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      He's grumpy and I radiate sunshine. But I can't get him out of my head.

      Colton Castle and I are nothing alike. He's a gruff police officer who only seems to see the worst in people. I'm the free spirit who believes there's good in everyone.

      When there’s trouble in my neighborhood, he’s everywhere I turn, looking sexy in his uniform. I start to see a different side of him. He's protective and caring. And makes my heart race.

      There's a problem: he's my sister's ex, which means he's completely off limits. He seems just as determined as me to ignore the connection. Yet the back-and-forth banter between us feels a lot like foreplay, and I’ve become addicted to the rush.

      Except I want love and a family. Why am I drawn to someone who doesn't want the same thing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          REMI

        

      

    

    
      I shivered from the chill of the early morning air. As I walked from my apartment over Java Coffee, the brick-lined sidewalks were quiet. I passed a lone jogger and a dog walker, but for the most part, I was alone.

      I’d gotten up earlier than usual to prepare for the Taste of Annapolis event. The shop owners were anticipating a larger than usual crowd, and I hoped I’d reach new customers who hadn’t realized there was a juice shop in town.

      My morning ritual of yoga and meditation energized me while I ran through the list of things I needed to do to prepare for the day.

      Passing the new yoga studio, I wondered if I should stop in later to see if the owner would be interested in selling my juice. Humming softly, I placed the key in the lock, but the door to my store fell open.

      Had someone broken in? My heart thudded in my chest as the lightness gave way to fear.

      I peered inside, to see one of the refrigerated cases was broken. Shards of glass and juice covered the tiles.

      Was someone still there? The thought had me stepping back. I tried to calm my breathing, but it was impossible.

      Panicked, I moved farther away from my store to dial 9-1-1. I relayed what I’d discovered to the dispatcher in a voice calmer than my internal turmoil.

      “I’ve got a patrol car en route. They are two minutes out,” the no-nonsense voice of the dispatcher came over the line.

      The hand that held my phone shook. “Thank you.”

      “Do you see anyone inside?”

      I shook my head before remembering she couldn’t see me. “I didn’t. The door was ajar. I pushed it open, saw the damage, and called 9-1-1.”

      “That was the right thing to do.”

      A patrol car pulled to the curb in the empty spot reserved as a loading zone for local stores and restaurants. The uniformed police officer stepped out, rounded his car, and headed straight for me.

      My heart fluttered in my chest, this time, not from fear but anticipation.

      “He’s here,” I said to the dispatcher, before ending the call.

      Stalking toward me was Colton Castle. My big sister’s ex-boyfriend. High school sweethearts, he’d been the star of many of my teenage fantasies, but the grown-up version was different from my dreams.

      He stopped in front of me, all bulk and broad shoulders. “Someone broke in?”

      I licked my dry lips. “That’s what it looks like.”

      “You go inside?” A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      I knew if I said yes, he’d be pissed, and for some reason, I’d always cared what he thought of me.

      Shaking my head, I gestured toward the entryway. “As soon as I realized what happened, I called 911.”

      A second patrol car rolled down the street, parking behind his. The officer got out, his hand on his service weapon.

      Colton held a hand up to me, his determined gaze on mine. “We’re going to check it out. Stay here.”

      The sight of the other officer drawing his weapon had me taking a step back.

      Normally, I’d make a snarky comment about not talking to me like I was a dog, but there was no way I was going anywhere near my store until they’d cleared it.

      “We’ll talk about your lack of security in a minute,” he said over his shoulder as he passed me, his words clipped as he drew his weapon, and nodded to the other officer.

      My stomach dropped. I didn’t have a security alarm. Colton had mentioned it when he’d approached me about the graffiti on the side of my building, claiming some kids were probably up to no good. I refused to believe him. I wanted to think it was a bored child who just wanted a space to create, not someone set on destroying local businesses. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Colton and the second officer moved inside in a series of coordinated moves they’d probably done hundreds of times. Shoulders lowered, weapons drawn, moving stealthily through the store, stepping carefully over the spilled juice bottles and broken glass.

      It shouldn’t have been sexy. But it was.

      My knees wobbled, and I dropped to the bench outside my store, sucking in a rasping breath.

      As much as Colton’s demeanor rubbed me the wrong way, his voice, the way he looked in a uniform, made my limbs weak and heat pool in my belly. I wanted him. It didn’t matter who he’d dated, how long he’d been gone, serving in the military, or the uptight guy he’d become. Colton Castle revved me in a big way.

      I’d never let him know, though. Not only could it not go anywhere because he’d dated my sister, but he wasn’t my type. Grumpy and growly, uptight, and a rule follower. He represented everything I steered clear of. Lightness, positivity, and happiness drew me. I liked to move with the flow, not adhere to a strict set of standards or goals.

      Focusing on the breathwork I’d done in yoga earlier that morning, I took a few deep breaths, reducing my climbing stress with each inhale. By the time Colton stood in front of me, his service weapon holstered, I felt slightly better.

      “Whoever it was is gone.”

      I breathed out a, “Thank you.”

      I stood, wobbling slightly. As Colton grabbed my elbow, steadying me, a tingle shot through my elbow, up my arm, and straight to my heart, which clenched.

      “I thought we talked about getting an alarm system after the last incident.” His words were clipped.

      “You mentioned it, but I didn’t think it was necessary.” I couldn’t bring myself to put any punch to my words. I felt too out of sorts.

      “You think it’s necessary now?” He widened his stance, crossing his arms over his chest, which only pulled my eyes to his bulging biceps.

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “Possibly.”

      He drew himself up to his full height, well over six feet. “You’re here early and stay working late. It’s not safe.”

      It wasn’t safe standing this close to Colton. My body was sending confusing signals—lingering fear and shock from the break-in, and a desire to step into Colton’s personal space to rest a hand on the stiff starch of his uniform shirt. But I resisted. Barely.

      “You think it’s related to the break-in at Max’s?”

      He nodded, relaxing his stance. “Possibly. That’s what we’ll investigate.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      His eyes widened, and his nostrils flared. “I need you to be careful.” He paused, scrutinizing me. “I’d feel better if you had an alarm system. If you’d had one, it would have been triggered when the door opened, and we could have been here sooner. Even a sign indicating you have a security system can deter most criminals.”

      Looking away from his hard stare, I couldn’t argue with his logic. I didn’t want to walk into a volatile situation again. “I agree.”

      His shoulders lowered slightly. “We’ll see if we can get some prints. Most likely, whoever it was was smart enough to wear gloves, but you never know. We’ll increase patrols in this area, both with vehicles and on foot.”

      “Does that mean I’ll be seeing more of you?” I held my breath, unsure what I wanted his answer to be. Running into him was a roller coaster of emotions, desire, and longing for what I shouldn’t want and couldn’t have.

      “Until we figure out who’s responsible, you’ll be seeing a police presence. I want to see an alarm system installed the next time I stop by.”

      “You got it, officer.” I mock-saluted him, unable to resist teasing him a little. Now that the danger had passed, I was feeling more relaxed.

      His stern expression slipped from his face. “That was sloppy.”

      Stepping into his space, I peered up at him and lowered my voice. “Are you going to teach me how to do it right?”

      He opened his mouth as if to respond, but the other officer called out his name. Colton shot me a look that said it wasn’t over.

      I loved a good challenge. It was too bad any hope of Colton and me ended the minute he asked out my sister. I might have been too young for him back then, but that didn’t stop me from crushing on him. Watching them date for two years had been painful. He’d spent a lot of time at our house, but he wasn’t mine then and he never would be.
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      More backup arrived soon, and the officers moved around the store, gathering evidence. When they were done, Colton approached me where I stood just inside the door, surveying the damage.

      “You’ll need to call your insurance company.”

      I nodded absentmindedly. The list of things I needed to do overwhelmed me. I’d called my friends, who’d offered to help, but almost all of them had their own businesses to open that morning.

      “You have someone to help?”

      “Mmmm.” Thankfully, I’d scheduled my part-time employee, Kayla, to work. “I’ll sweep this up, move the juice to the fridges that weren’t broken, and we’ll be good as new.”

      “You need someone to take the broken fridge to the dumpster out back?”

      I’d need to talk to the insurance company. I wanted to expand my business, sell my juices to local stores, fitness centers, and hotels, and the break-in wasn’t good publicity for my business. It could completely derail my plans.

      “It’s on wheels. I can probably push it to the back.” I walked over to the counter, stepping around pieces of broken glass, and grabbed a garbage bag to throw the broken bottles inside. I’d need to grab a mop from the back. I was already opening later than I’d hoped and was missing out on catching the early festivalgoers. I didn’t want to lose any more business.

      Colton stood nearby as if he were reluctant to leave. “Let me know if you have trouble. I’ll stop by to help.”

      “Really?” I paused, a bottle in one hand and the bag in the other.

      He nodded. “We’re friends.”

      “Right. Friends.” My sister’s ex. He was off-limits to me. Right now, he was probably thinking of me like a little sister who needed his help. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get this cleaned up in no time.”

      I infused a chipper note into my voice. The customers wouldn’t even know what had happened. Not if I could help it.

      He tipped his head to the side. “You always this positive?”

      “You know I am.” My older sister had done all the worrying when we lived with my biological parents and afterward as we moved from foster home to foster home. I quickly learned it was easier to think good thoughts than dwell on the what-ifs. And everything had turned out fine in the end. We ended up with good foster parents who adopted us. Though, even if the tilt-a-whirl slowed, the threat of being thrown off never ended.

      “I’ve seen more bad than good. Whoever did this stole the money from your register. If they think you’re an easy mark, they’ll be back. And next time, they might be bolder.”

      I barely repressed a full-body shiver I experienced at his words. Would they be so bold as to attack me walking down the street? I talked a good talk, but I didn’t like walking alone at night to my car.

      “You take deposits to the bank?”

      “After closing. I just keep a few bills in the register in case someone comes by early or after hours.” Whoever broke in only got a handful of dollars.

      “I don’t like you walking with cash by yourself.”

      I bristled. “I’m not yours to worry about.”

      “What time do you make your run?” he persisted.

      “I close at six.”

      “If you feel unsafe, call. I can stop by or send someone to accompany you.”

      I tipped my head to the side, considering him. “Isn’t that beyond the scope of your department’s duties?”

      “I feel responsible for you.” His shoulders were squared, his gaze steady.

      His sentence was punctuated by a sharp clink as I pitched a bottle into my garbage bag, resuming my cleanup. A fake smile curved over my lips. “That makes me feel all warm and gooey inside, Officer Castle.”

      Sarcasm wasn’t something I used often, but I was tired of him acting like I was his responsibility. His ex’s little sister. Someone to watch out for. Protect. It would feel good if it were because he was interested in me, rather than some misguided desire to take care of me as if I were his responsibility. Irritation prickled my neck.

      “You need to be careful.” His voice was gruff.

      I tied off the now-full garbage bag, setting it to the side to carry to the dumpster later when Colton was out of my space. “And why is that?”

      He tapped the badge over his heart. “I’ve seen things.”

      “You said that. I get that you see the worst in people, but I like to look for the good.”

      “You’re too trusting. It makes you vulnerable.”

      That word speared my heart, hitting a deep part of me, one I’d worked hard to cover over the years. “I’m not weak.”

      You couldn’t have gone through what my sister and I had, and not come out stronger because of it.

      He nodded, his voice filled with respect. “I admire the hell out of you and Delilah.”

      Would every conversation with Colton always revolve around my sister, even though they’d been apart for years, and she’d moved to Virginia to work as a veterinarian? “Then you know I can handle myself.”

      His lips pursed, but he didn’t argue with me. “I’d feel better if I knew you were safe.”

      I rested my hands on my hips. “Why? Because you dated my sister ten years ago?”

      He shifted on his feet, then looked away from me. “Yes. No. Maybe.”

      “I’m all grown up. I don’t need you to look after me, and I certainly don’t need your protection.” Not unless he was interested in me.

      His gaze scanned me from head to toe, leisurely assessing. “I know.”

      Heat followed the weight of his gaze.

      My irritation faded away to something far more dangerous: desire.

      “Call if you have any more trouble. You have my number.”

      I hadn’t used it in years. I’d called him a couple of times to pick me up from parties when I was young and wild. Back then, I’d wanted his attention. It was childish and immature. I knew even then that nothing could happen. Being interested in your sister’s boyfriend was wrong. But I couldn’t help pushing his buttons. Because where he was straitlaced and black and white, I was wild and in color. We didn’t make sense together on any level. No matter how much my heart wanted him to notice me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          COLTON

        

      

    

    
      When I got the call that there was a break-in at Remi’s Juice Shop, my heart raced out of control. I was worried for her. There’d always been something about Delilah’s younger sister, Remi, that got to me. I’ve always been protective of her, but there was an awareness there, too. Something I didn’t want to examine too closely.

      Remi was bubbly and happy. Everything I wasn’t. It was irritating, yet I was drawn to her light. I wanted to understand how she could be so positive after she’d grown up in and out of the foster care system. Delilah was quieter and more reserved and almost never spoke about that time in their lives, content to be adopted by their foster parents.

      Remi seemingly adjusted to their new home and parents, and my sense was Delilah was relieved to turn over the responsibility to their adoptive parents. Remi was happy-go-lucky but somewhat flighty.

      As an adult, I worried not much had changed. I was continually giving her parking tickets for parking in no-parking zones. None of it seemed to faze her, at least not enough to change her parking habits. It made me worry for her safety, especially if someone was targeting her store. First with graffiti and now the break-in.

      When we’d discussed the graffiti on her building, Remi had said it was art. She seemed to pull the positive out of any situation, even when we were kids. Someone had broken into her store, and I knew how desperation could affect someone. I didn’t want Remi to be one of the casualties.

      Pushing open the door to Max’s Bar & Grill, I scanned the bar to see my friend’s familiar face behind it. He was talking to the redhead, Mallory, who managed the place when he wasn’t there.

      “Hey, Colton,” Mallory greeted me when I approached.

      I’d been stopping by in the evening more often since their break-in.

      Max must have caught the expression on my face because he asked, “You want to talk in my office?”

      I nodded and followed him. Closing the door behind us, Max took a seat behind his desk.

      “Remi’s Juice Shop was broken into yesterday. We’re not sure of the timing because she didn’t have an alarm system.”

      My irritation must have been evident in my tone because Max said, “She putting one in?”

      “She said she was.” I’d be checking in to make sure. I remember Delilah mentioning that Remi tended to get sidetracked. When I’d get irritated that we were waiting on her or she was late for something, Delilah would say that Remi meant well.

      “Whoever it was took some cash from the register. It wasn’t much.”

      Max frowned. “I don’t like it.”

      What we originally thought was an isolated incident with Max’s bar was most likely related to this second one.

      He rested his elbows on the desk. “Any leads?”

      “None. So far, he hasn’t left anything behind we can go on.”

      Max raised a brow. “He’s not getting much unless he knows how to break into a safe. So, what does he want?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. I don’t want tourists to think the downtown area is dangerous.” I didn’t want the store owners to feel unsafe.

      “The last thing the town needs is a news article about a crime spree. It’s bad for tourism and business.”

      “Chief wants me to get to the bottom of it and is increasing police presence downtown, especially around the shops and restaurants.”

      “You think they’re linked, though.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I can’t discount the possibility.” My instincts were telling me they were related.

      “I’ll bring it up at the next Shops on Main meeting. It might be a good idea if you came by to talk about it. Remind everyone to be extra vigilant.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” Standing, I made my way to the door. “I wanted to make sure you were aware. If anything else happens, let me know.”

      Following me, Max said, “Will do. I appreciate you looking out for us.”

      “It’s my job.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. You’re looking after the bar because we’re friends. And you know Remi.”

      “I dated her sister in high school.” My jaw ached with how tight I ground my teeth together.

      Max slipped into an easy smile. “She seems to get more than her fair share of parking tickets.”

      “She parks in no-parking zones.”

      He tipped his head to the side. “Parking isn’t exactly your patrol area, is it?”

      I didn’t go out of my way to track her down, but I couldn’t help but notice her baby blue Volkswagen bug she insisted on parking wherever she felt like it. “She’s a little lawbreaker.”

      Max grinned. It was a little too self-satisfied for my liking.

      “She’s like a little sister.” My tone held a warning.

      Max smiled wider. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      I ignored him because Remi was my ex’s little sister. Even if I were attracted to her, she was off-limits.

      Behind the bar, Max asked, “I can count on you for our next Shops on Main meeting?”

      I rested my hand on my duty belt. “When is it?”

      “This Monday.”

      I wondered if Remi would be there. “I’ll be there.”

      I waved at Mallory and headed out.

      I’d graduated a year after Max, so I knew him from school, and we’d become friends since I’d returned and gotten a job with the police department. I had interacted with most of the shop and restaurant owners at one time or another.

      I wanted to solve this case so locals and tourists weren’t worried about their safety. Annapolis had a small-town feel despite its proximity to Baltimore and Washington DC.

      It had only been a day, but I wondered if Remi scheduled the installation of a security system yet and if she was being careful. I told myself I had a duty to Delilah, but we hadn’t talked in years. Not since we broke up in college. We went to different schools, and the distance was too great. We’d drifted apart.

      After my friend got in trouble, I realized college wasn’t for me and enlisted in the Marines. At the time, it felt like something I had to do, but now, I wished it was something I had completed before enlisting and then becoming a cop who wanted to advance through the ranks. I didn’t need a four-year degree to get promoted, but it wouldn’t hurt.
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      Monday night, I stopped by Max’s Bar for the Shops on Main meeting.

      I wanted to stress the importance of being careful but not cause anyone to panic. Standing in the space on the second floor, I stood next to Max while shop and restaurant owners walked in and sat at the long table.

      Sophie approached. “Thank you so much for coming. We meet once a month to go over any issues in town.”

      I made a mental note to drop in at the next one. It would be a good way to keep apprised of any concerns.

      Remi slipped past me in the doorway, her fruity scent tickling my nose. “You know what the current parking rules are?”

      My heart rate picked up at her proximity. “The no-parking zones are clearly marked.”

      Her hair fell out of a messy bun; her pink shirt hung off one shoulder, leaving a swath of tantalizing bare skin.

      Remi arched a brow. “Are they, though? Is that why the courthouse is packed with confused drivers on the traffic docket?”

      I refocused on her words, trying to remember what we were talking about. “Not the ones who pay attention.”

      Remi shook her head, sitting next to Savannah, the owner of Lavender, and Hailey, the owner of the Spice & Tea Shoppe. Sophie had already taken her seat while I was talking to Remi.

      Max leaned in. “She’s irritating like a little sister, isn’t she?”

      I almost agreed before I saw the amusement on Max’s face. He was making fun of me. “You ready to get started? I don’t have all night.”

      “Sure, Mr. Grumpy.” Max held his hand up until the room quieted. “Officer Colton Castle is here to talk to you about the recent break-ins and graffiti issues downtown.”

      “Should we be concerned?” Hailey’s eyes were wide, and her fingers clenched on the table in front of her.

      I moved to stand at the end of the table, placing my hands on my duty belt to have somewhere to put them. “I think you need to be careful, especially if you’re leaving your shops at night. We believe the two instances are linked, and whoever it is wants money. Nothing else was taken. But they could be desperate and getting bolder.”

      “But they broke in overnight when the stores were closed,” Easton, the owner of the ReSails shop, said.

      “That’s a good point. Both stores didn’t have security systems. So, that’s one thing you could do to protect your businesses—have those installed as soon as possible. Walk with someone to your car. Report anything that is unusual.”

      “Do you have any leads?” Remi asked.

      “No,” I said gruffly. That grated on my nerves. I hated not having anything to go on. To be sitting on my ass just waiting for something else to happen.

      Since I’d expressed interest in being promoted, I knew Chief was watching my cases closely.

      “What about the graffiti?” Hailey asked.

      “It seems more like something a teenager would do. It’s not the usual tagging we see.”

      “Tagging?” Sophie asked.

      “That’s what we call it when one of these guys paints the same symbol or picture on multiple locations. It’s their signature, if you will. Their tag.”

      Sophie nodded. “That makes sense.”

      Remi considered me. “This seemed more like artwork.”

      I rocked back on my heels. “Either way, it’s destruction of property, which affects property values and businesses.”

      When Remi flinched slightly at my gruff words, I felt bad for my harsh tone.

      “And it costs money to have it removed. It’s happened twice to my building,” Hailey said.

      “You could get cameras on the side of your building,” Easton offered.

      “That’s not a bad idea, but it’s not cheap either,” Hailey said.

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this a lot quicker if there are cameras and security alarms,” I said.

      “Let’s talk to each other, too. Even something as simple as a burned-out streetlight is an opportunity for crime.”

      Max joked that I was uptight, but lighting and security systems all worked to prevent crime.

      Max stepped forward. “Does anyone have any more questions for Colton?”

      When no one spoke up, I added, “Please feel free to come to me or any of the other officers. We want to get to the bottom of this, and no suspicions will be disregarded. We’ll look into every lead.”

      I had the added motivation of wanting to prove to my boss that I was involved in the community. He’d said I needed to be proactive and that I needed to work on my people skills. Whatever that meant.

      When no one asked more questions, Max slapped my shoulder. “Thanks for coming. I appreciate it.”

      Moving toward the door, I said, “I’m happy to.”

      “Can you stop by again next month?” Max asked.

      Stepping slowly down the steps, seeing the bar had filled since we started the meeting, I said, “I hope we’re not dealing with this same situation next month.”

      Max stopped at the hostess stand. “You can be our contact at the station. If we have issues, we come to you.”

      His suggestion had the added benefit of being in line with what my boss wanted. “I can do that.”

      Max sobered. “I can’t thank you enough for taking this seriously.”

      I nodded. “It’s my job.”

      Max shook his head. “You go above and beyond. You take your job seriously and are attentive to the community’s needs.”

      “I do my best.” Compliments made me uncomfortable. Saying good-bye, I stepped out into the warm evening.

      My job was my life. I felt a sense of purpose being a police officer. It was an attempt to fill the hollow in my gut. The one that represented my past transgressions.

      Off duty, I drove home, parking my squad car next to my truck in the driveway. I moved out of town to a place with land and no neighbors so I’d have peace and quiet. I worked hard, but when I was home, I wanted solitude.

      Unlocking my front door, I heard the sound of nails on wood as Scout scrambled across the wood floors.

      Opening the door, I patted his head and followed him to the back door, where I let him out. He ran to the fence line, sniffing for a squirrel or something. He was the one who greeted me when I came home.

      I didn’t need anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          REMI

        

      

    

    
      On Friday, I woke up early, going through a series of poses on my yoga mat to gently wake up my muscles and center myself.

      Even though I’d cleaned up the store, the constant reminders of what happened frayed my nerves. There was the broken fridge in the back and customers asking about it.

      Showering and dressing quickly, I stopped downstairs for a coffee from Java Coffee. Usually, I avoided caffeine, but the stress from the past few days interrupted my sleep.

      The coffee shop was a combination coffee shop and bookstore. Its paneled walls, overstuffed leather chairs, and stacks of books were warm and inviting. There was even a shelf filled with games. At this time of the morning, there were only a few people working at the tables with their laptops.

      The owner, Brooke, slid my cup across the counter. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

      I sipped the hot coffee. “The break-in’s messing with my good vibes.”

      Brooke was a good friend and knew about my desire to keep a positive outlook.

      She grimaced. “I heard about that. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged, the tension in my shoulders from the last few days still there. “He only got the small bit of cash I keep in the register.”

      She winced. “You shouldn’t keep anything in the drawer.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “At the Shops on Main meeting, Officer Castle said to be more careful.”

      “I am.” My lips pursed at the mention of Colton.

      “If you need anything, let me know.” Brooke’s gaze drifted to the door when someone came in.

      “I will.”

      “We need to do a girls’ night soon.” She waved before moving to help the next customer.

      “Absolutely.” I returned her wave, walking out into the early morning sunshine. Our friends tried to meet for brunch once a month, but they were starting to pair off with significant others, and our get-togethers were becoming fewer and farther between.

      I detoured from my usual morning walk to check on my most prized possession, my Volkswagen Beetle. It was baby blue and represented my personality, light and happy. The bug, I was proud of. The stack of parking tickets under the wipers? Not so much.

      I rarely drove it, which was the reason I got so many tickets. I’d park it in a two-hour zone, then promptly forget about moving it until I checked on it a few days later. Frankly, I was lucky it hadn’t been towed.

      Groaning, I placed my coffee on the hood. Grabbing the tickets, I rifled through the stack to see Colton’s name on most of them.

      “You like getting parking tickets?”

      I jumped, my hand going over my heart. Seeing Colton standing a few feet away, I said, “Jesus. You scared me.”

      “You should be more aware of your surroundings.”

      “Nothing happens in the morning.” I cringed, knowing he’d think that was a naïve thing to say.

      He raised a brow.

      “Are you worried about me or where I park my car?” I stuffed the parking tickets in my oversize purse and swiped my coffee cup from the hood, heading in the direction of my store with none of the peace I usually felt in the morning.

      Colton fell in step with me. “Both. Everything.”

      “You know, you could just look the other way, or leave me alone.” I was talking about my car.

      “I can’t ignore blatant violations of parking restrictions.”

      I snorted. “You’re aware that parking is nuts around here, right?”

      The signs change daily or have tarps over them. There was constant construction going on, which meant a change in parking. Plus, parking was limited. Some spots were reserved for residents.

      “Not for those who are attentive and conscientious,” Colton said.

      I stopped to face him on the sidewalk. “I spend a lot of time in traffic court, and there are a lot of confused people in Annapolis.”

      “I think it’s less about confusion and more about paying attention to the signs.”

      I groaned, walking faster toward my shop, hoping he’d leave me alone. When I stopped to unlock my shop, I saw Colton in my periphery. His presence was the reason my heart rate had increased as I approached my building. Pushing open the door, I waited for him to walk inside before closing it and locking it behind us.

      “Did you want a juice? Or I could make you a smoothie,” I asked politely.

      Colton’s nose wrinkled as I walked behind the large, white counter. The walls and counters were white, the artwork bright. It reminded me of a smoothie shop I’d visited in Florida after Delilah and I were adopted.

      “They’re green.”

      I rolled my eyes. “They’re not all green.”

      At his dubious look, I pointed at the chalkboard menu. “Each juice combination has a purpose. Early morning pick-me-up, energy booster, or post-workout. Depending on whether you work out or not, your dietary needs will be different.”

      “Oh. I work out.” Colton’s gaze held a bit of a challenge.

      I knew he worked out. No one came by those muscles naturally. “You should take care of your body then.”

      His eyes held a challenge. “I do. Just not with fancy juices. I prefer water.”

      “Of course, you do,” I said under my breath.

      If you looked up the word uptight in the dictionary, there’d be a picture of Colton Castle in full uniform. Colton, who always followed the rules and never strayed from them.

      “I don’t remember you being so uptight when you dated Delilah.” As much as I hated bringing up my sister, I was curious about the change. “Was it your service in the military?”

      He shifted on his feet. “Mostly.”

      His gaze sliding away from mine told me there was more to the story, but I didn’t feel comfortable asking yet.

      “I’m going to make a fresh smoothie. Want one?” I sold juices in bottles to go, but I also offered fresh smoothies.

      He sat on the stool across from me. “Sure.”

      “You’re not working?” I asked as I grabbed the fruit and avocado combination I was sure he’d like, even though it was green.

      I smiled to myself. He’d sounded like a child when he commented on the color of the juices. I wanted to show him they were good despite the color.

      “I stopped by before I needed to clock in.”

      That made me pause. “Why?”

      “I wanted to make sure you were okay and that you got a security system installed.”

      I nodded toward the panel by the door. “You can see that I did.”

      “It wasn’t activated when we walked in.”

      I shook my head. “I turned it off on the way over from my phone.”

      “You shouldn’t do that.”

      “I can’t remember the combination, so it’s just easier to use my phone to deactivate it.”

      His shoulders stiffened.

      “You know I’m not yours to worry about, right? Whatever sense of duty you think you have to my sister is gone. You broke up a long time ago.” My heart thudded painfully in my chest.

      “It’s not that,” he said carefully.

      “Then what is it? Do you stop by Max’s to make sure he’s safe?” I wasn’t sure why I was complaining. I felt safe when he was here.

      “He’s a friend. He asked me to check on the bar.”

      What could I say? We weren’t friends? Because we weren’t. “I’m not asking you to stop by.”

      Even though the thought of him coming to my store each morning sent tingles of anticipation through my body.

      Colton cleared his throat. “The chief wants me to get to the bottom of this case, and Max asked me to help you guys out.”

      I wanted to groan in frustration. “That doesn’t mean you have to watch out for me.”

      I’d never admit that I liked it. I’d worked hard to be independent so that Delilah and my foster-turned-adoptive parents stopped worrying about me. The last thing I needed was one more person concerned about me. I didn’t want to be a burden.

      When he finally answered, his voice was quiet, yet the words stuck. “I know, but I want to.”

      My face heated. I ran the blender, taking a moment to get my bearings. Why did he want to check on me if it wasn’t about my sister or his job? Was he saying it was personal? That he was interested in me?

      That couldn’t be the case because hooking up with him was off-limits. My sister would never forgive me, and I’d never forgive myself.

      When the smoothie was mixed, I poured it into a glass and handed it to him. I waited, wanting to know what he thought.

      He looked from me to the glass. “It’s green.”

      I smiled at the boyishly disgusted expression on his face. “That’s the avocado. But I promise you won’t taste it. It makes it taste good. It’s kind of like putting spinach in it.”

      His lip curled. “You put spinach in a smoothie?”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Colton Castle was this badass cop, and he was disgusted by green fruits and veggies. “Are you going to try it? Or are you too chicken?”

      He raised a brow, tipping the glass to his lips. He took a tentative sip, then nodded. “It’s not bad.”

      “Not bad?”

      He took another sip. “It’s good, actually.”

      “See? I told you.” I turned away to make a second smoothie for myself, swearing I felt his gaze on me the entire time. When mine was finished, I moved around the counter to sit next to him. I still had a few more minutes before I needed to open.

      But sitting next to him was a mistake. The counter no longer blocked his body. His masculinity was in full force. He seemingly took up all the space in the room.

      “It is good,” he repeated.

      I rolled my eyes despite the warmth settling in my chest that he liked it.

      He rested an elbow on the counter, turning to give me his full attention. “Why a juice shop?”

      I hesitated for a second, wondering how much to tell him. The reason felt personal. “I like to feel good. Whether it’s through yoga, meditation, books, or the food and drink I eat. I wanted to share that with others.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling vulnerable for being so open with him. Was he going to judge me? Say something about me being new age or something?

      “That’s not what I was thinking.” He took another long sip of the smoothie.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked quietly, worried I wouldn’t like his answer.

      He shook his head. “That’s just it. I had no idea. I’m curious about you.”

      I wanted to ask why, but I bit my lip to stop the words from escaping.

      “You intrigue me. I want to know more.”

      My face heated. “I’m not that interesting. I like to feel good, and I like to share that feeling with others. End of story.”

      “I think that’s just the tip of the iceberg with you, Remington Lennox.” His eyes were heated.

      I sucked in a breath. “I didn’t know you knew my full name.”

      When my parents adopted me, I’d begged them to change my first name from Remington to Remi. I was fairly certain my bio parents thought it would be cool to name me after a gun brand. My adoptive parents refused, saying I was too young to change my first name.

      His gaze locked on mine, he said, “I think it’s beautiful. Like you.”

      Who knew it would be Colton who’d bring a different tint to my name? He thought it was pretty, beautiful even. Like me.

      I chose to ignore the last part of his sentence. I refused to acknowledge he might see me as something other than Delilah’s sister because that couldn’t happen. No matter how hard my heart was thumping in my chest.

      Colton Castle wasn’t mine and never would be.

      He drained his glass and stood. Rinsing out the glass, he set it next to the sink.

      “I can get it.” Following him to the door, I felt off-center. He said he was here to check on my safety, to make sure I’d installed the security system. So, why had he stayed? Why had he tried out my smoothie?

      “Did you want a juice to go?” I asked him, craving his opinion on more than just my name or my smoothies.

      Colton’s gaze slid over the fridge of bottled juices. “If I bring one of those into the station, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “Too girly?” I tipped my head, considering the labels.

      “Something like that.”

      Hmm. I didn’t like the idea of men not wanting to drink my juice. I wanted to appeal to everyone.

      He pushed open the door. “Be safe. I’ll check in later.”

      Then he was gone. I watched him go, flipping the sign from closed to open. I had a few seconds to clean up the store from our morning drinks and prepare for the steady influx of morning customers. The draw of being healthier and feeling better brought in and kept the steady stream of customers.

      This time, I paid close attention to the percentage of female versus male customers. Maybe Colton was on to something. My juices were marketed more to women. I advertised about cleansing and feeling healthier. How could I dip into the male market?

      Maybe the key was going to where men were…health clubs? I remembered working out at a gym that had a smoothie bar. They added whey protein to those.

      Could I offer my juices to some of the local gyms? Open a juice bar inside or just sell my bottled juices behind the counter? Tingling erupted over my skin that had nothing to do with Colton. It had everything to do with this new idea sparking like a wood-burning fire.

      Having Colton in my space got my creative juices going. I ignored the part of my body saying he’d gotten other areas of my body juicing, too.

      Colton wasn’t a guy you got involved with for a one-night stand. He probably had all kinds of rules and regulations about who he dated and when and how they got into his bed.

      I smiled, thinking of how I could entice him to break some of those rules. It would be fun, and I loved the idea of making ripples in his carefully controlled life.

      But I needed to focus
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