biological father nearly a month ago. Though he’d gotten through
            the surgery and rehab without narcotics, Hunt worried Chase would relapse and fall back into his addiction.
         

         
         Shelby touched his arm. “He’s fine, Hunt. Mostly healed. He’s been working at the ranch this past week, but not riding horseback
            or doing any heavy lifting until I tell him he can. He comes in for physical therapy at my office three days a week. I’m working
            with him on getting his strength back.” As a physical therapist, if Shelby said Chase was better, she meant it.
         

         
         Cyn had taken her seat and sipped a whiskey on the rocks a waitress had dropped by while he and Shelby spoke. She looked both irritated and suspicious of him. 

         
         “What?” he finally asked, wondering what was going on in her head. The woman always looked one second away from raging at
            him and hell if he knew why. He hadn’t done anything to her. Except issue her tickets when she broke the law. Otherwise he
            left her alone and hardly ever thought about her. Mostly. Because damn if she didn’t pop up in his mind once in a while. Not
            that she’d know about it. He replayed the scene between Cyn and Rad a dozen different ways in his mind and he was always too
            late to stop the assault from happening.
         

         
         Maybe she blamed him for not arresting Rad sooner for how he treated Angela. But damnit, he was restrained by the law. And
            if Angela refused to cooperate, she tied his hands and Rad got away with being an abusive asshole.
         

         
         Now he was mad about his lack of action and Rad’s continued bad behavior.

         
         Cyn’s gaze took nearly a full minute to rise to meet his. “I didn’t say anything.”

         
         “You didn’t have to,” he shot back grumpily.

         
         “Hey, I was just sitting here with my friend, minding my own business, getting the scoop on how hot things are with Shelby
            and her Wilde man, when that scum interrupted us. I didn’t invite him over. I didn’t provoke him. I didn’t do a damn thing.”
         

         
         She shot back the rest of the whiskey and stood and faced Shelby. “Sorry my sister’s dickhead ruined girls’ night. I’ll make
            it up to you. Let’s call it a night and head home.”
         

         
         Shelby let out a disappointed sigh. “It’s all right. I’m sorry we didn’t get to finish our conversation. I really did want to help take your mind off your sister’s troubles.” 

         
         “Is everything okay?” Hunt asked, concerned.

         
         Cyn pressed her lips tight. “She lives with a self-centered jerk who doesn’t care about her feelings and mistreats her. But
            she loves him,” she gushed with a false saccharine lilt to her words.
         

         
         “It’s frustrating to see it happening to someone and they let it because they’re either too afraid to do something about it
            and leave or they think they deserve it. You can’t help someone if they aren’t willing to help themselves.” Hunt had felt
            that way when it came to Chase and his addiction.
         

         
         “Yeah, well, I guess you see it a lot on the job. Still, I’d like to give her a big ol’ shove out the door of that place and
            show her that she doesn’t really love him. She’s clinging to an illusion that will never be reality. He will never treat her
            the way she deserves to be treated because he is a piss-poor example of a man. And of course she chose badly, what with our
            own father running out on us. If you’ve never seen a good man, how the hell are you supposed to recognize one?” Cyn turned
            to Shelby. “They exist, right?”
         

         
         Shelby smirked. “I found one. You will, too.”

         
         Hunt hooked his hands on his gun belt. “Take my advice. Steer clear of your sister’s boyfriend, so you’ll live long enough
            to find out.”
         

         
         Cyn walked right past him and said over her shoulder to Shelby, “I’ll meet you at your truck.”

         
         Shelby gave him a sympathetic look. “See you soon.”

         
         He followed the two women out of the bar and caught up to Shelby. “Go home to Chase. I’ll drive Cyn home.”

         
         Cyn glared at him like always. “The hell you will. I’d rather walk.”

         
         Hunt rolled his eyes. “I’m here,” he told Shelby. “You’ve got a long drive out of town. Chase will be desperately waiting
            for you to get home.”
         

         
         Shelby blushed under the bar’s neon lights. “I don’t mind taking her.”

         
         “And now you’re both talking about me like I’m not here.”

         
         Hunt turned to Cyn. “I’m just trying to do my brother a favor.” There’d been some bad blood between them for a long time.
            Because of their mother. Because of Chase’s addiction. But they were trying to move on from it. And Hunt wanted his brother
            to be happy, especially after how many times he’d nearly lost his life. If he’d died before Hunt fixed things, Hunt would
            have never forgiven himself.
         

         
         Shelby made Chase happy, and so Hunt could do this small thing to get Shelby back to him tonight a little sooner rather than
            later.
         

         
         “Fine,” Cyn said, exasperated. “Go home to your Wilde man. We’ll have lunch later this week.”

         
         Shelby embraced Cyn in a big hug. “He’s a cop, doing his job. And a good man. He cares, even if he doesn’t show it sometimes.”
            Shelby released Cyn and walked past him with an all-too-knowing grin and a sparkle in her eyes that Hunt didn’t even want
            to try to read.
         

         
         “You coming?” Cyn called as she walked toward his patrol SUV.

         
         He had a feeling he’d follow her into hell just to keep her from taunting the devil and getting herself into more trouble.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Cyn sat in the front seat of the patrol car for a change. Usually she ended up in the back seat. She ignored the big, broody
            man beside her, until he turned down the wrong street. “Where are you going? I thought you were taking me home?”
         

         
         “I am. You live on Spruce. Right?”

         
         “Uh, no.” How did he know that? Probably from all the times he’d checked her driver’s license to issue her a ticket. “I rented
            Shelby’s old place.”
         

         
         He shot her a sideways glance. “Since when?”

         
         “I moved in the week after your brother proposed to her.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         She didn’t know if that meant he was okay with her living there or not. And what did it matter? She loved the quaint little two-bedroom house. She could walk to work when the weather was nice. It was much quieter than her old apartment, where she could hear her neighbors arguing and fucking at the top of their lungs. And don’t get her started on smelling everything everyone cooked, not to mention her chain-smoking pervert of a downstairs neighbor who liked to sit out in the courtyard and stare up at her through her window. Gross. 

         
         “Why did Rad come at you like that?”

         
         “He was drunk tonight, but he’s always stupid,” she replied.

         
         Hunt actually chuckled.

         
         “I’m surprised you find that amusing. I thought you two were best buds.” She didn’t know how two men so different could be
            friends, especially when one was a cop and the other a rage-induced murderer-waiting-to-happen.
         

         
         “I haven’t hung out with Rad since I arrested him.” Hunt rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “Longer than that, really.
            The job makes people distance themselves. Ever since I became a cop, Rad looks at me like he’s waiting for me to accuse him
            of something.”
         

         
         “Guilty people feel guilty sometimes, I guess. Though he doesn’t seem to give a shit about how he treats my sister. Oh, sure,
            he apologizes up and down, but what good are words when you don’t back them up? What the hell does a promise mean if you don’t
            follow through? Sorry is just a word if you don’t mean it.”
         

         
         “Tell me how you really feel.”

         
         “I don’t say things I don’t mean. I don’t treat people like shit because I feel like it. I don’t hit the people I care about.
            He’s not a man, he’s a little boy acting out, thinking he’s big shit when he’s less than most of us.”
         

         
         “How is your sister?” Hunt’s voice was warm and coaxing.

         
         “She’s trapped and she doesn’t even know it. Even more disturbing, she thinks she’s in love. And it will only end one way. Badly. I just hope I get her out of there before it’s too late.” 

         
         “No one from the department has been called out there in a long time.”

         
         “Because the last time a cop showed up”—meaning him—“he beat my sister bloody. Worse than he ever hurt her before. I don’t
            call the cops anymore. I go and pick her up and put her back together only to watch her go right back to him.”
         

         
         “Cyn.” Just her name and the world of feeling he put behind it. Frustration. Resignation. Understanding. She hoped the regret
            she heard was genuine and he really did care about what happened to her sister.
         

         
         She sighed. The whole situation made her tired. “I know Shelby is right. You did your job to the best of your ability, but
            that doesn’t mean I’m not pissed off that when it comes to domestic abuse, the system works far better for the criminal than
            it does the victim all too often and the victim pays an even higher price. I’m tired of watching my sister suffer for what
            she thinks is love but is nothing more than that asshole tearing apart her heart and soul. Who my sister used to be is fading
            away. I don’t think she even recognizes herself anymore.
         

         
         “I know it’s not her fault. He’s made her afraid. She believes his lies that she’s inadequate and does everything wrong. And
            if she’s not good enough for him, she’s certainly not good enough for anyone else. He made her believe that he’s the only
            one who’ll want her. I’ve tried so hard to erase that from her head, to show her that I love her more than anything. But she
            doesn’t hear the words. She only hears him in her head now.”
         

         
         “I wish there was something I could do.” Hunt pulled up in front of her cute little home, the place she’d hoped her sister would come and live with her. 

         
         “I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do at this point. And right now, she’s deep in depression and just existing day
            to day. I’ve tried to get her to go back to the doctor, but she won’t.” She shook her head. “Sorry. I’m sure you spend your
            day listening to other people’s problems, you don’t need me adding to it.”
         

         
         “It’s okay.” He shifted to face her across the console and the computer between them and studied her. “I’ve never seen you
            like this.”
         

         
         “That’s because I’m usually a happy drunk. He killed my buzz, the asshole.”

         
         Hunt chuckled. The deep rumbly sound made her stomach flutter. And what the hell was that about? Obviously, she’d been without
            a man too long.
         

         
         “I’m sure you’ll go back to yelling at me the next time I catch you speeding.”

         
         Damn right. “You could just let me go, you know.”

         
         “What fun would that be? You’re entertaining as hell when you’re irritated and know you’re in the wrong but want to get away
            with it anyway and think every man should let you.”
         

         
         “You’re just not any man, are you?”

         
         “No. It’s my job to uphold the law. And I’ll remind you, I did give you a warning.”

         
         “One time.”

         
         “A warning means consequences are coming the next time you do it.”

         
         “Ugh! You’re irritating.”

         
         “You’re obstinate,” he shot back. “How do you and Shelby even know each other?”

         
         Cyn sat up straight. “What? I’m not good enough for your brother’s fiancée? Seems to me you didn’t like her much either a while back.” 

         
         “I always liked her,” he corrected.

         
         “You have an odd way of showing it.”

         
         “Things between Shelby and me got complicated because of Chase and her biological father. We’re all good now. But you two
            seem so different from each other.”
         

         
         “We are. And we’re not.” She shot him an accusing glare. “She doesn’t judge. She sees more than just the stupid things I’ve
            done.” With that, she hopped out of the patrol car and headed for her front door.
         

         
         Hunt’s rich voice followed her, though she wanted to smack him upside the head for his words. “Don’t forget to pay your speeding
            ticket. I wouldn’t want to have to haul your ass off to jail.”
         

         
         She bet he was looking at her ass right now. No man could resist her in a tight little black leather skirt.

         
         Though she doubted the by-the-book cop would ever admit to liking anything about her.

         
         She kept walking, held up her hand and flipped him off.

         
         “See you soon, Cyn.”

         
         They both knew it wouldn’t be long before she was in trouble for something again. Sometimes she couldn’t seem to help herself.
            She didn’t apologize or feel the need to reel herself in when life was meant to be lived, not wasted.
         

         
         She hoped her sister figured that out before it was too late.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Hunt stood in Mrs. Phelps’s kitchen, staring down at the eighty-three-year-old, who was sitting at the breakfast table holding
            an ice pack to her swollen face. He’d been called out for a home invasion and felt terrible seeing the poor elderly woman
            in such a state of panic.
         

         
         She’d lost many precious items in the robbery.

         
         At least she hadn’t lost her life.

         
         The asshole who broke in had pistol-whipped her.

         
         Who does something like that to someone who looks so fragile a strong wind might blow her over? She used a walker, for goodness’
            sake.
         

         
         This was the third home invasion in two weeks in Willow Fork. He’d gotten reports from surrounding towns that they’d also
            seen a rise in break-ins and small businesses being hit that dealt in a lot of cash.
         

         
         “Won’t you sit down? You’re so tall, looking up at you is putting a crick in my neck.”

         
         Hunt pulled out the chair next to her and sat. He put his hand over hers on the table. “Are you up for answering some questions?”

         
         “I’m old. Not feeble. Go on with you.”

         
         He grinned, liking her spunk. “How did the man get into the house?” Hunt noticed no signs of forced entry on the front door. The one behind Mrs. Phelps looked to be in working order, too. 

         
         Mrs. Phelps bowed her head. “I met the mailman out front. Jim knows I can’t make it to the end of the drive to get my mail,
            so he brings it all the way up to the house. It’s quiet out here. No one else really comes around. I sometimes forget to lock
            the door.” She fisted her hand and pounded it on her thigh. “I should have known better. My daughter has been begging me to
            come stay with her now that my husband is gone. She said I shouldn’t be out here all alone. But this is my home. This is where
            I’ve lived for the past sixty years.” She sighed with such anguish Hunt felt it roll off her. “He took my wedding ring.”
         

         
         She pulled the ice pack from her face and stared at her ringless hand. “After he knocked me down, he quickly went through
            the house, snatching up what few valuables I own. He found my jewelry box on the bedroom dresser and took the whole thing.
            I’d hoped to leave it to my daughter and granddaughter.”
         

         
         Hunt felt sick over her loss. “What else did he take?” Hunt wrote down the list of items Mrs. Phelps rattled off, her eyes
            misty with unshed tears.
         

         
         “Before he left, he threatened to hit me again if I didn’t tell him where I kept my money. I told him I didn’t have anything more than what was in my purse in the kitchen.” She notched her chin toward the coatrack beside the back door where her purse hung. Her wallet lay open on the hardwood floor. “He didn’t believe me. I was lying on the floor just inside the front door where he’d left me after he hit me the first time. He kicked me in the thigh and asked about the money again.” She pressed her lips tight. “I didn’t want to tell him . . . but I did.” She glanced at the empty coffee can and lid on the counter. 

         
         “How much was in the can?”

         
         “Everything I’d saved for a rainy day and a trip to see my daughter and granddaughter. About twelve hundred dollars.”

         
         “How much was in your wallet?”

         
         “Maybe forty dollars at most.” She let out another weary sigh and hung her head. “What am I going to do now?”

         
         “What do you want to do?”

         
         “I don’t want to leave my home. But I don’t feel safe here anymore.”

         
         Hunt sympathized. He’d seen it a lot. When someone broke into a house, it made the residents feel violated and unsafe. Home
            was supposed to be where you could let your guard down. When that sense of security was taken away, it took a long time to
            get it back.
         

         
         “I’m scared,” Mrs. Phelps whispered. “I’ve never been hit before. It came out of nowhere. And what did I do that he needed
            to hit me like that?”
         

         
         “Nothing,” Hunt assured her. “And we will do everything possible to find the person who did this to you.”

         
         “He’s a mean man.” Mrs. Phelps shivered.

         
         “Can you describe him for me?”

         
         “Tall. Slim.”

         
         “How tall?”

         
         Mrs. Phelps sized him up. “A few inches shorter than you. Not as wide in the shoulders. Lean. Not with all your muscles.”

         
         Hunt tried not to smile at Mrs. Phelps’s gleam of approval that came into her eyes as she roamed her gaze over him.

         
         “What color hair?”

         
         “Not sure. He wore a black hooded mask with a white scary face on it.”

         
         “Like a ghost face?”

         
         She nodded. “I guess that’s what it was. Looked like a Halloween mask of some kind.”

         
         “It’s a very popular one.” Which meant he wouldn’t get anywhere trying to trace it to a particular buyer. Other victims had
            reported the mask, too.
         

         
         Mrs. Phelps filled in the other details. “He wore a black sweatshirt with a hood, black jeans, black boots and gloves. I don’t
            know if he was white or something else. His voice just sounded like a man, but like he was trying to make it sound deeper.”
            She shrugged. “That’s not much help, is it?”
         

         
         “If he wore gloves, we won’t find any fingerprints. With the mask over his head, probably no stray hairs. He was careful.”

         
         “He’s done this before.”

         
         Hunt nodded. “There have been other break-ins here and in other nearby towns. It sounds like the same guy.” Hunt needed to
            check those other cases to see if the guy used a gun in every one and if he’d assaulted other individuals. Was the guy escalating?
            Breaking into occupied homes was a risk in and of itself. Why not wait for the occupants to leave? Then again, hitting a senior
            citizen’s home probably felt like a low-risk opportunity.
         

         
         “Put the ice back on your face,” he coaxed, not liking the extensive bruising blooming on her face and around her eye. “I’ll take a look around the house, see if I can find any clues.” He doubted the guy had left any trace of himself behind, but Hunt would look and hope he found something, because he really wanted to get this guy. 

         
         Mrs. Phelps patted his hand. “Thank you for your help.”

         
         “I wish I could do more.”

         
         “You’re here. You make me feel safe. The stuff I lost . . . Well, it’s just stuff. Right? I have my memories. I’m thinking
            staying with my daughter isn’t such a bad idea. I’d get to be with my granddaughter and make new memories with her.”
         

         
         “I think that’s a great idea. I have a niece. Eliza. We have a weekly Pancake Tuesday breakfast, but I wish I had more time
            to spend with her.”
         

         
         “Make time. You never know when it’s going to run out.” She pointed to the goose egg on her head.

         
         “You sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?”

         
         “I can’t afford one. I’m okay.”

         
         “Just to be sure, I’m going to take you to the emergency room myself. I’ll bring you home, too.”

         
         “You’re a good man, Officer Wilde.”

         
         “Would you like me to call your daughter and tell her what happened?”

         
         She shook her head. “I’ll do that while you look around.”

         
         Hunt grabbed the cordless phone from the kitchen counter and handed it to her. “I hate that this is what made you decide to
            go. I hope you’ll be happy with your daughter and her family.”
         

         
         “I will be. It’s been lonely here. I’ve just been stubborn and a little scared of leaving what I’ve always known. But I know I’ll be happy with them.” 

         
         Hunt left Mrs. Phelps to make her call and looked around the house. The guy who did this was methodical. He started in the
            bedroom where he knew most people—women in particular—kept their jewelry and cash, though he’d been right in assuming a lot
            of people stashed cash in the kitchen. He’d left closets open. Probably looking for a hidden safe. The medicine cabinet was
            closed, but Hunt checked inside and found several pill bottles. The guy wasn’t looking for drugs. He wanted the quick money.
            Cash and jewelry he could pawn or exchange at one of the many cash-for-gold businesses that had popped up everywhere over
            the last few years. Those places made it near impossible to track down stolen items.
         

         
         Mrs. Phelps would probably never see her wedding ring or any of her other valuables ever again.

         
         Unless Hunt tracked down the guy doing this and got to him before he had a chance to get rid of the evidence for the cash
            he really wanted.
         

         
         Hunt made his way back to the kitchen, noting the intruder hadn’t left any clues inside the house. He’d check for footprints
            out front.
         

         
         Mrs. Phelps was just finishing up with her daughter. “Yes, I’m going to have my head examined. Officer Wilde is taking me.
            I’ll call later to let you know everything is all right. Just like I said. I’m fine.” Mrs. Phelps listened, then sighed. “I’m
            looking forward to seeing you, too, sweetheart.” Her eyes glassed over. “Yes. The room sounds lovely. I’m sure I’ll be very
            comfortable there. We’ll talk tonight.”
         

         
         Mrs. Phelps ended the call and looked up at him. “She and her husband renovated their house recently. They turned a downstairs living room into a bed and bath for me. They planned to ask me to move in again over Thanksgiving. I had no idea.” 

         
         “They wanted to make sure you knew you were wanted and they had a place just for you.” Hunt had moved out of the Split Tree
            Ranch main house and into one of the cabins on the property. He’d renovated it and made it his. But he missed seeing his dad
            and brother in the morning and at night and knowing they were right there if he needed them. He missed spending time with
            them.
         

         
         Short-staffed and underfunded, the police department kept him working long hours, which meant he hadn’t helped out on the
            ranch in too long to even remember the last time he did. He missed working alongside his brother Max and their dad.
         

         
         The rift between him and Chase the last year hadn’t helped.

         
         But they were all trying to put the past behind them and move forward.

         
         Still, Hunt spent more time in his patrol car and at the station than he did at his place. And he couldn’t remember the last
            time he went on a date, let alone spent the night with a woman.
         

         
         The closest thing was bringing Cyn home from the bar three nights ago. He could still conjure the memory of her in that tight
            leather skirt, hips swaying as she walked up to her door, and how she flipped him off. Perversely, he loved her sass and how
            she disliked him. He didn’t really take it personally. She simply didn’t like him imposing rules on her.
         

         
         “You okay?” Mrs. Phelps asked. “You look like you’d rather be somewhere else, too.”

         
         Maybe with someone else. He wouldn’t mind being wrapped up in some good trouble with Cyn, but that was never going to happen.

         
         He didn’t answer Mrs. Phelps. “Let’s get you to the hospital and checked out.” He grabbed her walker and helped her up. After
            he picked up her wallet, put it back in her purse and draped the bag over her shoulder, he walked with her to the front door
            and out onto the porch. “Did you happen to see what kind of car he was driving?”
         

         
         Mrs. Phelps pursed her lips and looked off in the distance. “A gray four-door of some kind. I think it had a broken bumper.
            It hung kind of lopsided.”
         

         
         Hunt made note of it. “Give me a second before I help you to the car.” He walked down the two porch steps and down the paved
            walkway to the dirt-and-gravel driveway. He spotted where the car had been parked and the deep grooves the tires left when
            the guy peeled out of the driveway. He had some tire impressions and one good shoe print. Maybe a work boot of some kind.
         

         
         “Let me just take some pictures of this.” He went to the back of his patrol car and pulled out a ruler. He laid it out next
            to the tire impression and took several close-ups of the tread marks. He did the same with the shoe impression. Then he took
            pictures of the wider view of the scene. He’d already photographed everything inside Mrs. Phelps’s home. He’d add them all
            to her case file and hope he found some evidence that was tied to her assailant, so he could lock the guy up for hurting such
            a nice woman.
         

         
         Finished with the task, he helped Mrs. Phelps down the steps and to his car. He made sure she was comfortable in the front seat and got behind the wheel. 

         
         He pulled out onto the main road and headed to the hospital.

         
         “Are you married, Officer Wilde?”

         
         “No. My older brother just got engaged,” he offered, making small talk to take her mind off what happened to her.

         
         “That’s wonderful. I miss my husband something terrible. Especially now. It’s a hard thing to lose someone you loved nearly
            your whole life.”
         

         
         “But what a gift to be with someone that long, too.”

         
         “Are you seeing someone?”

         
         He shook his head, not wanting to think about his empty bed and lonely cabin.

         
         “Find someone who gets you. Someone who makes you happy when you just look at them. Someone who takes care of you in small
            ways. Because I can tell you it’s not the big things that you’ll want back when they’re gone, but the little things you’ll
            miss. My husband used to bring me coffee in bed in the morning because he knew I was slow to rise and I liked that quiet time.
            He made sure my car always had gas, so anywhere I wanted to go, I was ready. And every night when we went to sleep, he’d hold
            my hand as he drifted off. Sometimes, I can feel his hand in mine when I lay in bed at night.”
         

         
         Hunt hoped one day he found a woman who wanted something as simple and meaningful as all that.

         
         And damn if his gaze didn’t go right to the purple-haired beauty walking down the street toward her hair salon. For whatever reason, she turned and stared at him, a look of horror on her face as he passed by. 

         
         He stopped at the light and Cyn ran up to the car and knocked on the glass on the passenger side.

         
         He rolled down the window, but didn’t get a chance to ask what she wanted when she blurted out, “You’re arresting old ladies
            now?”
         

         
         He scowled at her.

         
         “Mrs. Phelps, what’s happened?”

         
         Mrs. Phelps patted Cyn’s hand. “Oh, dear, I’m okay. Just some trouble at the house.”

         
         “What?”

         
         Mrs. Phelps turned toward Cyn, and he saw the look of pain on Cyn’s face when she spotted Mrs. Phelps’s injury. “Oh my God.”

         
         Mrs. Phelps frowned. “Officer Wilde is taking me to the emergency room to get it looked at.”

         
         Cyn’s gaze met his again, but she didn’t look apologetic for accusing him of arresting little old ladies. “I see.”

         
         Hunt wondered if she’d ever see him as more than just a cop. “Light’s green. Step back. We need to go.”

         
         Cyn put her hand over Mrs. Phelps’s on the door. “Do you need me to drive you home after you see the doctor? I’d be happy
            to do it.”
         

         
         Hunt shook his head. “I’ll stay with her at the hospital and make sure she gets home.”

         
         Cyn eyed him again, like she couldn’t believe he’d do such a thing.

         
         “Protect and serve,” he said, reminding her of the police motto. And in a small town like this, everyone helped everyone out.
            And he was a nice guy. He wanted to see Mrs. Phelps home safe and sound.
         

         
         “You let me know if you need anything,” Cyn told Mrs. Phelps. “I’ll call and check on you tomorrow.”

         
         “Thank you, dear. You’ve such a good heart.”

         
         Cyn backed away from the car, then stepped close again. “If you get called away for something and can’t take her home, call
            me. I’ll do it.”
         

         
         “Thank you. But my shift ends in half an hour, so it shouldn’t come to that.”

         
         “But if it does . . .”

         
         “Okay,” he assured her. He liked seeing this compassionate side of her.

         
         He waited for Cyn to move back onto the sidewalk before he pulled away.

         
         “She’s very pretty.” Mrs. Phelps pointed out the obvious.

         
         He wasn’t blind. And he wasn’t stupid enough to open this can of worms.

         
         “Did you know she picks up several of us who don’t drive anymore once a month and brings us down to the shop?”

         
         That surprised him. “She does?”

         
         “Yes. We all live alone. But she brings us together, so we can get our hair done up all nice and gossip together. It’s very
            kind of her to think of us.”
         

         
         “Yes, it is.”

         
         “She takes care of people.” Mrs. Phelps gave him a pointed look as he pulled into the emergency room parking area and shut
            off the car.
         

         
         “I’ve issued her numerous speeding tickets, reprimanded her for jaywalking twice and pulled her out of two altercations at Cooper’s. She looks at me and sees a badge and the guy who ruins all her fun. She’s looking for a good time and I want . . .” Her. But he said, “More.” Because he didn’t want some casual fun. He’d done that enough. He wanted someone to spend his off time with, his nights, someone he looked forward to being with at the end of a long shift. Someone who understood his job took a lot out of him, and wanted to make him feel good again after a long day. Someone like Mrs. Phelps described, who didn’t sound like a description of Cyn. Though she was a beautiful, and apparently thoughtful and caring, woman. 

         
         She still wouldn’t give him the time of day.

         
         He’d be happy if she ever simply smiled at him.

         
         But why would she? She didn’t like him one bit.

         
         “I think there’s a spark there,” Mrs. Phelps said, breaking into his thoughts. “You may not see it, but it’s there.”

         
         “Everything I know about her says she’s looking for a good time and nothing else.”

         
         “Are you sure about that? Maybe she just hasn’t found the one who makes her want more. Everyone wants to be loved.”

         
         He thought of how happy Chase and Shelby were together with their little girl. Rehab, therapy and the right medication had
            saved his brother’s life, but love had made him want to live and he was happier than Hunt had ever seen him.
         

         
         Hunt felt as if his life had shrunk to endless days and a lot of nights filled with work and little else. He was tired and
            restless and wanting more.
         

         
         He opened his car door and looked back at Mrs. Phelps. “Let’s get you checked out and back home.”

         
         “All right. But just one more thing. If something does come of that spark, don’t try to tame her. Leave her wild, like she is. She’ll make your life interesting and keep you on your toes. A man like you, steeped in responsibility, needs to cut loose once in a while. She’ll help you do that and be happy about it. She’ll remind you how to have fun.” 

         
         Hunt couldn’t remember the last time he’d had fun.

         
         Cyn would probably laugh in his face if he asked her out on a date.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Cyn pulled into the driveway where her sister lived with Rad and immediately spotted his truck. “Damn my luck.” She didn’t
            want to get into anything with him. She just wanted to check on her sister and beg her one more time to leave the scumbag
            and come home with her.
         

         
         It hadn’t worked the first time Rad hit her, or the last time. Cyn didn’t expect it to work today. But she’d keep trying and
            hoping that one day soon her sister chose a better life.
         

         
         Which reminded her of her phone call with Mrs. Phelps this morning. She’d checked on her the last three days after her harrowing
            incident with the intruder in her home. She’d spent all those calls recounting how kind and wonderful Hunt had been to her.
         

         
         Cyn had no reason to disagree that he’d been very helpful. It was his job, after all.

         
         Still, she did give him credit for going the extra mile, not calling an ambulance that would have cost Mrs. Phelps an arm and a leg and probably her other foot to pay. He took Mrs. Phelps to the hospital himself. He’d stayed with her the whole time, and when the doctors gave her the all clear to return home, he drove her back. Before he’d left, he’d checked all her doors and windows to be sure they were securely locked. And he’d even given her his cell number, just in case she got spooked or something happened. 

         
         Cyn wasn’t immune to the man. His good deeds melted her heart.

         
         She’d laughed out loud when Mrs. Phelps said, “You should climb that tall drink of water and guzzle him down.”

         
         It still made her smile.

         
         But she’d told Mrs. Phelps, “The last thing I need in my life right now is a guy who thinks everything I do is scandalous,
            or at the very least too uncivilized for him.”
         

         
         “That man could use a reckless escape once in a while.”

         
         And that was the thing. She was tired of being someone’s wild night.

         
         She wanted to be someone’s safe place.

         
         Yes, she wanted passion and wild abandon, but she also wanted comfort and safety and someone to talk to and be with in quiet
            moments of togetherness. She wanted someone to binge-watch TV with and share a meal where they talked about their day. Someone
            she could tell all her hopes and dreams and who stood by her side while she made them a reality. Someone to tell her secrets
            to and know that he’d keep them for her.
         

         
         Hunt was not that man.

         
         Even if she had seen a different side of him.

         
         He was her best friend’s soon-to-be brother-in-law. There were rules against that. Right?

         
         Didn’t matter.

         
         She wasn’t interested.

         
         But you do think he’s hot. That’s why you’re thinking about him.

         
         She hated that little voice in her head.

         
         She liked it a lot better when it told her, Chocolate cake for breakfast is perfectly fine.
         

         
         And what the hell did Mrs. Phelps know about men? She’d been married to the same one forever.

         
         Cyn sighed. What would it be like to love someone so much you didn’t want to spend a day without them?

         
         Her sister opened the front door and stood there with her unhappiness showing in her dull eyes and barely believable grin.

         
         Maybe you can’t choose who you love, but you can live without them, especially when they ruthlessly treated you like crap
            and didn’t deserve your love.
         

         
         If she could get her sister away from Rad for a week, two, maybe it would be enough time for her sister to see that life didn’t
            have to be this depressing and hard. Love should be easy. It should make you wake up happy to be with the person you get to
            be with one more day.
         

         
         Cyn doubted Angela had woken up feeling that way today or at all in more than a year, and it broke Cyn’s heart.

         
         She climbed out of her car and met her sister at the porch. “Hey. Is the baby awake or asleep?” She really wanted to get her
            hands on her six-week-old niece.
         

         
         “Asleep.” Angela shrugged. “Sorry.”

         
         Disappointed, Cyn held up the box of fresh donuts she’d picked up on her way over. “Did you eat today?”
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