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Corey shifted his bulk from one swollen foot
to the other. "I don't know why I couldn't wear my black cowboy
boots," he muttered.

"Because you agreed to wear what everyone
else is wearing, Corey Williams, or did you leave your memory at
home with your badge?" Justin Anderson, dressed in a cream colored
tuxedo punched Corey on the shoulder as he walked past his
friend.

"When did I agree to that? I don't remember
having a vote," Corey turned to Justin and crossed his arms over
the cummerbund restraining his waistline.

"You didn't, neither did I nor anyone else.
When I asked Diane to marry me, we all lost our votes about wedding
stuff. You know, it's a girl thing. We guys go along because the
benefits are so great," Justin winked at his friend and smiled as
he watched Corey run a finger around the neckline of his tuxedo
shirt, pulling it away from his flushed neck.

"This damned thing is choking the life out of
me. Why couldn't you guys have waited until winter to get married?
Why'd you have to pick the hottest damn day in July? Hell, it's so
hot the birds have stopped singing. By the way, how much longer is
this going to take?" he growled. He felt sweat trickling down his
back as he stood under the shade of the centurion oak tree that
graced the town square. The leaves hung limp in the heat of the
day.

"I see the girls coming around the corner
now. The tall redhead in the light blue is who you'll be escorting
down the aisle, but you'd have known that if you'd shown up at the
rehearsal," Justin said.

"Justin, I told you I'd be at your wedding if
my workload allowed it. To be here today, I had to agree to work
two nights for Bob. Oh, wow!"

Corey and Justin stood, mouths gaping, as
Justin's bride, Diane, made her way toward the wedding party
gathered inside the band gazebo. A cream-colored sheath dress
hugged her trim form and the pikake floral headpiece that had been
flown in from Hawaii stood out against her dark hair. The sweet
fragrance from the headband haloed around Diane. Corey watched his
friend's face soften and take on that funny look he'd been wearing
since the first time he'd met his fiancée.

I'd give a month's pay to feel that way
about somebody.

Diane held out her hand and Justin, face
beaming, led her to the center of the bandstand wrapping his arms
around her tiny waist and gazing into her eyes.

Briana, Justin's daughter, exploded on to the
town square, dashing from the church steps over to Corey.

"Uncle Corey! Uncle Corey!"

She ran toward him and jumped, trusting he
would catch her.

"Umph!" Corey grunted as the youngster landed
in his arms. "You're getting too big for this, young lady." He
placed her on the grass where she twirled in front of him and
fisted her hands on her developing hips.

"I'm not either. I'm thirteen—not a young
lady. Besides, Dad says you're stronger than people think and
could stop a train if you really wanted. He says you're really,
really strong. How'd you like my dress?" Briana twirled in front of
Corey again.

"I think you, and your dress, are very
beautiful. Look at how tall you are. I'll bet by the end of the
year you're taller than me. Then you'll have to catch me." Corey
smiled at Briana.

"Hello-o-o-o-o? I need everyone in the
wedding party over here, please?" The photographer waved the
wedding party to the gazebo, where he manipulated and moved
everyone while he took pictures from several angles.

"You boys have ten minutes," the minister's
wife tossed over her shoulder as she herded the women to the
church. Briana turned and waved at Corey.

"You're one lucky man, Justin," Corey
said.

"Yeah, I sure am," Justin smiled, "but it
almost didn't happen, remember? If you hadn't been so persistent
about following the leads on those sabotaged gas lines at my house,
I could've been pushing up daisies right now instead of marrying my
soul mate." Justin turned to Corey and shook his hand. "You are a
pain in the tukus but a hell of a friend, Corey. Thanks."

Corey's face began to redden. He and Justin
usually traded jabs back and forth and he wasn't sure how to handle
this compliment.

"Hey, you two, come on! Let's go!"

Tom Manning descended the gazebo steps and,
chattering nervously, herded the two tuxedo clad men from the park
green to the church entry hall. From the choir loft, strains of
music wafted over the pews. The groomsmen ushered guests to their
seats and before Corey realized it, the time had come for him to
aid his friend Justin in celebrating his wedding day.

He was trying hard not to let the green-eyed
monster overcome him. The two had been friends since high school;
he knew what kind of living hell Justin had gone through before
he'd met Diane. Justin's parents and brother had died in an auto
accident, after which Justin's paternal grandmother stepped in and
took over care of him and his sister. He'd become bewitched with
Ashlee Cline against all his friends' advice. Ashlee had nearly
succeeded in killing him but her capture, in the process of trying
to flee, sent a collective sigh of relief through the town. The
only positive part of his marriage to Ashlee was his daughter
Briana. Corey knew Justin deserved every bit of happiness coming
his way, but it was hard not to feel envious.

Corey's own life was a shambles after his
wife had suddenly decided to find herself and divorced him.
He'd learned to handle divorced life, but when she took the kids
and disappeared, leaving his police contacts spinning their wheels,
Corey had tossed in the towel. He quit dating and withdrew. He
really was glad his friend Justin had been able to find someone
like Diane.

Who knows? Maybe I will find someone to care
for me, someday… yeah, right.

Tom directed Corey to the center of the entry
door. At the pressure of a hand slipping through his crooked elbow,
he glanced to his side and found himself escorting the tall curvy
redhead to the front of the church. They reached the altar and
separated, moving to opposite sides of the minister. Corey kept
stealing glances in her direction.

She's a knockout. Why haven't I noticed
her around town before? When and where did Justin meet this woman?
Is she a friend of Diane's? Corey sensed the heat flooding to
his cheeks and he blushed crimson when he found himself looking
directly into the beauty's eyes. He averted his attention toward
the minister marrying his friends, watching as the couple
kissed.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to introduce
Justin and Diane Anderson."

The gathered friends and family clapped as
several women wiped away tears with tissues. Justin and Diane
walked down the aisle to the strains of Billy Idol's "White
Wedding" in the background.

"If I may have your attention?" The minister
was holding up his hand. "I've been asked to announce that the
reception will be held at the new Oakdale Inn on the edge of town.
Thank you."

The guests began to gather their
belongings.

Corey felt the sweat trickle down his sides,
knowing he was going to escort the gorgeous redhead outside.
Licking his lips, he turned and offered his arm to her. She's
got dark eyes and she's… stacked. How could I possibly miss this
fox in a town this small?

They stepped into the scorching sunlight,
stopping for a moment to catch their breath in the suffocating
heat. Corey sensed the hand slip from his arm as he stood blinking
in the blinding light. Before his eyes could adjust, the woman had
vanished. He ran his finger around his stiffened collar, heat
radiating through the opening, and looked around for the statuesque
bridesmaid. When he couldn't locate the beauty, he sighed.

I'd sure like to get out of this monkey
suit, but Justin said the photographer wants to take more pictures
at the reception. He clumped down the half dozen steps of the
church and lumbered to his truck. If nothing else, the Inn is
air-conditioned. Who in their right mind gets married in
July?

He watched as Justin and Diane drove off in
her black Corvette toward the Inn.

Corey limped to his red pickup, the tight
rented shoes pinching his swollen feet. The echo of a large
motorcycle rumbled through the square and vibrated the air around
the truck. He looked around while the guttural rumbling continued
to shatter the peace of the small town square.

The State Police know better than to gun
their motorcycles in the center of town. Who the hell is creating
so damn much noise?

Grabbing the handle of his door and placing a
swollen foot on the step, he pulled himself into the cab of his
truck. A survey of the square, filled with more cars today than
usual, and a look down the surrounding streets still didn't reveal
the source of the peace-shattering racket. Shrugging, he turned
over the engine of the big red truck and slowly navigated the
streets. Corey peered into his rear view mirror and frowned. A
motorcycle roared past his slow moving vehicle and sped out of the
town center. He caught a glimpse of blue chiffon billowing in the
breeze and a flash of red hair.
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Corey grabbed for the emergency light and
started to accelerate his truck to give chase to the speeding
motorcycle. "Nah. Today is my day off. I'll let the boys with the
State Police handle this. If I show up late for the reception,
Justin and Diane will never let me hear the end of it."

He pulled his foot from the accelerator and
cruised to the new Oakdale Inn outside of town. Finding a parking
spot close to the entrance and limping slowly, he admired the new
hotel. At fifteen stories, it was the tallest building within a
twenty-mile radius of the Oakdale and Billington area of Virginia,
and had come with a hefty price tag. Justin's construction company
had been in the early stages of building the hotel when several
explosions rocked the building site, setting fire to equipment and
halting the progress. The original investor had been picked up for
solicitation of murder charges. Excellent police work, Corey
smiled, had turned him on his co-conspirator, Justin's ex-wife, who
was trying to have him murdered. When it looked as though the hotel
might not be built, the town of Oakdale rallied together and found
enough backing to get the project going again. Although the town
council argued any building over three stories didn't qualify as an
'inn', they conceded to the name, Oakdale Inn, when their out of
town investors agreed not to meddle in town affairs. The provision
of one hundred and fifty new jobs helped to ease the argument about
the technical definition of an inn. Corey admired the lines of the
elegant architecture that created the illusion of age for the new
hotel.

He hobbled toward the sliding entry doors.
Parked in a no parking zone—bright yellow horizontal lines painted
on the ground—next to the front entrance, sat an emerald green
Harley Davidson motorcycle with unicorns painted on the gas tank. A
quick inspection revealed the engine was still warm. The motorcycle
didn't appear to have mechanical troubles. He recalled the flash of
blue chiffon and red flying past his truck in town.

Please, let me be mistaken. He trudged
toward his vehicle. There are some things I can ignore but
blatant disregard of a posted no parking sign is not one of
them.

He retrieved his phone and, with a sigh,
called the station.

"Hey, Sarge. It's Corey Williams. Listen, I'm
at Justin Anderson's wedding reception here at the Oakdale Inn, and
there's some idiot who can't seem to read. Send out a motorcycle
tow truck. Yeah, a green Harley Davidson with unicorns on the gas
tank parked right in the no parking zone. You'd think the diagonal
stripes, No Parking painted on the ground, and the fact no one else
was parked there would've clued them. Sure, I'll leave a message at
the front desk for them to call you. Thanks, Sarge—What? Oh, yeah,
like that's going to happen. If I catch the garter, it's all yours.
See ya tomorrow."

Corey replaced his cell in the glove box and
once again shuffled his way to the hotel lobby. He unclipped the
tie and dropped it into his pocket. He undid the top button on the
throat-choking shirt and passed through the sliding entrance doors.
The center of the hotel, open to the roof, stopped him in his
sweltering tight shoes. Four-story high trees towered over him, and
the brook running the length of the hotel reminded him of his
favorite hunting spot in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

"Damn." He made his way to the front desk. A
clerk he didn't recognize approached.

"Yes, sir. May I help you?" she asked.

"Yes, my name is Corey Williams, Detective
Corey Williams. I'm with the Oakdale Police Department." He fished
in the pocket of the rented tuxedo and pulled out his badge. "I've
called my department to have someone come tow a motorcycle
illegally parked out front. If you have a guest who comes in and
starts to pitch a fit about their motorcycle being stolen, have
them call this number, and we'll handle it from there. Now, can you
tell me where the Anderson reception is being held?"

"It's in the Douglas Room just past the Blue
Ridge Breakfast Café." The desk clerk pointed down the walkway.

"Thank you, miss."

Corey followed the path beyond the café to
enter the Douglas Room, the largest of the reception rooms. The
walls were tastefully done in a forest green silk and it featured
thick, crème-colored carpet highlighting the floor. Tables with
crème linen tablecloths and centerpieces of evergreen boughs,
carnations and maroon roses set in crystal bowls, lined the outside
of a parquet floor set up in the center for dancing. A bronze
plaque on the wall indicated the room capacity was five-hundred
people. Corey eyed the crowd inside and wondered what would happen
if the Fire Marshall showed up. The entire town of Oakdale appeared
to have arrived for the reception. He hadn't seen so many people in
one room since the trial of Thomas Manning, Senior. Justin grabbed
his arm and steered him to the long table set up at the front of
the room. Each place setting included gold-rimmed china with
matching gold silverware. Crystal goblets for champagne and water
were set in front of each place setting. Corey found himself seated
next to the tantalizing redhead.

Justin whispered, "I know how you love
redheads. Be careful because Riona handles herself very well." He
melted away, reappearing next to his bride.

Corey turned to the goddess residing next to
him. "Hello, I'm Corey." He'd stuck out his hand. The redhead
surveyed him head to toe. She took his hand in hers and firmly
shook it.

"Riona Byrne."

The husky alto reply sent shivers up his
back. He opened his mouth to ask a question.

"Attention! Can I have everyone's attention?"
Someone at the head table was speaking into a handheld microphone.
The room quieted and Tom Manning stood up. "Hello, everyone. Most
of you know me but for those who don't, I'm Tom Manning. I've been
Justin's best friend since we were kids in grade school."

Everyone shouted, "Hi, Tom," then erupted
into laughter.

"To continue..." Tom grinned. "It wasn't too
long ago things looked pretty bleak around here. But thankfully,
we've all made it through and are here today to celebrate the
wedding of Justin and Diane Anderson, two people who, this time
last year, were determined not to get married again. Aren't we glad
they changed their minds?"

Guests whistled and clapped.

"If you'll all raise your glasses, please."
Tom lifted his champagne glass to the newlyweds. "To Justin and
Diane… I wish you a lifetime of happiness and whatever success you
desire. May you never go to bed angry and may you always find
laughter in your lives. Cheers!"

The room was filled with the sound of
clinking glasses and applause. Corey turned to the enchantress he'd
just met and found himself facing an empty seat. He sighed.
Today is just not my day.

The call went out for all unmarried men to
assemble in the center of the room. Corey struggled out of his
chair to join a small group of young boys and grandfathers in the
center of the reception room. The wedding garter was removed and
tossed to the rowdy group. Absently, he put his hand up and choked
when the garter landed in his palm. Great. Just what I need… the
threat of marriage, again.

He looked to the head table to find Riona
smirking at him. The unmarried women were commanded to appear on
the floor, and Corey watched closely to see if the enchantress
would respond. He smiled to himself. She was easy to spot standing
head and shoulders taller than the other women. He easily related
to her slightly bored expression. She doesn't want to spoil this
for Justin and Diane any more than I do.

The center of the room began to bubble with
giggles and jostling for position, except for the tall redhead who
stood at the back of the group, tightly crossed arms supporting her
impressive bust line. The bride turned her back to the rowdy group,
and on the shouted count of three threw the bouquet over her head.
The crowd rushed forward to capture the prize but it sailed over
everyone's head and landed in Riona's folded arms. Corey exploded
in laughter at the shocked expression on her face. A camera flash
caught the moment. Straightening to her full five foot eleven
inches of height, she bowed from the waist and proceeded back to
the head table.

"Who the hell came up with these archaic
traditions anyway?" she growled as she plopped into the chair.

"I have no clue, but I don't think they're
going away anytime soon," Corey said.

"I could live without everyone giving me flak
about being single," she said.

"I know what you mean. Everybody has a cousin
they're sure you need to meet. Not all of us have a desire to be
married," Corey said.

"Boy, have you got that right! I've done damn
well without a husband so far, and it doesn't look like I'll be
having too many problems in the future requiring one," Riona
responded.

"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your
attention please," the DJ announced. "The bride and groom will
start this dance alone. On my signal I'd like the wedding party to
join them on the floor then the rest of you can come out and dance.
Justin? Diane? If you please?"

The newlyweds floated to the center of the
floor and began gliding when the music started. They had danced for
a few minutes when the DJ asked the rest of the wedding party to
join them on the floor.

"I guess that means us." Corey turned to
Riona, saying hopefully, "I'll understand if you say no. I haven't
danced in nearly ten years. I could do some major damage on your
feet."

"No, that's fine. Let's not spoil the day for
our friends. Shall we?" Riona nodded to the dance floor.

Corey rose from his chair and moved to help
her. He offered his arm and, with Corey limping, they walked on to
the dance floor. Tom Manning had taken Justin's daughter as his
partner and was twirling her around the floor. Corey turned to
Riona and froze. He stood eye to eye with the elegant beauty.
Oh, Lord! I've forgotten how to do this!

Riona moved into him and, placing one hand on
his shoulder, the other in his hand, began to move him around the
floor.

"I can't believe I've forgotten how this is
done," Corey moaned.

"Don't worry. It's like a bike. You crawl on,
kick start the engine, and it will all come back to you," she
smiled at him for the first time.

He caught his breath at the difference the
smile made on her features. She is so gorgeous. I'd never stand
a chance with her. Those dark eyes and luscious lips are so—so
captivating. If I don't stop staring at her, I'll do something
stupid like kiss her.

She turned her head and he noticed the
dangling silver earring touching against her shoulders. "Your
earrings are very beautiful—unicorns with an emerald?"

"You have a good eye for jewelry. Yes, I had
the necklace," she touched her hand to her neck, "and Diane made me
a gift of the earrings as thanks for helping her with the
wedding."

"They're really beautiful," he said. The
emerald Harley with unicorn tank, unicorn earrings with emerald
eyes; I really hope I'm wrong.

"Thank you. By the way, is there a reason for
the limp?" she asked.

"My feet are killing me. My best friend
decided to marry on the hottest day of the year and force me to
wear these wretched shoes, which don't breathe; hence, my feet are
swelling. I don't have any problem when I wear my cowboy boots.
Right now, I can't feel my feet. Please tell me I haven't stepped
on your toes," he said.

"Nah, you haven't gotten me yet. Listen, I
hope you don't mind but I've an early morning appointment and I
need to get some beauty sleep. Can we continue this another time?"
she asked; the low sexy tones of her voice barely audible over the
music.

"Oh, sure. I've a long day tomorrow and
should probably think about my own beauty sleep. Shall we?" Corey
motioned for her to lead them back to their chairs.

"Finally. I can change to some comfortable
clothes," she smiled and moved toward the exit door.

Man, I'm an idiot. I should have asked if
she wanted to have coffee sometime. Boy, did I blow my chances.
Corey grabbed the coffee container on the table and poured himself
a cup. I should go home and get some rest, but I can sleep
anytime. It's so great to see Justin and Diane happy. They deserve
this.

He watched his friend dance with his wife.
The couple stared dreamily at each other, oblivious to the crowd
around them. The music stopped and a comfortable silence settled on
the room. Corey watched a tall figure stride cross the empty dance
floor. Clad in black leather from boots to headscarf, the figure
leaned over and grabbed the microphone from the DJ.

Corey's stomach lurched.

"I need someone to give me a ride to the
police station. My Harley's been stolen," the figure removed the
glasses and scarf.

Corey groaned when he saw the flash of red
hair. I wish my instincts hadn't been right this time.

It was Riona Byrne.
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Sighing, Corey struggled to his aching feet.
"Miss Byrne? I'm headed to Oakdale. I can drop you at the police
station."

Riona handed the DJ his microphone and, her
heavy boots thudding against the wooden floor with each step,
walked to where Corey was shuffling his weight from swollen foot to
swollen foot.

"I really appreciate this. If I ever get my
hands on the SOB that stole my Harley, I'll rip him from limb to
limb." Her eyes flashed. The beautiful smile had turned to a grim
line and the sultry alto voice held an edge.

"I need to say my goodbyes to Justin and
Diane. I'll be right back." Corey limped his way to the center of
the head table and stood facing a smirking Justin.

"I told you she was capable of handling
herself. You didn't have her Harley towed did you, Corey?" Justin
started to grin.

"Uh, well, umm, it was parked in a no parking
zone," Corey lowered his voice and grimaced.

Justin began to laugh.

"Listen, you guys have a great honeymoon. I
gotta go," Corey turned and limped as quickly as he could to Riona.
"What say we head to the police station?" he asked.

"Great. The sooner we get there, the sooner
the chances of finding my Harley," Riona said.

The two tromped out of the reception through
the front lobby.

"Excuse me, Mr. Williams?" The desk clerk was
waving at him.

"I think she wants to talk to you," Riona
said.

Corey continued to limp as quickly as he
could through the sliding front doors into the blast of summer
heat. "I'm sure she was talking about someone else." He glanced
quickly over his shoulder.

"Yeah, whatever." Riona stood next to the
striped pavement. "My Harley was parked right here." She looked at
the empty spot then turned to survey the parking lot. With each
movement of her head, the silver unicorns on the end of the
delicate chains danced in the light.

Corey groaned.

"Are you alright?" Riona asked.

"Just the heat," he said.

"Well, my bike was right here. I can't
believe no one saw anything. I mean, how many emerald-colored
Harleys are in this town?" Riona glared at the road leading away
from the hotel.

"Let's get moving to the police station and
initiate your report," he said. How am I going to tell her I'm
the one who had her Harley towed? If I ever had a snowball's chance
in hell of taking her out, it just went out the window. Corey
held open the door to the truck.

"I have a truck almost identical to this one
at home. It's my winter vehicle, well, was my winter driver. I
guess now it will be my all-the-time driver, thanks to some moron,"
she said.

Corey cringed. Three hundred seconds to
the police station. I'm not sure I'll make it. He cleared his
throat. "Maybe someone made a mistake. Seems to me there's a no
parking sign painted on the ground."

"Yeah, and a sign that reads: Motorcycle
Parking. I knew this was a small town, but I was sure most people
here could read. Enough of them are willing to give me their
opinion after every article I write." Riona shifted her helmet on
her lap.

The heat and a dark silence in the cab
exacerbated the short trip to the station.

Corey guided the truck into a parking space.
While the motor was still running and Corey was depressing the
parking brake, Riona opened the door and marched inside. Corey
watched in stunned silence as his leather clad passenger tromped
away from him.

"I'd better get my butt in there before it
hits the fan," he muttered. He limped on his swollen feet through
the entrance and up to the desk sergeant.

Riona, in the designated waiting area, sat on
the edge of the government-issue chair, her helmet held between her
knees, tapping a boot clad foot and glaring at the sergeant.

The sergeant broke into a smile when he saw
Corey heading toward his desk. Uniformed police began to trickle
into the reception room. Catcalls and wolf whistles filled the
air.

"Haven't you guys got enough to do? I'm sure
I can find several reports needing to be filled out in triplicate
for anyone who can't find somewhere else to be." Before the
sergeant's threat had left his lips, the room was empty.

"Excuse me, sir, what can I do to help you?"
The sergeant pulled a form from a basket in front of him and sat
with his pen poised to write.

Corey turned to Riona, "You want to tell this
guy what happened?"

Riona strode to the desk. "Yeah, some idiot
stole my Harley from in front of the Oakdale Inn. It was parked in
the motorcycle zone, and when I came out about ten minutes ago it
was gone."

"Is it green with unicorns on the gas tank?"
the sergeant asked.

"Yeah! You can't have caught the guy already.
I just got here to make the report. How'd you know what it looks
like?" Riona was leaning toward the sergeant.

He leaned around her and looked directly at
Corey. "Detective?"

Riona whirled around and narrowed her eyes at
Corey. "Detective?"

Corey squirmed. What I wouldn't give to
have the earth open up and swallow me right now. He smiled
weakly. "Yeah. I'm Detective Corey Williams. Sarge, can I have the
key to the vehicle lock up?"

Limping to the desk and reaching around her,
Corey grabbed the keys from the sergeant. Riona stood, arms
crossed, helmet dangling from one hand with her feet planted
shoulder width. Her emotionless eyes did not betray her
thoughts.

He cleared his throat. "If you'll follow me,
I think we'll be able to get you on your way."

He limped past the snickering sergeant trying
to stifle his amusement behind paperwork. They traveled through the
Employees Only door and out to the rear parking area. At the back
of the lot, surrounded by a chain link fence, sat a motorcycle and
two cars. Riona's step quickened to a trot. She reached the
enclosure before Corey and started visually inspecting her
bike.

He limped up and, after a couple of false
tries, found the correct key for the padlock. He swung open the
gate and leaned against it as Riona pushed past him to her bike.
She knelt down and ran her hands over every inch of the
machine.

"You were parked in a no parking zone," Corey
started feebly.

Riona stopped. She looked up at him and shook
her head. "There was a posted motorcycle parking sign. I'm
not so arrogant to think I can park my bike just anywhere. I'll go
take a picture of the damned thing if that will make you
happy."

"Uh, that's not necessary. Listen, this is
just a misunderstanding. Why don't you get your bike out and we'll
just forget this happened?"

"Sure. There doesn't appear to be any damage,
and I need to get home. Tomorrow is going to be hectic." Riona rose
and stored her stuff in the saddlebags on the side of the
motorcycle. She ran her hand through her hair then donned her
helmet. Swinging one long leg over the gas tank, she sat on the
deep emerald leather seat to adjust the mirrors then stood and kick
started the bike. Twisting the gas handle with one hand and holding
the clutch with the other, she gunned the motor. The low, guttural
growl of the engine echoed off the buildings and rattled the
windows of the station. Toeing the clutch into gear, she slowly
gave the engine gas and the wheels began to move.

"Listen, Riona, I'm really sorry…" Corey
started. His voice disappeared in the potato-potato-potato sound of
the engine as the motorcycle cleared the gate and moved into the
parking area. Once free of the chain link enclosure, Riona gunned
the engine and roared out of the parking lot.

Corey sighed as he relocked the gate. I
was sure there wasn't any parking allowed there. Man, what a screw
up.

He trudged back to the station, past the
smirking desk sergeant and out to his truck. He had a conference
with the District Attorney tomorrow and, right now, the only thing
he wanted to do was take off these cursed shoes and soak his feet
in hot water and Epson salts. Now, if he could just get the
leather-clad redhead off his mind, he'd be batting a thousand.
Fat chance.
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Riona roared out of the parking lot and
immediately slowed to the speed limit. All I need now is a
speeding ticket. Better safe than sorry, and broke.

The state law didn't require helmets for
riding, but she'd covered too many accidents where motorcyclists
had tangled with moving vehicles or trees and lost. Because they
weren't wearing helmets, they'd lost permanently. Besides that, a
helmet disguised her gender, and she got less hassle from other
drivers. The half hour ride to Billington was an enjoyment most of
the time, but today she, like Corey, had been shoved into a
situation and clothes she didn't like. Her feet hurt in her riding
boots and the soaring temperature was making her leathers stick to
her skin. A cool shower and cotton shorts will feel so good.
It's really too bad Corey's a cop. He's kind of cute...and shy. You
sure don't find that very often.

She slowed as she entered the city limits of
Billington. Driving through the center of town, she surveyed the
summer tourists clogging the streets. Her emerald Harley drew few
looks from the out-of-towners who drove in from the surrounding
areas to shop in the antique malls that dotted the community. Riona
turned down the second street north of the town center. A mile
drive brought her to the turn, leading to a ranch style home she
had purchased from the original owner, where a quarter mile drive
up the narrow tree lined lane ended at her garage. She slowly drove
the motorcycle inside, planted her feet on the ground and
automatically closed the garage door. Humming an unidentifiable
tune, she kicked the stand to the ground and let the motorcycle
rest on it. She removed the helmet and ran her leather free
fingertips through her cropped red hair. She retrieved the crumpled
bridesmaid outfit and crushed bouquet from the saddlebags and
exited out the side door. Before she realized it, she was standing
in front of the dog run.

"Oh, Kumari. I miss you so much." Riona's
fingers gripped the chain link and a tear slid down her sunburned
cheek. Immediately after her interview with Justin Anderson had
been published in the Billington and Oakdale papers, her beloved
Ridgeback dog was poisoned. Riona wiped angrily at another tear
coursing down her cheek. Enough self-pity.

Turning on a booted heel, she moved into the
house and her bedroom. She peeled the leather from her body and,
closing her eyes, reveled in the cool breeze from the air
conditioner gently swirling around her. Shedding her remaining
clothes, she padded to the shower. As the cool water sluiced down
her body, her mind wandered back to her escort of the
afternoon.

"He's kind of cute in a cuddly teddy bear
way, but he's a cop," Riona's voice echoed back to her. "And a
small town cop at that. He had my motorcycle towed, damn it, and
I'm sure he was wrong about the no parking sign. I know I
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