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        Uncuffed

      

      

      
        
        Hope craves the high stealing gives her. She puts her childhood dreams aside and embraces her life as a thief. Then she meets a man in a bar who flips her world upside down.

      

        

      
        The blood in Rowe’s family runs blue. Following in his father’s footsteps, he becomes a detective, vowing to protect and serve his community. However, Hope steals something of his that is worth more than money.

      

        

      
        The last person a detective should desire is a career criminal.

      

        

      
        All she wants is to protect a good man from going down with her when the inevitable happens.

      

        

      
        Following their hearts leads them down a dangerous road, especially since they live on opposite sides of the law.
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      When I was little, I wanted to be a veterinarian. I loved our dog and at the time, taking care of animals sounded great. That idea lasted all through elementary and middle school. Then high school happened. I found a new group of friends and suddenly college went on the back burner. My parents didn’t say much since I was still getting good grades. They hoped I’d eventually find my way.

      At the age of nineteen, I decided to start researching colleges. My friends had moved away and were no longer bad influences on me. I was back on course. That is, until one November night when a police officer showed up on my doorstep. I knew from the way his sympathetic eyes looked at me that something bad had happened. Plus, it’s not like cops show up at your house to tell you good news. My parents had been killed in a car accident, and he was there to deliver the horrible news. I was their only child. I’ll never forget that police officer, or that day.

      I didn’t cry or scream. I didn’t go into denial or do some of the other things I hear people do when they lose loved ones. No, I went numb. I felt nothing. Not when the attorney told me I’d be inheriting their house, money, and a check from their life insurance company. Not when I had to pick out the clothes they would be buried in, nor when their caskets were lowered into the ground. Everyone kept asking me how I was. I’d say I was fine, but I couldn’t muster up the energy to mean it.

      The money was placed in the bank. Well, half of the money. I would receive the other half when I turned thirty. With the help of a financial advisor, I invested some of the money and paid off the house. My parents didn’t have any other debts. They were both doctors who had very profitable careers.

      The money I was left with, I spent. I was still numb and didn’t care about blowing it on whatever I wanted. My parents were gone, and there was no one to tell me I shouldn’t be doing what I did. It was how I was coping, or not coping, as it were. Suddenly, all I had left was the house, my parent’s possessions, and enough money to buy food. The investments remained untouched. In truth, I forgot about them.

      By the age of twenty, I was broke. It was less than a year since their deaths, and I didn’t have any cash left. Sure, I could have called the financial advisor and asked for some money from the investment, but then I’d have to admit I blew through everything I had. I had a roof over my head, but there was no food. All the utilities were shut off when the bills became overdue.

      I didn’t start to gain feeling again until I was lying on the living room couch, staring at the ceiling with my stomach cramping from lack of food. I felt. I felt it all at once. It might have taken almost a year, but that pain finally caught up with me. The sorrow and grief were more than I could bear. The stomach cramping from hunger turned into sourness and nausea. Then a thought occurred to me. Maybe if I had more money, I could numb the pain again. Maybe the two were connected. And maybe, just maybe, I could go back to not giving a fuck about anything. Well, that and having electricity.

      Most people would get a job. Not me. I stole a car and robbed a convenience store. I laughed as I ran from the building with a wad of cash in my bag and a man chasing me with a bat. I smiled like a fool by the time I was in the car and pulling out of the parking lot.

      No  one caught me. I was dressed in all black with a ski mask   on my face and leather gloves on my hands. Once I dumped the car, I jumped on the Ducati I had stashed behind a building, in a nicer part of town, where people weren’t looking to steal your shit. When I got home and parked my motorcycle in the garage, I glanced over to where my car used to be. I traded it in on impulse for the Ducati. But that was nothing compared to how much I still wanted my parents back.

      Inside the house, I counted the money. One bill at a time. I had over a thousand dollars in cash, thanks to the store owner opening the safe. I didn’t put a loaded gun to his head. Well, he might have thought I did, but it was a toy gun that was completely harmless. Looked real, though. He didn’t notice any difference. I’m not sure if I could use a real gun. I would never want to accidentally fire it and take someone’s life. I might be a criminal, but I’m not about to kill people just to numb my pain.

      The euphoria I felt after that first robbery was amazing. It was a high like I had never felt before. I was happy. Really fucking happy for the first time since my parents died. But it didn’t last. When the buzz wore off and the money was spent, I found a new target. I needed to feel alive again. I was an addict—high on the rush of stealing.

      My name is Hope Hayes, and I’m a thief.
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        * * *

      

      “Riele, come dance with us!” Alicia calls from the dance floor. She isn’t really a friend, but I call her one. It’s easier to pretend she is than looking at her as a target.

      Her long, blonde hair sways as she moves on the dance floor.  There’s a guy behind her, pressing his crotch against her ass. I hate clubs. The dancing, sweaty bodies, the lights bouncing off the walls as the music thumps through my body. It’s all awful. I can pretend, though. I can blend in with the rest of the people here and fool them. They don’t need to know this is the last place I want to be. Or what I’m really doing here.

      I sit back and sip my drink, careful not to get drunk. I need to be alert—always paying attention to my surroundings. My friend’s  father owns the club as well as four others across the country. They’re the kind of clubs where celebrities go dancing and party. Where only the beautiful get in and the line wraps around the building. There could be some celebrities here tonight. I wouldn’t know. I don’t follow them or tabloid news.

      Without my friend, no way would I have been allowed inside. My eye makeup is dark, my nails are painted black. I look more goth than anything. That is, except for my skin. I spent a lot of time covering the tattoos on my arms with heavy makeup and concealing the holes from the piercing I have under my eye. If I let all that show, I’m easily recognizable. All it would take is one person to remember a specific tattoo and I could end up in prison. No, thank you.

      There are thousands of dollars’ worth of tattoos on my body. But my look isn’t the norm, and most don’t consider me beautiful. I don’t care what they think. I like being me and having no one to impress. Except when I’m working. I need to impress my target. I need to gain their trust. Okay, so maybe I don’t blend; however, I lay low because I need to.

      Robbing someone isn’t an easy task. Correction: robbing someone who has become attached to me isn’t an easy task. Slipping into a building in the middle of the night and strategically removing checks from their ledger, which they won’t notice for a couple of weeks, that’s easy as long as there are no alarms to trip, or you know how to disable them. Being in their house is much easier. They usually have alarms, but they are to keep people out. Once I’m in, game on.

      Tonight, I need to steal checks from my pretend friend. The plan is to get her drunk and for her to hand me the keys to her car. I’ll take her back to her house, and once she’s asleep, I’ll find her checkbook, take what I want, and leave. Easy, right? Right.

      I could have gone for the company’s checks, but getting access  to them would prove more difficult. I’m sure whatever room they keep them in will have cameras and ones that won’t be easily disabled. I’ve been seen with her a number of times. My hair is always tucked under a wig along with a strategically placed beauty mark. She won’t suspect her friend would steal from her. At least, not until I’m long gone—cash in hand.

      Sure, anyone can have checks. I don’t need to target these financial heavy hitters. There’s no fun in stealing a few hundred bucks, however. I’d rather take twenty or thirty grand from someone who has a ton of money—so much in fact, they don’t know what to do with it.

      It took me years to figure out which was the easiest, most profitable, way of being a thief. Lots of trial and error. However, one thing remains the same—I don’t get caught.

      Alicia comes over to me once her dance with the stranger ends. “Why didn’t you come out there? I could have been dancing with you instead of that sweaty guy.”

      I smile. “The sweaty guys are the reason I don’t dance. I prefer sitting here and watching everyone else. Sometimes it can be more entertaining than television.”

      She looks down at the table, grabs the drink I bought her, and takes a sip. “This is sweet. What’s in it?”

      “Fuck if I know. The bartender said it was his specialty. I saw others lining up to buy it so I figured we could try it.” I asked the bartender to give me something strong. I lied and said it was my friend’s birthday and we were celebrating all night. He didn’t see I was with the boss’s daughter.

      She swallows half the drink in seconds. “Okay, that was good. I’m  going to have to find out who’s  working tonight and ask him.”  I’ll be sure to keep distracting her and getting her drinks. I doubt the bartender would be happy to see who I’m feeding his drinks to all night. That’s another red flag I need to avoid.

      I tried to convince her to go to another club, but she insisted on coming here since it’s free. Like she needs to worry about money. She bought our first round of drinks, but after that I dragged us to a dark corner away from the bar. What I’m really surprised about is that no one has bothered us. They know she’s here. Maybe it’s that she’s an adult and isn’t new to the club scene.

      She’s been happily dancing all night. Only coming back to the table for drinks and to try and drag me out to the dance floor with her. Currently, she’s tipsy as hell, bordering on drunk. I just need her to be drunk. Not to the point that she’ll be sick. I don’t want her like that. I also don’t want to be cleaning up puke.

      “You’re crashing at my place tonight, right?” she asks.

      “Sure.” I smile. I have a rental car I’ve been using. It’s currently parked at her house. I don’t drive my actual car when I’m with a target.

      “You live too far away. We need to move you closer.”

      I laugh. “You know I like it out in the country.”

      “Yeah, in a house I’ve only seen pictures of but never visited. One day you’re going to have to make me dinner so I can see the place.”

      “One day.” She’s never coming over to my house. The pictures I show her are ones I found on a real estate site. My house is hours away. I rent an apartment in the city. I don’t steal near my home.

      She rolls her eyes. “Evasive as usual.” Then she swallows the remainder of the drink. “I’m going to get another one. Do you want one?”

      I stand quickly. “Let me. Besides,” I say, looking behind her. “There’s someone on the floor who’s been eyeing you the past few minutes.”

      “Really?” She turns her head. Thank God there is a guy who has actually been staring at her. He’s not the hottest, but in her current inebriated state, I’m sure she’ll think he’s cute. “Oh, he’s  not bad at  all. Okay, you get me a drink while I go find out if he has all the right moves,” she says, winking.

      Two hours and four drinks later, tipsy becomes drunk. She finally pries herself out of the guy’s arms she’s been dancing with and makes her way over to me. Her eyelids have drooped down to cover half her eyes, her smile is lazy, and she’s swaying as she walks.

      “I think it’s time we head home before you end up doing more than dancing with one of these guys,” I say.

      “Would that be such a bad thing?” she slightly slurs. The scent of alcohol on her breath is almost enough to knock me on my ass from breathing it in.

      I slide my arm around her waist and grab her purse. “Yup, time to go.”

      She kisses me on the cheek. “You’re such a good friend.” Uh huh.

      If she only knew.

      The moment the night air hits my skin, I’m reinvigorated. The club was getting way too stuffy, and the beat of the music had worked its way into a dull ache in my head. I’m glad to be free of its confines.

      We reach Alicia’s car, and I safely buckle her inside. Just because I plan to steal some of her checks doesn’t mean I want her to get hurt or die, in case we get in an accident.

      The drive to her house is short since she lives right on the outskirts of the city. Close enough to get to anything downtown in less than a half hour, but far enough away that the constant city noises aren’t her nightly backdrop.

      Once I get her inside, she sheds her clothes faster than a stripper on stage and slides into bed. In under two minutes, she’s fast asleep, and I’m in her office opening drawers, looking for what will sustain me until I find my next target. What I don’t expect to find is a picture of a woman, who looks identical to the woman passed out in the next room over. A picture that is easily ten years old with tattered edges and a note on the back that reads: Last photo of Mom.

      Emotion builds within me as my heart aches for her loss. With that, I place the picture back in the drawer and close everything up. She knows the same pain I do. I can’t steal from her. Not when she’s already lost so much.
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      “And she took checks from you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “On what date did this occur?”

      “I’m not sure,” he replies, as he rakes a hand through his hair.

      “You don’t know when she was in your house?”

      “It could have been any time over the last month or so.”

      “And you’re sure it was this particular woman?”

      He gives me a cocky grin. “Well, there were other women it could have been.” Seriously?

      “How many women did you bring to your home during the last month?”

      “I lost track.”

      “Is this a joke to you? You’re the one who was stolen from and who called us. I’m just trying to figure out how you know it was her, if you had a revolving door of women over the past thirty days.”

      His face starts to turn a lovely shade of red as his blood pressure rises at my questioning. “How many times do I have to tell you? It was Riele! I know it!”

      “Calm down, sir. We’ll run her name and description through our system, since you don’t  have her anywhere on camera where her face  is visible. We’ll have the checkbook fingerprinted as well. Unless her fingerprints show up, there’s not much we can do. The only proof you have is that checks are missing. You said your assistant has access, as well as an undisclosed number of women, who you’ve had in your home in the past month. It could have been any of them.”

      “Why won’t you believe me?” His voice keeps getting louder. This guy’s been fucking numerous women and that’s not counting his assistant. Who knows if he’s sleeping with her, too.

      “It’s not about believing you, it’s about having the evidence to back up your claim that it was indeed this particular woman. You’ve had a lot of women in your house, not to mention any other acquaintances who have visited you. It could have been any of them. I know you think it was this Riele, but we need proof.”

      “One was cashed at a bank two miles from here. Another, ten miles away. That’s only two. There was one more. Can’t you look at their video footage and see if it’s her?”

      “We’ll be contacting that bank’s manager to get access to the videos, but until then, I suggest you lock up your checks and money in a safe. I wouldn’t want to come up here again next month for the same complaint when you could have prevented it.”

      I’m unsure who the thief is, but after speaking to this man, there’s no way to pin down who stole his checks, along with twenty-four thousand dollars in one day, unless we have fingerprints, which I highly doubt since this sounds like a career criminal. None of the checks were flagged until three weeks later when he looked at his bank statement and reported it. The guy should keep better track of his money. Maybe if he noticed a while ago, I’d have people at the bank who remembered the woman. I’ll have the video at the banks checked, but I’ll bet none of them reveal anything. If this person went to all the trouble to sleep with him, steal his checks, then go to different branches so no one would catch on, I doubt they were in the bank with their natural hair color, face shown, etcetera. No, this person will be very difficult to catch, unless they fuck up somewhere along the line.

      My name is Rowe Falk, and I’m a detective.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Every day when I get home, I stop and look at the pictures of my dad and brother hanging in the hallway. They are both in their police uniforms. I know I did them proud that day at work. My brother was killed in the line of duty, but my dad passed away first. He never got to see me graduate the academy, but he knew I was going to follow in his footsteps. Cancer took him far too soon.

      I have no family left. My mother left a month after I was born, leaving my dad to raise my brother and me, alone. My grandparents on both sides are gone. No aunts or uncles on my father’s side. I do have some I know on my mother’s side, but they won’t have anything to do with me. It seems that entire side of the family is a bunch of fucked up people. Some are in jail doing time for drugs. The others, I lost track of and didn’t care to look for. If they wanted anything to do with me, then they should have maintained contact when my mom left. But they didn’t. They all disappeared.

      I have zero clue where my mother is. As I grew, I would ask my dad about her, and he would tell me everything he knew, but he didn’t tell me why she left until I was sixteen. Then I heard the truth. She started a relationship with another man two months before I was born, then left to move across the country with him. She can go fuck herself. Yes, she gave me life, but she was never a mother. Only a woman who didn’t think I was worth staying for; who would rather flee with a man she hardly knew than stay and care for her children. She didn’t have to stay with my dad to be a mother to us, but she chose her boyfriend, or whatever he was, over my brother and me.

      I live in the same house I grew up in. Protecting this town and the people living in it are my life. They depend on me, and in a sense, I depend on them, too. I don’t have a wife or children. I don’t even have a dog or a cat. It’s me and only me. My life is simple, and I like it that way. No complications. Nothing to worry about except my job and the people in my community.

      My friends keep trying to set me up with their girlfriends’ friends or whomever. What they don’t  understand is I see women as a complication I don’t want or need. My best friend’s wife left him for another man. My other buddies are only in the girlfriend stage. Sure, one of them has two kids with his girlfriend. They are happy, and I’m happy for them. To each their own and all that. That’s not to say I don’t get my needs sated. I just drive into the city and go to different bars. One-night stands are the choices I make and ones I’m very happy with. The women in the clubs see me as a tattooed, muscular biker.

      They think I’m a bad boy, and damn if that doesn’t draw the women in. Maybe it’s the leather, maybe it’s the hard line of my jaw. Whatever it is, it works for me. I don’t divulge that I’m a cop. That would chase some away, while others would probably think it’s hot and ask me where my handcuffs are. I’m not in to role-playing. I want to fuck and go home. No cuddling, no getting to know them, it’s not for me. I let them know up front I’m not boyfriend material, making sure they understand I’ll be gone before the sun rises, and I won’t be leaving my phone number.

      Tonight, I’m off to the city and a new bar, which is on the smaller side. I’ll take comfort over glam any day. A small bar means a cozy seat and good brew. Not flashy club lights, a rope line, and exclusive entry. I’m a country boy after all. I don’t like clubs.
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      I’m not surprised the bar is packed when I arrive. A new bar equals a lot of people. They all want to see what the newest place has to offer before they decide if it will become a regular hangout or not. I’m one of them tonight, only I’m here to find someone to make me feel good and who I can pleasure in return.

      I take a seat at a table in the back, since the bar area is full. Plus, here I can watch everyone around me. With my leather jacket tossed over the back of the chair next to me, I scan my eyes around the area trying to find someone I could spend the night with. There are plenty of attractive women here, but none have caught my eye. That is, until I look to my immediate left and find a woman sitting alone at the table next to mine. Hers is shrouded in darkness, the bulb in the lamp above having burned out. She leans forward to put her elbows on the table with her phone in her hands. The light from the other tables illuminates her. Tattoos cover her arms and hands. Her long, jet-black hair hangs over her shoulders. There’s a piercing under one eye and damn, it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      I’ve been with all kinds of women. Short, tall, thin, curvy. Tattooed, not. You name it. Sure, they’ve all been fun, but none have enraptured me like this woman, and I’ve only just lain my eyes on her. I’m not sure it’s a good thing to be so taken by her,  but I’m  on my  feet before I realize what I’m doing. Beer in hand, I walk to her table, stopping a foot shy of her.

      She looks up. Dark makeup gives her this badass aura and only makes me crave her more. “Can I help you?” She’s sassy, and I love it.

      “Mind if I sit down?”

      Her foot hooks under the chair in front of me to pull it closer to the table. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “I don’t bite.”

      “I don’t care.” She focuses back on her phone and resumes typing.

      “Can I at least buy you a drink?”

      “No,” she replies quickly, without looking up.

      I chuckle. “Are you always this pleasant?”

      She stands abruptly. She’s only a couple of inches shorter than me, which is saying something, since I’m six foot four. “How hard is it for you to understand what I’m saying? I’m sitting alone, in the dark, and keep telling you no. Which part is confusing you? The darkness or the word no leaving my lips? I’m not interested.”

      I put my hands in the air in surrender. “Fine. You win. I’ll go back to my table. I’m right next to you if you need anything or want to have a conversation with someone in real life and not on your phone.”

      She puts her hands together and bats her eyelashes. “Oh, goodie.” I chuckle and sit back down at my table.

      Now I’m just bored. No one in here is as interesting as her, and dammit, I love a challenge. Instead of trying to look for other women, I sit quietly and slowly peel the label off my beer bottle. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch men approach her every so often. Some are scared off by a simple glance, while others need some heated words before they leave her table with their tail between their legs.

      I take another sip as a blonde woman walks to me and sits down in the chair next to mine. “Can I keep you company?” She smiles. She’s not
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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