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I hadn’t picked the restaurant for its ambiance, which was exactly what I’d expected from a place that billed itself as Buckhead’s finest casually upscale gastropub—exposed concrete walls, booths upholstered in crimson leather, tin ceiling tiles that bounced conversations around like a pinball machine.

Its clientèle was equally unsurprising. There was the unavoidable Friday night bachelorette party, the guest of honor sporting a black tee with silver script identifying her as The Bride, as if the tiara wasn’t enough of a clue. Their raucous laughter pissed off the mid-level manager type in khakis and a sport jacket, who moved himself and his briefcase to a table next to the front door, then sat there in a huff. Their antics had no effect on the couple in the corner, however, a gray-bearded gentleman offering sweet nothings to an Amazonian blonde in a black dress so tight it may as well have been graffiti.

I sat alone at a high-top table for two, wearing my best jeans and a new blouse the color of vanilla custard. I’d done my hair, taming the tangles into curls and leaving it down around my shoulders, put on mascara and perfume, but I was still more casual than upscale. That was okay, though, because I had a really good reason for choosing this particular spot on this particular evening: it was an easy two-minute walk to Trey’s apartment building.

I could see the entrance right across the street—the sleek glass and steel portico, the dogwoods blowsy with spring—which made this overpriced dining spot the perfect location for our first actual, honest-to-goodness, sit-down date.

I kept repeating the phrase to myself. First date. The words seemed quaintly old-fashioned, not a concept that applied to Trey and me. We’d weathered swordplay and car chases, stalkings and shootings, so much mayhem packed into two weeks that it felt as if I’d known him a lifetime. The previous Sunday had been especially intense, deliciously so, heady slow-dissolve hours of kissing and talking and...

The waitress cleared her throat. “Ma’am?”

I forced myself back to the present moment. “Yes?”

“What can I get you?”

“Ah. Bourbon, I think.” I picked up a menu and whistled. “Damn, y’all have a lot of bourbon.”

She smiled tightly, a patient twitch of the lips. “Whiskey is our specialty.”

The bar carried the usual Southern favorites, Jack and Bulleit and Wild Turkey, plus some lesser known small-batch distilleries. The top shelf was especially well-stocked—Johnny Walker Blue and Sazerac rye and Glenfiddech scotch, even that holy grail of bourbon, Pappy Van Winkle. This was a surprise—usually bars lucky enough to score a bottle of Pappy sold out almost instantly. Still, eighty bucks a shot was too rich for my blood. 

“Maker’s Mark on the rocks,” I said.

She took the order to the bartender, who busied himself right up. He was younger than me, practically a baby, with a mop of hair that kept falling in his eyes. He looked nervous, as if this were his first Friday tending bar. The waitress tried to chat him up him, but he was having none of it. She eventually left him scooping ice to wait on the other customers.

I waved to get his attention. “Excuse me, could you add a Pellegrino to that order, please?”

He gave me a look of pained annoyance, but nodded. I sat back in my chair and tried to calm the butterflies in my stomach. It had been a long time since a man had given me butterflies, but the man in question...Lord have mercy.

I hadn’t seen Trey since I’d left his apartment on Monday morning. We’d both had many loose ends to tie up over the past week, reconciliations and compromises aplenty. But now, for the first time, we were meeting out in the wide open world for something besides trying to solve a murder and/or keep from getting murdered.

“Just a regular date,” I murmured to myself. “Like regular people do.”

And then I saw him through the windows, waiting across the street for the light to change, and the memories mingled with anticipation, strong and sweet at the same time. He’d come straight from work, and even though I couldn’t tell Armani from Prada, I knew the midnight-black suit was Italian. I remembered the feel of such a suit when I’d kissed him for the first time, the soft wool against my fingertips, the lean muscle underneath, his curious surprise and then easy abandon as he’d returned the kiss, a yes if I’d ever tasted one.

I watched him walk across the street, checking for traffic, his head turning left and then right and then left again, one hand raised to block the sun from his eyes. Even such mundane actions were purposeful. Visceral. Sensual.

I straightened up, tucked a particularly rambunctious curl behind my ear.

He paused at the door, scanning the room. At least half of the bridal party gave him the up-and-down, including the bride. Who could blame them? He was six smoking-hot feet of masculine wow, a black-haired, blue-eyed wonder of the world. And when he spotted me, he made a beeline in my direction, which caused one of the bridesmaids to pout in disappointment.

I put on my serious face. “You’re late.”

He checked his watch. “I’m sorry. There was a hold-up at the elevator. I didn’t anticipate—”

“It’s 6:01, Trey. I’m teasing.” I waved a hand toward the chair opposite me. “The table’s not ready yet, so we have to wait here. Is that okay with you?”

He tilted his head, his expression smooth and bland. But I was learning how to read the depths beneath that seemingly placid surface. The crinkles at the corners of his eyes, the subtle relaxing of his shoulders, the way he let out the breath that he’d been holding.

“That is okay with me,” he said.

He unbuttoned his jacket as he surveyed the room’s layout. Then he moved his chair so that he was sitting not quite opposite me. We were situated next to the emergency exit, right in the high-traffic zone between the bar and the restaurant. From his angle, he could see every square inch of the place, including the entrance to the kitchen, which I suspected would serve as a secondary escape route and an edged weapon depository if needed.

I was learning this about him, that two years out of the force, he still thought like a cop. He didn’t like having his back to a crowd, he hated blind spots, and he always had a back-up plan.

I gave him a thorough examination. Hair perfectly combed, white shirt pristine and pressed, black tie knotted in a neat Windsor. The corporate polish disguised a highly skilled package of Krav Maga expertise and small weapons proficiency. Beneath the jacket, an immaculately maintained Heckler and Koch P7M8 nestled next to his ribcage in a customized leather holster. Trey possessed the skills to execute several varieties of lethal force. I’d seen him come right to the edge of delivering.

The silvery scars at his temple and chin revealed other truths, more complicated ones. I’d studied the MRIs, read the diagnosis. TBI. Traumatic brain injury. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around it, couldn’t begin to fathom the losses he carried with him every day. I saw how they manifested in his clipped vocabulary and flat expression, his distance and wariness. But I was beginning to understand his heart too, which despite his challenges beat with a singular, steady goodness.

“How was it being back at Phoenix?” I said.

He frowned a little. “Odd. I can’t explain why. But it was.”

“And Marisa?”

His jaw clenched, barely noticeable. “She apologized. She said that we should proceed as if the previous two weeks hadn’t happened, which I told her was impossible, but she gave me a raise and told me to try.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I suspect my performance evaluation this year will be...detailed.”

Our waitress bustled over with the drinks. She ran a hand through her thick tawny hair and smiled at Trey as she placed the Pellegrino and an empty glass on the table in front of him. He thanked her, polite but cursory. She waited for a few more seconds, and when he didn’t pay her any further attention, she dropped my bourbon like an afterthought and returned to her conversation with the bartender. 

Trey reached for the bottle. “You ordered for me. Thank you.”

I raised my glass to my lips. “You are so very welcome.”

He arranged the cocktail napkin just so, then placed the glass exactly in the center of the napkin. He poured the sparkling water slowly, taking his time, and I was reminded of the night I’d first spotted him across a crowded hotel lobby, before I knew his first name, before we’d even had a conversation. Before I had a single clue how seismically he was going to shake up my world.

“This doesn’t feel like a first date,” I said. “I mean, here we are. Being all date-like for the very first time. But it feels like, I don’t know, a twelfth date.”

Trey looked confused. “This isn’t our first date.”

“It’s not?”

“Of course not. I mean we...” His eyes dipped to the table, and then back up. “You know.”

I regarded him over my bourbon. Yes, he was blushing. He blushed easily, sometimes at compliments, sometimes at unwanted attention, sometimes after saying things I was pretty sure he hadn’t meant to say. It was hard to tell what was going on in that head of his. Except when it wasn’t. Like now.

I sipped my drink. “Oh, I see. You think going to bed counts as our first date.”

He opened his mouth and then closed it. I would have given my eyeteeth to have heard the words that he’d managed to keep under his tongue.

“Well...yes. I do.”

I shook my head. “Not a date.”

“Why not?”

“Because a date may end up in bed, but it doesn’t start there. Sunday afternoon was a lot of things, all of them wonderful, but it wasn’t a date.”

The
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