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CHAPTER 1


[image: image]


Melissa

I STARE AT THE NAME plate perched on my father’s desk: District Attorney Miles Fenske. It proclaims his position, allowing those who read it a glimpse of what he’s accomplished. Yet it’s only a glimpse. It’s not a true representation of all he is or all he means to me. The name plate is cheap, unlike the generous soul who looks back at me with the same gentle gaze he’s carried since the first moment I saw him. What are you thinking, Melissa? He signs to me, moving his hands in beautifully fluid motions.

We’re alone in his office. He doesn’t need to sign to keep our conversation private. He could whisper, and I would still be able to read his lips. But he knows I’m more comfortable communicating with my hands, probably because American Sign Language is one of the many things we learned together. As a child, I considered it our very own secret language, something he and I could share away from the hearing world.

That you’re making a mistake, I sign back.

My comment earns me a smile, but I can see his concern, despite the crinkles around his eyes that deepen when he grins. “You’re going to have to trust me,” he says aloud.

I let out a breath. He knows I trust him. How could I not?

I was brought to the Lehigh Valley District Attorney’s office when I was about six years old, after my biological mother had attempted to sell me in exchange for drugs. My mother probably thought it was a brilliant plan. Being born with profound hearing loss, I couldn’t speak or communicate, and there was much I didn’t understand. I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what happened. Not that I didn’t know it was wrong.

My primal instincts ordered me to run, that I was in danger, so I did―thank God I did. I kicked and fought, dodging the hands trying to grab me, scurrying out a window and onto the fire escape. 

To this day, I remember the way the cold metal grating felt against my bare feet, and how I struggled to form what I thought were words as I banged on my elderly neighbor’s window. Miss Lena, the lady with too many cats and twice as many grandchildren, yanked me into her apartment when she saw me. She called the police, but by the time they arrived, my mother was gone. 

I never saw her again, not that I regret it. 

My eyes sting as I look to my father. My mother’s actions were horrific. Her callousness still haunts me. But my escape forced her from my life and led me to this wonderful man who’s only ever shown me kindness.  

I was placed in foster care, confused and frightened about what was happening and certain I’d eventually return “home.” Instead, I was brought before the young Assistant D.A. Miles Fenske. He was supposed to handle my case, dispose of it, and move on. He was never supposed to welcome me into his heart. Yet he did.

“Melissa,” he says. His words aren’t clear―not as clear as they can be. My hearing aids can only do so much, but I hear enough to sense the emotion in the way he speaks my name. “Why are you so sad?”

I raise my chin. “Declan O’Brien will never be the man you are. He’s not the right D.A. for this position.” I shake my head. “He belongs in the Trial Unit, Arson, Fugitive, anywhere else but where you’ve placed him.”

“I know you don’t like him . . .”

I raise my brows.

“. . . and that your interactions with him haven’t always been positive . . .”

“That’s because he was an asshole,” I mumble.

He chuckles. “I assure you, he never meant to offend you and deeply regrets his actions. Declan is smart, resourceful, and kind.”

I don’t agree. Not completely. Is Declan intelligent? Brilliantly so, and absurdly astute in court. With short wavy blond hair and a dashing grin that lights his blue eyes, he’s also gorgeous and he knows it. My problem is, he probably knows I know it, too.

As far as being kind . . . I don’t know. I just don’t know about him. “He’ll never be the man you are,” I repeat. 

“I’m not asking him to be. I simply want the best person for the job, someone who will help the victims who need him most.”

“That’s what you claim. But he doesn’t have experience handling delicate cases where offenders often inflict irreparable trauma.”

“No, but as the head of Victim Services, you do,” he offers with a knowing grin.

My nails dig into the wooden armrests. “If you’re trying to hook us up, I’m going to be seriously mad at you.”

The edges of his mouth curve. “I’m only asking you to help Declan as he transitions into his new role. This new assignment won’t be easy on him.”

“Because he doesn’t want it. He wants to be the head of Homicide.” I stand with my hands out, pleading. “Daddy, please reassign him. The Sexual Assault and Child Abuse Unit is not where someone who seeks glory belongs.”

My voice trails as I catch a glimmer of his pain. “Daddy?”

At once, he grimaces, his face flushing red only to grow alarmingly pale. I race around his desk, clutching his shoulders to keep him upright. 

Perspiration gathers along his receding hairline as he presses his hand to his side. It’s only because he lifts his bowed head and a healthier shade of pink flushes his cheeks that I’m not screaming for help and dialing 911. “Daddy?”

He offers me a weak smile and pats my arm. “I’m all right,” he says, leaning back in his chair.

“No, you’re not,” I say, my throat tightening. His light blue dress shirt clings with sweat along his arms and plump midsection. He’s not well. My father is . . . sick. “What aren’t you telling me?”

His hand slowly eases away from his side, his eyes scanning my face as they’ve done a thousand times throughout my life. “The doctors discovered new tumors along my colon,” he finally says. “They’re planning to resection my bowel and dispose of the affected area with the hope of avoiding chemo this time.”

Very carefully, I straighten. My heartbeat slows to a dull thud, and my legs feel unsteady. I want to cry, and maybe scream, but nothing comes except that awful silence that accompanies bad news.

My father was diagnosed with colon cancer years ago and barely survived the aggressive treatment. If it’s returned, now that he’s older, and not as healthy . . .

“When were you going to tell me?” I ask, my fear worsening my speech impediment and causing the words to spill in shaky spurts. 

He sighs. “Friday, over dinner.”

To give me the weekend to absorb it, no doubt. “And your surgery? When is that?”

“A few weeks.” He frowns as if debating what to say. “I’ll be out of commission for a while. In my absence, Declan will lead the office as acting District Attorney.” He looks at me then. “I need you to help him, Melissa. Regardless of your feelings toward him, you have to help him.”  

Declan

“This isn’t where I fucking belong.” 

I’m beyond pissed, and spent the last hour typing my resignation letter. Each version I drafted ranged from a polite no thank you to a professional fuck you. I deleted each one. As much as I don’t want to head the Sexual Assault and Child Abuse Unit, I’m not a quitter. 

“Fuck,” I mumble, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Fuck.”

My brother Curran crosses his arms over his chest, not caring how it creases the shirt of his Philly PD uniform. Curran doesn’t care about shit like that. He would perform official duties in jeans if given the choice. “It’s still a promotion, Deck,” he says. “You got this D.A. spot straight out of law school and have made more of a name for yourself than most douche-bag attorneys ever will.” He holds out a hand. “No offense to the douche-bag attorneys of the world.”

“That’s my point. After all I’ve accomplished, I should be leading Homicide.” 

I shove away from my desk and pace. When Miles gave me these new digs, I thought it was the start of all the good things coming my way. When he assigned me a county car and personal assistant, it reinforced that my hard work had paid off. I was on my way, until I wasn’t. 

“I spent months dismantling a mafia empire, Curran.”

“I know,” he says. “I was there.”

“I brought down a major crime boss―and another one after that.”

“Yup. Saw that, too,” he agrees.

“And I received international attention for putting the Kensington Strangler away for twelve consecutive life terms. All that work, all that sacrifice, for what? To be shoved someplace I don’t belong.”

“Why don’t you think you belong there?” 

Out of my five brothers, Curran is probably the biggest ball-buster. Wren, our sister, is a close second. But he’s not messing with me now. He’s dead serious.

“Do you want to hear about babies being beaten or women dragged into alleys and raped? Day in and day out?” I ask. “These are the cases I’m going to be dealing with.”

“Someone has to do it, Deck. It’s the right thing.”

“I’m not saying it isn’t. I’m only saying I’m not the man for this job. These low-life assholes shouldn’t be allowed to breathe the same air as us.”

“Is this about Finnie?” He huffs when I straighten and don’t answer. “Christ,” he mutters. “I suppose it’s about Wren, too.”

Just like that, my brother nails it on the head. For all he sometimes pisses me off, Curran isn’t stupid. “Finnie didn’t deserve what happened to him,” I say, my anger burning down to my gut. “And neither did Wren.”

“Of course they didn’t,” Curran snaps. “No one does. But as their brother, you owe it to them to put these pricks away.”

I sit back in my chair and rub my jaw. “I don’t know if I can.” 

Our youngest brother was sexually assaulted by a neighbor when he was ten. It screwed with his mind, and despite his jokes and his good days, those demons he buried deep came close to killing him. Yeah, we knew he was in trouble and tried to get him help. But we weren’t enough, and spent too many sleepless nights waiting for that call that told us he was gone. Finnie . . . he fought his way through it like the brawler he is. We thought we were going to be okay. But after what happened to Wren, it’s like all of us took a step back right into hell. 

“Shit,” I mutter, leaning back in my office chair.

Nothing bad was supposed to happen to Finnie. He was the baby. The one who counted on us. And Wren, as the only girl in a family with seven kids, she was supposed to be safe from harm. But she wasn’t, even with six hulking brothers ready to step in if anyone tried to fuck with her. 

With this new assignment―hearing stories like Finnie’s on a regular basis? Talking to women who’d been abused—God damn it. Wren and Finnie just barely survived and the rest of us barely survived right along with them.  

“I don’t think I can do this,” I say yet again.

“Deck, you have to, man.”

A knock to the door interrupts us. I know who it is before I even ask. “Come in,” I say, assuming my attorney pose because for now, I have to. For now, I’m a professional. Even if all the Philly boy in me wants to do is rage.

My boss, Miles Fenske walks in, followed by his daughter Melissa. Miles smiles warmly, nodding my way.

Mel? What can I say? She’s the one person who’s never been taken by my charm. Today’s no different. Unlike the other women who work here, from interns to attorneys, she doesn’t meet me with a grin, flash a little leg, or pretend to flirt. Her hair is brown and her eyes are almost as dark. Nothing extraordinary about her appearance, right? 

Damn, I wish that were true. Her creamy skin makes her hair and eyes stand out, as if that killer hourglass figure isn’t enough. And don’t get me started on her lips. They look like they’ve been dipped in honey and soften her look further, despite her steel-hard exterior.

She walks in with her hips swinging, her bright red dress hugging her curves. With an unyielding stare she meets my eyes, giving nothing away, no matter how hard I’ve chipped at that armor.

Mel doesn’t like me. Not that I blame her considering the way I keep wrecking each rare moment we find ourselves alone. Of course, she has to be the one woman I can’t get out of my mind . . . 

“How are you, Declan?” Miles asks.

I reply with a stiff nod rather than the grin I usually offer him. This is a man I admire the hell out of. Not just because of what he’s accomplished in the political arena and in the judicial circuit, but because he’s a good man. Not someone trying to be good. Just someone who is, a rare entity in the circles we frequent.

Today that smile is not going to happen. Whether he meant to or not, the old man screwed me. Yesterday, when he called me into his office, I thought it was to tell me I would head Homicide or maybe White Collar. SACU was not where I expected to land, ever. 

“I’m well, Miles. And you?” I ask. Pissed or not, I won’t disrespect him, especially in front of his daughter. 

“Fine. Thank you,” he responds. His deep voice is pleasant as always, but for some reason Melissa bristles. As her father looks to Curran and shakes his hand, my eyes trail to her.

“Mel,” I say, adding a subtle tilt of my chin. It’s not much of a greeting, but it’s more than she’s ever offered me. I don’t think she’s ever smiled in my presence. But it’s not like I don’t deserve it. Hell, I still cringe when I think about the first time we met, and every moment that followed.

“Declan,” she replies. Her voice is clear enough to understand, but similar to those with significant hearing loss. Miles mentioned she learned to speak late in life, and that she articulates in the way she hears others. But her voice isn’t what gives me pause.

This is the first time she hasn’t addressed me by my title. 

Miles laughs at something Curran says before Curran turns and lifts his hand. “Gotta run. See youz later.” 

“Later, Curran,” I say. I keep my attention on Melissa, motioning for her and Miles to sit as I resume my professional pose. 

Curran grins at Melissa. Before she can take a seat, he signs something I don’t understand. Whatever it is brings out a smile I’ve never managed to stir. She signs in return, her reply making him laugh out loud.

I don’t have to guess they’re talking about me, because that’s what they do. The hard stare I toss my brother’s way is enough to let him know today is not the day to piss me off. He winks and grins anyway since sometimes, no matter what, Curran could give a damn.

Miles waits for Curran to shut the door behind him before speaking. “So, from what I’ve gathered, SACU isn’t the unit you expected to lead,” he begins.

“No,” I agree. “Head of Homicide is the position I’ve always sought. You’ve known that since I was first sworn in.” I’m all about being professional. But professional doesn’t equate to pussy.

Melissa’s attention cuts to her father, every speck of her gorgeous face reflecting her disappointment. She knows SACU is the last place I want to be. It’s also the last place she wants me.

Miles maintains his pleasant demeanor, but he’s not a pussy either. “I want the best attorneys I have to run SACU and Homicide. That’s you and Zabrinski.” He considers me for a moment. “It’s only fair to tell you that for the time being, Zabrinski isn’t stepping down as Head of Homicide.”

None of this makes sense. Zabrinski’s been talking about retiring for as long as I’ve known him. He told me last week he’s putting his house on the market. As soon as it sells, he’s moving to Florida where he and his wife built a house along the coast. “Why?” 

“He’s staying on as a favor to me,” Miles explains, all traces of his smile gone. “I’m taking a leave of absence in the coming weeks. I need Zabrinski where he is and you in SACU until he steps down.”

“Are you saying my assignment in SACU is temporary?” I keep my tone even, unsure where he’s headed. Miles could have told me all this shit yesterday when the new assignments were given instead of letting me stew in my rage.

“It can be whatever you want it to be,” Miles answers. “The choice is yours. During my absence you’ll be assigned as acting D.A.” 

Holy shit.

“I know it’s a lot to ask to head a unit you’re new to, and run the office. But I know I can count on you and that you’re up for the challenge.”

He’s not asking me if I want the promotion. He’s handing it to me, believing I’ll take it.

He’s right.

He motions to Mel. “Melissa will work with the victims of each case you’re assigned, as well as continue to run the victim services division statewide. Chief Lee will manage his detectives and any matters involving law enforcement personnel, and Shayleen will see to the non-legal staff as their duties have always required.”

So business as usual minus Miles, and with me front and center. “Is the governor aware of your plans?” I ask, trying to gauge what he’s giving me versus what she knows. 

“She is. And if you prove yourself like I know you will, she’ll back you as D.A. when my term is up and swear you in should I step down.”

Everything grounds to a halt as I latch onto those last three words he said. “Why would you step down?”

Melissa glances down at her hands when he doesn’t answer right away. Now I know this offer isn’t good despite the silver platter he’s serving it on.

“I may be leaving the public sector earlier than I intended.” He shrugs. “After a lifetime of serving, it may be time.”

Before his term is up? No way. Miles Fenske is one of the hardest working men I know. He’s either being asked to leave, which is impossible if he’s calling the shots, or he can’t stay. 

My neck tenses in that way it always does when I know shit’s going downhill fast. Without actually saying it, Miles is handing me everything I’ve wanted. I should be losing my damn mind. But I can’t. Something’s really wrong here. 

Miles maintains his cool demeanor, and although Mel’s trying not to give anything away, I can tell she’s upset. I take a good look at her. No . . . she’s not upset. 

Her heart is breaking right in front of me. 

“What’s going on?” I ask.

The corners of his mouth tilt. “I’m giving you the chance to take over. After the years I’ve spent grooming you, I think you’re ready.”

“I meant with you.” My attention skips to Melissa since Miles is holding back. As always, she adds another coat of mortar to that wall she’s built around herself. But this time I see it, a crack in that protection she keeps so firmly in place. She’s seconds from losing it. 

I meet Miles square in the face. “Are you sick?” I ask. 

His stance grows rigid. In the silence that follows he takes a moment to gather his words. He doesn’t want to tell me. But I need answers and no one is leaving until I have them. 

“I have cancer,” Miles answers me simply. “I have to make sure this office is taken care of, no matter what happens.” 
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CHAPTER 2
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Melissa

HE SAID IT. THE “C” word. 

In his office, he wasn’t so blunt. But Dad has always been gentle when it comes to me. With Declan he plays the role of the unflinching D.A., ready to face any problem dead on.

Like it doesn’t bother him.

Like this is simply the way life is.

Like it’s not killing his little girl on the inside. 

Declan doesn’t give anything away in his features. He doesn’t have to. His silence is enough to show me he’s stunned. I’ll take stunned. It means he’s human and not secretly celebrating the possibility of becoming the youngest D.A. in Pennsylvania’s history. 

I fiddle with my hands, almost wishing he’d jumped for joy. It would give me another reason not to like him. It would also prove to Dad he’s not the right man for my unit.

“I’m sorry,” Declan says.

He had to go and say that, the way his words slip from his mouth carrying the weight of his worry. He doesn’t think Dad is coming back.

I’m not sure he is either. 

The burn in my chest expands the longer Dad remains silent, filling the space with fear and more than its share of sadness. This is the part where he’s supposed to assure Declan and me that he’ll be fine. But he doesn’t, his silence causing my next breath to release in a painful shudder. 

Declan knows I’m not taking the news well and spares me by keeping his focus on Dad.

“Things often happen that can’t be helped,” Dad offers. “I’m trying to control those things I can. This is why I want you to take charge when the time comes.” He offers a small smile. “If the time comes.”

Declan steeples his fingers, his focus flitting to me. “I see,” he says.

A glimpse of his concern pushes through his professional persona. It’s not much, just a hint of what lurks beneath the man the staff appears to bow before, but I appreciate it more than I can explain. Kindness is something my father desperately needs and coming to terms with his diagnosis is just the start. I realize as much, just as I realize I really need it, too. 

God, I’m so raw, it’s taking all I have not to cry. I’m picturing what would have happened if Dad had told me at dinner like he’d planned. It would have hurt, and I would have cried those thick awful tears I hate shedding. But to witness how much pain he’s enduring made this nightmare more real. As it is, I can’t shake the image of his paling skin. It’s like a part of him died as I held him. 

“Who else knows?” Declan asks. His tone is so low, if I weren’t reading his lips, I would have missed what he said. 

Dad’s voice remains steady. But then, he’s had time to absorb the news and set a plan in motion. “The governor, the chief, and now you,” he answers.

“So only those who need to know,” Declan infers. At Dad’s nod, he tilts his chin. “Then that’s how it will stay until you choose to disclose it.”

Dad nods in a way that indicates he’s done talking. He stands, appearing to struggle. I hurry to help him, but think better of it. My father is a proud man. I can’t let him lose face, especially now.

“I’m sorry,” Declan says again, seemingly forcing himself to remain seated and not help. Like me, he recognizes Dad doesn’t want to be perceived as weak.

“Don’t be sorry,” Dad tells him. “Just do right by me when the time comes.”

I start to leave with Dad, but the look he tosses me holds me in place. “I’ll leave you two to talk,” he says.

In other words, stay here and play nice. “All right,” I answer. I lift up on my toes to kiss his cheek, trying to keep it together and push aside the thought that our goodbyes may be numbered. “See you later. Okay?”

He smiles like always and pats my upper arm, like my world hasn’t stopped spinning and he isn’t as sick as he is. Be strong, he signs.

I’m not so sure if I can, Daddy. 

I watch him leave, keeping my back to Declan until I think I’m ready to face him and not fall apart at his feet. I return to the chair directly in front of him and cross my legs, waiting for him to speak.

Maybe he’s waiting for me to speak, because we end up sitting in silence longer than necessary, doing little to ease the strain that has existed between us since the first moment we met. 

I start to question which victims he’d like me to reach out to first when he asks, “What did Curran say to you?”

“What?”

“Curran, my brother,” he says a little louder. “What did he say to you?”

I don’t mean to become defensive, but it’s hard not to with Declan and his talent for saying all the wrong things to me at all the worst times. “I know who he is,” I reply.

“I know. I just wasn’t sure if you heard―” He grimaces as if in pain. “I don’t mean because you can’t hear―I would have asked anyone that question―anyone who said ‘what’ like you did.” He passes his hands along his face, mumbling something under his breath that I don’t catch. “Never mind.”

I blink back at him with my jaw unhinged. Good Lord in heaven, this is the man I’ll be working with. And it’s barely our first day together! 

“I heard you,” I say, trying to remain calm. “Your question just caught me off guard, because―” I shut my mouth. I don’t want to admit that I expected him to say something about Dad because I don’t want to cry, especially in front of Declan. 

My hand skims across my lap and I hurry to compose myself. “He told me he liked my dress.”

“Your dress?” he questions, like he doesn’t believe me.

“Yes.”

“The one you’re wearing.”

I frown and glance down at it. “Why? Don’t you like it?”

“Of course, you look hot.”

“Hot?” I ask.

He holds out a hand. “I don’t mean it that way.”

“And what way is that?” I ask, because no way does someone like him think someone like me is hot.

“The way that you’re taking it.”

I cross my arms. “And how am I taking it?”

Oh, and there’s that pained look on his face again. “The way that you shouldn’t,” he says.

“Don’t worry,” I assure him. “I won’t. I never have.”

“Never?” he asks. “Even the day we met?”

My face heats as my eyebrows become better acquainted with my hairline. Declan and I have never spoken about the day we met. Probably because it was disastrous and humiliating. Seriously, I never wanted to nut-punch a man more.

“You really want to go there with me?” I ask.

A flush of red creeps along his neck. “Ah,” he says, and not much more.

He must be joking.

I was in the process of transitioning from the state office in Harrisburg to Dad’s office here in Philly. A case he was trying kept him from meeting me. I had a few hours to kill before I met with my realtor and decided to treat myself to a late lunch.

Although my back was to the entrance of the bistro and I wasn’t wearing my hearing aids, the way the light streaked across the window beside me when the door opened, drew my attention to the front of the bistro. 

Declan walked in, appearing almost too flawless, sexy, and imposing to be real. His sleek suit and tie seemed to have been hand selected and tailored to demonstrate his position of power and his success. Curran trailed him, his gaze taking the room in for any visible threat.

The waitress with the ponytail noticed him right away, pausing to allow him through and admire the view. The women gathered in the corner weren’t much better, nudging each other and whispering like a team of cheerleaders at the first sight of the quarterback. 

I can’t blame them for acting the way that they did. I was taken with him, too. It’s hard not to be, given his startling good looks and magnetic charm he exudes like an aura. I just didn’t expect him to look in my direction. Men like him rarely did. I turned around, returning to my lunch and the novel I was reading, certain he hadn’t noticed me and never imagining he’d approach.

He rubs his jaw, watching me closely. “I didn’t mean to tell you what I did,” he says. “Not about you being beautiful because you are, but when I said, ‘You’re not deaf are you?’ I only said that because I thought you were blowing me off. I never suspected that you actually were hearing impaired.”

He fumbles through his last few words, but they’re not ones I fixate on. “You think I’m beautiful?” I stammer.

The shade of red spreads to his cheeks and further yet. He holds up his hands. “I was only trying to prove to Curran I could get you to go out with me.”

“Why?” His mouth abruptly shuts. My eyes fly open. “Was this a bet?”

“No!” 

I simply stare. 

“Not really,” he admits. “I told him to pick any woman in the restaurant without a ring and that I could get her, or in this case you, to go out with me.”

“Oh, my God,” I say. I didn’t think he could make the experience worse. Apparently, I was wrong. “It was a bet.”

“No,” he says, his voice growing softer. “It was just me being an asshole.”

I shake my head, wondering how in the world we’re going to survive each other. “At least we can agree on one thing,” I tell him.

His admission shouldn’t hurt me. Declan is nothing to me. But it does. I can’t explain why. Maybe it’s because he’s the walking image of perfection: Strong build, brilliant mind, and absurdly good looks. And I’m . . . not. 

I’m not perfect, nor do I resemble those size two models gracing the cover of fashion magazines. I’m also not like the women who look for excuses to walk into his office or laugh at the little things he says, those same women who fixate on his ass like the winning lottery numbers are scrolled across his rock hard cheeks. I’m just me, a woman who works hard, wants to do the right thing, and likes romance novels with shirtless pirates on the cover. What can I say? Long-haired men curl my toes and Fabio always knew how to rock a paperback.

I want to tell Declan as much, and maybe get him to laugh just a little. But I don’t. I know the kind of women he likes and is attracted to, and they are nothing like me.  

He lets out a breath and leans forward, letting his hands fall to his desk. “Look, I’m sorry. About the way we met and what I just said about you and Curran. I’m trying to make things right between us.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, unsure whether to believe him. “But why did you ask me about Curran?” 

“What?”

I tilt my head slightly. “Why do you care what he said to me? It didn’t have anything to do with you.”

“It didn’t?” he questions.

“Not really.”

He frowns as if annoyed. “It’s just that when you and Curran are around each other you like to bust my balls.”

Did he just say “balls”? Okay, so maybe the god-like Declan O’Brien is human after all. 

“He told me he liked my dress,” I repeat. “And asked me if I wore it to celebrate your appointment to SACU.”

“And what did you say?” he asks, his tone turning serious.

“I told him, no. That I bought it because I like the way my boobs look in it.” I meant it as a joke then, and I mean it as a joke now, so when his eyes hone in on the girls, I’m more than a little shocked.

He catches himself a little too late, coughing into his hand. “It’s a nice dress,” he admits.

My jaw falls open again. Did he just check out my rack?

Another wave of pink flushes his face. He did just check out my rack!

I glance down again to make sure nothing is exposed. In the half second it takes me to look back up, he’s reached for his pad and a pen and switched to attorney mode. “So, we’re working together,” he says, moving on like nothing happened.

“We are,” I say, trying to keep my voice impassive. I scan his new office, feigning interest so I can force my attention off him. The bookcase, the desk, even the chairs are new. Dad really hooked him up, I guess hoping he’ll stay. And now that he all but promised Declan that he’ll be the next D.A., I know he’s not going anywhere. 

I only wish I could believe it were for the right reasons. 

My hands fall to my lap. “I suppose now is a good time to tell you what I’m looking for,” I say quietly.

“What you’re looking for?” he asks.

I tilt my chin, wondering why he seems confused. “Well, yes. I have certain needs that I’m hoping you’ll help me with.”

His grip to his pen tightens. “Needs? For yourself?”

“For my unit,” I clarify. I wish, like his brother, Declan also understood American Sign Language. Then I could sign and not give away how nervous I sometimes feel around him. I roll my ankle, trying to shake off some of my anxiety. For all he drives me crazy, he’s doing a hell of a job making me feel self-conscious. That doesn’t mean I’ll cower or stay quiet. “It’s my understanding that the assistant D.A.s currently assigned to SACU are burnt out and requesting reassignment.”

“That’s right,” he says, his expression sour. “Just a few hours on the job and I’ve already received transfer requests in writing.”

“I’d like to help select their replacements.”

“Excuse me?” he asks.

Okay, here we go. Boob appreciation hour is officially over. “I’m not trying to step on your toes.”

“But?” he asks, leaning back against his chair.

“But nothing. I respect that the decision is ultimately yours. I’m only asking for the opportunity to provide input.” He keeps his expression neutral, and I can’t be sure he’s listening. I force myself to continue. “There have been a few new hires, and a few D.A.s looking to be challenged. I’d like to observe them in court and see how they perform on their feet. More importantly, I want to observe how they interact with victims of the more violent crimes.”

Declan appears anything but pleased. Either I’ve pissed him off or I’ve pushed him into something he’s not ready for. “I’m going to lay it right out for you,” he says, his tone matter-of-fact. “SACU is the unit attorneys least want. I’m surprised the A.D.A.s currently there have lasted as long as they have.”

All right. I did annoy him. “They’ve lasted because it takes a while to become acclimated,” I counter. “But once there, they realize their importance and how much the victims and their families depend on them to help them through the process.”

“I’m not saying the work or the victims aren’t important. What I’m saying is no one is exactly begging to work there.”

“I realize SACU is the last place our attorneys want to be placed,” I say, staring straight at him. “Especially those who enter this office strictly to make connections and jump start their political careers. But it’s one of the most important units because of the sensitive subject matter and the degree of violence we see.”

I don’t mean to be so blunt, and maybe he doesn’t either, but here we sit with our gazes locked and the tension between us escalating. 

Damn it. Dad wants us to work as a team. But the more we speak, the more I’m reminded Declan doesn’t want to be a part of this unit and nowhere near me.

I inadvertently trail my fingers above the collar of my dress. It’s a nervous habit, much like when women tuck a strand of their hair behind their ear. But I never tuck my hair with my hearing aids in place. Any sound that brushes too close to the receiver, such as the movement of hair, putting on a hat, resting my head against a pillow, even an intimate whisper, creates back noise similar to nails on a chalkboard. 

My fingertips stroke close to the swell of my right breast as I think our situation through. I freeze when I realize Declan’s stare is following each subtle movement. 

This is too weird. No way can Declan O’Brien be eyeing me like he wants to take a lick. 

I ran into him at a restaurant a few weeks back. I was picking up takeout following a five mile run, still wearing the shorts and sports bra I ran in. Of course I had to see him. And of course he had to look good . . . and so did the blonde on his arm. She was a total stick and all legs, wearing a dress I don’t think I could have shoved my left breast into. I’m so not his type. So then why . . .

“I’ll allow the input,” he says.

“I’m sorry?”

“I’ll allow the input,” he says, a little louder.

This time I don’t correct him. I didn’t hear him, too busy watching him watch me, which is absolutely ridiculous―ludicrous even―and good God, why does he have to look so good in that damn suit! 

“Thank you,” I say, tripping over the word. 

I start to stand, but then think better of it, sensing we’re not leaving on the best note. I promised my father I’d try to get along with him, so the least I can do is explain where I’m coming from. “I have a good relationship with Governor McAdams,” I begin. 

He frowns like I’m rubbing it in his face. “I know,” he says, his features sharpening. “I’ve heard you’re close to her and a few representatives.”

The representative comment throws me off. It’s just one rep―Trevor Stone―who I know, and we’re not exactly friends. We slept together once following a fundraiser . . . and then again after another political event. Of course, I’m not telling Declan that.

I relax my stance, placing my hands out in front of me. “I’m not trying to drop names to impress you, Declan, nor am I trying to challenge your position in any way.”

“Then what are you trying to do?” He arches a brow when I don’t initially answer and adds, “Just so we’re clear, I don’t respond well to threats nor do I bow down to anyone because of who they know.”

It’s taking all I can not to slump in my seat. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

“Then you need to explain, Melissa. Because believe it or not, I’m trying here.”

“I’m just letting you know where I’m coming from.” I sigh when the air thickens further between us. “What I mean is I’ve met a lot of people doing what I do. And in fighting for victim’s rights as much as I have, I’ve earned a great deal of attention. Some of it’s not good,” I admit, thinking of all the people I’ve pissed off. “And some of it is, like the relationship I have with Governor McAdams. But the strong relationships I’ve made, I’ve earned from trying to help those who’ve been hurt.”

I stand, because as much as I’m trying to leave on a good note, Declan’s tightening jaw is like a red flag warning me that I’m going down in flames. “Just understand I would never use who I know against you or disrespect your position. But if I need to help a victim who’s been wronged, I’ll do what it takes to make sure justice is served.”

When he says nothing more, I turn to leave. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

I pause with my hand inches from the knob. Yeah. Me, too. 
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CHAPTER 3
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Declan

MELISSA IS SLOW TO leave. It doesn’t take a genius to know news of her father’s condition is killing her. But like always, and like me, she tries not to give too much away. She wants some say in how I re-staff SACU. Fine. I’ll give her a say, and maybe a little more, as long as she respects my position and remembers my legal staff answers to me. 

In a way, I think I owe it to her. But I owe it to her old man more.

Miles earned my respect from the moment I met him and sat down to interview for the position of Assistant District Attorney. I expected a team of A.D.A.s to be there, maybe even the chief, too. But it was just me and him with only a desk between us.  

“Tell me,” he’d said. “What was your best memory from childhood?”

I wore my best suit, had a professional shave and cut that morning, and stopped by church and said a prayer to Saint Jude. I was prepared to respond to any legal scenario and reference my long list of accomplishments. I wasn’t prepared for that question. Who the fuck asks a question like that? 

Miles Fenske. That’s who.

I considered him, my need to “wow” him making me scour through my long list of memories to find the one thing that would most impress him. I could have told him it was when I scored the winning touchdown that secured our Catholic High School as regional champs. I could have slipped in my stint as class president or when I found out I beat out Jay Takahari to become valedictorian. But that wasn’t what Miles was looking for. He was looking for the man behind the attorney he was considering hiring. 

“When my father died and I told my mother we were going to be all right.”

Miles paused. He wasn’t expecting that one. I wasn’t either. I didn’t know why I chose that moment, at least not right away. 

“Why?” he’d asked.

“I knew we had to be,” I answered without giving it much thought. “She and my younger siblings were counting on me as one of the oldest, and I wasn’t going to let them down.”

“And did you?”

I shook my head slowly. “No. Failure wasn’t an option.”

It was the truth. I didn’t let them down. They needed clothes, books, fuck, even toys, we found a way. We made it right. 

I watch Mel open the door, racking my brain to figure out how to make things right with her.

The opportunity Miles is offering me is one I’ve earned and am grateful to have. But I wasn’t blowing smoke when I told Mel I wouldn’t cave because of who she knows. Thing is, she won’t cave either if she feels anyone has wronged a victim. But what’s going to set her off? She has to know some cases are too weak to try and the best we can do is plead it out. Will she understand or should I anticipate a verbal ass kicking from the governor?

It’s going to be a kind of dance between me and Mel, making sure we don’t step on each other’s toes. I’ll avoid her feet if I can, but bottom line, I’m the one who leads. 

She doesn’t respond when I tell her I’m sorry about her dad, not that I’m going to push. Instead, I watch her slowly walk out, my gaze trailing down her back until it fixes on those two round globes that make up her ass. They press against the fabric of her dress just right, like whoever designed it made it specifically for her and that eye-popping body.

I wish I didn’t want to drag my hands along her gorgeous curves or taste that pouty mouth But I do. Just like I want to feel her body pressed against mine.

Shit. What the hell is wrong with me? As pissed as I was about being placed in SACU yesterday, I woke up hard this morning. Hard for Melissa. Melissa, who can barely stand being in the same room as me. 

My eyes scrunch tight as I try to shake away the dream I had about her. We were at a black tie event, the kind where waiters walk around with silver trays packed with champagne and anyone who’s anyone in politics works the room flexing their egos. I was supposed to give some kind of speech. I opted out, returning to my place with Melissa’s hand tight in mine. 

We had sex in my living room. I can’t remember ever having a dream this graphic. She lay over my leather ottoman on her hands and knees, the skirt of her black beaded gown hiked up to her waist, my mouth buried against her. I tugged off my jacket and tie, managing to pop open the front of my shirt before I couldn’t take it anymore and shoved my pants and briefs down to my ankles. 

In those romance movies women like to watch, my thrusts would have been slow and sweet. But there was nothing slow or sweet about what we did. It was sexy, primal; me grunting hard and her hips circling fast. Her hair fell in messy waves around her heated face as she clamped down, turning her head enough to see me and show me the way she bites down on her bottom lip. 

I wasn’t a gentleman in my dream. I was the epitome of an alpha claiming what belongs to him. She loved it, calling out my name and begging me to go faster.

My problem is, I loved it too. A little too much. 

I groan, thinking about how hot she made me and entertaining why she made me so hot. Melissa is different. Curvy hips, round perky ass, with what I’m guessing are some serious double-Ds. I usually date the model types, those who spend more time on their hair, shopping, and make-up and less time on anything that really matters. Why? Because they’re not looking for anything serious and neither am I.

When I take a long hard look at all the political giants I know, every last one of them has a devoted wife looking adoringly back at them―standing by them, raising their children, spearheading charities, and working tirelessly on their husbands’ campaigns―usually alongside the skanks their husbands are fucking when they’re not around. I’m not exaggerating. It’s what men of power are almost expected to do. But I swear to Christ, I’m not going to be one of them.

My mother, God love her, was one of those “devoted wives,” working her fingers to the bone to support her family and raise seven children. Adoration lit her eyes whenever my father kissed her, but sadness dulled them each time he stepped foot out of the house. She knew the minute his shift ended at the post office he’d head straight to his mistress’s house and into her bed. All those weekends, when he should have been coming to our games or helping around the house, he’d spend with that other woman, giving her everything my mother needed and deserved.  

Do I believe in love? Not really. Despite that three of my brothers, and now my sister seem to have found it. My mother will swear on a stack of bibles, clutching a rosary that she “loved” my father and always will. But love, real love, shouldn’t threaten to destroy you or abandon you with seven kids you can barely afford to feed.

Do I believe in marriage? Considering the divorce rate topples over sixty-five percent, I believe in it even less than love. 

So yeah, instead of dating women who are looking for a ring on their finger, I date the ones who’d prefer a hot time in bed and not much more. They don’t get attached and neither do I. We have great sex once, maybe twice, and move on. 

Commitment? Yeah, of course I’m committed. Committed to being the youngest D.A. in Pennsylvania’s history and the next in line for mayor.

I shove away from my desk and head out, needing some space from the office. This day has screwed with me in more ways than I can count. I started out pissed, thinking Miles had thrown me to the dogs, only to find out he has fucking cancer and wants to pass me his crown. I doubt he’d feel the same if he knew how bad I want his daughter.

“Hi, Declan.” 

In the short time it takes me to adjust my suit jacket and step into the cubicle-lined hall, Stephanie has hurried out from behind her desk. She tosses her bleached blond hair over her shoulder, giving her breasts an extra thrust forward. Her station is three rows back and to the left of my new office, but even when my office was on the other side of the building she always seemed to find me.

I’d like to say she’s a nice young lady except I’m not convinced she is. Not the way she acts around me and any man she finds attractive. She’s one of the newer clerical staff. I asked her what her goals were when I first met her, thinking she actually wanted to make something of herself. She answered, “Whatever you want them to be.”

Not exactly what I was expecting to hear. 

“Hi, Stephanie,” I say, smiling. 

She grins, her eyes skipping down the length of my body, flicking her incisor with the tip of her tongue when she reaches my groin. It’s brief, just long enough to be sure I notice. “Congratulations on your promotion,” she says. “No one deserves it more than you.”

In other words, I want you to fuck me.

If she didn’t work here, I probably would. Stephanie’s legs start roughly at her neck and her straight platinum hair flows behind her every time she struts in her stilettos. The dresses she wears to show off her double zero body have forced Shayleen, the office manager, to send
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