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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Danika

            The ground rumbles when he walks in.

            
            Weird how I’m the only one that seems to notice.

            
            Okay, not the only one. There’s a trio of other female recruits parked up against the gymnasium wall that zero in on Lieutenant Greer Burns’s
               shifting butt muscles, shaking their heads as if they’re mad at it. The dudes stretching around me on the mat are a different
               story. They live and die by the lieutenant’s whistle, but until he blows it, they’re still lost in their world of women, baseball
               and ball scratching.
            

            
            Ahh, the academy. Never change.

            
            There’s this sliver of time, twice a week, that I love to hate. When Greer is scheduled to whip our future police officer
               backsides into shape, I’m treated with—cursed with—a window of five seconds before he blows the whistle for inspection. During
               that handful of ticks, he slowly inserts that whistle between a pair of lips that make grandmothers wish for time machines.
               He tucks it right in there. And he looks at me. One cool sweep of those twin glaciers that begins at the tip of my sneakers and ends at my
               ponytail.
            

            
            That’s around the time I tell him with my eyes to go fuck himself.
            

            
            It’s a complicated dynamic.

            
            Anyone else would get suspended for showing the lieutenant a hint of the fire I pack into my morning look. Why does he let
               me get away with it?
            

            
            Even more annoying, why do I look forward to it?

            
            Greer hasn’t quite made it to the front of the gymnasium yet, but there’s a jet stream of anticipation whipping through my
               blood in hot revolutions. My spine straightens and I firm my jaw, telling myself this time I won’t meet his eyes. I’m distracted
               from my mental preparations when a male recruit drops down on the mat beside me, blocking my view of the approaching lieutenant.
               His timing is either terrible or perfect. My body is too confused these days to decide.
            

            
            “Hey, Silva.”

            
            “Levi.” I flash a tight smile at our resident easygoing, golden boy who’s never without a smile or a compliment. “What’s up?”

            
            Over his shoulder, I catch the eye of my best friend, Jack, who lets his tongue loll out of his mouth like a lovesick idiot.
               His impression of Levi, I’m guessing, who has been flirting with me since we started at the academy, but has yet to pull the
               trigger and ask me out.
            

            
            To which I would say . . . what? No freaking clue.

            
            “What did you think about COBRA training yesterday?” Levi asks, grabbing his elbow above his head and stretching. “Heavy stuff,
               right?”
            

            
            He’s referring to the Chemical Ordinance, Biological and Radiological Awareness training we spent the last few days completing.
               “Yeah.” I tear my attention away from Jack, who is now pretending to make out with himself. “There’s no cute way to rock a
               hazmat suit, I guess.”
            

            
            “Oh, I don’t know.” Levi cuts me a look. “I think you did a damn good job.”

            
            Impressive. Ten points to Levi. See, I should be asking him out. He’s the definition of my type. Growing up around my uncles and boy cousins meant I was always one of the guys. They
               didn’t pull any punches while playing football in the park or critiquing my homecoming dresses with sarcasm. My mother was—is—amazing at making me feel girly when necessary, but there was no escaping the men in my family. As a result, I’m drawn to
               softer-spoken artistic types that treat me like a lady. Which is the number one reason I shouldn’t be so . . . affected by
               the sight of the lieutenant sliding a whistle between his lips. There’s nothing soft about him.
            

            
            When Levi chuckles, I realize I’ve been staring into space. Way to take a compliment, Danika. “Uh. Thanks. You . . .” I give him a soft punch in the shoulder. “Did it justice, too.”
            

            
            I’m saved from having to bask in the aftermath of my awkward attempt at flirting when Jack pokes his head in between us and
               makes a buzzer noise. “Snooze you lose, Levi. Gave you a good two minutes to close the deal. More than enough time.” He winks
               at me, letting me know I owe him one for his intervention. “Danika has plans for the night, anyway. She’s cake tasting.”
            

            
            My stomach groans, reminding me I skipped breakfast. “I am?”

            
            Jack nods. “Pays to know the lady who is catering our graduation.”

            
            I don’t know what’s flowing through the drinking fountains at the academy, but in the months since we started, both of my
               roommates, Jack and Charlie, have been brought to heel by the almighty L word. And I’m not talking the fizzy stomach bubbles,
               let’s share a soda pop kind of love. I’m talking all-out, devoted, want their women to have their babies kind of love. It’s
               a little daunting when I have zero romantic prospects of my own and I can hear the proof of their affection through the thin
               walls of our apartment. Nightly. My suffering has all become worth it, though, with the utterance of the words cake tasting. “I’ll be there—”
            

            
            The whistle blows. Loud.

            
            All two-hundred recruits jump to their feet and form rows. Backs go ramrod straight, chests puff out. Inspection is always twice as intense when Greer is here, because he doesn’t just take roll. He scrutinizes each
               of us for imperfections. Legend has it, he once made a recruit walk home from 20th Street to the Bronx to retrieve his forgotten
               uniform gym shorts. And that recruit was never seen or heard from again.
            

            
            Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the lieutenant approach, my attention traveling down to perform their own inspection
               on the object of my reluctant obsession. The thighs that—against my will—changed my type from artistic, easygoing guys to
               big, rough-hewn enforcers. They demand to be taken seriously, as does their owner, by doing nothing more than existing. Through
               stiff, navy blue uniform pants, sinew creeps from hips to knee, muscles sculpted by a diamond cutter. In weak moments, I find
               myself wondering if they’re hairy or smooth. Or ticklish? Could the man have such a silly weakness as being ticklish?
            

            
            No. Not a chance.

            
            Lieutenant Greer Burns doesn’t have weaknesses. As he strides past the inspection line, the humming halogens overhead paint
               shadows on his face, darkness settling in the always present frown lines between his eyebrows. When his eyes land on me, his
               jaw bunches. When is it not bunched? It tics and flexes like he’s trying to suck the copper off a penny. That tension must be the reason my eyes are drawn
               to his brutal lips, harsh and full all at once.
            

            
            He leaves my line of vision, his boots making the mat groan as he weaves behind me, and I’m not—definitely not—disappointed that I missed my five second stare-down with Greer today. I’m not annoyed at Levi and Jack for distracting
               me either. Nope. Uh-uh.
            

            
            Greer is right behind me when he says, “I’ll be demonstrating a new takedown this morning.” I feel his gaze on my neck, heating
               the flesh above my collar. “Any volunteers?”
            

            
            My hand goes up. It always does, even though he never picks me. Ever. I tell myself it’s stupid to think he’s afraid to touch
               me.
            

            
            My theory is further disproven a second later.

            
            “Silva. To the front.”

            
             

         
         
            Greer

            What the hell are you doing?

            
            I can’t even think of the girl without getting wood. Now I’m going to wrestle her onto the mat in front of two hundred recruits?
            

            
            Silva’s head turns slowly, hitting me with the full force of her surprise. And not for the first time, I’m caught between
               wanting to lick her, head to toe . . . and telling her the gray academy T-shirt really brings out her eyes.
            

            
            Idiot. You fucking idiot.

            
            This wouldn’t be happening if she’d just kept our arrangement. It’s very simple. Before I blow the whistle for inspection
               and become her instructor, she gives me a few seconds of her undivided attention. Obviously we never made this agreement out
               loud. How would that conversation even start? But it’s the one thing I look forward to lately.
            

            
            Even if she does hate me.

            
            Why wouldn’t she? My default mode is insufferable asshole. This is my city and I’ve been tasked with whipping this group of
               young people into effective members of law enforcement. I take that responsibility seriously. So why do I like letting Silva
               get away with that open disdain so damn much? I can’t tell her that she’s . . . important. Special. Even if those words cram into my throat when she’s around, twisting
               my stomach up like a pretzel. So I satisfy the urge by letting those heated looks slide and hope she doesn’t sense this pointless
               infatuation of mine.
            

            
            She’s definitely going to catch on when I pin her to the floor and my cock salutes the tight, sexy shape of her. God, what
               is she going to feel like under me?
            

            
            Silva isn’t the only one shocked that I picked her for the demonstration. My brother, Charlie, is giving me jerky bad idea, bad idea head shakes, making me wonder if he’s caught me staring like a fool at his roommate. If so, I need to be more careful. Recruits
               are off-limits. I’ve never had a problem adhering to that rule in the past. Not even close. They were all just uniforms with
               varying skill levels until she showed up.
            

            
            Some jackass two rows back whispers about how he wouldn’t mind pinning Silva, and the comment brings my focus roaring back. Jesus, it’s that shithead who always wears aviator
               sunglasses again. He goes white when I turn and narrow my eyes on him. “I hope you don’t mind staying an hour late today and
               wiping down the mats, because that’s how you’ll be spending your evening,” I snap. “Try and locate some respect while you’re
               down there.”
            

            
            “Yes, sir.”

            
            Christ, on top of being sex-starved for an off-limits girl, I’m now a hypocrite. Didn’t I choose Danika for the demonstration
               because I hated watching her flirt with someone else? Because I wouldn’t mind pinning her, to put it mildly. Yes. Hell yes. And that moment of weakness is going to cost me big-time because in a few minutes, her curves are going to be pressed
               to mine. I’m going to have her beneath me. She’s the only one inside these four walls that could shake my professionalism
               with something as routine as a takedown—and I’ve damned myself with my jealousy.
            

            
            “Was I somehow unclear?” Self-disgust makes my voice hard as I pivot to face Silva again. “To the front.”
            

            
            The way she jerks on a gasp stabs me in the gut. For a split second, right before I shouted at her, there was wonder, maybe
               even appreciation, in the way she looked at me. Because I stood up for her? The possibility makes me wish I’d suspended the
               recruit who made the comment. Or sent him on a walk to Montauk. How would she have looked at me then?
            

            
            Doesn’t matter now, because I ruined it.

            
            Just like I’m about to ruin myself.

            
            Following in Silva’s wake to the front of the room, I can’t help but suck in the fresh grapefruit scent that follows her.
               I don’t know for sure, but I think it comes from her shampoo. Perfect, now I’m trying not to think of her in the shower, soaping
               all those black, wavy curls she keeps up in her ponytail. Trying not to think of steam clinging to her full, sarcastic lips
               and taut skin. Good thoughts to be having when I’m about to wrestle her in front of a crowd.
            

            
            There is total silence, apart from the lights buzzing overhead and the occasional cough. In my head, though, there’s a riot
               taking place. Will I ever be satisfied with five seconds of eye contact ever again once I’ve had her beneath me? Of course
               not. Hell, I’m not satisfied now.

            
            “As you know, an officer never wants to end up on the ground. Your weapon becomes accessible to someone other than yourself.
               There’s a lack of mobility and a potential to be assaulted by a perp. In other words, this is a worst-case scenario.”
            

            
            I’m about halfway through the beginning of my speech when it dawns on me that a guard escape is probably the most intimate
               move I could have chosen. It’s not something I did intentionally after selecting Silva as my volunteer, it was on the morning
               agenda—and now it’s too late to change course.
            

            
            Silva is beside me, trying to look fresh out of fucks, but I can see the pulse going wild in her neck, the eagerness to learn
               in her brown eyes. It starts my own pulse hammering, that determination in her. That bravery. Just some of the reasons I can’t
               seem to make it through an hour of the day without thinking about her.
            

            
            “The goal of a guard escape is to gain back control of the situation and get your perp cuffed, as fast as possible, before
               you can be subdued or worse. Understood?” I wait for the chorus of yes sirs before lying on my back. They’ve seen me down here countless times, demonstrating moves—it’s a vital part of their training—and
               I try and fail to focus on the familiarity of teaching. How can I when Silva is staring down at me, her mouth in a little
               O. “Feign an attack, Silva.”
            

            
            “On . . . you?” she whispers.

            
            “Yes.” She’s nervous. Before I can make a conscious decision, the need to reassure her takes over. “This is it. Your chance
               has finally arrived.”
            

            
            Laughter ripples through the recruits and it seems to ground her. But I’m the furthest thing from grounded when Silva drops
               down on her knees between my bent legs. Her tits are still jiggling when she wets her lips, and I’m the furthest thing from
               fucked. My balls are suddenly five pounds each, pressing in around the base of my dick. Christ. This is already torture, but I have no choice but to get even closer. Any other time, I would continue my lecture from the
               ground, but I can’t. I have to get this over with as fast as possible.
            

            
            Her cheeks are fire-engine red as she leans over me, her dukes up, punching at the air. And with a final, hard swallow, I
               lock my legs around her waist, bringing her head down safely into the crook of my neck to stop the supposed attack. Then I
               drop a foot to the outside of her planted knee and use the ground as leverage to flip her over.
            

            
            It’s the sound that comes out of her mouth that well and truly screws me.

            
            That—and the way her eyes roll back, swollen lips popping open to let it out.

            
            It’s a moan. It’s pleasure and excitement and need, all rolled into one little, choked noise that will probably haunt my every
               waking moment going forward.
            

            
            Does she like being pinned down?
            

            
            For a few seconds, all I can do is stare down at her flushed face, her body trapped between my thighs, and wish we were alone
               so I could—
            

            
            So I could what?
            

            
            I don’t get involved with women. For very good reasons. It’s a rule that has served me well. All the rules serve me well, and I’m breaking them right now by keeping my hips planted on top of Danika’s stomach far longer
               than necessary.
            

            
            “Find a partner and practice,” I call to the room, still unable to stop staring down at Silva. “I’ll come around and—inevitably—correct
               you.”
            

            
            The room breaks into motion, and so does Silva, sliding backwards up the mat and rolling to her feet. I stand, too, facing
               her. My pulse is pounding in my ears as she hesitates, words poised on her lips, fingers twisting in her T-shirt. But she
               doesn’t say anything, turning instead and jogging away to partner up with one of the girls. It’s a good thing my brother approaches,
               nudging me with his elbow. Otherwise, I might have gone after her and apologized. Or asked to pin her down again. Jesus, what
               is it about this girl?
            

            
            Her moan goes off in my head, and I grit my teeth as I turn to Charlie. “What?”

            
            Nothing can knock the humor off Charlie’s face. Not even me. “Nothing. Just . . . you really decided to make your move in a literal sense.” Before I can respond, he holds up his hands. “Forget I said that. Nothing was said. I’m just here to
               issue an invitation.”
            

            
            He might as well have handed me a bouquet of flowers. “A what now?”
            

            
            “You’re making this so easy.” Charlie scratches the back of his neck. “Ever is baking sample cakes tonight and we’re taste
               testing.” I say nothing. “Ever is my girlfriend . . . she’s the chef who’s catering our graduation . . .”
            

            
            My sigh cuts him off. “I know who she is and what she does.”

            
            “Considering this invite was her idea, she’ll be thrilled.”

            
            That gives me pause. And an irritating tug in the region of my chest. “Tonight. Where is it and who is going?”

            
            “Brooklyn. I can text you the address. It’s me, Jack, Danika . . .”

            
            I don’t hear the rest of the names. I’m out. It’s hard enough to be around Silva at the academy. Seeing her outside of these
               walls in regular clothes, without the visible, concrete reminder of my position as her instructor to keep me away? Bad idea.
            

            
            But even as Charlie walks off to go join the other recruits, I’m looking for every excuse to drive over the bridge later.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Danika

            Nothing like baked goods to soothe the sting of humiliation.

            
            Thank God none of my friends have mentioned the moan heard around the world. The moan that came from me, while beneath Lieutenant
               Greer Burns. I’m having a hard enough time wrapping my mind around what happened without having to explain. There is no explanation for the wicked click that took place inside me when Greer pressed me back into the mat. I can’t even chalk
               it up to my romantic dry spell, because I’ve been practicing moves with other male recruits for months. I’ve had their sweaty
               balls way too close to my face and smelled things no woman should have to smell. I’m convinced nasal fortitude is part of
               the training.
            

            
            I’m not supposed to get turned on. Especially by a man I can’t stand.

            
            Greer is like a pair of distressed leather boots in a shop window. I can admire them and hate them a little for drawing my
               eye, but I’m definitely not supposed to try them on. This afternoon, I was dragged from the street into the shop and pinned
               down on top of the cash register. Because cha-ching. I liked that show of strength way too much.
            

            
            Galling is what it is. Especially because I’m a certified control freak. Ask my family. I’d rather run errands, until I’m
               in a stupor, than delegate. I love being the person my family relies on. It’s the reason I became a cop. That satisfaction I get from others relying on me,
               multiplied by a whole city? That’s what I want out of life.
            

            
            That momentary theft of my control today? I didn’t like it. I . . . loved it. As soon as I got home from the academy, I buried
               myself under my comforter and used the highest setting on my LELO. Picturing Greer and those caveman thighs despite my brain’s
               protests. Should I be scared that the lieutenant inspired a need to explore something new and exciting I’ve never felt before?
               Probably. But is that going to stop me?
            

            
            Greer hasn’t become the object of my scorn merely because he’s a world-class tool to the recruits. Or because he doles out
               positive reinforcement like it’s literally killing him. Oh no. I’ve got a long memory. Long enough to stretch back to the afternoon he showed his true colors, saying
               something awful about Jack. I overheard. Now, any time my admiration for his sterling police record makes me want to soften,
               I force myself to remember he claimed to have no respect for my best friend.
            

            
            I’m not sure where my ability to carry long-standing grudges came from, because my mother is a forgiving Catholic to the bone
               and my father falls on the who-gives-a-shit end of the spectrum. But here I am. And I don’t forget. Thankfully, I make up
               for being a grudge holder in other ways. For my friends and family, I will march up into their business and straighten out
               whatever is broken, free of charge. Being the boss is my thing. If anyone looks at them sideways, I want to be the one on
               speed dial.
            

            
            For both of these reasons, I still haven’t forgiven Lieutenant Greer Burns.

            
            Getting him out of my head—especially after today—however, is proving annoyingly difficult.

            
            My erstwhile thoughts are interrupted by the slamming of a steel oven door.

            
            “Strap on your taste buds. It’s game time, kids!” Across the massive kitchen, Charlie’s girlfriend, Ever, executes a perfect
               pirouette, balancing a baking pan in each hand. She sets them down with a flourish, eliciting oohs and ahhs from the group,
               which also includes Jack and his newly minted girlfriend, Katie.
            

            
            That’s right, I’m the fifth wheel. As soon as graduation from the police academy rolls around, I plan to fix the universe’s
               little oversight and find myself a man. Greer will be out of sight, out of mind, and I’ll go back to cruising sensitive dudes.
               With regular-sized thighs.
            

            
            Charlie rubs his hands together, a wolfish smile on his face. “Tell us what we’ve got to choose from here, cutie.”

            
            “My answer is already both,” Jack says, his arm wrapped around Katie. “You’re going to be feeding a bunch of recruits who’ve
               been living on pizza for months. You should probably worry less about flavors and more about inciting a riot for seconds.”
            

            
            Ever’s start-up catering company, Hot Damn Caterers, has an off-site facility in Williamsburg, which is where we’ve come tonight
               to play taste testers. A privilege that totally makes up for having to be the fifth wheel. “Jack is right.” I pick up a knife
               and slice off a small portion of the carrot cake sitting in the center of the table, alongside a red velvet one. “You’re more
               likely to have your arm gnawed off while serving than to get any complaints.”
            

            
            “Any gripes can be forwarded directly to me.” Charlie saws off a giant portion of the red velvet, throwing Ever a wink. “As
               if there will be any.”
            

            
            Picking up a wooden spoon, Ever leans in to kiss her boyfriend’s cheek before going back to the stove where other concoctions
               are bubbling and sizzling. “You heathens aren’t the only ones eating. Charlie’s father will be there, along with other NYPD
               brass. Parents. A bunch of New York One news anchors . . .”
            

            
            Katie gasps. “I love New York One. Especially when they tell you what happened on this day in history. Last week, it was the
               mob execution of Blue Eyes Duffy.” She accepts the bite of carrot cake Jack pops into her mouth, chewing a moment. “They repeat
               the same hour of news all morning long, but I watch it anyway.”
            

            
            “That’s because I won’t let you out of bed long enough to find the remote,” Jack drawls. “You have no choice.”

            
            “That’s not the only reason,” Katie whispered in her melodic Irish accent, cheeks flushing red. “The repetition is soothing.
               And . . . I like knowing the weather.”
            

            
            Jack shrugs a single shoulder. “Whatever the weather, it’s always warm in our bed.”

            
            I ball up a napkin and toss it at Jack’s head. “Not if you keep torturing the poor girl.”

            
            Okay, true story. I love Katie. Not only because she’s honest, hardworking and sweet—not to mention, a badass weapons trainer—but
               she saved my best friend when my help wasn’t enough. Jack is making progress every day in his battle with alcoholism. It’s
               his fight. But he never wanted to fight before Katie. So she has me in her corner for life.
            

            
            Everyone in this kitchen is family now. Family is everything to me. My parents, aunts and cousins, all of whom still live in Hell’s Kitchen, rely on me for a lot. Not a day passes where
               my phone isn’t ringing, someone asking for a favor, advice or help out of a jam—be it with the landlord or an in-law. Does
               it stress me out sometimes, having so many balls up in the air? Having so much responsibility? Yes. But how will I know for
               sure a problem will be handled the right way, unless I see to it myself?
            

            
            “My vote is for red velvet,” Charlie announces. “No, wait. Carrot. Wait . . .”

            
            “I’m stuck, too,” Katie says. “They’re both lovely.”

            
            Jack puts up both hands in surrender. “I’m a hung . . . jury.”

            
            My sigh is exaggerated. It usually is. “Oh, fine, leave it up to me.” I tap the fork against my pursed lips. “I’ll go with—”

            
            I don’t get chance to finish, because the rusted side door leading into the kitchen space opens slowly, revealing an outline
               I know too well after today’s training session. It fills up the frame a lot like it fills my mind. My pulse starts to hammer,
               remembering that rough grind of his hips down onto mine, those seconds where I couldn’t move, because his weight was an unmovable
               force on top of me. Stop thinking about it. What is he doing here?
            

            
            “Hey, big brother,” Charlie calls, good-natured as usual. “Wasn’t sure you’d show.”

            
            It’s news to me that Charlie invited his brother, but it probably shouldn’t be. Charlie has been bending over backwards in
               the last month, trying to improve his relationship with Greer and his father, a big-time NYPD bureau chief. Their family is
               a law enforcement dynasty, heavy on work ethic, low on affection. Watching my roommate spin his wheels and get barely anything
               in return from Greer is yet another reason I’d like to deliver a right cross to his smug, all-knowing face. It’s not the main
               one, though.
            

            
            My job isn’t to single out bright shiny stars. My job is to conform these men into team players. Groom them for something
                  larger than themselves. Lone wolves get their fellow officers killed, the way my partner was killed, and that’s exactly what
                  Jack Garrett is. A lone wolf with no respect. And I have no respect for him.

            
            Before I walked in on that meeting between Greer and Katie last week, I already disliked the lieutenant, but those words effectively
               sealed the deal. Sure, Greer helped Katie out with the work visa that allowed her to remain in New York with Jack. He’s also
               taken an interest in Jack and stopped treating my childhood friend as if he’s a waste of space.
            

            
            But like I said, I have a long memory. My mother would say to turn the other cheek, but when Lieutenant Burns saunters up
               to the table and surveys the two cakes like they’re some paltry offering being presented to a king, I turn both cheeks in
               his direction, tilting my head back to meet bored, flinty eyes.
            

            
            “If I’d known you were coming,” I say for his ears alone, “I would have suggested a devil’s food cake.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Greer

            It’s obvious I didn’t knock loose any of Silva’s hatred when I flipped her over on the mat today. Good. I certainly wasn’t hoping for anything different.
            

            
            The way she’s looking at me now, one might think I imagined that husky moan and the flutter of her eyelashes this afternoon.
               The spasming of her thigh muscles. No. My mind sure as hell didn’t fabricate those things. And I’ve spent way too much time
               over the last few hours wondering what they meant. One answer is clear: They didn’t soften her toward me.
            

            
            Refusing to acknowledge the stab of disappointment, I mentally repeat what I told myself on the drive over. My job is to train
               this scrappy, little brat into a decent police officer. After that, my association with her will be over. No more passing
               her in the hallway or watching a bunch of twenty-something assholes eagerly volunteer to be her training partner. Perhaps
               I’ve never been so anxious for a class of recruits to graduate, but can anyone blame me? They’ve challenged my patience and
               my sanity at every damn turn.
            

            
            First, Charlie loses his shit over the blonde chef who’s currently fussing over a bowl of pink frosting, turns into a wounded
               beast and almost blemishes his fledgling police record. Next, Irish Annie Oakley shows up and makes me care a little too much
               about how I’ve classified Jack Garrett. I was only ironing out a few misgivings about him when Danika walked into my office
               uninvited last week. Now, I’ve got a pissed-off recruit plotting my death from behind the most . . . incredible brown eyes
               I’ve ever seen.
            

            
            That slippery thought makes me grunt, and Silva narrows said eyes, clearly waiting for me to respond to her barb. Devil’s
               food cake. Not bad. Although I’ve been called worse things than Satan by perps and colleagues alike. No one likes the dick
               who keeps everyone accountable, and I’m good with that. I’m just fine being alone.
            

            
            In my thirty years, I’ve never given a second thought to another person’s opinion of me. Or my teaching style—unless you count
               my father, who taught me about police work. Why I should consider . . . adjusting to make this short-tempered . . . beautiful, passionate girl happy—
            

            
            Dammit.

            
            For some reason, Silva’s pleasure seems to be infinitely more desirable than her disappointment. It’s why I’ve tried to make
               up for what I said about Jack in that meeting, by checking on his progress in treatment, as often as I can. And there’s no
               sense in pretending she didn’t bring me all the way out into Brooklyn tonight.
            

            
            I tried to convince myself that by showing up, I’d be humoring Charlie into thinking our family has a hope in hell of being
               functional. Whatever my version of love is, I have that for Charlie. The kid is nothing like me. He’s optimistic, for one.
               He has the ability to make everyone around him feel included. He talked a bunch of hard-assed cops into a flash mob to win
               back Pink Frosting Girl, for chrissakes.
            

            
            In my gut, though, I know I came tonight because I wanted to see Silva. Assure myself she was safe. Working in Manhattan,
               I don’t have any firsthand knowledge of the neighborhood where this kitchen is located, so I came to check it out. Now that
               I’ve seen for myself there’s no machete-wielding maniacs in the vicinity, I should probably go.
            

            
            But, my feet stay right where they are, inches from the tips of Silva’s boots. Those kind that stop at a woman’s ankle and
               make her legs look even better than they do in gym shorts. The fact that she has some kind of control over my usually ironclad
               will stirs impatience in my belly. Impatience and the need to gain back the upper hand. Without a sound, I let her scent slide
               into my senses and give her a nice, long once-over, like I usually do when she’s lined up for morning inspection. If I can’t
               inspire pleasure from Silva, I’ll settle for riling her up.
            

            
            “Someone should have baked you an angel food cake,” I say, my voice cracking from disuse. Twin blooms of color appear in her
               cheeks on the heels of a little intake of breath. Across the scant distance between us, my body feels hers soften and does
               the opposite. A grudging invitation for . . . something. Just like today on the mat. I like her response so much that I have
               to go and ruin it. “Maybe it would make you lighter on your feet, since you were dragging ass during drills today.”
            

            
            “Ohh,” she breathes. “If I was dragging ass, it’s because your lecture failed to motivate me, Lieutenant.” Her smile is deceptively
               sweet. “Might want to work on your oral skills.”
            

            
            She slaps both hands over her face, groaning over her slipup, and I have the strangest urge to laugh. To peel her hands away
               and witness the damage underneath. Our stolen moments before inspection have become the highlight of my week, but we’ve never
               taken it further than those blistering seconds of eye contact. I’ve never made so much as a suggestive comment. Ever. I’m
               her instructor and I will not abuse my authority.
            

            
            So temporary insanity or the way she melted beneath me today must be the culprit for what I say next, my voice at a low murmur.
               “Are you volunteering to help me practice?”
            

            
            Silva shoots backward and knocks into the table, sending forks clattering in every direction. The other four people in the
               room, who either heard nothing or have better poker faces than I gave them credit for, reach out to steady her, but I beat
               them to it. My hand is wrapped around her elbow, keeping her from falling, and the physical contact sends heat slicking up
               my spine. My tongue grows heavy. All I want to do is haul her close. Take a fist full of her hair and rub it against my open
               mouth. Down my neck and chest. Jesus.
            

            
            She jerks her arm away, and I command myself to regain control. Not for the first time, I ask myself what the hell is it about
               this girl? Ever since she walked into the academy, my eyes follow her everywhere, my head full of her when I give in to my
               needs at night. When I tuck an eager hand into my briefs, roll onto my stomach and fuck myself. If it was just sexual interest,
               I could wait out the next four weeks, no problem. She’ll be gone and the infatuation will fade.
            

            
            But here I am in Brooklyn, worried for her safety.

            
            Caring what she thinks.

            
            Hating the fact that she heard me say something shitty and is now mad at me.

            
            I need a run. A good run will make these stupid feelings manageable. Until tomorrow.

            
            “Uh yeah . . .” Charlie’s voice trickles into my awareness. “So we’re testing out two Ever cakes here, and Danika was getting
               ready to woman-up and make the final judgment.”
            

            
            I manage to tear my eyes off Danika, who’s clearly still shocked over what I said. Join the club, baby. Baby? “What is your
               choice, Silva?”
            

            
            “The, um . . .”

            
            She needs a nudge out of her apparent stupor, so I provide one. “Today, please.”

            
            I sense her lift a boot, like she’s going to stomp on my foot, and I almost hope she does, because I’d be required to touch
               her again. But she gives a cool answer, instead. “Red velvet.”
            

            
            Picking up a fork, I sample the two cakes and have to admit they’re good. I’ve been wondering if my brother’s bragging over
               his girlfriend’s culinary skills was a product of his pussy-whipped status, but he didn’t exaggerate. “I’ll go with carrot.”
            

            
            Four sets of eyes ping-pong over to Silva, who looks like she’s concentrating on not stabbing me with her fork, but Ever speaks
               up before Silva gets a chance. “It’s settled then,” she says, too brightly. “We’ll go with both—”
            

            
            “This calls for a tie breaker,” Silva interrupts, lifting her chin. “Wouldn’t you say, Lieutenant?”

            
            The saucy way she pronounces my title makes me insane. What would she say if she only knew? She moans that title in my dreams,
               along with my name. Loud and nightly. “Did you have something in mind?”
            

            
            “Yes. Always.”

            
            “Let’s hear it.”

            
            “Since you’re so underwhelmed by my performance today . . .” She shrugs, but I glimpse her nerves peeking through. “Quiz me
               on radio codes. Five of them. If I get them all right, we go with red velvet. Anything else and you can have your fuddy-duddy
               carrot. No offense, Ever. I’m just not big on vegetables.”
            

            
            “Fair enough,” murmurs the cook.

            
            I don’t like Silva having the misconception that she underwhelmed me. She never does. She’s one of the more impressive recruits
               at the academy, male or female. She’s focused, doesn’t complain when she’s exhausted and improves every day. Of course, I
               can’t tell her that. If she softened too much—or hell, at all—toward me, I’d never be able to stay away. It’s imperative that
               I do. The only thing permanent in this life is my job. Friends, women . . . hell, even family, comes and goes.
            

            
            People lose people every single day. Parents, children, spouses. I see it constantly in my profession. Betrayal, abandonment,
               death. It all ends in one thing: solitude, with the added gem of knowing what love and togetherness once felt like. I stay
               beholden to myself and the city of New York, because we’re substantial. We can’t quit on one another, the way people quit
               on their loved ones all the time. At least I got that lesson out of the way early in life, so I could avoid having to face
               it again and again, like some fucked-up Groundhog Day.
            

            
            Speaking of groundhogs, I’ve gone down a dark hole while Silva’s gauntlet still lies between us. “You’re on,” I finally answer,
               codes filtering through my mind in neon green ribbons. “Ten-fifty-two F.”
            

            
            “Dispute with a firearm.”

            
            I’m doing my best to appear bored, but I’m suddenly having fun. It might have something to do with the fact that she’s smiling
               at me. It’s a cocky smile, too. According to the flickering of my pulse, it’s my favorite smile of hers. “Correct. Ten-eighty-four.”
            

            
            “Arrived at scene.”

            
            “Yes. Ten-eighteen.”

            
            That one gets her stuck for a second, and I find myself willing the answer into her brain. “Warrant check . . . active warrant.”

            
            My nod is brisk. “Ten-ten S.”

            
            “Possible crime. Shots fired.”

            
            Last one. Jesus, this is beginning to make my dick hard. She’s looking at me like she wants a challenge, so I give her one.
               “Ten-fifty-nine N.”
            

            
            Her smile wobbles and drops. I look around the table to judge if anyone recognizes the code, but only Charlie stares back
               at me with knowledge in his eyes. And he’s telling me without words that throwing this code—active brush fire in progress—at
               Silva makes me an asshole. There hasn’t been a brush fire in Manhattan since the inception of the NYPD, and thus, it isn’t
               part of the assigned study material. I can’t take my question back, though. It’s out there, and she’s chewing it over like
               a piece of tough steak.
            

            
            “Uh . . .” She rolls around on the balls of her feet. “Second call for ambulance.”

            
            Fuck. I open my mouth to tell her she’s wrong. Instead, I say, “Guess we’ll be eating red velvet cake at graduation.”
            

            
            The girls start cheering, Charlie’s eyebrows shoot sky high and Silva slumps with a release of breath. A little satisfied
               smile plays around the edges of her mouth, sending the dumb-ass organ in my chest traveling in a ricochet pattern. I like
               seeing her happy way too much. I like even more that I’m the one who made her that way, even at the cost of being wrong. About
               police work. My life.
            

            
            Bad. Very bad.

            
            I turn for the exit. “I’ll leave you all to it.”

            
            “Oh, wait,” Ever calls, elbowing Charlie, who’s still watching me with obnoxious fascination. “You don’t want to weigh in
               on frosting?”
            

            
            “Anything but pink.” I wrench open the door and barely resist one last look at Silva. “You have drills in the morning. It’s
               your choice whether you come in early and set an example or show up smelling like cake and bring everyone down to your level.”
            

            
            “There’s the lieutenant I know,” Charlie drones.

            
            Silva huffs a laugh. “Did he ever leave?”

            
            Yeah, for a second there I had left. Became someone who cared about feelings . . . about someone . . . over being right. I
               can’t let it happen again.
            

            
            The door slams behind me.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Danika

            I’m walking home from a typically brutal day at the academy when a red light gives me the chance to lean down and massage
               my throbbing calf muscles as traffic races past.
            

            
            Coming in early to set an example for the other recruits has its drawbacks.

            
            Number one being the nod of approval from the lieutenant, as if I’d shown twenty minutes before inspection just to make his
               king-of-the-universe ass proud. Even more vexing was the tug of satisfaction as he noted something on his clipboard when I
               walked into the gym. It’s not such a crazy concept for a recruit to be happy when met with their instructor’s—albeit meager—praise.
               But I don’t want him to have that control over me. After months of his condescending style of teaching and what he said about
               Jack, he shouldn’t have such a lofty position in my mind.
            

            
            Yet, he does. Winning that bet last night made me run a little faster today, listen harder, take the guys to the mat with
               more dedication. More heart.
            

            
            The academy is a lot of hard work. It’s exciting, knowing we’ll be employing the skills we’re learning in the field someday,
               but the day-to-day grind can get repetitive. My radio codes pop quiz victory last night reminded me why I want to be a cop
               so bad. Making my family proud. Sometimes achieving that means always having the right answer. The solution.
            

            
            I’m the oldest of my cousins. I’ve always been the one to lead by example, which is probably why Greer’s parting shot last
               night had me setting my alarm to go off early this morning. My mother always teases me, claiming I was born a mother, not
               a daughter, and I suppose that’s true. Look at how I bullied Jack through junior college and into the academy.
            

            
            You’re welcome.

            
            My parents came to New York from Colombia in the eighties, and their siblings slowly followed, once my parents put down roots.
               I’m the first of this new generation. Before my cousins were born, the expectations of my family were concentrated only on
               me. What would I do? How fast could I do it? Those pressures stuck and I got used to them. Now my family comes to me with
               their problems more and more. When my mother needs to schedule a repair with the super, or have something straightened out
               at the bank? She calls me. When one of my cousins needs homework help? I’m their girl. And I love having that responsibility,
               even if sometimes I take the lead when I haven’t—technically—been asked. If I don’t fix things when they’re broken, who will?
            

            
            Which leads me to the second drawback of showing early: occupying my time with lunges and extra running, thus turning me into
               a hobbling invalid waddling down the sidewalk. As soon as I get home, I’m commandeering the bathroom and taking a shower hot
               enough to melt off a layer of skin. Then I’m scarfing whatever is handy in the fridge and passing out. Tomorrow I’m showing
               up on time, not early, and Lieutenant Burns can deal with it.
            

            
            Even as I make that vow to myself, I know deep down I’m going to break it.

            
            When my cell rings in my hoodie pocket, I take it out, frowning down at the screen. My cousin’s name—Robbie—fades in and out.
               “Hey,” I answer, laughing. “I was just thinking about you. How’s the job?”
            

            
            Robbie is a senior in high school and the youngest cousin on my father’s side. A couple weeks ago, I helped him fill out a
               job application for the frozen yogurt shop down the street from his building—and I was super proud of him for nailing the
               interview and getting hired.
            

            
            This kid usually talks a blue streak, and he’s currently taking measured breaths, pacing footsteps in the background. It takes
               me the space of three seconds to detect something is wrong.
            

            
            “What’s going on?”

            
            “Danny, I didn’t . . . I promise this wasn’t my idea . . .”

            
            I stop short and turn, jogging back toward the avenue I just crossed, scoping for available cabs. “What wasn’t your idea?”

            
            His sigh is shaky. “A couple of guys at school found out I got this job, and they started asking me all these questions. You
               know? Like, what time do we close? Have I had any annoying customers? You know, normal stuff.” The panic is making his voice
               a higher pitch than usual. “Then yesterday, they asked if I work alone. If the manager is always around. I knew something
               was wrong, but these guys, everyone knows they’re wannabe gangsters.”
            

            
            It’s rush hour, and it seems like every damn cab has their lights off, but I finally catch one letting out passengers and
               spring in that direction. “Did you answer those questions?”
            

            
            “Yeah,” he groans. “They’re not easy to ignore, and I couldn’t just lie to them, you know? What if they found out I lied,
               then took it out on me?”
            

            
            “Fifty-Second and Ninth,” I call through the cab partition, praying that by some miracle crosstown traffic won’t be a bitch
               for once.
            

            
            “You . . . you can’t come here, Danny.”

            
            “Just keep talking.” Still working my calm voice. “What happened after you answered their questions?”

            
            It takes a long time for him to continue. So long that I have to check the connection, but the call time is still ticking
               upward. “They told me they were coming in to see me tonight. They said I should just go along with whatever happens . . .
               and they would cut me in.” I can hear his gulping swallow through the phone. “I told them I didn’t want to be cut in, but
               they just laughed.”
            

            
            No. Not happening. A couple of punks are not going to pull my cousin into an inside job and get him into trouble. Robbie works
               hard in school, wants to study abroad when he gets to college. See the world outside Manhattan. I’m not letting some neighborhood
               kids looking for some spending money rip those dreams away. And after all the studying I’ve been doing and horror stories
               passed around the gym and locker room, I know how badly a black mark on a permanent record can block every single avenue of
               opportunity.
            

            
            Greer could handle this.

            
            Some instinct I wasn’t aware of before pipes up, telling me he would drop everything to meet me at the yogurt shop. He’d put
               the fear of God into those kids about robbing the yogurt shop and screwing with my cousin. The lieutenant might be a jerk,
               but he’s on the side of justice. Like a superhero whose power is being a prize dickwad.
            

            
            If I call him, though . . . if I ask for his help, I’ll owe him. Probably forever, because in what world would the invincible
               lieutenant need a return favor from me?
            

            
            Dammit. The sides of my stomach grind together. Pride sits on one shoulder, filing her nails. On the other side, the Scared
               Face emoji screams, hands slapped to her cheeks.
            

            
            “Danny?” Robbie’s voice pulls me back to the present. “I really don’t think you should be involved in this. You’re going to
               be a cop. Maybe I should have called my dad—”
            

            
            “No. No, I got this.” I swallow any remaining reservations and focus on making this right for my cousin. Like I always do.
               Aren’t I spending every single day training to handle issues like this? Until I get there, it’s imperative to keep my cousin
               calm, so he doesn’t do something irrational or dangerous. “Look, I went to school with kids like these. They’re not as big
               and bad as they think.”
            

            
            The cab flies through a yellow light, and I judge we’re about three minutes away. If I call the police, it would be Robbie’s
               word against two guys. They could corroborate one another’s story about Robbie being involved—and my cousin had already ruined
               any chance of looking innocent by answering their questions about when the manager is around. Sure, he could claim he’d had
               a change of heart, but there would still be suspicion. He’d probably lose his job, possibly have an arrest on his record.
               Not good. I’ll have to judge the situation when I get there. It’ll be easier to call on my training when I’m not going at
               this blind.
            

            
            As soon as the cab pulls up outside the yogurt shop, I throw a twenty through the opening in the partition and jog to the
               entrance, the pain in my quads forgotten.
            

            
            My cousin is standing behind the counter, and I’m relieved to see there are no customers in sight. “Did they say when they’re
               coming?”
            

            
            “Like around five-thirty, six.” Robbie plows both hands through his dark hair. “I can’t believe this is happening. I never
               should have told anyone I got this job.”
            

            
            “We’ll talk about it later. Right now, you need to stay behind the counter, ready to call 911 if they try to go through with
               it.”
            

            
            “Are you serious? I can’t call the police on these guys. It’s bad enough I called you. They’ll make my life hell, Danny. Yours,
               too.” He moans up at the ceiling. “I can’t believe this.”
            

            
            “I’ll handle it.” How often in my life have I said those words? “Please calm down and do what I tell you.”

            
            He nods and follows my directions, but he’s not happy about it. Only about two minutes have passed since I walked into the
               store when two kids—probably seventeen or eighteen—shoulder their way into the shop, hands stuffed into their pockets. One
               has his hood pulled down low over his forehead, but I get a pretty decent look at the other. Chapped lips, dirty blonde hair,
               nervous eyes. They take a seat near the entrance, faces turned away, shoulders hunched, obviously waiting for me to leave.
               So they can rob my cousin. And this won’t be the last time. Oh no. They’ll want to do it again next week.
            

            
            I start to approach them when I see it
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