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        “Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.” 

        LAO TZU
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      “Officer Fraser! Officer Fraser!” Faces appeared outside the window of Ash’s cruiser.

      He grinned, putting the car in park.

      “Watch out!” He laughed, waving the excited boys from his car. Pulling out the keys, he opened the door and stepped out.

      “You’re just in time!” eleven-year-old Lucas Thomas announced.

      “You can be the pitcher,” his classmate, Chip Dickens, said.

      They grabbed his arm and dragged him along.

      Ashton Fraser loved his involvement with the community. He was the DARE officer for Caledonia Elementary School. It was located in one of the rough neighborhoods of Columbia. The children in these parts of the city benefited from having positive interactions with the police. He and a few other officers from the district had taken Caledonia under their wing.

      “Okay! Okay!” He chuckled, following them across the parking lot. He drew his sunglasses from his cargo pocket and shielded his eyes. The day was perfect for the kids to be out running around. The sun was high, and the temperature was steadily rising. The baseball diamond was located on the other side of the playground.

      But today wasn’t a day for the good ol’ American pastime.

      No, it was kickball time.

      Thankfully, he was dressed for the game in his CPD t-shirt, shorts, and tennis shoes. Today was the day for him to spend at the school. Most of the students were from low-income families, single-parent homes with no male role model.

      Ash was one of the fortunate kids of Columbia who’d grown up in a loving, two-parent home. Larry and Bernice Fraser were going on thirty-five years of wedded bliss. He and his younger sister, Gizzy, hadn’t wanted for anything as children. His parents were blue-collar workers and ensured that he and Gizzy were well-rounded and gave back to their community. He’d grown up to be a cop, and Gizzy was a schoolteacher in another district.

      Ash took in the children running and screaming around on the playground and felt something for them. Today, after school, he had a surprise for the kids. One of the guys from the K9 unit was going to be bringing one of the canine officers to meet them.

      “We’re going against Ms. Fletcher’s class. Miss Dawson told us to make sure we beat them,” Chip said, grabbing his arm and tugging as if he were afraid Ash would up and disappear.

      Miss Dawson.

      Just the mention of the fifth-grade teacher sent Ash’s gaze wandering the area in search of her.

      Deana Dawson was one of the sexist elementary school teachers Ash had ever seen. He’d have to admit half of the reason he made sure to show up to the school was because of her.

      He glanced over and found her standing near the field speaking with one of the male teachers and, as always, she took his breath away. The curvy, brown-skinned woman had short, reddish ringlets that made his fingers ache to pull on one of the curls. She had on a summer dress, made proper with a sweater and heels.

      Jesus, her heels.

      He didn’t see how she wore those all day dealing with a class full of rambunctious ten- and eleven-year-olds.

      But he was glad she did.

      Her calves were perfectly displayed, sending a rush of desire to his lower region.

      She turned with a wide grin and looked directly at him. Ash released a silent curse, thankful he had his shades on.

      “Miss Dawson, I found Officer Fraser!” Lucas shouted, arriving at her side first. His brown skin glistened from the heat. He was tall for his age, standing a few inches over Miss Dawson.

      “No, you didn’t! I saw him pull into the parking lot first!” Chip snapped, spinning to Lucas.

      The boys glared at each other, ready to argue.

      “Okay, boys. Officer Fraser was not lost.” She focused her attention on the boys who both calmed down instantly with her perfect smile.

      Her sweet southern drawl wasn’t lost on Ash. He was a good ol’ southern boy and he didn’t think his drawl was that thick.

      “He comes the same day every week, and I’d think by now he’d know the way.”

      What he wouldn’t give to sit in her class and just hear her teach all day.

      He blinked.

      Hell, Ash was captivated by Miss Dawson just as the boys were. He was sure every male, young or old, had a crush on Miss Dawson.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the boys echoed.

      “Hello, Officer Fraser.” She turned on her mega-watt smile, and Ash froze.

      His mouth grew dry, and he released a cough.

      “Afternoon, Miss Dawson. Beautiful day,” he said, finally able to get words to form.

      “That it is. I hope you are ready for kickball. The kids have been dying for you to get here.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He tousled Chip’s hair. The way his heart was racing reminded him of how he felt once he and his SWAT team finished a call.

      The adrenaline wore off, and his body went haywire.

      “Go grab Officer Fraser a ball so he can pitch,” she instructed.

      The boys raced off in search of the ball that would be used for the game.

      “You aren’t joining us?” he joked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Me?” she scoffed. “I wouldn’t want to show off my skills and make you all feel worthless on the field.”

      A grin spread across his face. “Is that a challenge, Miss Dawson?”

      The kids waiting near them paused their conversations and listened.

      “Miss Dawson, you never play with us!” Chip noted, walking over. He tossed the kickball to Ash.

      He caught it with one hand and faced her again, tucking the ball against his hip.

      “Yes, Miss Dawson. Why don’t you play?” a young girl named Sara asked, coming to stand next to Miss Dawson.

      “I’m not dressed to play,” Miss Dawson answered with a laugh.

      “But Officer Fraser comes every week on the same day. Next week you can wear regular clothes and play,” Lucas said.

      “Yes, Miss Dawson, I’m here on the same day every week as you pointed out before,” Ash chimed in.

      Her eyes narrowed on him, and he instantly felt a tightening below his belt. He groaned internally, knowing this wasn’t the time for his cock to wake up. He surely didn’t want to direct this conversation into anything near the birds and the bees to explain the tenting in his shorts. “Who wants Miss Dawson to play with us next week?” he asked, turning to the kids. He knew it was a dirty trick to get the children involved, but at this point, he was desperate.

      Every hand went up.

      “I’ll get in on that game!” Ms. Fletcher called out, jogging over with her hand raised.

      The kids grew excited by the announcement.

      “Come on, Miss Dawson, what do you have to lose?”

      Ash spun to Miss Dawson who tilted her chin up in the air. Her gaze cut to him, and he had to fight not to adjust himself.

      “You all want me to play kickball.” She paused and looked around at everyone surrounding them.

      The kids begged and pleaded with their wide grins and hopeful eyes. Ash had to keep himself from joining them. He would love to see Miss Dawson in shorts and t-shirt. Hell, he’d love to see her in less.

      She barked a laugh and shook her head. “Then next week, it’s on.”

      The kids cheered pulling Ash out onto the field. He glanced back and caught her staring at him. If her eyes could kill, he’d be pushing up daisies.

      At the moment, it would be totally worth it.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s so into you,” Erin murmured, elbowing Deana.

      Erin Fletcher was a close friend. They’d worked together for the last five years and had grown close. They both taught fifth grade and always had their classrooms compete against each other.

      Didn’t matter what it was.

      Kickball, which class could read the most books in a semester, fifth-grade Jeopardy, the list grew longer each year.

      Their competitions were legendary.

      The kids couldn’t wait to get to the fifth grade because they knew Miss Fletcher and Miss Dawson were two teachers who took the time to ensure their classes had fun while learning.

      Deana had to tear her gaze from the field. She was captivated by Officer Fraser. Her heart raced while she watched him with the kids.

      He gave one of the other boys a high five, and her ovaries did a little dance.

      Get a grip.

      She blew out a deep breath. She leaned on the fence and adjusted her sweater. Her breasts were traitors, pressing against her dress.

      Officer Fraser was dressed in a dark t-shirt that molded along his chest, displaying his rippling muscles. The tattoos on his forearms had her wanting to explore them.

      She didn’t know when tattooed forearms became sexy, but on him, it was downright erotic.

      He was in top shape. He had to be. Since he’d started working with their school for the DARE program, she’d learned a little more about him. He was a cop for Columbia and was SWAT.

      Jesus.

      She read romance novels and watched television shows, and every single one of them that depicted a SWAT officer was alpha and knew how to take charge, but none of them could hold a candle to the real-life SWAT officer out on the mound.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” Deana replied, turning toward her friend. She hoped her eyes gave an innocent appearance, because deep down, Deana knew there was interest from the hot cop.

      But he hadn’t made a move yet.

      Deana was frustrated. He’d been coming to the school for about a year now and he’d yet to make a move.

      Maybe it was just harmless flirting and she was reading too much into it.

      “You do know what I’m talking about.” Erin rolled her eyes. She pushed her glasses on top of her head and focused on Deana. “Every woman with a pulse would die for a chance with the hot cop. Even Mrs. Runion.”

      “She’s like sixty-two and married.” Deana giggled.

      Kathy Runion was a short, plump, grandmotherly woman. She taught sixth grade and had recently celebrated her fortieth wedding anniversary with her husband, Chuck.

      “I said every woman with a pulse.” Erin snorted. “We all lost the chance for his attention the minute he saw you.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, why hasn’t he like, um, made a move?”

      “Who said he had to be the one to make the first move?” Erin cocked an eyebrow. “Why don’t you ask him out? This is the twenty-first century. Women are more independent.”

      Deana gulped at the thought.

      There was no way she could do that. She was a southern gal and had always been taught the man should make the first move. She refused to believe chivalry was dead. Her mother would read her the riot act if she found out Deana had asked a man out on a date.

      Hell, she’d never done it before.

      Didn’t even know how to go about it.

      Did one just walk up and say, Hey. I think you’re hot. Why don’t you take me out on a date?

      Deana turned back to the game and observed Officer Fraser roll the ball for Lucas. He ran toward the ball and kicked it hard.

      The ball flew up in the air and over the far fence. The kids screamed and celebrated.

      “Home run! Go, Lucas!” Deana hollered. She jumped up and down, watching him run around the bases.

      Deana was competitive in nature. She was the youngest of three kids and was used to having to compete against her siblings. Her brother, Karver, was the oldest, and her sister, Yanni, was a couple of years older than her.

      Deana faced Erin and stuck her tongue out.

      “That’s okay. We’ll see who is celebrating next week out on the field,” Erin threatened, wagging a finger at Deana.

      The bell rang, signaling the end of recess.

      “Bring it.” Deana laughed, holding her hands out. She walked backwards and did a little dance, taunting her friend.

      The kids ran past toward the building, giggling at her.

      Her eyes met those of Officer Ashton Frasier, and her breath caught her throat. He stood speaking with a few kids in the field. His crooked grin made her heart skip a beat.

      This was her chance.

      She tossed him a wink, and his grin widened. She twirled around and began walking back to the school. She put a little more emphasis on the sway of her hips, feeling the heat of his gaze on her. Her heels clicked along the pavement, and she picked up her pace.

      It may not have been as drastic as Erin had recommended.

      But Deana Dawson had just made her move.
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      Loud rock music pumped through the speakers. Trails of sweat slid along Ash’s temples. He grunted and pushed the bar up in the air.

      “There you go. Give me another one,” Myles ordered.

      Ash breathed through the rep and pushed harder. His muscles strained as he did another one. It was early Saturday morning, and they were on call for the day.

      All week, his mind had been replaying the wink Deana had directed to him. It was the first time she’d purposely flirted with him. When she’d turned and walked away, he’d known immediately she was putting that extra sway in her hips for him. His gaze had been locked on her ass.

      He’d almost forgotten he had been talking with his DARE kids and nearly chased after her.

      He blew out through his gritted teeth, feeling the burn in his muscles. His arms automatically rose and fell. His motions slowed.

      Today Myles was trying to kill him.

      He was sure of it.

      His friend and fellow SWAT team member jokingly added more weights to the bar, professing today they needed to take their workout to the next level.

      “Son of a bitch,” he growled, holding the bar up in the air.

      “Stop your whining, Fraser.” Myles moved closer, holding his hands near the bar.

      “Fuck!” His arms fell to his chest and paused. He narrowed his eyes on Myles.

      He’d kill his friend.

      Make it look like an accident.

      “Breathe,” Myles instructed.

      Ash inhaled sharply.

      Myles carefully watched Ash, making sure the bar didn’t fall. “Come on. You got this. One more.”

      Ash gritted his teeth and pushed the bar up and, with Myles help, set it in the cradle. He sat up, out of breath. He barely caught the water bottle Myles tossed to him. His arms felt like loose noodles after this workout.

      He opened the bottle and took a few gulps. His gaze took in the department’s weight room. It had gone over a massive upgrade a few years ago. The captain was able to get some donations to renovate the gym. There were quite a few people spread throughout the gym working out. A few women were on the ellipticals while one of the beat cops was running on a treadmill.

      It was a popular spot for many to blow off steam.

      It had been much needed, and now they had state-of-the-art equipment so the police force could stay in shape without having to go to local places.

      “Any plans this weekend?” he asked, finally able to catch his breath. He stood, rotating to Myles.

      “Nah. This is the first weekend I don’t have anything planned in a long while. Me and my couch will be getting reacquainted.”

      “Sounds good to me. As long as everything remains quiet, we should have a good weekend,” Ash said. He grabbed his towel and wiped off the bench so Myles could take his turn.

      “Don’t be fucking jinxing us.” Myles snorted, taking his seat.

      Ash chuckled and threw the towel down on the floor. “You sure it won’t be you and Miss Righty this weekend?” He jerked his right hand and wagged his eyebrows.

      “Fuck you.” Myles rolled his eyes and laid down on the bench. “Get over here and spot me.”

      Ash ambled over and stood behind the bench. Myles grabbed the bar and did the first set. He was focused while he benched the weights.

      “Not as easy as it seems?” Ash taunted, chuckling as he noticed his friend was already slowing down. Myles had only been too happy to let Ash go first. He knew without a doubt he may be sore tomorrow.

      “You’re an ass,” Myles replied through gritted teeth. He pushed the bar in the air and paused.

      “You good?” Ash stepped closer and held his hands out, prepared to grab the bar if need be.

      “Yeah. Can’t let you show me up,” Myles growled. He did a few more reps before settling the bar down in the cradle. He jumped up from the bench, flexing his arms.

      Ash caught a few of the women whispering and staring in their direction while they both wiped down with towels. His gaze flickered over to them, and he wasn’t interested. He reached for his shirt and tossed it onto his shoulder.

      Neither of them were a certain teacher that had plagued his mind.

      Hell, he wasn’t even sure she’d noticed him until she’d thrown the wink.

      He officially took that as a challenge.

      “How about grabbing a few beers tonight? I’ll make sure you are back in time to get home to Miss Righty.” He dodged Myles’s towel with a laugh.

      “Well, look who’s here. They just let anyone in this place,” a deep voice sounded from behind him.

      Ash turned, a wide grin spread across his face. Walking toward them was Zain and Iker.

      “Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum,” Ash smiled, moving toward his other teammates.

      They shook hands and pounded each other on the backs in greeting.

      Zain and Iker had joined SWAT around the same time Ashton had. The three of them were the only members of their SWAT unit who had not served in the military. Myles and Brodie had been Special Forces, while their two sergeants, Mac and Declan, had been SEALs.

      “What are you two ugly fuckers getting into tonight?” Zain asked, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “I was trying to talk Myles into going out tonight,” Ash said.

      “I hear the fight is going to be on down at the Pub,” Iker announced. “We can snag a table, watch the fight, and drink away.”

      “Fight and a beer is right up my alley.” Ash nodded. “Come on, Grandpa. What you say?” he asked, turning to Myles.

      “You got a hot date tonight?” Zain asked Myles.

      They all focused their attention to him, waiting for a response.

      Myles rolled his eyes and let loose a curse.

      “You motherfuckers get on my nerves. I wasn’t going to be doing shit but chilling on my couch and watching a movie tonight,” Myles snapped.

      “There’ll be plenty of time for that later. I’ll call Brodie and see what he’s up to,” Iker offered. “I’m sure Mac and Dec are both too busy becoming homebodies now.”

      “I’d like to see you say that to either of their faces.” Myles snickered.

      They all chuckled knowing none of them had the balls to.

      “We’ll see ya there,” Ash said, grabbing Myles by the shoulders and directing him to the locker room.

      There was nothing better than hanging with his brothers, drinking and watching a good old fight.
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      “Erin, I’m not sure about this,” Deana grumbled.

      Her friend just couldn’t leave her alone. Erin paralleled parked her car and shut the engine off before turning toward Deana.

      Just because she was twenty-eight and single, it did not mean she had to spend her time at a bar on a Saturday night. She was satisfied with curling up on her couch with her blanket, a bottle of wine, and a steamy romance book.

      “You sound like my grandmother.” Erin sighed drastically. “You know what, I’ll take that back. GiGi goes out way more than you. Hell, I can’t keep up with that eighty-year-old’s schedule.”

      “Bars are just not my thing.” Deana sniffed.

      It was pointless.

      Erin Fletcher was determined to get her tipsy and have fun.

      How dare she.

      “Come on. We’ll go in, sit at the bar, have a few drinks, flirt, and then we’ll leave. Harmless fun.” Erin exited her car and slammed the door shut.

      Deana blew out a deep breath, hoisted her purse up on her shoulder, and joined her on the sidewalk. She wiped her sweaty hands on her leggings and willed her nervousness away.

      “You can at least act as if you are ready to have some fun. You look like you are going to be executed.” Erin danced in place.

      Deana smiled at her friend.

      “We are not going to waste these sexy outfits for nothing.”

      Maybe she should relax. She was twenty-eight, had a career, and had a beautiful home.

      She had made a good life for herself.

      “Okay.” Deana laughed. “Let’s have some fun.”

      Erin squealed and entwined her arm with Deana’s.

      “You will have fun. I promise,” she said, leading the way. It was a warm night. The street was crowded with people out to enjoy the nightlife in downtown Columbia. “Hell, maybe you might meet Mr. Right tonight.”

      “Erin.” Deana groaned.

      “I got to thinking. You’re right. If the hot cop hasn’t said anything by now, he must be stupid. How could he not want you?”

      “Erin. It’s okay.” She tried to smile but failed miserably at it.

      Even after her wink and sexy walk away from him, he hadn’t even approached her after school. She had seen him before she had left for the day. He’d been out in the parking lot with the K9 unit. The kids were so excited to be able to watch the cops’ demonstration with the K9 officer.

      She blew out a deep breath.

      Maybe she did need to start living a little.

      He must not be interested.

      “I say we look for some hot guys. The fight is on, and I’m sure there will be plenty of them out tonight.”

      They arrived at the bar and entered the establishment. It was crowded, and they beelined it straight to the bar. Thankfully, there were two seats left, and they were able to claim them before someone else did.

      Deana glanced around the bar and took in the crowd. Televisions were scattered around with tables near them. Each chair had a body in it as everyone waited for the fight to come on. The atmosphere was electric. Music blared from the speakers.

      There was a pool table and even a small dance floor where some partiers were trying to show off their moves.

      Deana relaxed. Tonight, she would do as her friend had begged.

      Have fun.

      “What can I get you, pretty ladies?”

      Deana turned to find the bartender smiling at them. He was dressed like most of the staff in dark t-shirt and jeans. He could be considered handsome, but he just didn’t do anything for Deana.

      “I’ll have an Old Fashioned, please,” Deana replied with a smile.

      “Oh, I have the same!” Erin laughed.

      He nodded and walked away to make their drinks. The bar was busy, and since they’d arrived, it seemed as if more people had come in.

      They began chatting about everything and then some. Deana couldn’t remember the last time she’d just let loose. The pre-show was on for the fight. Anticipation was growing because the two opponents were popular and had been trash-talking for the past few months. The crowd was thick, and all were in a good mood.

      After the second round of drinks, Deana knew she’d have to slow down. She hadn’t really been a hard drinker, and most of her days of having fun in a bar had been back in college.

      “So, I have to come clean,” Erin announced. Her wide eyes were glossy, and there was a twinkle in them that made Deana groan.

      “What have you done?” Deana leaned against the counter, staring at her friend.

      “Remember that guy I had been talking to?” she asked, tucking her hair behind her ear. Erin bit her lip and stared at Deana, trying to look innocent.

      “Jerry or Jim⁠—”

      “Jenson.” Erin laughed.

      Deana nodded. Her friend had met this guy online, and they had been casually talking on the phone.

      “Well, he wanted to meet, and I kind of texted him that I’d be here tonight.”

      “Well, why’d you bring me?” Deana asked.

      “Because it will be the first time we’d be meeting, and I wanted it in a public place and have you with me.”

      That was a smart idea. A woman couldn’t be too safe nowadays.

      “Well, why didn’t you just say so?” She shrugged. She didn’t mind chaperoning so to speak. Erin was a beautiful girl, and any guy who caught her would be lucky.

      “Well, that was the easy part.”

      Deana froze and glared at her friend. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “He’s bringing his friend.”

      “Erin!” Deana huffed and rolled her eyes.

      “Please, Deana. It’s just hanging out. Not a date. We won’t be separated at all. I promise.”

      Erin gave her the best puppy-dog look that even Deana couldn’t stay mad at. She laughed and shook her head.

      “Fine. But this is not a date, and nor will there be any future ones with the friend.”

      Erin squealed and wrapped her arms around Deana in a tight hug. “You won’t be sorry. I’m just so happy to finally meet him, and then you can, too!”

      Deana signaled for the bartender and asked for a water. She wanted to pace herself and didn’t want to chance getting too tipsy. Someone had to remain sober tonight.

      “Oh, there he is, and the friend doesn’t appear half bad.”

      Deana turned in the direction Erin was pointing and noticed two men walking their way. The first one, tall with dark-brown hair, waved and smiled at Erin. His friend was average in the looks department, tall and fit. Deana shrugged and put on a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “You boys up for another round?” the waitress asked. She cocked her eyebrow and placed her hand on her hips. Her long blonde hair hung past her shoulders. She was on the thin side with her low-cut dark t-shirt putting her cleavage on display.

      Her gaze circulated around the table, and Ash was certain she licked her lips. Interest was definitely on her face, and he had a feeling she would be leaving with whoever made the offer first.

      “Hell yeah! On me this time!” Ash shouted, raising his hand.

      The guys lifted their glasses and cheered. The waitress, Cindy…Candy…Sheila, whatever the hell her name was, nodded and smiled. She turned and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Who’s taking the bait?” Zain chuckled, cocking his thumb in the direction she’d disappeared.

      “What? The waitress?” Iker asked, downing the last of his beer.

      “Too skinny.” Ash shook his head. Thoughts of someone he wanted to take home came to mind. A short, honey-brown-skinned teacher who had an infatuation with heels.

      “Our boy is right. I need someone thick I don’t have to worry about breaking,” Myles joked, flexing his arms, showcasing his muscles. Myles was a tall black man who exuded confidence. He, like the rest of the men around the table, was in top physical shape and took pride in their appearance.

      Female cheers broke through the air.

      Their attention whipped over to a table full of women who were making no attempt to hide the
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