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Line of Duty

What happens when a police officer’s fight for
justice conflicts with an ER doctor’s commitment to patient
care?

 


Police officer Finley Masters wants to interview an
injured suspect and make an arrest so she can move on to the next
case. As long as she keeps closing cases she can hide the pain of
caring for her alcoholic father. Dr. Dylan Carlyle dedicates
herself to healing the sick and looking after her family. She
doesn’t have time for dating, especially not a reckless cop who
thinks she’s God’s gift to women. When Finley Masters strolls into
the emergency room making demands, Dylan protects her turf and her
heart.

 


A tragic incident brings them together, but their
feelings keep them coming back.


What Reviewers Say About VK Powell’s Work

Second in Command

 


“I love the family at the centre of the Fairview
Station series, and their various careers in and around law
enforcement and other public service professions. …I greatly
enjoyed the scenes involving the whole Carlyle family and was
cheered to see various of the more peripheral members find their
own place in the scheme of things.”—The Good, the Bad and the
Unread

 


 


Incognito

 


“[F]ast paced, action packed and keeps you glued to
the page.”—Lesbian Reading Room

 


“Incognito by V.K. Powell is the kind of
intrigue/thriller novel that I enjoy. …If you enjoy a good mystery
with interesting characters and a bit of romance, then try this
book.”—Rainbow Reflections

 


“Well written main characters with plenty of
chemistry. A good supporting cast as well that provide some good
laughs and emotional feels. A fun read with enough action and
romance to keep you interested.”—Kat Adams, Bookseller (QBD Books,
Australia)

 


 “The strongest part of the book was the
interplay between leads. …Both women learned to keep people at
arms’ length, Frankie with her abilities to become almost anyone,
and Evan with her almost obsessive need for rules and order. They
clash, because Frankie’s often mischievous behavior is so out of
what Evan thinks she needs. But they are attracted to each other,
and it does blow up their world view a bit.”—Colleen Corgel,
Librarian, Queens Borough Public Library

 


“If you’re in the mood for a fast paced romantic
intrigue novel with action, romance and humour, this might be one
for you.”—C-Spot Reviews

 


“[T]his book is exciting and fast-paced and the
chemistry between the two main characters is great.”—Jude in the
Stars

 


 


Take Your Time

 


“The last book in the Pine Cone Romance series was
excellent, and I reckon VK Powell wrote the perfect book to round
up the series. …If these are the sex scenes VK Powell can write,
then I have been missing out and I will definitely be checking out
more because WOW! All in all…Fantastic! 5 stars”—Les
Reveur

 


 


Captain’s Choice

 


“VK Powell is the mistress of police romances and
this one is another classic ‘will she won’t she’ story of lost
loves reunited by chance. Well written, lots of great sex and
excellent sexual tension, great character building and use of the
setting, this was a thoroughly enjoyable read.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


 


Deception

 


“In Deception VK Powell takes some difficult
social issues and portrays them with intelligence and empathy.
…Well-written, enjoyable storyline, excellent use of location to
add colour to the background, and extremely well drawn characters.
VK Powell has created a great sense of life on the streets in an
excellent crime/mystery with a turbulent but charming
romance.”—Lesbian Reading Room

 


 


Side Effects

 


“[A] touching contemporary tale of two wounded souls
hoping to find lasting love and redemption together. …Powell ably
plots a plausible and suspenseful story, leading readers to fall in
love with the characters she’s created.”—Publishers
Weekly 

 


 


About Face

 


“Powell excels at depicting complex, emotionally
vulnerable characters who connect in a believable fashion and enjoy
some genuinely hot erotic moments.”—Publishers Weekly

 


 


Exit Wounds

 


“Powell’s prose is no-nonsense and all business. It
gets in and gets the job done, a few well-placed phrases sparkling
in your memory and some trenchant observations about life in
general and a cop’s life in particular sticking to your psyche long
after they’ve gone. After five books, Powell knows what her
audience wants, and she delivers those goods with solid assurance.
But be careful you don’t get hooked. You only get six hits, then
the supply’s gone, and you’ll be jonesin’ for the next installment.
It never pays to be at the mercy of a cop.”—Out in Print

 


“Fascinating and complicated characters materialize,
morph, and sometimes disappear testing the passionate yet nascent
love of the book’s focal pair. I was so totally glued to and amazed
by the intricate layers that continued to materialize like an
active volcano…dangerous and deadly until the last mystery is
revealed. This book goes into my super special category. Please
don’t miss it.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


 


Justifiable Risk

 


“This story takes some unusual twists and at one
point, I was convinced that I knew ‘who did it’ only to find out
that I was wrong. VK Powell knows crime drama, she kept me guessing
until the end, and I was not disappointed at the outcome. And
that’s not to slight VK Powell’s knack for romance. …Readers who
appreciate mysteries with a touch of drama and intense erotic
moments will enjoy Justifiable Risk.”—Queer
Magazine

 


“Justifiable Risk is an exciting, seat of your
pants read. It also has some very hot sex scenes. Powell really
shines, however, in showing the inner growth of Greer and Eva as
they each deal with their personal issues. This is a very strong,
multifaceted book.—Just About Write

 


 


Fever

 


“VK Powell has given her fans an exciting read. The
plot of Fever is filled with twists, turns, and ‘seat of
your pants’ danger…Fever gives readers both great characters
and erotic scenes along with insight into life in the African
bush.”—Just About Write

 


 


Suspect Passions

 


“From the first chapter of Suspect Passions
Powell builds erotic scenes which sear the page. She definitely
takes her readers for a walk on the wild side! Her characters,
however, are also women we care about. They are bright, witty, and
strong. The combination of great sex and great characters make
Suspect Passions a must read.”—Just About Write
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“If you like cop novels, or even television cop shows
with women as full partners with male officers…this is the book for
you. It’s got drama, excitement, conflict, and even some fairly hot
lesbian sex. The writer is a retired cop, so she really writes from
a place of authenticity. As a result, you have a realistic quality
to the writing that puts me in mind of early Joseph
Wambaugh.”—Teresa DeCrescenzo, Lesbian News

 


“To Protect and Serve drew me in from the very
first page with characters that captivated in their complexity.
Powell writes with authority using the lingo and capturing the
thoughts of the law enforcers who make the ultimate sacrifice in
the fight against crime. What’s more impressive is the command this
debut author has of portraying a full gamut of emotion, from angst
to elation, through dialogue and narrative. The images are vivid,
the action is believable, and the police procedurals are
authentic…VK Powell had me invested in the story of these women,
heart, mind, body and soul. Along with danger and tension, Powell’s
well-developed erotic scenes sizzle and sate.”—Story Circle Book
Reviews

 


“To Protect and Serve drew me in from the very
first page with characters that captivated in their complexity.
Powell writes with authority using the lingo and capturing the
thoughts of the law enforcers who make the ultimate sacrifice in
the fight against crime.”—Just About Write
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Chapter One

Dylan Carlyle rubbed the conducting gel on the smooth
face of the defibrillator paddles and waited for the words that
would propel her to action. The brown-and-black checked curtains
surrounding the ER treatment bay billowed with the team’s swift
movements and seemed to close around Dylan as she focused.

“Charged, Doctor,” the nurse said.

“Everybody clear.” She placed the paddles against
the patient’s chest, pressed the buttons to release the charge, and
stepped back before checking the monitor. Nothing.

“Still flatlining.”

“Charge to three hundred.” She wasn’t ready to let
this soul slip away. Every patient whose eyes drained of life and
clouded over represented a personal failure. She leaned close to
the man’s ear. “You will not die on my watch.”

“Charged,” the nurse called again.

“Clear.” Dylan repeated the process and stepped
away. Everyone automatically turned to the wall-mounted monitor and
held a silent, collective breath.

“We’ve got sinus rhythm.”

The monitor readings leveled, and Dylan flipped her
stethoscope from around her neck and listened to the patient’s
heartbeat, finally convinced he’d stabilized. She breathed a
grateful sigh and nodded to the others huddled around the gurney.
“Good job, guys. Get the meds on board and monitor him closely. Let
me know of any changes. I’ll be on all night.” She slid her
stethoscope in her pocket and shucked off her green mask, matching
gown, and gloves. Dylan pulled back the flimsy curtain that
separated treatment areas and walked toward the semicircular
nurses’ station. “What’s next?”

Holly Burns, charge nurse on night shift, gave her
an appreciative nod as she approached. “Nice work in there,
Doctor.”

“Teamwork,” Dylan replied.

“We’re good for the moment.” Holly’s sharp focus put
some folks off, but Dylan looked deeper into her friend’s eyes and
saw genuine concern.

“Anybody need relief?”

“I said, we’re good.” Holly checked her tablet and
moved to Dylan’s side of the station. “Come with me.”

“Something urgent?” Dylan’s adrenaline spiked as the
possibilities flashed through her mind—gunshot wound,
multiple-injury car accident, drug overdose. She hurried to keep up
with Holly’s longer strides and grinned at the way her pace made
the Disney characters on her scrub bottoms dance.

“Yes, definitely urgent.” Holly guided Dylan into a
linen closet full of supplies, cleaning equipment, and staff coats
hanging haphazardly on anything that supported their weight.

“Nurse Burns, I had no idea you were still
interested.” Dylan winked when the door closed behind them.

“Cut it out, Dylan. That ship sailed and eventually
sank. Thank goodness we salvaged a friendship, but don’t press your
luck.”

“That’s one of the things I’ve always admired about
you, Holly. No BS, straight to the point.” Holly gave her a
skeptical look, and Dylan added, “No, seriously.” She held her arms
out. “Bring it in.” When they hugged, Holly relaxed. “You okay? You
seem tense.”

Holly squeezed her around the waist before stepping
back. “Yeah, herding cats tonight. Must be a full moon. If it
weren’t for egotistical doctors, my job would actually be
enjoyable.”

“Ouch. You’re the best ER nurse we’ve got, so don’t
let the bastards see you sweat. So…what’s so important that you
dragged me into the make-out closet in view of the staff? How can I
help?”

“I’m glad you asked. As your friend, only I can say
this to you, Dylan. You’re tired and in danger of making mistakes.
Go to the on-call room and get a few hours’ sleep. I’ll text you if
anything breaks.”

“But—”

“But nothing. It’s my job to see the ER runs
smoothly during my shift, and you’re not only exhausted but you’re
boxing the interns and residents out of some great training
opportunities. No arguments. Listen to your elder. Go.”

“Come on, Holly. You know I hate being idle.”

“Then act like a real doctor and find a nurse to
grope.” Holly grinned.

“You cured me of that.” Holly had saved her in many
ways—taught the junior doctor how to ingratiate herself with the
nursing staff, pointed out shortcuts on the never-ending forms,
showed her secret places to escape for a few minutes of alone time,
and most importantly emphasized how not to become an arrogant
know-it-all doctor. Dylan had also learned the pros and cons of
sleeping with coworkers under Holly’s gentle tutelage and decided
against it.

“How about a nice police officer. They come and go
through here like The Bachelorette. Surely one of them can
rise to your high standards. Officer Masters just came in with an
overdose. She’s still in the building somewhere.”

“And probably wrist deep in one of your nurses by
now.” The image of Finley Masters, who she knew only by sight and
reputation, sauntering in earlier returned. She was arrogant,
confident, and handsome wrapped in a black uniform, everything that
sent Dylan running in the opposite direction.

Holly feigned shock. “Are you saying I don’t run a
tight ship, Dr. Carlyle?”

“Not at all. But in keeping with your nautical
theme, Finley Masters could slide through the smallest crack in
your tightly run ship and engage a nurse before you knew she was on
board. You have heard the rumors?” Dylan leaned against a
shelf stacked high with clean green scrubs.

“You know better than to listen to hospital gossip,
Dylan. It’s as reliable as a match in a windstorm. Besides,
everybody has a private side. Doctors, nurses, and cops see the
worst of humanity. Many of us end up together because we understand
the need to compartmentalize our feelings and escape. I bet Officer
Masters has a sensitive underbelly.”

“Right, and I’m a brain surgeon. And just FYI, all
that evil we see also makes us more susceptible to revolving door
affairs and divorce. Jazz told me about the speech they give
rookies the first week of the academy. ‘Don’t get divorced,
married, engaged, or otherwise alter your status during this
training process because your life is going to change drastically.’
Really, Holly, who says that to new employees?”

“Well—”

“And then they teach them to be macho
assholes who think they’re God’s gift to women, bulletproof, and
can walk on water.”

“You mean like doctors?” Holly raised her palms. “I
give up. I just don’t get your aversion to dating cops. You come
from a family of police officers.”

“And stop.” Her tone was harsher than she’d
intended, but Holly knew exactly why Dylan didn’t date cops. Aside
from the constant specter of death hovering on every call, they
were notorious womanizers and cheats. Cops weren’t unique in that
respect, but they puffed their chests out farther and bragged about
it more. Regardless, she wasn’t interested. She just wanted to be
the best doctor she could be and spend time with her family. End of
story.

“You’ve just proven my point. You’re never this
negative and prickly unless you’re tired, upset, or horny. Do you
even remember the last time you had a date, much less sex? Just
think about it.” Holly separated the ear tubes of Dylan’s
stethoscope, placed the tips in her ears, and whispered into the
diaphragm. “Go. Rest.”

“Really cute,” Dylan said and started to object
again, but Holly raised her hand.

“I know you love your job, and you’re good at it,
but even super doctors need a break. Please, don’t argue or you’ll
be having our pizza and movie nights alone forever.”

“Fine. You know how to hurt a girl.” Dylan couldn’t
imagine not having their bi-monthly
snuggle-in-your-comfies-and-watch-chick-flick sessions. They were
her only real social outlet since residency ended and her new job
at Cone Hospital began. Serious dating, forget about it—no time, no
interest, but more importantly, no prospects except an
overabundance of cops and coworkers, both absolute no-nos, and in
that order. She hadn’t considered a fling. It wasn’t really her
style, but maybe a good old-fashioned sexcapade was exactly what
she needed. “I’ll be in the on-call room, sulking, if you want
me.”

Holly kissed Dylan on the cheek, opened the door,
and waved her out. “See you later for breakfast.”

Dylan pulled her phone from the pocket of her
scrubs, tucked the earbuds in, and queued up a classical playlist
to distract her from the hectic first half of her shift and being
dismissed by Holly. Winding her way through the deserted beige
hospital halls, Dylan waved her hands to the sensual textures of
Debussy’s “Clair de Lune,” the ocean-like swells and tumbling waves
of music that always brought lightheartedness. Part two of the song
picked up tempo, and Dylan followed.

As the climactic moment of the piece peaked and then
paused, Dylan pushed open the door of the on-call room and stopped
at the sight of a bare ass pumping rhythmically against a woman
bent over a chair. Uniform police pants pooled around the standing
person’s ankles, the shirt flapping open with every movement, and
the nurse’s navy skirt bunched around her waist. With each thrust,
the pumper’s muscles tightened, emphasizing a shapely backside.
Light blond hair turned darker with sweat at the standing person’s
nape, and Dylan smelled their mingled sex. These two were brazen.
They hadn’t even locked the door.

She leaned against the doorjamb, pulled her earbuds
out, and studied the scene. She wasn’t a voyeur, but she could
certainly appreciate a pleasing human form. Male or female pumper
was unclear, but the butt cheeks were extremely smooth and
hairless. Female then. But the force with which he/she pumped the
nurse exhibited dominance and control. So, male. She hated to
interrupt but decorum required it, and the male/female question had
gotten the better of her. She cleared her throat.

The pumper finally glanced over her shoulder. Finley
Masters. She raised her forefinger and gave a final powerful thrust
that elicited a muffled scream from the other woman. Finley leaned
over the moaning nurse and kissed her. “Thanks, babe. Better get
dressed. We have company.” She turned toward Dylan exposing her
naked front with no hint of shyness. A silver chain with some type
of medallion dangled between small breasts as she reached for her
pants.

Every naked inch of Finley—broad shoulders, ripped
abs, and a hollow that dipped to the triangle of dark blond hair
between her legs—highlighted why nurses and doctors alike buzzed
about her. She was certainly mouthwatering. Dylan flushed at the
thought and forced it away. This type of unprofessional behavior
gave cops and nurses a bad rap.

“Sorry about that.” But the grin Finley gave Dylan
said she wasn’t really. She actually looked proud of being caught.
“We’ll be out of your way in a jiff.” Finley turned back to her
partner and spread her shirt to block Dylan’s view while the nurse
retrieved her panties and straightened her clothes.

Finley’s chivalry was unexpected but didn’t make up
for her lack of propriety or professionalism. And Holly wondered
why she didn’t date cops. Decision confirmed, again. So why was she
so warm and wobbly-legged? Maybe she did need a friend with
benefits to occasionally take the edge off.

The nurse buttoned her white blouse and smoothed her
skirt before turning toward Dylan. “I’m so sorry, Doctor. I’m not
on shift yet, but please don’t tell Holly about this or I’ll be out
of a job.”

When she looked up, Dylan recognized the nurse as
one of the more sociable of the staff, putting it kindly. “Anita,
isn’t that right?”

“Yes, ma’am, Anita Groome.”

Dylan choked back a chuckle but kept her tone even.
“Why don’t you change and get on the floor. It’s pretty busy
tonight.” Anita probably wasn’t the first to be caught in a
compromising position with Finley Masters.

“Thanks, Dylan,” Anita said.

Dylan backed into the hallway and headed toward the
locker room. She had no interest in being alone with Finley
Masters, especially after seeing her naked. What could follow a
show like that? So much for taking a nap. She needed a cold
shower.

 


* * *

 


Finley slung her gun belt over her shoulder,
buttoned her shirt, and hurried after Dylan. “Wait. Please.” How
would she talk her way out of this? Her job was to clean up other
people’s messes, not create more. She tucked her shirt into her
trousers and zipped them as she walked. “I’m Finley Masters.” She
offered her hand, the one she’d used on Anita. Dylan must’ve
realized it too because she gave her an incredulous stare and shook
her head. “We haven’t met.”

“I’ve seen you naked. Some would say that
qualifies,” Dylan said.

“Then shouldn’t you reciprocate? I mean the
introduction, not the naked part. You’re the new ER doctor, right?
Anita called you Dylan.”

“I don’t think we speak the same language.”

“Wow, you don’t even know me yet.”

“If what I just saw is any indication, I know your
type.”

The comment hurt more than it should, but after what
Dylan had seen, Finley couldn’t blame her. Damn, damnity
damn. She’d wanted to meet the new ER doc because she’d heard
how gorgeous and feisty she was, but why did it happen when she had
her fingers inside another woman? “Okay, well, that wasn’t the way
I’d hoped to introduce myself.” Dylan finally stopped, and the gaze
from her dark brown eyes burned a fiery path down Finley’s
body.

“The rumors finally got one thing right,” Dylan
said. “You’re handsome in that wavy blond hair, blue eyes, and
olive complexion clichéd type of way. Some of the nurses call you
drool-worthy.”

“And you, Doctor?” Finley clicked her utility belt
around her waist without breaking eye contact with Dylan. “Do you
think I’m drool-worthy?” Dylan’s shapely lips curved into a partial
smile, and Finley wanted to make it blossom.

“If you’re into that.” Finley’s pulse quickened
until Dylan added, “Which I’m not.”

“That smarts.” This was new territory for her, a
woman immune to her charms. She nodded back the way they’d come.
“You obviously don’t think much of me right now, which I totally
get, but please don’t be too hard on Anita. It was my fault
entirely, the on-call room…and everything else.”

“Very decent of you, Officer. You could just blame
your awesome charisma.”

Were they flirting? Finley stood a little
straighter. Felt like flirting with a twist. She hitched her thumbs
in her utility belt and grinned. “I’m flattered you think so.”

“Obviously my sarcasm was too subtle. I find you
reckless and irresponsible. Charming, not so much. Irresistible,
definitely not.”

So, maybe not flirting but something about the way
Dylan looked at her made Finley want to believe it could be.
“Message received, loud and clear. I know it’s not an excuse, but
I’d just broken up a fight and brought in an overdose. Quite a
night of ups and downs. I was a little keyed up. Doctors get that
feeling too, right?”

“That’s some schedule-one bullshit.” Dylan shook her
head. “I’m familiar with the effects of adrenaline on the body. The
difference between us, Officer Masters, is I have self-respect and
impulse control. The next time your libido kicks in, please take
care of it outside the hospital. Our nurses’ jobs don’t include
servicing the police force.”

“Thanks for the advice.” Finley licked her fingers,
purposely the same fingers, and brushed them through her
hair. Dylan’s gaze never left her hand. Her pupils widened and her
nostrils flared. Dylan might find her reckless and irresponsible,
but she was also intrigued, which was a good thing because Finley
definitely was. She struggled for something else to keep Dylan
engaged, but she ducked into the locker rooms, and following her
was another violation Finley probably shouldn’t commit right
now.

She drove home thinking about Dylan. Out of Finley’s
league, accomplished, and problematic. Dylan’s semi-flirty banter,
fearlessness, long chestnut hair, and gorgeous petite package
titillated Finley but also spelled trouble. She should leave well
enough alone and stick with what worked for her—being a good cop,
making detective someday, and enjoying willing, uncomplicated
partners. She’d seen what love and complex women did to a person
and wanted no part of it.

She pulled in the driveway of her College Hills
bungalow, glanced at the wide front porch, pulled her cell from her
pocket, and hit speed dial. She couldn’t deal with the memories
this place held tonight. “Hey, Anita, interested in another round
when you get off work?”


Chapter Two

Finley woke the next morning in a pale pink bedroom
with Anita’s arms and legs draped across her. She tried to inch out
of Anita’s grasp, but she hugged harder. Finley gave her a quick
kiss and then worked her way loose. As she stood, she thought about
the new doctor she’d met last night, felt a tingle of arousal, and
glanced over at Anita. Excitement changed to embarrassment and then
shame. Not good to think about the next woman while she was still
with the last. “Have to go. There’s a kids’ thing at the station.
Can’t be late.”

“It’s your day off and you hate kids.”

“I don’t hate them. I just never know what to do
with them, except Robin.”

“Who’s Robin?” Anita asked sleepily.

“Never mind. I promised my lieutenant I’d help set
up and take down the tents. Brownie points.” She scooped her jeans
and T-shirt off the floor on the way to the bathroom to brush her
teeth. “Thanks for letting me drop by so late.”

“Once more for the road? I never get enough of you,
Fin.” Anita grabbed for her as she came out of the bathroom and
passed the bed, but Finley sidestepped.

She stopped at the bedroom door. She’d seen Anita
three times this week and had a toothbrush in her bathroom, so a
reminder couldn’t hurt. “Babe, you know—”

“Yes, I know this is casual. At some point one of us
is going to meet someone we really care about, but let’s enjoy this
while it lasts.” She blew Finley an air kiss and rolled back
over.

Finley checked her watch on the drive home, just
enough time for a quick shower and to change into her uniform
before heading to Fairview Station. When she pulled into the
driveway of her gray bungalow, her Realtor was waiting out front.
She’d completely forgotten Sharon’s walk-through to give her an
idea of a price range for the listing. “Good morning. Sorry I kept
you waiting.”

Sharon MacMillan, perfectly coiffed salt-and-pepper
bob and blue eyes adorned with mascara and shadow, smiled her
top-selling-agent smile. “I just pulled up, so your timing is
perfect. Hope you don’t mind the early morning appointment.”

“Not at all. I was—”

“Working all night.” She glanced at Finley’s
wrinkled clothes. “Anybody I know?” Sharon laughed. “My wife says
we should buy this place for the sexual karma alone.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, fun doesn’t happen
here or hasn’t in a long time.”

Sharon placed a hand lightly on Finley’s arm. “I’m
sorry, Fin. Not enough coffee this morning. I know your dad passed
recently. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

Her father’s sad and lonely life had created the
unpleasant memories that clung to the house long before his death.
“No problem. Thanks for doing this for me. Shall we?” She waved
Sharon toward the front porch and unlocked the door. “Why don’t you
look around while I change clothes. I’ve got work in about an
hour.”

While she showered, Finley wondered if she was doing
the right thing. On the one hand, the house was paid for, but every
room bled sadness and sucked the energy from her. She went to sleep
with the echoes of her father’s weeping, knowing she couldn’t make
it better. She woke to his heartfelt apologies, certain she’d never
be enough to make up for his loss. Nothing about this house brought
her peace or happiness so she stayed away working extra shifts and
taking off-duty assignments, and she never brought women here.

She rejoined Sharon at the kitchen counter where she
was flipping through paperwork and tapping on her tablet. “This is
a great house, Fin. It appears structurally sound, the roof is
good, and the HVAC is fairly new. The upgrades you’ve made to the
kitchen and baths will also support a higher sale price.” Sharon
glanced toward her. “Are you sure about this?”

Finley nodded.

“It’s only been six months since your dad passed.
There’s no rush as far as the sale goes. If you need more time
to—”

“I don’t. The house is in a good location and it’s
paid for, but the sooner it sells, the sooner I can find something
that works for me. I’ve done the pros and cons, Sharon. I’m just
tired of coming home to reruns of a childhood I’d rather
forget.”

“As long as you’re sure, I’ll stop trying to talk
myself out of a commission.” She turned her tablet toward Finley.
“I’m thinking this range. You decide and let me know.”

“Let’s start at the high end.”

“I like it. We get negotiating room at that price
point. I have the contract, if you’re ready to sign.”

Finley slid Sharon’s tablet toward her and stared at
the blank line for her signature. It was a no-brainer—financial
security or peace of mind.

“It’s show ready,” Sharon said. “All I have to do is
open the door and let the clients walk through. Makes my job easy.”
She stood and gave Finley a quick kiss on the cheek. “Come by for
dinner soon? We’d love to catch up. Casey and I live vicariously
through your conquests of the Greensboro female population.”

“And how is that gorgeous wife of yours? If she gets
tired of you, send her my way.”

“Down, girl. We’re trying to get pregnant.”

Finley flinched at the comment. Her playgirl persona
worked so well that even her friends were sometimes wary of her
intentions. “You know I’m kidding, right?”

“Of course. If I didn’t, we wouldn’t be friends.”
Sharon started toward the front door. “And I’m serious about
dinner.”

“Sounds great. Good luck with the pregnancy. Let me
know when you get an offer on the house, any offer. I won’t give
the place away, but I’m a motivated seller. Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, Fin. I’ll put the sign up on my way
out.”

No matter how softly Finley closed the solid oak
front door, she was always reminded of that hard slam years ago,
the day her father broke and she stopped being a child. Had her
parents ever been truly happy here? Could she be with someone she
loved?

She leaned against the door, the rough grain uneven
and biting, like her time here. She fingered the heavy silver chain
around her neck, opened the platinum locket her father had left
her, and stared at the laser photo of her parents inside. They
smiled at each other like two people deeply in love. How much of
their lives had been a lie? Had Finley somehow destroyed their
happiness? She snapped the locket closed, grabbed her backpack, and
headed to her Jeep.

She distracted herself from the hard questions as
she drove by reliving last night—the softness of another woman, the
smell and taste of her, the screams that Finley coaxed from her
body—and breathed a little easier. The blessed diversion of sex,
equaled only by the adrenaline-fueled challenges of the job. Work
and easy liaisons kept her sane, not her home. All that remained
there were ghosts and hard lessons.

 


* * *

 


Dylan pulled earbuds from her nightstand and queued
some soft jazz on her phone to wake up and ease her into the
morning. Music was for her both sedative and stimulant. Although it
didn’t satisfy the physical needs of her body, it took her mind off
of them temporarily. And she really needed a distraction after her
restless sleep. She’d tossed all night with images of Finley
Masters’s naked body taunting her. Holly’s advice and her own
consideration of a fling hadn’t helped either. If she was keeping
it real, Finley was definitely a vivid-dreams woman, and Dylan was
attracted to her physically, but not to her reckless, womanizing
reputation.

Something else about her encounter with Finley
intrigued Dylan as much as her physique. She’d seen discomfort in
Finley’s eyes when she’d requested Dylan go easy on Anita, almost
like the asking was difficult. Or maybe Dylan had just imagined the
whole thing. “Stop it. I refuse to think about that woman.” She
threw off the covers and started to get up, but jerked back. Her
sister Bennett towered beside the bed, mouthing words she couldn’t
hear. Earbuds. She pulled them out. “Can you say heart attack?”

“I’ve been knocking. I could’ve been a burglar.”

“Burglars don’t knock. You’re a police captain. You
should know that.”

Bennett swiped a hand through her short brown hair
and then pointed at Dylan. “And I find you talking to yourself. I
was about to call the psych ward. What woman?”

“Bad dream.” She grabbed her favorite teal
terrycloth robe and headed to the kitchen before Bennett saw her
face and guessed she was holding back. “I need coffee.”

Bennett’s long strides caught up to her quickly.
“You need to get dressed. We’re late. Jazz and Emory are already at
the station, and the rest of the family is waiting for us out
front.”

“Oh crap. I forgot. The children’s festival. Some of
the nurses are providing general health advice to parents. How
could I forget?” The event was a big deal for the department,
Fairview Station, and for Ben’s and Jazz’s careers. They needed to
establish the flagship station as a go-to venue for community
gatherings, and the festival was the premiere event. She’d promised
to be there for moral support along with the rest of the
family.

Bennett stopped her from reaching for a coffee cup
and steered her toward the bathroom. “We’ll have coffee at the
station. Clothes. Now. And don’t think I’ll forget the woman part
of this conversation.”

“There is no woman and no conversation.” While she
pulled on jeans and a pale-yellow blouse, Dylan rehearsed
explaining to the older, more experienced version of herself that
she wasn’t thinking about a woman she couldn’t stop thinking about.
The explanation was simple. Hormones. She hadn’t had sex in months,
so seeing two women together caused a chemical reaction in her body
that needed attention
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