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      It was finally over. His last case with the US Marshalls was closed, and he was officially released. His phone buzzed weakly on the seat where it lay forgotten as he drove north on Interstate 69 on his trip home from Louisiana. Burnt out from dealing with the underbelly of society, he was ready for a fresh start in the small Indiana town he now called home. The only thing missing was his Jojo. Unemployed, he now had time to win her back. At least that damn money was good for something; he could take his time and find a job that interested him.

      When he pulled into the rest area on the north side of Indianapolis for a nap and a soda before finishing the last two hours of his journey, he discovered he had neglected to plug his phone into the car charger. Worry clawed at his stomach when he plugged in the charger, and notifications of missed calls and texts from his ex-partner, Jax McKenna, popped up on the screen. The messages were short and didn’t go into detail, but there was an emergency with his pregnant wife. As he dialed Jax’s cell phone number, he prayed under his breath that Lainie and the baby would be okay.

      When he hung up the phone, he was still worried, just not about Lainie and the baby. Now he was worried about Jax’s sister, Jordan, his Jojo. Jax had been trying to call her for over four hours with no contact. Jordan wouldn’t ignore Jax’s voice mails, especially since they were about Lainie and the baby.

      The last time she was out of touch for that long, her asshole ex-husband, who had been physically and emotionally abusing Jordan the entire time they were married, had forbidden Jordan to talk to her brother. When Brent found out, he wanted to track down her ex and beat him to a bloody pulp for treating a woman that way, especially Jordan. He almost lost his job when he beat up a suspect after witnessing the jackass hitting his girlfriend. That was the day he finally admitted to himself that he wanted Jordan. It wasn’t until Jax was on the run with Lainie that he finally had the chance to act on his feelings.

      Hard to believe the legendary Brent Halston had fallen for the strong, resilient doctor. Jax had punched him when he found out Brent had slept with her, knowing that Jordan’s tough exterior hid a gentle soul, a soul that found purpose in devoting herself to running the free clinic in the rough part of town.

      Since that night back in September when she threw him out of her life, Brent had been functioning on autopilot. He dialed her number from memory, frowning when he got her voice mail. “Dammit, Jojo. Jax is going out of his mind with worry. Call him, or I’m showing up at your door. You call me, and I’ll turn around and head home.”

      He ended the call, pulled back out onto the highway, now fully awake from the fear and resulting adrenaline, and switched to the southbound highway at the next interchange. He had to get to the south side of Indianapolis to find out why she wasn’t answering her phone. He shoved the worry away and concentrated on the drive.

      His eyes burned from lack of sleep as the sun dropped below the horizon when he exited the interstate and slowed to make the turn onto the county road. He was always surprised how dark it was out away from the city. The stars twinkled as he drove down the deserted road, the barren fields on either side the only witnesses to his journey. He slowed for the turn into the driveway by habit. The three months he spent living there with Jordan were the best of his life; then she threw him out.

      The house was dark, but her car was parked in front of the garage. It’s only seven thirty in the evening. She should still be up. Why are all the lights out? His “cop sense” told him something wasn’t right. His stomach cramped with worry.

      After shutting the car door softly, he stopped and listened trying to pinpoint what was bothering him. No barking. Where was Sadie? He knew she would normally be barking like crazy at the sound of a car in the drive. The crunch of snow beneath his cowboy boots echoed in his ears as he crept closer to the front porch. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed 911 when he saw the front door swinging in the breeze. After identifying himself and explaining the situation, the dispatcher told him to hang back and wait for backup to arrive.

      He crept up the porch steps and into the house with his gun in one hand and his flashlight in the other; following orders had never been high on his list of priorities. Methodically making his way through the house, he cleared each room on the first floor before heading up the stairs and doing the same with the guest bedrooms and bath.

      Silently slipping through the door of the master bedroom, he stopped at the sight of a small pool of blood at the foot of the bed. It shone black as ink in the beam of his flashlight as his heart thumped faster and his stomach rolled. A trail of blood drops led him to the walk-in closet where he found the desk chair shoved under the doorknob locking it from the outside.

      After carefully moving the chair, he opened the door and swept the flashlight beam through the closet, stopping at the sight of Jordan standing in the back corner with a baseball bat in her hands covered in blood.

      “Jordan? It’s me, Brent.”

      Her eyes looked through him, wide open and terrified. He stepped back as she swung the bat, stumbling forward and landing on her knees with a sob. “Stay back, please,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “Jojo, it’s me, Brent. Is that your blood, baby? You can put down the bat. I won’t hurt you.”

      She blinked as if waking from a deep sleep. “Brent? Thank God it’s you!” She stood using the bat to pull herself upright. Stepping toward Brent, she stumbled, and he caught her in his arms.

      He could feel her trembling as she wrapped her arms around him. “Where are you hurt?” he asked as he pulled out his cell phone to call 911 again and request an ambulance.

      “It’s Sadie’s blood. We have to get her to the vet.” She pulled herself out of Brent’s arms and knelt in front of the puppy. “He stabbed her in the side of her neck. I got the bleeding under control, but I don’t know how bad it is…” A hitch in her voice cut off the rest of the sentence. “I didn’t have my bag, so I couldn’t do much.”

      Brent dropped to one knee and reached out to pet Sadie. “Hey, girl. We’re going to get you fixed up soon.”

      Sadie’s tail beat a staccato rhythm against the floor as she licked his hand.

      Brent pulled a blanket off a shelf in the closet and wrapped Sadie up before carefully picking her up to head downstairs. The golden-haired cocker spaniel snuggled into him, her tongue swiping his cheek.

      “Police. Don’t move!”
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      The click of the handcuffs startled Jordan out of her mental fog. “What are you doing? I keep telling you that Brent didn’t do anything.” After trying to convince Jax over the phone she was fine, she was in no mood for any problems.

      “Don’t worry, Jordan. They’re just doing their job. Now, use my cell and call the vet. I’ve got you parked in, so take my car and get Sadie the attention she needs. When you get back, I’ll have this all sorted out.”

      Jordan felt like her whole world was coming apart at the seams. Sadie needed the vet, Lainie was in the hospital, Jax was freaking out, and Brent was being treated like a criminal for helping her.

      Why doesn’t anyone understand?

      She called Sadie’s vet and explained the situation, planning to meet the vet at his office. She ended the call and set Brent’s phone on the kitchen table in front of him. “Maybe if I explain to them again…”

      “No. Go get Sadie to the vet. I’ll be fine. They’re just being cautious. I’ll have it handled by the time you get back.”

      Jordan kissed his cheek and whispered, “We’ll talk later.”

      One of the officers picked up Sadie and carried her out the door behind Jordan.

      Brent slumped in the chair, finally letting the picture of Jordan covered in blood fill his mind. “Shit. I’ll never get that out of
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