

Chapter One 

			Franco Rossi pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at the screen. She didn’t recognize the number and she couldn’t make out anything the caller was saying through the sobs on the other end of the line. Julie, her assistant, guarded her cell number like it was a combination to a safe full of cash, which meant either this was someone who’d made it past the gatekeeper or a random crank call. She was about to write it off as the latter when one word pierced the jagged cries.

			“…murder…”

			“Hang on,” Franco said, pulling her car into the nearest parking lot. She glanced at the clock on her dashboard, noting she had about ten minutes to spare before she’d be late for her hearing. She injected her voice with the well-practiced, soothing tone that had landed her a spot in the top ten attorneys in Houston. “I would like to help you, but I need you to speak slowly and clearly. Are you in trouble?”

			A whimper and the snort of a blown nose was the first response followed by a whispered, “Yes, but not for me. It’s for my son, Devon.” A pause and then she cleared her throat. “Franco, it’s Jenna. Jenna Grant. Tell me you remember me. Please.”

			Shit. She remembered all right. The vivid memories of her youth flashed before her eyes in bright high-definition color before fading back into the darkness. She shoved her thoughts away and settled on a simple response. “I know who you are.”

			A few beats of silence followed, and she prayed the line had disconnected or that Jenna lost her number or that the call had never happened.

			“Franco, are you there?”

			Jenna’s pleading tone pushed past her dread, and Franco closed her eyes to contemplate her options, none of which were good. There was only one right thing to do even if it was the last thing she wanted. “What do you need?” She braced for Jenna’s response.

			“Devon, my son. He’s a freshman at Richards. A good kid. Paying his own way. Never in trouble.”

			Franco took in the staccato bullet points and digested them one by one. Jenna had a college age son—were they really that old? Devon might follow in his mother’s footsteps, attend the same college, pay his own way, but as for the rest? Jenna had never been a good kid and she’d certainly gotten into plenty of trouble. “Are you married?” The question tumbled out before she could stop it.

			“What?” Jenna asked distractedly. “No. No, I’m not married. Can we get back to Devon?”

			Franco resisted pointing out that she was trying to circle back to that very topic with questions about Devon’s dad. “Of course. What’s going on?”

			“Devon was arrested last week and charged with murdering his girlfriend.”

			The words dropped like boulders, and Franco struggled to digest what she was hearing. Her first instinct was to comfort Jenna, tell her everything would be okay, but comforting words were what she doled out to clients and friends, and Jenna was neither. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“I’ve kept up with you,” Jenna said. “Not like a stalker, but just out of whatever might be left of our friendship. You’re one of the best lawyers in the state.”

			The compliment hung in the air and Franco wasn’t sure how to respond. She was one of the best lawyers in the state, and she spent her days on her feet, challenging opposing counsel and judges to get justice for her clients, never holding back and never at a loss for words. Why was it when a ghost from her past reappeared, she suddenly had no idea what to say?

			Because simply hearing Jenna’s voice on the phone took her back in time and she could almost feel the crush of their circumstance coming back to steal her dreams. She shook her head, and then realized she had to actually verbalize her thoughts because Jenna wasn’t right here in front of her.

			“I can send you some names.”

			“Of attorneys in Dallas?”

			The name of one particular attorney in Dallas sprang to Franco’s mind, but she wasn’t ready to say her name out loud. “Yes. I know a few.”

			“Don’t you think I already tried to find someone on my own? I’m not completely helpless. Believe it or not, you were not my first call.”

			“Who was?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You heard me. Who was your first call if it wasn’t me?” Franco braced for the answer.

			Jenna sighed. “Yes, I called her first, but Nina won’t help me. She wouldn’t even take my call.”

			“I find that hard to believe.”

			“Don’t. It’s a long story, but we haven’t spoken in years.”

			Franco idly wondered why Jenna was on the outs with Nina, but their shared friendship was too distant for it to make any difference in her current life, and she’d vowed long ago not to live in the past. But her head filled with imagined pictures of present-day Nina, telling her secretary she wasn’t interested in talking to Jenna. She imagined Nina had a secretary, but she didn’t really know anything about Nina’s practice, having purposely avoided following Nina’s career since she graduated from law school. In her head she imagined Nina in a big office, in a shiny downtown building. She probably practiced some version of transactional law where she spent her days helping her clients acquire things, sell things—anything that didn’t involve significant controversy or drama. She’d be wearing fancy suits and driving expensive cars, but she was still down-to-earth, endearing her to even the hardest-hearted CEOs.

			Franco wanted to linger with her made-up version of Nina’s world, but Jenna’s voice pushed its way into her peace again. “Franco?”

			“Yes?”

			“He’s a good kid. He didn’t do this. His girlfriend is…was the daughter of Harry Benton. Surely even in Houston, you’ve heard of Benton Enterprises.”

			“I have,” Franco said, her stomach tightening at the mention of the billionaire oil tycoon, real estate developer, and philanthropist for conservative causes.

			“Then you’ll understand when I say no one here wants to touch the case. I really need you. Devon really needs you. I don’t have a lot of money, but I could take out a second mortgage to pay your fee. I know it’s last minute, but he has a bond hearing on Friday. Please just meet him and then I promise I’ll work out the details. I don’t expect any handouts from you.”

			Her last words stung a bit, but the desperate plea before the dig stirred something in Franco. An underdog. A challenge. How long had it been since she’d experienced the thrill of an uphill climb? She’d lived for that buzz at the beginning of her career when her own experience drove her to take any case, no matter how unwinnable everyone else thought it was. But now her life was full of carefully curated clients for whom every difficulty could be overcome with enough resources, and for whom she’d calculated the very best odds, made easier to predict when money was no object. She was able to hire the very best experts and a team of jury consultants. On her last case, she’d even employed a professional trained in reading micro expressions. She gamed at the highest level and there were no more underdogs, only well-armed soldiers ready to battle from a position of strength.

			Her life’s work had become boring and predictable.

			She started typing on her phone before practicality caused her to change her mind. “I’m texting you my assistant’s email address. Send her whatever information you have about Devon’s case so far, and I’ll think about it.”

			She clicked off the line before Jenna could say anything else, but too late, she realized she’d used Devon’s name, personalizing him and his case. She told herself she’d look over whatever Jenna sent and that was it, but she knew she wouldn’t stop there. There was no substitute for being on the ground, in the place where it happened, to determine the best course of action, if there was one.

			Franco rolled the thought over in her head. On the ground meant going back to Dallas, the city she’d largely left behind, aside from infrequent and awkward visits with her dad. Any more frequent contact only dredged up bittersweet memories of all she’d left behind. For years, she’d managed to keep the memories at bay, refusing to be distracted by the things that could’ve been, yet the reminders were still there, nipping at the edge of her consciousness. The moment she answered the call from Jenna, the nipping had turned into full-fledged gnawing, and there was only one way to make it stop. Before she could change her mind, she clicked on the speed dial button she used countless times a day, and when Julie answered she spoke fast to keep from changing her mind. “Clear my schedule for the rest of the week. I’m going to Dallas.”

			





Chapter Ten 

			Nina looked up from her desk to see Reggie standing in the doorway of her temporary office. “Hey, Reggie.”

			“Hi, Judge.” She hefted a stack of files with her good arm. “I pulled the docket for tomorrow. Do you want it now or should I put it on the bench?”

			“Here’s fine.” Nina shoved a stack of papers to the side of her desk as Reggie walked toward her. “I’m probably going to be here for a while anyway.”

			“If it makes you feel any better, I’ve never seen anyone else run two dockets at the same time as efficiently as you. I’ve never seen anyone run one docket as efficiently as you run both of these. If the voters knew how efficient you are, Donaldson wouldn’t have a chance.”

			The election. Right. Nina hadn’t thought about the election in days, and even though the next two months would likely fly by, she wasn’t ready to shift focus from her current chaos back to the chore of getting reelected. “I’m pretty sure any energy I have right now is fueled purely by adrenaline. Stick around because I might be running out of steam by the end of the week. Don’t tell the voters.” She added a smile, but what she really wanted to do was lay her head on her desk and sleep.

			“No one expects you to do anything other than keep an eye on Larabee’s cases. I put his on the top of the pile, sorted by age. There’s only a couple where he’d be pushing for a disposition. The rest are straightforward and can be reset.”

			Nina nodded at her, but the declaration that no one expected much of her when it came to covering Larabee’s docket rankled. “Knowing Judge Larabee, he’ll be back at work before the doctor releases him, and I’d like to leave him with less work than he had when he left. Call it my small contribution to everyone’s sanity.”

			“This is why everyone calls you Ms. Nice Judge.” Reggie’s hand flew to her mouth immediately following the statement and her wide eyes said she hadn’t meant to share that particular tidbit out loud.

			“Is that so?” Nina grinned. “Guess a lot of people get an unpleasant surprise when they find out I’m a lot tougher than they expected.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“Excuse me, what?”

			“Don’t call me ma’am.” Nina infused the words with as much gravity as she could muster.

			“Sorry, m—Sorry.”

			“I’m kidding. Well, mostly. I hate being called ma’am. Not sure why, but I do. As for the nice moniker, I don’t mind. I’m as tough or tougher than any other judge in this building, but I don’t see any reason to be a bully about it. If I choose to deliver harsh sentences politely and without acrimony and get called nice for it, I can live with that.”

			“Fair enough. No ma’aming you; nice doesn’t equal soft. Got it.”

			Reggie delivered the words with a grin that Nina couldn’t help but return. “Any word on the investigation?” she asked, certain Reggie would know exactly what investigation she was talking about.

			“Rumors mostly, but the word is DPD is focused on Walt Ferguson and his pals.”

			Nina recognized the name, but it took her a moment to conjure up the relevance. “The open plea set in my court that morning?”

			“That’s the one. You know he was arrested with two other guys, but one of the perps was never arrested. The working theory is the unapprehended suspect is the shooter.”

			Nina cocked her head like it would help her process, but she couldn’t wrap her head around the idea. “So, this guy Latamore is in the wind, but then he shows back up at a place where there are tons of law enforcement, so he can shoot up a courtroom and then run back into hiding. What was he supposed to accomplish?”

			Reggie shrugged. “Good question. DPD thinks he either wanted to free Walt or shut him up. Maybe he figured Walt might try and score some points at his plea by telling the prosecutor where to find him, but when he showed up in the courtroom, Walt wasn’t there—he was still in the holdover and if he’d tried to go in there, he would’ve risked getting trapped. All Marty or one of the other sheriff’s deputies would’ve had to do was shut him in there until help arrived. The whole snafu with the elevator being out of service that morning and delaying Ferguson getting to the courtroom must have thrown Latamore off course.”

			Nina nodded. On the face of it, the theory made some sense, and it wasn’t like criminals were always the smartest folks in the room, so the idea this Latamore guy would go to such great lengths to either free or kill a co-defendant wasn’t that far-fetched. Still, something felt off. “Have they at least explored other angles?”

			“Not entirely sure,” Reggie said. “I do know that Harry Benton put up a sizeable reward for any information that leads to the apprehension of the shooter. DPD had to hire a temp to handle all the calls, but I hear most of them are attention-seeking crackpots.”

			“You sound like you have an inside track at the department,” Nina said, impressed at Reggie’s fact-finding.

			Reggie pointed at her shoulder. “I have a vested interest.” She paused. “Actually, I’ve always considered joining the force. I guess hanging out with cops is the next best thing.”

			“Don’t go getting any ideas about leaving me to fight crime. At least not until Judge Larabee gets back.” Nina smiled to show she was mostly kidding, and she was mid-smile when a linebacker-sized man in
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Born to Ride 

			If you polish that chrome any harder, you’ll put a hole in it.”

			Skye looked up from her Harley and squinted into the sun. Her best friend, Parker Casey, stood in her driveway, dressed in a sleek suit. A total contrast to her own cargo shorts, tank top, and sweat. She looked down at the torn T-shirt rag in her hand and compared it to the fancy leather briefcase Parker held. They’d first met as fellow cops. Now she was a P.I. and Parker was a lawyer. They still worked on cases together, but she rarely saw Parker in lawyer drag outside of the office. She must’ve come straight from the courthouse.

			Skye’s stomach twisted in panic, and she deflected whatever business Parker had come to discuss by pitching the rag at her. “I could use some help. Take the rear fender and make sure you can see the evil in your eyes when you’re done.”

			Parker shook her head but set her briefcase down, rolled up her sleeves, picked up the rag, and elbowed in. “You plan on riding in a parade or something?”

			Skye grabbed another rag and went back to work. “Nope. I’m selling her. Got a guy coming by this afternoon to take a look.”

			Parker stopped rubbing. “No way. You’ve had this bike as long as I’ve known you. Does your wife know you’re getting rid of your favorite possession?”

			“It’s not my favorite possession.”

			“Liar.”

			“Shut up, Casey. If you don’t want to help, get lost.” The banter was playful, but Skye meant what she said. She didn’t want to talk about it.

			Parker threw the worn rag back at Skye. “Well, now that you mention it, I didn’t come over to polish the chrome on your ride. We have a hearing scheduled for Thursday. I came by to go over the paperwork. Aimee’s office said she was working from home this morning.”

			Skye’s stomach rolled and she struggled to keep the panic from her voice. “Thursday? Next week?”

			Another voice interrupted Parker’s answer. “What are you two up to?”

			Skye tamped down her anxiety and turned to face her wife. Aimee, like Parker, wore a suit, but they couldn’t have looked more different. Instead of navy wool with hard lines, hers was bright red and showed off sexy curves. Normally, the sight of her wife all dressed up was arousing, but today it only fueled her sense of foreboding. “Hey, babe, did you know attorneys make house calls?”

			“Ours does, anyway.” Aimee gave Parker a big hug. “Parker, why don’t you come inside where my wife will fix you a drink instead of making you baby her favorite possession.” Aimee led them into the house. The moment her back was turned, Parker mouthed “see” and Skye responded by punching her in the arm. The two continued their silent but physical argument until they reached the dining room. When Aimee turned back to them, they froze like two five-year-olds caught in the act.

			Aimee cast them a wary look before addressing Parker. “I assume you have the paperwork with you? Why don’t you set up in here, and we’ll be right back.”

			Skye watched Parker open her briefcase and line the table with several stacks and rows of paperwork before she followed Aimee to the kitchen. As soon as she crossed the threshold, Aimee swept her into a tight embrace. Skye looked over her shoulder and started to push away, but Aimee murmured, “She’s not coming in here. Let me hold you for a minute.”

			Skye stopped resisting and allowed the warmth of Aimee’s closeness to flood through her. The soft waves of Aimee’s hair brushed lightly against her cheek and the calming scent of lavender soothed her worries. She breathed in time with Aimee’s smooth and steady heartbeat and, after a few moments, felt her anxiety fall away. “How do you always know what I need?”

			She felt rather than saw Aimee’s smile. “Magic.”

			“Seriously.” She didn’t know why she had to know, but suddenly it was very important.

			Aimee leaned back and stared deep into her eyes. “The same way you know what I need. Love.” She grinned and added, “Oh, and you get this panicked look in your eye when you need a little escape.”

			Skye opened her mouth to reply, but a loud cry pierced the air. Both of them turned to the kitchen counter and stared at the monitor.

			“Speaking of need,” Aimee said, “you go. I’ll get our drinks and meet you in the dining room.”

			Skye felt the tension come back the minute she left Aimee and started up the stairs. When she reached the top landing, she broke into a run. Despite Aimee’s calm, she still hadn’t gotten used to these episodes, and they never failed to bring her to the brink of panic. She rushed into the room and pulled up short at the railing of the huge mahogany baby bed Aimee had insisted on. As she grasped the frame and stared down at the red-faced, mouthy occupant, she silently thanked her wife for buying the most expensive, sturdiest crib on the market.

			“Shh,” she murmured as she lifted Olivia into her arms. “You’re going to wake the people in the next state with your crying.”

			As she bounced Olivia, the screams subsided into gurgles and grunts. Skye urged them along with aahs and oohs she would only voice in the privacy of her home. Her daughter reduced her to a pile of mush.

			Her daughter. Not quite a reality yet, but Parker was sitting downstairs with the paperwork that would make it happen. Two weeks ago when Skye had gotten the call that Olivia was on the way, she’d rushed to Aimee’s side and held her hand through every second of her labor. She held Olivia while the doctor cut the cord and spent hours standing outside the hospital nursery, staring at the wonderful new life that she knew would turn theirs upside down. Now it was time to take the final step to adopt her daughter, and she couldn’t be more excited. Or more scared.

			She rocked Olivia in her arms until she fell back to sleep. Hard to believe the howling baby now basked in peaceful drool. Things could change so drastically in an instant.

			Aimee and Parker looked up as she walked into the dining room. Aimee flashed a radiant smile, and Skye stuffed her fear.

			“Parker says we can get the home visit done on Tuesday, and we already have a hearing date for next week.” Aimee glowed with excitement. She’d been glowing since the moment she’d learned she was pregnant and she’d been giddy the entire time. While she reveled in the excitement of it all, Skye had installed safety locks on every window, cabinet, and door in their home, and read every article Google coughed up on the dangers that could befall an infant.

			“Thursday, right?” If she kept saying it, maybe it would sink in.

			“Yes. Can you believe it?”

			Skye flashed the smile she knew was expected and sat down at the table. “No. That’s great news.”

			The paperwork Parker pushed in front of her appeared blurry, the words floating off the page. For the next half hour, while Parker explained how the hearing on second-parent adoption would work, she managed to grip a pen, and sign and initial more blanks than she had when she and Aimee had refinanced their home. When Parker finally stacked the signed paperwork and placed it in her briefcase, Skye silently congratulated herself on fooling the two of them into thinking she was calm and cool about the situation. But her mind was already ticking ahead to the home visit. First step, get rid of what her mother had always called the machine of death. Her 1995 Harley Softtail.

			“Stuart, I can’t believe you let her buy that machine of death.”

			Skye’s father’s reply was swift and adamant. “She’s an adult and it’s her money.”

			Skye had listened to the exchange. It was the first time her mother had ever treated her differently than her brothers. The boys in the family all had motorcycles, and no one had ever voiced a concern that they might die in a fiery wreck, but according to her mother, she was doomed to a horrible death if she chose to ride that “monstrosity.”

			Skye’s Harley had been her primary mode of transportation most of her life and she’d never had a wreck, but she wasn’t about to take a chance that the caseworker assigned to do the home visit was a worrywart like her mother. She mentally challenged the caseworker to find a single sharp object or toy with small parts, and the only bike present on her visit would be the sparkly purple tricycle with fringe on the handlebars that Olivia would have to wait several years to ride.

			Later that afternoon, when she handed over the keys and the title to her Harley, she remembered the first time Aimee had ridden with her. Wearing an expensive tailored suit and Skye’s helmet, she’d wrapped her arms around Skye’s waist and squeezed the breath out of her as they sped up I-35 from Austin to Round Rock. When they’d stopped at the Harley-Davidson dealership, Aimee squealed and wanted to know when she could ride again. They’d spent an hour at the store while she selected the most stylish helmet, boots, and leather jacket, and then begged to ride again. Her excitement had been intoxicating.

			Skye didn’t need the bike for excitement. With Aimee, every day was an adventure, and their most exciting adventure was upstairs in a crib, relying on them to keep her safe.

			* * *

			“Tomorrow’s the big day.” Aimee bounced on the edge of the bed.

			Skye held up a finger and strained to listen. That noise again. She picked up the monitor on their nightstand and placed it against her ear. “Shh, can you hear it?”

			“Did you just call our daughter an it?”

			“Not even. Seriously, Aimee, I swear I heard something in there.” She swung her legs off the side of the bed. “I’ll go check.”

			“Uh-uh. I don’t think so.” Aimee pulled her back down onto the bed. “I was just with her. She’s fine. If you go in there you’re going to wake her, and you’ll ruin my plans.”

			Skye recognized the tone and she felt an instant surge of arousal. “You have plans?”

			“I’ve had plans for a very long time, but it’s hard to carry out a good plan when you haven’t had any sleep. I slept like a baby, no pun intended, after the home visit yesterday, and now I’m ready to implement my strategy.”

			Skye leaned up on one arm. Aimee was irresistible when she had her mind made up about something. “I might be interested in hearing about your strategy.”

			Aimee began to slowly unbutton her silk nightshirt. “You’ll have to watch and learn. It’s more a show than tell kind of thing.”

			Skye forced herself to wait as her wife slowly stripped down to lacy silk panties. “If your plan is designed to distract me, it’s working.”

			“My plan is designed to make you scream.”

			“What if we wake Olivia?” Skye glanced at the closed door.

			“She’s not going to come walking in, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Aimee pointed at the monitor. “If she needs us, she’ll be sure to let us know.”

			“I don’t know. As I recall, we can get kind of lost when we’re, you know…” The last nine months had been an awkward dance. As Aimee’s pregnancy progressed, Skye had become more and more attracted to the glow of her pregnant wife, but ever cautious about the life growing inside her. She’d curtailed her work so she could spend more time by Aimee’s side and turned down the more dangerous assignments in favor of the computer searches and paper reviews she normally despised. In the month before Olivia’s birth, when Aimee was diagnosed with preeclampsia and on bed rest, she’d started working from home so she could be no more than a few feet away in the event of disaster. After all, the house was full of danger. Stairs, balconies, slick wood floors. She’d do anything to protect her lover, the mother of their child, and “anything” had extended to keeping her hands to herself.

			She’d assumed everything would change once Olivia was born. Aimee would be healthy again. She’d resume her regular work schedule, and the only changes to their lives would be bottles and car seats and tiny little clothes to wash. But, if anything, her worry was worse now. Concern about Aimee’s health was one thing, but Olivia was tiny and completely without skills. She relied on them for her every need, and she required the kind of protection that could only be provided by a vigilant parent.

			“Skye Keaton, do you want to make love to me or not? Because I’m as hot for you as I was the very first time, and I’m not about to let an eight-pound, drooling, screaming mess come between me and my hot wife. If it hadn’t been so long, you wouldn’t have to say things like ‘as I recall.’ Now, let’s have some torrid sex that neither of us will ever forget.”

			Aimee had always been able to read her mind. She gasped as Aimee punctuated her demand by yanking Skye’s shirt over her head. Skye’s breath hitched as the memory of every intimate moment they’d ever shared came rushing back. They could have this and be parents too, right? As Aimee’s lips grazed over her nipple, she answered her own question by casting one last look at the monitor on the nightstand before arching into Aimee’s embrace.

			* * *

			“Stop fidgeting, you look great.”

			“I look stupid.” Skye stood in front of the full-length mirror and frowned at the image staring back. Wasn’t the first time she’d worn a suit, but every time was just as uncomfortable as the last. Too many layers, too many buttons, too much fuss. Every other time had been, like today, for some special occasion, usually something related to Aimee’s successful real estate business or one of her many social causes: black-tie dinner, office holiday party, dinner with Aimee’s wealthy and very formal Highland Park parents. Today, she’d wear whatever it took for the judge to think she was worthy.

			“You can take it off the minute we get home.”

			“What about the party?” While they were at the courthouse, caterers would be preparing their fete in celebration of Olivia officially belonging to both of them.

			“What about it? You can wear cut-offs and an old T-shirt, for all I care. And if you think Olivia will care, you haven’t been paying attention. She spends most of her time in a onesie.” Aimee lifted Olivia and held her up in the air. “But not today, right, little one? Everyone’s dressed up today!”

			Olivia, covered in pink lace and ribbon, screamed with delight as Aimee whirled her around the room. Skye smiled on the outside, but inwardly she strained against the image of Olivia falling through the air and landing with a thud on the hardwood floor.

			Aimee’s sharp voice jerked her from her fatalist imaginings. “Skye, I’m not going to drop our daughter. And if you don’t wipe that look of horror off your face, the judge is going to think we’re crazy and give Olivia to a whole different set of parents.”

			So much for her ability to mask her emotions. “He might do that anyway. Parker isn’t a family law attorney. Maybe we should have hired someone else.”

			“You said yourself she’s one of the smartest people you know. She consulted with a board-certified family law specialist about our case. She found a judge who has granted over a dozen second-parent adoptions, and she’s like family.” Aimee set Olivia back in her crib. When she turned, Skye recognized the formidable, hands-on-hips, stern-jaw look and braced for a rant.

			“I think you’re amazing. Hell, I married you. The caseworker couldn’t have written a better report and I think if I weren’t around, she’d marry you herself. If you’re having second thoughts about,” she jerked her head in the direction of Olivia’s crib, “speak now or forever hold your peace.”

			Pain lanced Skye’s heart and she swept Aimee into her arms. “No, no, no,” she murmured into her ear. “No second thoughts. Not a one. It’s just…I feel so out of sorts. Like I don’t have a clue what I’m doing.” She waved at the crib. “She’s so tiny. Helpless. If anything ever happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do.”

			“Is that why our house is suddenly Fort Knox? I locked myself in the bathroom yesterday because I couldn’t figure out how to turn the handle with the huge rubber thing you’ve installed. You realize it’s going to be a while before she can even reach drawers and door handles and outlets, right?”

			Skye felt her face redden. “I know, but there was the home visit and I didn’t want the caseworker to think I was irresponsible. I mean, she knew I work as a private investigator and I’m sure she had some preconceived notions about that.”

			“Is that why you sold your bike?”

			“What?” She hadn’t mentioned the sale to Aimee. She’d had a feeling she might get flack for it.

			“Parker told me.”

			“Some attorney she is. Way to keep information confidential.”

			“Shut up,” Aimee said. “She’s our friend. I think she was half-mortified and half-impressed that, how did she put it? That you were acting like an adult. You should’ve told me. That bike was the first thing I noticed about you.”

			Skye flashed on a memory. She had just ridden up Cedar Springs and parked outside Hunky’s, a popular hamburger joint. While she contemplated whether she wanted to spend her last few bucks on lunch, a gorgeous blonde in a fancy SUV pulled up beside her and practically undressed her with her eyes. Never in a million years did Skye expect she would one day marry that woman and have a baby with her, but here she was.

			Things change. Giving up the bike had been the right thing to do.

			* * *

			The courtroom was already packed when they arrived. Skye scanned the room. Aimee’s family and hers lined the first two rows. The rest of the seats were filled with their family of choice. Assistant District Attorney Cory Lance and her partner Serena Washington. Parker’s wife, Morgan Bradley. Aimee’s best friend, Mackenzie Lewis, and her partner Dr. Jordan Wagner. Megan and Haley.

			She took her seat with Aimee and Olivia next to Parker at one of the tables inside the court railing. She was no stranger to the courtroom, having testified both as a cop and more recently as a private investigator, but today was different. Today she was on trial, or at least her fitness as a parent was. Parker had assured her Judge Lucas was fair and friendly, but until he signed the order stating Olivia was legally hers, she wouldn’t be able to breathe.

			When the judge took the bench, Parker offered the motion for second-parent adoption, the home study, and letters in support. Judge Lucas commented on the glowing report from the caseworker, said a few words in legalese, smacked his gavel, and then asked if he could be included in the first official family photo. As he made his way toward them, Skye looked from Parker to Aimee and back again, certain she’d missed something. The whole thing had lasted no more than fifteen minutes.

			“Close your mouth, Keaton,” Parker said, lightly punching her in the arm. “It’s official. Olivia has two moms.”

			Skye turned to Aimee, who held their sleeping daughter, who was apparently immune to the sound of smacking gavels. “It’s for real.”

			Aimee whispered in her ear, her breath soft and sweet. “It was always for real. It’s just legal now.” Aimee handed Olivia into her arms as the judge took his place beside them for the photo. “Now wake up your daughter. I have a feeling this is the first of many pictures today.”

			Almost an hour later they’d finally managed to please everyone’s need for photos and were in the car on the way home for the party. Skye pulled into the driveway and reached for the garage door opener, but Aimee placed a hand on hers. “Park in the driveway for now.”

			“Why? Didn’t you just get the car washed?”

			“Trust me. I cleared out some space for the caterers to put their equipment, and there’s nowhere for you to park in there.”

			Skye shook her head. “You know they could have figured out what to do with their own stuff.” Aimee was a socialite on the surface, but she had never been above chipping in on a project, and this party had been quite the undertaking. “But I love you for making this day special.” She parked the car and kissed Aimee on the lips. “We’d better get inside. Our guests will be arriving soon.”

			They worked together to get Olivia out of the car seat. It became easier every time. As they stepped though the side door to the garage, Aimee pulled Skye into an embrace.

			“I want to talk to you about something.”

			“Here in the dark? Sounds ominous.” Skye couldn’t quite read Aimee’s tone.

			Aimee cast a look down at Olivia. “I just want you to know that there’s no one I’d rather spend the rest of my life with. And no one I’d want to raise this little girl with. You are going to be, you already are, a wonderful mother.”

			“Okay.” Skye stretched out the word, still uncertain where this was going.

			“But as much as I want you to keep her safe, I also want you to challenge her. One of the things I love about you the most is your fearlessness. I want her to learn that from you, whether you are teaching her to ride this,” she flicked on the light switch and gestured to the sparkly purple tricycle in the corner, “or this.”

			Following where Aimee pointed, Skye shook her head in disbelief. A Harley—her Harley stood in the center of the garage with a big red bow on the seat.

			Aimee kissed her. “I have a feeling Olivia is going to take after you in a lot of ways—she’s already told me she was born to ride.”
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