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      Rain came down in sheets, battering the half-built wooden deck on Lawson Quinn’s townhouse. According to the forecast, the cold would come next. The early December heat wave was playing havoc with the weather as tornado alarms pierced through the boom of thunderclaps and the sound of the driving rain. As an officer who drove around in a vehicle for most of his shift, Lawson was used to Mother Nature’s temper tantrums. For his K-9 partner, they’d taken some getting used to. In fact, Kodo had darn near been kicked out of the training program in San Antonio due to his fear of thunderstorms. That was not a desirable trait in a canine officer, nor was it realistic for the job. Based on Kodo’s calm demeanor now, Lawson would never have guessed storms had ever been an issue for the Belgian Malinois.

      Lawson parked his service vehicle and grabbed his bag from Velvet Taco before commanding Kodo to exit the sport utility. Tornadoes used to be confined to springtime. However, in recent years, they’d become more common leading up to and around Christmas.

      Tucking his chin to his chest, he then bolted around his service vehicle to the side door of his townhouse. He splashed his way through puddles of water covering most of the stamped concrete walkway. He managed to get the key in, as needles of rain pounded the skin on his face. He unlocked the wood and glass door as a wind gust whooshed, practically snapping the handle out of his grasp. Kodo, at his side, was barely fazed by the bolt of lightning and almost immediate crack of thunder that signaled the storm was practically right on top of them. Lawson, on the other hand, was soaked and cranky.

      Food and dry clothing might help. But first, he needed to take care of a few loose items on his patio before the wind got there first.

      After setting the now-soggy bag on the countertop, Lawson immediately moved over to the sliding glass doors. He opened them just enough to slip out so he could secure the two-by-four wooden boards before they went flying through the air and ended up taking out a window. He’d known the rain was coming based on the rolling gray clouds from earlier, but the storm had picked up intensity while he was at the end of his shift and surprised him in how quickly it had turned ugly. Not only could he experience four seasons in a day this time of year, but the weather was as predictable as a squirrel darting across the street in midday traffic.

      Kodo sat obediently at the door. Ears at attention, there were times when Lawson would swear that dog had human emotions on his face. Right now, he would bank on concern. Lawson gathered the two-by-fours that had been stacked on the ground and against the wall last weekend, when the weather was calm and it was predicted to stay that way. He rounded up the wood planks and then moved them inside the shed on his patio.

      Once everything was secured, Lawson slipped back inside the townhouse and to a waiting Kodo. His canine buddy’s tail immediately wagged as his snout popped up.

      Despite knowing all the rules about eating first to remind Kodo who was dominant in the household, it didn’t stop him from fixing Kodo’s food bowl and then setting it down on the floor next to the table.

      They were partners. They ate together. Period.

      In this case, Kodo went first because Lawson needed to get out of his wet clothes. Changing into something dry and throwing his work clothes in the basket on top of the dryer took all of two minutes. Jeans and a t-shirt were more comfortable anyway.

      Lawson polished off his pair of Korean BBQ tacos along with the chicken and waffle one. The plastic container had kept all three of them from becoming soaked along with the bag. He pulled a beer from the fridge, thinking about how much he was going to enjoy the next couple of hours as long as the weather didn’t knock out power. He scratched Kodo behind the ears before reclaiming his seat at the table. Storms like these were mesmerizing. The wind howled. The rain pelted. And Mother Nature showed what she was capable of, reminding him and everyone else in her path that she was the one in charge, no matter how much anyone else believed otherwise. The minute she decided to flex, there was no question who was boss.

      Thankfully, Kodo had already taken care of business after they left the station and before the deluge. That saved Lawson from having to take Kodo outside right now. Hopefully, this storm would blow over as fast as it came. The sudden, intense ones usually had a habit of doing just that and didn’t cause too much harm. It was the big ones that stuck around, hovered, gained in intensity but didn’t keep moving…those were trouble.

      He checked the weather app on his cell phone. Uh-oh. The strength of the storm looked like it was about to double down. Much to his surprise, this one had just gained speed and morphed into the kind that would sit on top of them for a good number of hours yet.

      Either way, Lawson was inside and hunkered down for a quiet evening after a busy shift.

      “Good job today, Kodo,” Lawson said, still thinking about the phone call from his brother Griff asking him to come home. Their father had a health issue that was serious enough for Lawson’s older brother to believe they should all meet up to discuss the situation. Lawson wasn’t close with his father, but he would make the trip home in the morning; not exactly the day off he had planned, but the situation at Quinnland seemed serious enough to warrant the trip.

      The thought of Lawson’s father being seriously ill wasn’t something he could consider right now. There was too much left unsaid after the argument that had Lawson leaving home the second he’d graduated high school. He couldn’t shake the dust off his boots from Gunner fast enough.

      Working two jobs had allowed him to knock out the first two years of community college without going into debt. He’d taken out loans for his bachelor’s degree, majoring in criminal justice, and had been working as a cop ever since. For the past five years, he’d worked the K9 Unit, and Kodo had been his only partner.

      Kodo’s ears jutted forward at the exact moment a loud thump sounded against the sliding glass doors. The noise was so loud it startled Lawson, and he was more than a little surprised the glass didn’t crack or shatter on impact. His first thought was that he must have forgotten or misplaced his electric screwdriver, or a two-by-four was still out there, or the deck was splitting. But the panicked face that was pressed to the glass shocked him the most.

      What on God’s green earth was his former best friend’s wife doing begging him to open the door?

      Lawson waved Eileen inside as he made a move for the door. The commotion caused Kodo to jump into action. He sprang to attention and fired off a couple of warning barks as he made a beeline for the glass doors. He knew Eileen, so Lawson wasn’t too worried about her opening the door on her own.

      She slid the door open, hopped inside, and then closed it so fast he half expected there to be someone chasing her.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, after giving Kodo the command to stand down.

      “I need a place to stay,” Eileen said. The term ‘doe eyes’ was overused but when it came to her there wasn’t a better word to describe hers. Large, honey-brown eyes stared at him, hooded by the thickest, longest lashes he’d ever seen–which was saying a lot considering his work interacting with the public had him meeting people on an almost nonstop basis. Her hair was so black that when it was dry it almost had blue streaks in it. Dripping wet, she was still one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. He used to joke that his best friend was lucky he’d been the one to see Eileen first that night at the honky tonk. She’d been there, so clearly out of place and her comfort zone. His buddy had said he saw her first. He threw an elbow into Lawson’s ribs and said, “I’m going to marry that woman.”

      Truth be told, it was Lawson who’d made eye contact with the black-haired beauty first. For reasons he still couldn’t explain, he hadn’t corrected Kevin.

      Eileen immediately locked the door and then flipped the light off.

      “Seriously, Eileen, what the heck?” Lawson continued when she didn’t immediately explain.

      Her response was to hold up her right index finger as she pressed her back against the wall next to the sliding doors.

      He had no idea how long they stood there. In times like these, seconds could feel like minutes as they ticked by. The only thing he knew for certain was that Eileen had better start talking soon. He owed it to his former best friend to look out for her if she was in some kind of trouble, financial or otherwise. He’d made that promise to Kevin while his friend was on his deathbed a little more than a year ago. But he hadn’t been able to bring himself to check on her more than once after he realized that surge of attraction he felt when he first put eyes on her, had only grown. Seeing her so sad and so broken only made him want to bring her into his arms and hold her until the world righted itself again.

      It wouldn’t, though. Not for her. And in many ways not for him either. His best friend was gone and Lawson was the most horrible person in the world for coveting the man’s wife. So the distance he’d kept had been to ensure that he honored his promise to Kevin, even when that meant protecting her from himself.

      “What happened and who is following you?” he asked, cutting right to the chase as he stared out at the intensifying storm.
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        * * *

      

      Eileen Houston was desperate. She could only hope Lawson wouldn’t throw her out. The fact he’d been distant this past year—and therefore not been seen with her—made his home the last place anyone would look for her. She hoped.

      “Can I stay for a little while?” she asked, figuring she might as well try. Based on his reaction to her so far, she had no idea if he would welcome her.

      “Yes,” Lawson said, walking over to the glass doors. “You didn’t have to ask.” The disappointment in his voice made her wonder how much was directed at her question or himself for not making her feel welcome. Or the fact he hadn’t called to check on her after that one time in the year since Kevin’s death.

      “I wasn’t sure where we stood,” she said. Her honesty seemed to catch him off guard.

      “You still haven’t answered my questions.” His lips thinned as the corners dipped into a frown.

      She bit back the snappy comment that came to mind. “You never were one to mince words.” Had it been a mistake to show up here? “You shouldn’t stand there.”

      “I’m not the one on the run,” he quipped.

      She blew out a sharp breath. “I only meant to say that it’s dangerous to stand in front of a window during a thunderstorm, especially with tornado sirens going off.”

      He shrugged. “They sound the alarm every time the wind blows these days.”

      Not exactly, but he wasn’t too far off base. Now, they sounded the alarms to warn of severe storms too, forcing people to check their weather app or watch a meteorologist to determine whether or not they needed to hop inside their safe spot. The change was annoying.

      “Hey, Kodo,” Eileen said as the police dog sat at attention next to Lawson’s foot. The two were never far from each other and Kodo served as a constant reminder not to get too close to his partner. She had no doubt in her mind he would snap at her if she got within a foot of Lawson. He’d already bared his teeth, a sure sign he was ready and willing to bite. Police dogs were a special breed and she had a healthy respect for them.

      Lawson glanced over at her before fixing his gaze on the window. A moment later, he gave a quiet command, and Kodo immediately obeyed by standing up and then moving to his bed in the adjacent living room. He circled once, then lay down while keeping his gaze on his handler the whole time. Their bond was impressive. Police dogs were high-strung and always on alert, a requirement of the job. She remembered what Lawson had said about the early days of their partnership. He’d said it was a miracle those sharp fangs of Kodo’s hadn’t end up in Lawson’s flesh.

      Eileen didn’t grow up in a house with animals. After her older sister Andrea accidently drowned at the age of eight years old while at a birthday swim party for one of their neighbors, her parents divorced. Both coped with the loss in their own way. For her father, that meant marrying one of the models who worked for him. He managed a small convention center in downtown Dallas that hosted fashion shows featuring local designers among other things. He wrapped himself up in his work and new bride, whereas Eileen’s mother spiraled in another direction: sadness and anger. She had to go back to work as a schoolteacher, barely earning enough to make ends meet. Their lifestyle dropped drastically from living in a small mansion in Highland Park to moving outside the loop into a two-bedroom apartment. Her mother never dated after. She came home and sat down in front of the TV every night with a TV dinner and a glass of wine. Within a few years after Eileen moved out, her mother became sick and no matter how much Eileen tried to help, she was pushed away. The last words her mother spewed in a rage was that she only wanted to be with Andrea, which nearly shattered Eileen. She’d loved her sister too and was devastated by the loss, but always wondered why she wasn’t enough for her mother to keep going. What was broken in Eileen that made her so unlovable?

      After crossing his arms over a broad chest, Lawson stepped into the kitchen area. “You haven’t answered my questions.”

      “Because I can’t,” she said with a shrug. “Someone has been following me since…” She flashed eyes at him not really wanting to finish the sentence.

      One of Lawson’s dark eyebrows shot up. “Someone on the force?”

      “No, I don’t believe so. I do feel like I might have seen the face before, but I can’t pinpoint where,” she admitted. “Kevin’s funeral?”

      “Is that why you moved away so fast?” he asked. The question struck a nerve.

      “That, and because I could no longer afford our house,” she stated with a little more ire than intended. There was another reason that she didn’t feel like getting into. She shook her head. None of this was Lawson’s fault and it had probably been a mistake to show up here out of the blue. She didn’t want to take her frustration out on him, and he probably didn’t know anything anyway. “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “Don’t be,” he quickly countered. “If anyone should be apologizing, it’s me.”

      “You’re not the one following me and scaring me half to death,” she said, confused about where he was going with this.

      “No, I’m not,” he agreed. “I made a promise to my best friend that I didn’t keep. If you’re in some kind of danger, it’s my fault for not looking out for you.” There was a quality to his voice that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. An emotion that sounded a bit like regret and self-deprecation mixed with a whole lot of anger.

      “Believe me when I say this has nothing to do with you,” she reassured. This was one of the reasons she’d hesitated in coming here in the first place, when she initially got a bad feeling about the dark-haired, military-cut person who kept showing up in odd places. When the sunglass-wearing man appeared at her job asking questions, she went into full-tilt disappear mode.

      “Where did you move?” he asked.

      “I’m renting a place in Bixby,” she said. When he eyed her up and down, she added, “I wear this so I’ll blend in with students.” Her burnt orange sweatshirt and jogging pants were the perfect items to help her blend in with a student body of fifty thousand plus.

      “Since when?” he asked, studying her. Was he trying to decide if he believed her? If he could trust her? If she was on some type of substance?

      As awful as that sounded, she couldn’t exactly blame him if he’d gone down that road. To his credit, he hadn’t walked over and smelled her breath or checked her pupils. Maybe she was being dramatic in her assessment but surviving the year since losing Kevin after being married less than twelve months had set her on edge.

      They hadn’t even made it out of the honeymoon stage before he was gone. She knew the risks in marrying a cop, at least on an academic level. He’d reassured her time and time again that he would come home every night.

      Losing him had ranked right up there with one of the worst days of her life. Finding out that he might have been working for the wrong side of the law had shattered everything she believed she knew about the man. For a split second, she wondered if Lawson had known about Kevin’s other dealings. She told herself that coming here and talking to him would prove that Lawson was innocent.

      Was that the real reason she’d shown up? A little voice in the back of her mind said the fact she needed to see him came from somewhere else, some place she couldn’t allow herself to go mentally.

      “How well did you know Kevin?” she asked the man who’d been her husband’s best friend.
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      Eileen’s question threw Lawson for a loop. “He was my best friend.” He shrugged. “I guess I knew him better than most. Why?”

      “Someone just almost ran me off the road. If another vehicle hadn’t come along at the right moment, I’m not sure what might have happened.” Her gaze widened. “I’ve seen the person before.”

      “Tires slip on wet roads. Are you certain about⁠—”

      “He’s been watching me, Lawson. And I’m not sure what’s going on.” She threw her hands in the air. “I came across a few personal items in Kevin’s belongings a few weeks ago and I started asking questions. I made a phone call. Now, I suddenly have a tail and I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’m scared.”

      “Then, you’re welcome to stay here while we figure it out together.” Lawson made the offer with the full knowledge having her under the same roof would not make his life any easier. “I need to make a phone call first.”

      She cocked her head to one side and drew her eyebrows together in confusion.

      “I’m supposed to head back to Gunner tomorrow morning,” he explained. “There is something going on with my dad’s health.”

      “Then you can’t stay here with me. You have to go.” Eileen was already shaking her head before he’d finished his sentence. “I’ll figure something else out.”

      “I gave my word to Kevin and let him down once. Two times isn’t an option,” he said with finality. “Besides, my entire family is going home. All four of my brothers along with my seven cousins will be there for my father. They can keep me posted via cell phone if he takes a turn.”

      “No. I can’t let you do that,” she argued.

      He fished his cell out of his pocket and held it in the air. “Times like these are what mobile phones were invented for.”

      “The guy who is following me hasn’t technically done anything yet,” she said. “What if this is all just my imagination working overtime? It could turn out to be nothing and then you might miss out on something big with your family. I can’t be the reason you’re not home for a family event involving your dad’s health.”

      “How long will that last?” he asked. “How long before the guy acts again? What then?” She didn’t come here of all places in a panic just to decide there was no real threat. She wouldn’t have shown up if there’d been another place to go. He’d seen it on her face and in the desperation in her eyes.

      “I’ll figure it out.” She twisted her fingers together like she did when she was nervous.

      “Alone?”

      The word seemed to strike a nerve when her face pinched like someone had sucked all the air out of the room and she was trying to hold onto the last bit of oxygen left in her lungs. Well, hell, he hadn’t intended to hurt her feelings or remind her of the fact she had no one else to lean on, or she wouldn’t be standing in his home.

      A crack of thunder split the air, causing her to jump. She immediately pressed her hand to her chest as though trying to calm a racing heart.

      “Hey, look, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      She waved him off before he could finish his sentence. “I know.”

      “Despite my poor manners up to now, it’s good to see you again,” he said, not wanting to admit just how far the statement went. “Have you eaten dinner yet?”

      “No, but I should probably go.” She headed toward the sliding glass door, stopping only when a show of lightning lit up the black sky.

      “Hold on. The least I can do is feed you before you head out. I have another beer too.” He motioned first toward the bottle on the table, thinking there was no way he would let her leave and drive in a storm beer or not.

      “A beer would be nice,” she said after a long pause. She held out her hand and showed how much it trembled along with a half-smile. “Caffeine would only make this worse.”

      “Beer it is.” He immediately moved to the fridge before she changed her mind. “I can’t promise much in the food department. There isn’t much more than a sandwich and chips around here.”

      “Those sound good to me.” She seemed to force a wider smile even though her eyes told a different story. Fear. Regret? The first was a no-brainer, but the second might just be him seeing something he wanted to.

      Since acting on an attraction to Eileen was out of the question now and always, he gave himself a mental headshake and moved to the kitchen.

      Putting together a sandwich didn’t take long. Neither did grabbing and opening a beer. By the time he finished, she sat at the kitchen table and had positioned her handbag on the back of the chair. Kodo snored from the next room. They’d had a long, exhausting shift and Kodo had earned every minute of sleep. It was also a good sign that he trusted Eileen. Or, at the very least, had decided she wasn’t a threat. So much about his and Kodo’s relationship was about reading each other. A handler and canine partner became very good at picking up on signs the other was tense or relaxed. The connection was unlike anything Lawson had experienced. He trusted Kodo implicitly and vice versa. Kodo obeyed Lawson’s commands despite the fact he would snap at another person in a second. He was trained to chase and stop an offender. The way it was done was by launching at the person running and then attacking until called off.

      No one wanted to be on the wrong end of those incisors.

      “I read somewhere police dogs follow the scent of fear when they’re chasing after someone,” Eileen said as he put a plate down in front of her loaded with a sandwich and chips. He set the cold beer down next as she looked up at him. “Is that true?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Kodo goes after the scent of adrenaline that comes as a byproduct of fear. Once he locks onto someone’s scent, it’s game on.”

      “Interesting.” She rocked her head before taking a bite.

      Lawson took a sip of beer as the thunder rolled in the background. “He almost washed out of training over the sound of thunder.” He nodded toward Kodo. “Look at him now. Fast asleep like he doesn’t have a care in the world.”

      “Busy shift?” she asked in between bites.

      He nodded. “I can’t think of a place he’d rather be than on the job though. He’s the first one ready and eager to head off for work. I’ve been wondering how he would handle himself at the family ranch.”

      Her eyebrows drew together again while she chewed.

      “You know my family owns a cattle ranch, right?” He couldn’t imagine she wasn’t in the loop. Though, to be fair, he never talked about his past, not even with Kevin. They joked around and teased each other a whole lot. They teamed up on the basketball court during police versus firefighter events and crushed the competition if he did say so himself. They were buddies who did things together and those ‘things’ didn’t involve talking about their pasts or their feelings for that matter. They met up at each other’s homes to watch football games when their days off matched up. There were a couple of outdoor bars that allowed animals. Lawson didn’t go anywhere without Kodo. If a place didn’t allow his canine partner inside, it wasn’t good enough for Lawson. Period.

      Once Kevin married Eileen, Lawson had lost his best friend. Another reason marriage wasn’t for him. Lawson liked his life just fine the way it was. He didn’t need someone else to complete him. He was a whole human being already.
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        * * *

      

      Eileen figured she might as well get to the point. Lawson deserved to know what he was dealing with before she agreed to accept his help. The problem was that she didn’t even know.

      “I already mentioned someone is watching and following me,” she started, hoping the words would come to her as lightning lit up the night sky.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “About a month as far as I know, maybe more if he was being stealthy about it. I thought I saw him at the funeral but decided I was losing my mind. That whole time period is such a blur.” The thought made her skin crawl.

      “What does
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