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To keep her clean, he’s about to get dirty…

 

I wasn’t a rookie, but I made a mistake because I was selfish, impulsive, and headstrong.

 

I was also in love.

 

My desire for her overwhelmed me. Consumed me. Distracted me.

 

To protect her, I stood motionless as my partner pried her from the security of my arms. I watched as she fought his hold. I even listened when she screamed that she hated me.

 

For years I’ve been patient, I’ve been smart, and I’ve gone by the book. But now… it’s finally over.

 

It’s time to get my girl back.

 

 

For bonus scenes, exclusive content, a freebie, and more, sign up for Anna’s mailing list





[image: ]




[image: ]



 

Present Day

 

IT’S OVER. ALL OF IT.

It’s finally over.

I can do what I’ve been waiting over a thousand days to do.

The ride across the country has been smooth. Calming, almost. As if closing the distance made time disappear. The years apart vanished, and the future emerged with a vengeance. A future I’d so tirelessly fought to protect because I knew it wasn’t guaranteed.

I lean on the railing of the lookout, taking just a second before I finish my journey back to her. I marvel at how damn big Mt. Rainer is. I’ve never seen anything like it before, and I wish it wasn’t under these circumstances that I finally saw it.

It’s kind of crazy that here I am, at thirty-three years old, seeing the Pacific Northwest for the first time. I was born and raised in Chicago, so up until this point, I’d never even known how cool this part of the country was.

“Excuse me.” A woman standing next to me wearing a wide brim hat and a fanny pack taps my shoulder. “Could you take our picture, please?”

“Sure.” I drop my foot from the railing and snap a few pictures of her family with the mountain as a background.

She scrolls through them before looking back up at me. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“It’s really pretty, isn’t it?”

I glance back over her head at the snow-capped mountain. “It’s amazing. Never seen anything like it before.”

“First time here?”

“It is.”

Her little boy, probably about four years old, tugs on her hand. She picks him up and wipes some dirt off his nose. “We come here every year because there’s so much to do, and the kids love seeing the mountains. What brings you to Washington?”

How do I answer that? It’s too hard to explain, and I can’t find words adequate enough. I’m not just here to get my girlfriend back. I’m here to get my life back. So I throw out, “Visiting,” to placate her.

“Well, have fun.” She walks away, and I head back to my vehicle as well.

Fun.

This is not going to be fun. Nothing about what’s happened the past few years to Livvie and me has been fun.

It’s been near impossible. It’s been overwhelming. At times, even hopeless. But not anymore. Right now, it’s obtainable. It’s close… she’s so close.

When I turn the key, my blood pumps as furiously as the pistons in my 355-horsepower engine. This is it. Last stop before I get to see her again.

Touch her.

Hold her.

When I thought about this day, I was on a plane. Maybe even a chartered jet. Whatever would get me to her the fastest. I certainly wasn’t planning to take four days to drive. But I needed it. I had to regain my footing. I’ve been so close to falling for so long that I almost forgot what it was like to be upright.

So I drove two thousand miles, and in that time, I got my shit together. Because she’s been away from me for three years. One thousand and ninety-five days of feeling empty and alone. Twenty-six thousand, two hundred and eighty hours of time without her that I will never get back.

I’ve been on a tear of destruction since the moment Marco’s name fell from her lips, and I needed to tamp that shit down. I need to remember that the threat is gone, and she’s safe.

I had to prepare myself for the possibility she could still hate me. God. Her screaming those words at me was the worst thing I’d ever experienced. Seeing the sheer contempt in her eyes as she tried to grab me but kick me at the same time haunts my damn dreams.

She was rightfully pissed. It was me—my job—that put her in danger in the first place. Being a good guy turned me into a villain in her eyes. I was the reason she had to disappear from everything she’d ever known. Her picture-perfect family. Her job. Her man, who she’d told every secret, every dream, every fantasy to… She was forced to leave me.

I quickly close the distance between us and every single thing inside me tightens in anticipation. A buzzing sounds against my eardrums, echoing and making them throb. My jaw unclenches, the noise pops, and the faint ringing fades until it’s disappeared.

My GPS awards me for arriving at my destination, and I stop at the curb but refuse to jump out. My intensity will do nothing but scare her, so I force myself to take a beat.

As I sit here in my Tahoe, windows tinted and obscuring me from the outside, I remind myself the last time she saw me, I wasn’t the man she fell in love with. I was a savage. My sole focus was revenge. Elimination. Nobody, but nobody, threatens the woman I love. And I had to fix it.

I knew she wouldn’t understand why I did what I did, but it was the only option.

She needed to be safe.

And she has been.

I’m witness to it this very moment. My damn chest is so heavy I can barely breathe and a bead of sweat drips down the side of my face. The leather steering wheel beneath my fingers burns from how tightly I’m gripping it.

She’s standing on the sidewalk talking to a guy. Not the one I saw in the photos, but a different one. When she sees me for the first time, I don’t want anybody else around, so I wait… which seems like the only fucking thing I’ve been doing.

Waiting for Marco to mess up, waiting for a lead… waiting to bring my other half home so I can be whole again.

Her hair… Her beautiful, silky long hair isn’t as dark and certainly isn’t as long. It’s cut short, a sharp angle from the back of her neck to just past her chin in front with bangs that nearly cover her eyes. She’s lost weight, too. I have always loved every single thing about her, including her curves, so seeing her tiny waist pisses me off. The whole situation pisses me off.

My outgoing, beautiful saving grace. Her entire life broken by a corrupt career criminal. She may be smiling right now, but it’s not the smile I know and love. She’s not the same.

I’m not the same.

But now she needs to come back. She needs to be with me. I need her.

An entire script of dialogue scratches against my skull. Words I want to say to her. Declarations I want to make. Promises I need to keep. Yet when she tucks her short red hair behind her ear, throws her head back, and laughs, I forget how to pronounce the alphabet.

Waiting three years for her was absolute torture, but watching her, being this close and not being able to touch her or let her know I’m here, is insanity. If I was in my old Tahoe, she might recognize it sitting in front of her apartment. But during all the shit with Marco, I upgraded to have more safety features installed after someone shot at me while I was driving.

The air around me is thick. I tug at my collar even though I’m only in a white t-shirt. After taking a drink of water and tossing the empty bottle on the floor board, I finally see him starting to leave.

They hug, and he walks around to the driver’s side of his car. I left my seat belt on so something restrained me from climbing out and ripping this guy’s fuckin’ arms off his body. He gets in a Prius and drives away while she waves. Once he’s around the corner, she goes back into the apartment building.

As soon as the door closes behind her, I unclench my hands from the steering wheel. Then I release the seat belt. And then I take the keys out of the ignition.

I wait. One second. Two. Five. When I get to ten, I stop waiting.

My large strides take me inside, and a security guard holds his tattooed arms out. “Hey there. Can I help you?”

I flash my badge at him and jog to the stairs, ignoring him as he says something I don’t care to hear. I take the time to appreciate she at least has a security guard in the lobby of her building, but that’s the only second my brain allows it to be distracted from my goal.

Finding her door, I knock immediately. A lock clicks, the knob turns, and then the door opens. “Forget something, Ad—” Livvie stops talking midsentence, snapping her mouth shut so hard her teeth clatter as her skin pales.

God, she’s so beautiful.

“Hi, Butterfly.”

She becomes paralyzed. I watch as her body stiffens. Her lips barely part, and with one hand on the knob, she doesn’t even blink.

Nothing.

“Livvie, baby, you’re safe now. It’s finally over.” I take a step, close enough to get a whiff of coconuts, and it takes me back. It brings it all back. “It’s time for you to come home.”

Her eyes roll back in her head as her knees give way.

“Shit.” I reach in and grab her. Pulling her to me, I lift her into my arms, holding her close.

She’s real. This, right now, is real. I have her back in my arms.

I kick the door shut and then carry her over to her couch. She doesn’t stir, but when I sit and begin stroking her short hair, her eyes flutter.

“Livvie, baby. Wake up, sweetie.”

“Jay.” She whispers my name and tries to sit up.

“Don’t try to get up yet. Just breathe.”

Her eyes are closed, but a tear falls out, racing down the side of her face faster than my eye can track it. I lift her upper body closer while I lower mine. Probably tighter than I should, I just hold her. Burying my face in her neck, I slowly rock her back and forth and take a full breath for the first time in three years.
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Three years ago

 

MY HEAD FALLS FORWARD, LANDING on his chest.

“You close, baby?”

“Mmm.”

His chest vibrates with laughter, and he squeezes my ass before sliding his hand up and fisting my hair. With a gentle tug, he pulls my head back and holds his lips over mine. His fingers work their magic, pressing, twisting, teasing, pumping until I’m up on my toes.

“Jay.”

He’s playing with me. Figuratively and literally.

“I’m right here, love.” His breath mingles with mine.

Just when I think I can’t take anymore, he presses his thumb to my clit and slams his mouth to mine, swallowing my cries of ecstasy.

When my toes lose their strength and I fall back to my flat feet, my knees wobble, but Jay steadies me and reaches down to yank my pants back up. I wrap my arms around his neck and catch my breath then pull back and kiss his cheek. “Hey, Blue Jay.”

“Hi, Butterfly.”

I knew he was coming to pick me up from work tonight, but I didn’t exactly know what time. He picked me up from my apartment during his shift today and brought me here, but before that, I hadn’t seen him for two days. Way too long. So as soon as he arrived tonight, I jumped him. Shamelessly. It’s just what he does to me every time I see him.

“Let me run to the bathroom real quick.” He kisses the top of my head, and I reluctantly step back and sit behind my desk.

My teeth bite into my bottom lip as I watch his sexy ass walk out of my office. He comes back a few minutes later, kisses the top of my head again, and then sits in the chair across from me. Working with Jay sitting in my office is so distracting. His presence surrounds me, and even if he’s not looking at me, I feel like he’s always watching me, which sounds way creepier than it makes me feel.

I’m lucky as hell that I have a man who comes to my job and waits for me to finish work just to drive me home. I work at the Corner Bar & Banquet as the banquet manager, organizing parties and events. I really want to open my own wedding planning business, and although this isn’t the perfect job to get me to that place, it’s at least a stepping stone.

While the bar is in the front of the building, I’m in the back, across from the banquet hall. There’s an event going on right now, so while they’re still here, I try to get caught up on invoices and reminder emails.

But then I remember Jay’s hands were just down my pants twenty minutes ago, and my face heats. He brings out something in me that nobody else has ever been able to coax out. In fact, over the past two years we’ve been together, he’s brought out many things in me that I didn’t even know I possessed.

I had no clue I could laugh so much. No idea my heart could feel full enough to burst. Never felt a fear so deep thinking about losing someone. I’m very close with my family. My three younger sisters are my world. My parents are my role models. I’m blessed. Beyond.

But Jay… he’s it. He’s what completes me. He’s the one. We’re not married yet, but he’s already my better half. Every day with him gives me nothing but happiness. And I look forward to having even more perfect days with him. I want the rest of all my days with the man of my dreams.

As I’m finishing up with some emails, there’s a knock immediately followed by the door opening. The gentleman who rented out the hall tonight sticks his head in to smile at me and then walks in. “Hello.”

“Hi, Gary.” I find his invoice on the top of the stack of papers on my desk and hand it to him.

Just as I give him his bill, he holds up a check and chuckles, his salt and pepper hair shaking on the top of his head. “We’ve done this dance a time or two.”

“This is true.” I double check the amount of the check even though I know it’ll be correct before quickly marking the invoice paid and reprinting it. While this is happening, I glance up and see Jay looking at Gary not so kindly.

“Jay, this is Gary. Gary, my boyfriend, Jay.”

Gary sticks his hand out, and while Jay doesn’t get up, he shakes it nonetheless. “Nice to meet you.” This coming from Gary while Jay grunts at him.

“Gary’s the owner of the Maple Leaf Credit Unions, and he’s a repeat customer.”

“You’re a gem to work with, dear. Makes it easy to get me to bring my company back.”

I swipe his updated invoice off the printer and smile as I hand it to him. “I’m glad you think so.”

In exchange for the invoice, he slides a hundred dollars in my hand. I try to protest, but he uses his other hand and covers mine. “You deserve it.” He gives a squeeze before backing up. “See you in a few months, Livvie, and th—”

“Olive,” Jay interrupts. “Her name is Olive.”

I shoot Jay a look to tell him to shut the hell up, but he’s not giving me any of his attention. Instead, he’s still glaring at the older man.

Gary’s eyes widen, but he remains professional. “I apologize. Olive. See you in a few months.”

“Yes. Please let me know if you need anything before then.”

“I will.” He nods at me before walking out and shutting the door behind him.

“What was that?” I hiss at Jay.

“Does he always walk in like that?”

“He knocked.”

“No, babe. When you knock, you wait for someone to invite you in. What if he’d come in twenty minutes ago when my hand was inside your pants? Someone walks in on us and sees you how only I get to, I won’t be a happy man.”

I sigh and tuck the tip money from Gary into my back jeans pocket. I’ve continually tried to refuse it, but he always insists. My paycheck comes from the banquet earnings of the bar, and I’m paid at a really nice hourly rate, so I don’t need tips like the front end does. “We’ve been working together a long time, and he—”

“We’ve been together two years, Livvie. Never met him before. And I don’t like the fact that he walks in your office where, if I weren’t here, you’d be alone. I don’t like that he called you Livvie, and I definitely don’t like that he slides you a Benjamin.” Of course, he noticed that. Can’t get anything past the guy. He stands and runs a hand through his hair. “Clay and I are having a conversation.”

Quickly, I rush from behind my desk and block the door. “You are not talking to my boss about this.”

“Love spending as much time with you as I can wherever I can. Even if that means sittin’ in here while you work. But when I’m not here, Clay needs to have a man watching you.”

Here he goes again, Mr. Overprotective. “It’s fine, Jay. I’m fine. I’ve worked here going on four years, and nothing’s happened the entire time.”

“It can, though.” The hint of fear in his voice always gets me. I know why he cares. I understand that on top of being in law enforcement, he’s witnessed the aftermath of an assault on his sister. And I love him for it; I really do. Because I know that I’m always safe with him… in more ways than one.

But on this, I’m asking him to back off. “Please, Jay. I organize events and cater to mostly work functions or birthday parties. Sometimes it’s even a baby shower. I’ve never felt scared and never needed a bouncer back here. I promise if I felt like I did, I’d say something.”

He cracks his knuckles then runs his nose against mine. “Fine.”

I’m not stupid. I know he’s going to talk to Clay anyway. “Thanks, honey.” I put my hands on his stubble then kiss him. “Let me finish up here.”

“Take your time.” He grabs the back of my neck and kisses the top of my head before walking out where he props a leg on the wall and waits for me.

Is he irrational sometimes? Yes. But I have an irrational fear of birds, and he still loves me. Relationships are all about give and take. He takes my safety to an extreme, and I’m okay with it because he gives me his heart. I know his heart has been through the wringer, so I’m honored he picked me to help him put it back together again.

I close down my computer and lock my office then meet him in the hallway where his hand immediately goes for mine. When we get to the main bar, I walk behind it and hand Clay the check from Gary. “Thanks, Liv.”

“No problem. See you guys tomorrow.”

“Bye, Liv.” Allie wiggles her fingers at me from the end of the bar after she serves a drink.

Jay wraps his arm around my waist and leads me outside to his Tahoe where he helps me in. The drive to my place isn’t that far, and once we’re inside, I head directly for the shower while Jay whips up some dinner.

We have a routine now. It took a little while to perfect, but now we’re a well-oiled machine. I always offer to cook something, but Jay either makes or orders food himself because he wants to spend as much alone time with me as he can.

So by the time I get out of the shower and put on my pajamas, he’s got a glass of wine and some chicken and rice in a bowl waiting for me on the coffee table. He’s eating his own and sipping on a beer.

Once I sit down, I hit play on the show he pulled up on the TV. We take turns picking out a series and watch an episode every night as we eat dinner and wind down from the day. I snuggle into him as I eat, sitting beside him but not nearly close enough. Especially since these couple of hours at the end of the day are about the only time we get alone.

Sometimes we go to his house, too. But when we do, his sister, Mellie, is there. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, because I really do like her. She’s younger than I am, but we get along great. It’s just that we can never be alone there since she very rarely leaves the house. So Jay and I always spend our alone time here. Plus, he doesn’t want me to have to get up and leave, especially in the winter when it’s cold out.

Our schedules don’t match up often. He works first shift, and I usually don’t start work until three or so, just when he gets off. Unless, of course, he’s working overtime. Weekends are my busiest time and usually his slowest. It sucks, but we make it work as best we can.

However, knowing my favorite part of the day is arriving shortly, I tingle in anticipation. Desire surges through me, warming my skin, and butterflies flutter around my stomach in excitement.

I try to sit still and show restraint, but I’m impatient. We only have about fifteen minutes left of this show, and I’m literally counting the seconds in my head. Jay’s cool as a cucumber next to me. His eyes are on the screen while I keep glancing at him, hoping to find the heat in his face that I feel in mine.

My left arm wraps around his torso, and I throw my left knee over his bent legs. I’m not at the right angle, but I don’t want to look desperate even though that’s exactly how I feel… how I always feel when he’s near. Subconsciously, I flex my hips. My fingers twist in his shirt, and I raise my head so my lips skim his neck.

“What are you doin’, Livvie?”

“Snuggling.”

He tosses his head back and laughs. A sound that hits me right in my heart. A beautiful noise, rare and precious. My man carries around a world of problems on his shoulders. Worries about the safety of the women in his life. The sanity of his sister. The future of us. He takes such good care of me that I fear he’s neglecting himself in the process. But when I try to tell him that, he shuts down the conversation before it can even start. He’s selfless.

When he lowers his head, he has the heat in his face I was hoping I’d find. “God, I love you.”

“I know.”

He advances on me, pushing me down onto the couch until I feel his hard body on top of mine. Immediately, I raise my hips to get some pressure where I feel ready to combust.

“What do you want?”

“Anything,” I pant as he runs his hands beneath my shell top cami.

“You already had my hand tonight. Do you want it again?” His fingertips trace down my stomach to the outside of my flimsy pajama shorts between my thighs. Gently, barely there, and so, so light, he skims over my throbbing core.

“Anything, Jay. Whatever you want,” I whine.

“My sweet Livvie. I love that you’ll let me give you whatever I want, but I’m asking you. What do you want?” He pushes the fabric aside and teases me. “Tell me.”

I arch into him but lose his hand. Dammit. I like when he talks to me—uses his filthy mouth to tell me all the things he wants to do to me or that he wants me to do to him—but I have a hard time saying what’s running through my mind.

“Tell me, Livvie.”

“You, Jay. That’s all I want.”

Sick of waiting for me to be more specific, he reaches behind him and pulls off his t-shirt. I admire his upper body in the process. My hands trace the hard muscle and intricate ink on his arm. He lets my fingers explore as his do the same, making a path around the curves of my breasts.

We shed our clothes, and they land in a pile on the floor. As he slides inside me, I wrap my legs around him, and he embraces me so we’re almost like one, and it is phenomenal. Nothing in the world feels better than being somebody’s everything.

What we have is amazing. It’s passionate and perfect. It’s fucking beautiful.

A man so rough isn’t supposed to treat me so gently. But he does. Brings me up slowly and makes the climax last and last before it fades away. Even when he’s rough and dirty or hard and fast, no matter what, he always gives it so damn good.

In his arms and under his touch, I completely surrender.

He gives me him. All of him. And while he does that, in return, I give him everything I am. We consume each other. Devour. Obsess. Until there’s only one thing left to give.

“God, it still gets better every time,” I pant as a pleasure greater than any I’ve ever known threatens to slam through me.

“Yeah, it does. Didn’t think after I felt how perfect you were the first time it could get any damn better, but every single time, it’s more amazing than the last.” He pulls out and slides back inside me; every thrust calculated and precise.

I claw at his back, and my core spasms. He growls against my throat, and his arms tighten around me as we come together. An explosion of more than just our bodies… a soul-deep connection ignites and sets us aflame. A union of two people who have discovered exactly what it means to be in love.

I lie beneath him as he peppers kisses across my chest while we both return to reality, which is nearly as good as the heaven we just came down from.

He carries me to my bed and holds me close, running his fingers through my hair until I’m almost asleep. A huff of frustration leaves his mouth as the bed dips and he gets up. A moment later, he comes back with his clothes on and tosses my pajamas next to me. “Come lock up behind me, sweet pea.”

I’m practically dead to the world, so he chuckles and sits me up to help me get dressed then carries me to the door. I watch as he walks around my apartment to check all the windows.

I was comfy right where I was, but Jay won’t leave until I lock all the deadbolts and slide on the chain lock. I don’t have an early day tomorrow, so I’m fine. But Jay starts his day at seven in the morning, if not sooner. I hate that he has to leave.

His arms wrap around my neck, and he holds me just as close as he did in my bed. I glance at the clock hanging on my kitchen wall to see it reads a little after one in the morning. Giving him a final squeeze, I back up and reach for the knob. He’d stand like this forever, and although I wish we could, he needs to get sleep.

His lips skim the top of my head. “Lock up.”

“I will.”

I step aside so he can walk out, and just as he’s passing me, I say, “Text me when you get home.”

“I will.”

A quick peck on my cheek and a moment later, he’s pulling the door shut behind him and I’m locking everything. Once I’m done, he gently taps on the door then I hear his footsteps fade.

I dive back under my covers and mess around on my phone until he lets me know he’s home. Then I fall asleep, unconsciously counting down the hours until I can see him again.
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“Hey, Dad,” I say as I’m walking up to our usual table.

My father stands and hugs me. “Heya, Ollie.”

I sit across from him and hook my purse strap on the back of my chair. “How are you?”

“Good. You?”

“Great.” I pause as the waiter walks up, and my dad places our order.

“You didn’t forget about Sunday, did you?” he asks as I glance at the menu.

“No way. How could I forget my sisters’ eighteenth birthday party?” My younger twin sisters, Oakley and Onnika, are celebrating their birthday and their high school graduation. It’s going to be a huge party, and I’m so excited for them.

“Jay coming with you?”

“Should be. Why?”

“No reason. Just wondering.”

He never asks that. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Ollie. I was just wondering. Haven’t seen him in a while is all.”

I love that my dad loves my man. “Yeah, he’s been really busy. Said he’s working on a case that’s been nagging at him for years. Finally got a lead or something.”

My father sighs. “That boy works too hard.”

I don’t disagree. “He loves his job.”

“Understand that, and thank God for men like him, but with how many hours he puts in, I worry he’s going to work himself to the bone.”

“He’d probably take that as a compliment.”

We both have a chuckle at that and continue with our lunch as normal. My parents plan a ‘date’ with each of us girls once a month or so. We usually go out to eat with my dad—hence, why he has a round belly—but with my mom, we do things like shop or get manicures. I’m so blessed to have such a wonderful family.

I can only hope and pray to have the same kind of family with Jay someday. I know he’ll be an amazing husband and father. The way he is with his sister is admirable. He shows so much dedication to the ones he loves that just knowing I have him at my back makes me feel like I can do anything.

“I started looking at some offices last week.” Jay is also part of the reason I’m really starting to get more serious about opening my own business as a wedding planner. His support means more than he could ever know. Although my parents do support me, they’re obligated to since I’m their flesh and blood. Jay believes in me enough to make me believe in myself. To take the leaps I’d been afraid to make before I met him.

“Fantastic. I’m so happy you’re finally going forward with it. It’s about time.” He lifts his glass, and I clank mine with his. “To my Olive. Let the road ahead lead her to paths left untraveled.”

After my dad and I finish our lunch, he walks me to my car, and I drive to work. I have a booking tonight for a surprise birthday party for a woman whose husband is overseas. Her friends told her she’s just going to go out for drinks while her family will be in the banquet room for the surprise. Then a little later in the night, her husband will surprise her, too.

It’s really an incredible event, and I’m so happy to be a part of it. I get misty-eyed just thinking about how excited she’ll be. Just as I’m walking into the bar, my phone rings, and I answer it with a smile. “Hey, Blue Jay.”

“Hi, Butterfly.”

I can tell right away something is wrong. “Are you okay?”

“Fine, babe. But I’ve got a huge fuckin’ caseload, and I don’t think I’m going to be able to swing tonight.”

An emptiness creeps up my stomach and clogs my throat, knowing I won’t see him until tomorrow, but I swallow it down. Just sucks it has to be this way. I’d much rather be in bed waiting for him to come home; if only just to sleep with his arms around me. “It’s okay. I understand.”

“I know you do, Livvie. Wish it were different, though.”

“Me, too.” And I do, but it’s just not in the cards right now. His sister needs him more than I do. It sucks, but it could be worse, so I try not to dwell on it. Instead, I focus on what we do have. And that’s each other.

“Gotta go, honey. I’ll call you when I can.”

“Love you.”

“You too, Livvie. So much.”
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AS SOON AS I HANG up with Livvie, I see a penny on the ground and bend down and pick it up. Pulling up my contacts on my phone, I bring up Clay’s number now that the bar is open. I told her I’d let it go, but we both know I was lying. It’s not just that it’s Livvie… I mean, of course, it’s because it’s her, but it’s also reminding Clay.

He’s a good dude, but sometimes he can get a little flighty with how busy he is. He runs the front end of the bar and reaps the benefits of Livvie’s hard work, so the least he could do is give her this.

“Corner Bar and Banquet, this is Clay.”

“Hey man, it’s Jay Jamison.”

It only takes a moment before recognition kicks in. “Hey. How’s it going? Olive okay?”

I don’t have time to waste with small talk right now. “Last night, a man opened the door to Livvie’s office and walked in without her permission. If I wasn’t there, she’d have been alone. Don’t mind lookin’ out for my girl, Clay, but if I’m not there, you need to make sure someone is.”

“Who was it?”

“Doesn’t matter. Attackers and rapists are usually someone the victim knows.”

Clay sighs on the other end of the phone.

“Not sayin’ you need to hire someone to shadow her. I’m just saying you need to make sure someone’s lookin’ in on her every ten minutes or so when I’m not there. Shit happens, Clay. If it didn’t, you wouldn’t have bouncers. All’s I’m saying is include her in on their rounds.”

“Yeah, okay. You’re right.”

“I know. Later.” I hang up and slide my phone in my pocket.

“Did I miss something?” asks my partner, Brandon Parker.

I push off his unmarked car as he finishes up a conversation himself then head into the station with him. “I was in her office last night, and some guy opened her door and walked in. Not too happy about the fact she was alone in the back of the building unattended.”

He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t be either, man.”

“Clay’ll take care of it.” I nod at an officer walking out of the building.

“Hope so.”

“He will.” He’d better. I’m pissed at myself for not looking more into it before last night. I assumed Clay would have security for her when I wasn’t there, but I should have known better. Can’t trust anyone to do what I assume they will when it comes to her safety.

We head to the captain’s office, and he ushers us in as we approach. “Tell me the news, gents.”

“Getting closer,” Brandon tells him. “Rico has a lead, but we can’t go in hot ’cause someone will tip Denati off, no doubt. It’s happened before, and we need to be smart to make sure it doesn’t again.”

“My patience is running thin.”

“Mine too, Cap,” I agree. “But if he even suspects we have a lead, you know what will happen. That’s why it’s been thirteen months since we last brought him in.”

Captain Foster tosses an envelope on his desk. “From Hurley.”

“The judge?” I ask, taking the folded-up paper out of the envelope.

“The one and only.” Cap sighs.

Brandon and I scan through the formal document stating that our search warrant has been denied. “He’s under his thumb now, too?” Brandon’s fist slams against the desk.

“It seems Denati’s getting desperate. So, whatever you gentlemen think he doesn’t know, he clearly knows.”

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, knowing yet again another man in this office has been paid off by the Denati organization. “Fuck.”

“Yeah, fuck.” This time it’s the captain agreeing with me. “But I didn’t lose my partner and my niece at the hand of this sick fuck to roll over. So there’s been a change of plans, gentlemen.”

Brandon and I glance at each other.

“Jay, your application for narcotics has been approved.”

“What application?”

“This one.” Cap points at a piece of paper on his desk.

I lean over and laugh at the application I didn’t fill out. “Where are you goin’ with this, Cap?”

“This conversation never happened. The note from Judge Hurley? We obey it, show Marco Denati that his money was well spent. You continue with your plan as normal with the charges you’ve already got, and once he’s in interrogation, treat him like you have any other time. We know he’ll be released and the charges will be dropped, and then he’ll continue to infest the city like the rat he is.”

“Nothing new about that,” Brandon mumbles.

“You’ll move on to a different case, Parker, but Jamison will move to narcotics.” He narrows his eyes at me.

“Understood.” I nod. He’s not taking me off the case. Just letting everyone think I am.

He stands from his desk and leans toward us. “When you bring him in, you do it clean. We don’t need any fucking blowback, you hear me? Nothing to fuck this up and nothing to make him suspicious. We’re letting him think he won again.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Parker?”

“Yeah, Cap.”

“Jay.”

I stand, and he narrows his eyes at me. “Clean.” He reiterates his warning because he knows how much I want this guy. He wasn’t the one who got to my sister, but anybody who could treat women like he does doesn’t deserve to have an ounce of freedom.

After Brandon and I sit at our desks across from each other, we both work on filling out a shit ton of paperwork and making some calls, acting like we’re closing in on a lead with Marco. I like the new plan. A lot. Too many people in this department know too much.

The small team of men already working undercover are the only ones I trust anyway, aside from Brandon. And apart from Cap knowing, it’ll just be me and those two other guys. It’ll suck not having Brandon as a partner anymore, but all good things must come to an end, and quite frankly, this case is holding him back, so it’ll be good for his career to focus on other things.

Four hours later, my back is sore and I stand to stretch it out. “I’m gonna head out for a little bit. Bring back some food. You want anything?”

He looks up and cracks his neck. “Sure. Just grab me a sandwich.”

“Sounds good. Call me if anything comes up.”

Without answering verbally, he nods, and I take off to run home first. I wanted to talk to Mel last night, but when I got home, she was practically asleep on the couch, and then this morning, she was still sleeping. Her depression has gotten better, but when she sleeps a lot, I fear it may be coming back.

As I pull up to the house, I scan around, looking for anything out of place. Walking to the front door, I do the same thing. After I get inside, I shut off the alarm.

“Mel?” I shout. It’s been my sister, Mellicent, and me since I was a rookie cop. After a drunk driver killed our parents, I was left to raise my little sister who’d just barely reached thirteen. It’s hard to look at her as an adult now even though she’s legally been one for a year now.

“Kitchen.”

I head there and toss my keys on the counter then grab a bottle of water from the fridge. Sensing she’s okay, I don’t waste time and get right to the point. It’s something I’ve wanted to address for a long time but never felt she was ready. “I want Livvie to spend the night.”

She looks up from her computer, likely editing a book, and raises her shoulders. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah, okay. Has there been a reason she hasn’t?” When I don’t say anything, she gasps. “Really, Jay?”

“I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable. And when you wake up—”

“It sucks. And it’ll be embarrassing, but it shouldn’t be a reason your girlfriend can’t sleep over. Jeez.” Clearly frustrated, she runs her fingers through her light hair and sighs. “I didn’t even think about the fact you’d purposely not have her come here because of me.”

I pull out the stool next to her. “We’ve been together over two years, Mel.” I met Livvie shortly after Mel’s assault.

Understanding hits her. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t think; I just assumed that maybe you guys were, umm… I don’t know. Taking it slow or something. I didn’t even think, or I would have said something earlier. I’m so sorry.”

Her eyes fill with tears, and I shake my head at her. “Don’t. You have no reason to apologize. This is your house, too. I don’t and didn’t want you to feel pressured to think you had to say it was okay for her to be here if you weren’t ready.”

“For what? Your girlfriend to hear me screaming in the middle of the night? It’s fine.” She shrugs, and I mentally kick myself in the ass for even bringing it up. I shouldn’t have. She shouldn’t feel embarrassed about her nightmares. “Really. As long as you don’t think it’d scare her off then—”

“It won’t.”

Another shrug. “Then have her stay here. I don’t care.” She focuses on her computer. “I have a lot to get done today.”

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Shut me out because you’re upset. Honestly, Mel, if you don’t want her here, then I don’t want you to feel like I’ll be mad if you tell me that.”

She shuts her laptop and turns to face me. “I’d rather have you guys stay here than at her place all night.”

“I’m not ever leaving you home alone all night.”

“I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “Don’t be. You’re my sister, Mellicent. I’d do anything for you. You know that.”

“You have, Jay. You’ve sacrificed your life for me, and I feel so selfish asking—”

“You’ve never asked me for anything. You won’t because you’re too stubborn.” I smirk. “I just happen to know you, and I know you wouldn’t feel safe if I wasn’t here at night. It’s been us and us alone since you were thirteen years old, Mel. I kind of know you better than you know yourself by default.”

She rolls her eyes. “You do not.”

“I do. But it’s all good. I’m happy you’re okay with her staying here.”

“I like her.”

“Me too.”

“Do you think you’re going to marry her?”

The thought makes my heart skip. “I know so.”

“Must be nice to have that much confidence she’s going to want to spend the rest of her life with you. Does she know how bad you stink up a bathroom after you’ve eaten Mexican?”

“Shut your face.”

She laughs and opens her laptop again. “I really do have a lot to do.”

“Okay.” I stand and mess up her hair before grabbing the water bottle. “I’ll be back later tonight.”

“Okay.” She tosses a wave at me, and I swipe my keys off the counter before resetting the alarm.

A huge part of me feels guilty and selfish for putting this on her, but I had to. Livvie is patient and kind and sweet. She’d say it was okay forever if she had to. I’m the one who’s impatient. I want my woman in my bed. I need to know I have my arms wrapped around her and there’s no way anybody would be able to get to her.

I’ve had two years of missing her at night. I can’t wait any longer to wake up with her in my bed.

On the way back to the station, I run into a sub shop and get a couple of sandwiches for Brandon and me. Then I make a quick detour to Corner Bar & Banquet.

“Hi, Jay.” Allie waves at me from behind the bar, relatively empty since it’s only about two o’clock in the afternoon.

“Hey. Livvie in the back?”

“Last time I saw her, yeah. The party came early, so she’s all flustered.”

I shake my head because there’s no way my girl doesn’t have it under control. She’s fuckin’ amazing at what she does. I’m so glad she decided to start looking for office spaces because I think she would be a kick-ass wedding planner. “Thanks.” I lift my chin at her and head down the hallway. The noise from the banquet room gets louder as I approach.

My body reacts knowing she’s near. Heart rate increases. My spine straightens. My dick hardens. When I can’t find her in the hall, I open the door to her office without knocking—because I can—and reach into my pocket to give her the penny I found.
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THE FAMILY FOR THIS PARTY came over an hour earlier than expected. I’m not only rushing to get everything set up as I normally would, but I’m now doing it with nervous and excited people flitting around and getting in my way even though they think they’re helping.

Too many cooks in the kitchen.

I ran out of tape, so I go into my office and dig through my supply closet to get a new roll. Washi tape, duct tape, electrical tape—all kinds I don’t need. I just want some regular old Scotch tape, but I can’t find it. I reach way in the back of the shelf to see if I can feel some that may have fallen. Yes! A roll of it brushes against my finger as arms wrap around from behind me. I screech just as a penny is held up in front of my face.

The tape falls to the floor, and I reach up to grab the coin. “Thank you, honey.”

“Found it when I was talking to you.” Jay kisses me right behind my ear. “What are the chances?”

His solid frame holds my weight when I lean into him, my back to his front. His arms hold me a bit tighter as my head rests against his chest, and all the crazy outside of our embrace vanishes for a moment. It dissipates as our love surrounds us instead, and we take a moment to be only us. The only us we’ll get to be until at least tomorrow.

I jump from the vibration of his phone, but he ignores it. His lips ghost over my cheek and down to my jaw then back up to my ear. “I talked to Mel.”

That makes me turn. “What?”

“Not tonight, but tomorrow, want you packin’ a bag. Plan to stay the whole weekend. I’ll come here with you Saturday, but you’ll come back with me when you’re done working.”

The smile that I try to hide is impossible to conceal. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. She was totally cool with it.”

“Really?”

He reaches up and rubs his thumbs along my cheekbones. “Yeah. Really, baby.”

“Yay.”

His phone vibrates again, and he groans. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I’ve gotta go.”

“It’s okay.”

He nods at the penny still in my hand. “Wanted to give you that.”

“Thank you.”

With no warning, he pulls me to him and slants his mouth over mine. His fingers flex against my butt and in my hair. It’s insane how he touches me, and I practically melt. I wrap my arms around his neck and open my mouth when his tongue slides along my lips.

It’s hot and so, so good. Everywhere tingles and because we’ve done it in here a time or two, I know how easy it would be for me to bend over and grab onto a shelf while he took me there. I express this by pressing myself closer and moaning into his mouth when I feel him, hard and ready against me. He rocks into my belly, and I involuntarily arch my back as his phone buzzes again.

“Fuck,” he mutters, resting his forehead on mine. “Wish I had the time.”

I don’t want to tell him that he does since it would only take about forty-six more seconds. “It’s okay,” I whisper.

“Tomorrow,” he promises.

“Yeah.”

“Love you.”

I smile. “I know.”

Right before he walks out, he kisses my forehead, and unlike every other time, his lips don’t linger. He’s so stressed with this case, yet he takes the time to visit me and make me feel special. I have to remember to do more stuff like that for him. I lean against the wall as I catch my breath and thank the Lord for whoever dropped a penny on the ground two years ago.

I’m not proud of the fact that I’m pouting, but I totally am. This stupid parking ticket is bogus anyway. The meter was broken. What was I supposed to do? I even left a note on the windshield saying it was broken because it was the only spot in a four-block radius. Whatever. Lesson learned.

I yank the door open to the police station and walk directly to the corner of the room and stand in line with the rest of the law breakers. There’s only one worker, and about seven people in front of me, each one of us not exactly happy to be here.

Once my turn is up, I slide the ticket under the window along with the check I’d written out before I came. The woman, who should probably get the award for best customer service this month, stamps the back of the check then clicks a few buttons on the computer before a piece of paper shoots out of the printer.

She hands me my receipt without managing to even look at me during the entire transaction. That’s some real talent.

“Thank you,” I chirp. “You’ve been so helpful. Have a lovely day.”

“Next.” She looks beyond me, waving for the next person in line.

I can’t help but laugh. Life’s too short to be so miserable. She’s alive. Breathing. That’s something to be happy about. It must be really sad to live a life where you’re so unhappy you can’t even crack a smile.

Even on bad days, on my dark days as a teenager, I still managed to fake it in front of others. Just because I was miserable didn’t mean I should make everyone else miserable, too.

I head back outside, and as I’m looking at the invoice, a glint on the ground catches my eye. Bright and shiny. I have a thing for collecting lucky pennies, so I walk over a few feet to the corner of the building. Just as I’m leaning down to pick it up, a boot fills my vision.

I screech, my paper falls from my fingers, and I snap up, barely missing clonking heads with the guy. “Shit. Sorry.” I back up and luckily don’t trip over my own two feet.

“It’s okay. I didn’t see you around the corner.” He bends down and picks up the receipt and the sparkling copper circle. “Here.” He holds the penny out to me.

I take advantage of the moment to admire him. He’s ridiculously good looking. And it’s not just the way he fills out his uniform. His jaw is sharp under a five o’clock shadow, and his intense dark blue eyes bore into me. A flutter of butterflies tickles my belly, and I swallow to slow the pulse throbbing in my throat. A shiver coasts up my spine, and I lick my lips. “Oh no, it’s fine. You can have it.”

He glances at the receipt and then back at me. “Olive.”

“Yes.”

“That’s an unusual name. I like it.”

I glance at his name tag that reads Jamison, but instead of asking for his first name, I launch into a story. “My parents. They’re weird. My sisters all have O names. Nobody calls me Olive, though. Dad calls me Ollie while everyone else calls me Liv.” I realize I’m rambling and shake my head. “So. Yeah. Thank you.” I reach for the
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