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Dedicated to love.

However that looks. In all its different forms.

Everyone should be so lucky to find the kind of love that is powerful enough to both hurt and heal.




 

 

 

Sometimes it’s the unexpected detour that life throws your way that ends up taking you exactly where you were meant to be.

 

Wyatt Bryant is all kinds of broken.

 

Wyatt never planned to end up in the middle of nowhere. He was a big city guy, used to bright lights and constant noise. He needed both those things to distract him from the ugly memories of his past and the loneliness he couldn’t seem to shake. Now, he is bound for the back roads of Wyoming because his younger brother is beyond worried about him. He’s headed for a quiet place to heal and search for some uninterrupted serenity to figure out what he’s going to do with the rest of his life. Wyatt never expected to live his life in the slow lane, and he really didn’t see the breathless attraction to a small-town sheriff coming.

 

Rodie Collins is all kinds of conflicted.

 

Rodie had long since grown used to the snail’s pace of life in Sheridan, Wyoming. He was accustomed to the gossip and malicious grapevine that was common in all small towns. Cruel words and judgmental looks followed him throughout his childhood and made him overly cautious as an adult. He had it easy keeping the peace in Sheridan most days, at least until Wyatt showed up. Rodie couldn’t hide his attraction to the sexy former special agent, and there was something about the city slicker that made him want to throw caution to the wind. Rodie loves his job and his hometown, but he may have to pick between what he’s always known and Wyatt when push comes to shove and long held secrets come to light.




 

 

Foreword:

 

I didn’t know I was going to get this far in the Getaway series!

I wrote Retreat on a whim to stretch my writerly wings. I didn’t plan on folks taking to the Warners the way they did, and I didn’t know that I was going to become low-key obsessed with writing about Rodie and Wyatt.

This is my disclaimer to folks who might actually live and love near Sheridan, Wyoming. Since the town was just the backdrop in the other novels, I didn’t think I needed to make it a fictional place. I used a real town on the map, which I normally only do if I am very familiar with the place and people I’m writing about. Since Sheridan played a tiny part in the previous novels, I kept the Warner Ranch near a real place on the Wyoming/Montana border. However, I didn’t realize what a big part the city and residents of my fictional version of Sheridan were going to play in the story when I got to Rodie and Wyatt’s book.

I’m sure the good folks of Sheridan are lovely, open-minded, incredibly empathetic and understanding people in real life. In my fictional Sheridan, that isn’t the case. So, I feel like I need to clarify: the locals and the situations that arise in the Getaway series are entirely fictional. The town is also considerably bigger than I make it seem in this series. I tweaked the perception to fit my previous narrative.

So, I apologize for taking liberties with Sheridan and the folks who call it home. There was just no way to adjust the location this far into the series. (The previous two books in the series take place on the road, so I had to bring everyone home in this book!) Just know, any inaccuracies or generalizations relating to this very real place are my own and in no way reflect the reality of what I’m positive is a lovely town in cowboy country.

I feel like I owe the real Sheridan a visit after this series is all wrapped up!

 

XOXO

Love & Ink,

Jay
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Wyatt

 

I saw him as soon as I stepped off the plane in Billings, Montana. The airport wasn’t huge, but I would’ve spotted him in a crowd if it was. It annoyed me to no end that I couldn’t miss Rodie Collins. The sheriff of the small Wyoming town where my younger brother had settled down had been irritatingly unforgettable since the moment we met well over a year ago. It got under my skin and made my back teeth grind furiously when I realized that others weren’t immune to the intimidating man’s larger-than-life presence. The young mother in front of me, who had been frazzled and loud the entire flight, missed a step and nearly sent her toddler flying when she caught sight of the tall, auburn-haired man. He pushed off the wall where he was leaning so he could make his way toward our gate. I heard her inhale a sharp breath, and I couldn’t contain an eye roll. Sure, there was no getting around the fact that Rodie Collins was one hell of a good-looking man, but there was something hard and unforgiving in his green gaze that warned everyone to keep a safe distance. If the coldness in his eyes weren’t enough to make anyone with a functioning brain leery, the badge and gun on his belt would be.

For most of my adult life, I’d had a badge and gun of my own. I shouldn’t be impressed by Rodie’s, but I was. Righteousness and authority looked good on the man, and even though I’d die before admitting it out loud, I was jealous. The only way I’d get my badge back was if I agreed to a desk job for the remainder of my career. And no one could give me an honest answer as to whether or not I’d ever be able to fire a gun properly again. My shoulder had been blown into too many pieces to count on my last undercover assignment, rendering me virtually useless in the eyes of the law. I’d barely gotten feeling back in the injured limb, let alone full mobility. I was never exactly thrilled to see the stoic sheriff, but encountering him when I was beaten down and as close to giving up on everything in my life as I’d ever been, well, this was pretty much my own private version of Hell on Earth. And the very handsome devil was now staring in my direction.

As the young mother continued to gawk at the tall man in the black cowboy hat and tan uniform, I narrowed my eyes and leaned heavily on the cane in my hand. My shoulder hadn’t been the only part of my body that was nearly destroyed in the ambush down by the border. In fact, it was nearly a miracle I was still walking, talking, and breathing. None of the doctors who’d fought to keep me alive after I was airlifted to a hospital in San Antonio could promise that I’d ever be able to function like I used to again. None of them knew how stubborn and determined I could be. However, Rodie didn’t seem to be shocked at all that I was making my way on my own two unsteady feet.

“Where’s Webb?” My younger brother had been harassing me for months to come stay with him in Wyoming at the sprawling ranch where he worked. He insisted the fresh air would do me good, and the wide-open space would be the perfect place to figure out my next step in life. I’d scared him big time when this last assignment went so bad, and he wasn’t about to let me forget it. He also wasn’t going to let me forget that I’d gone from being a highly decorated soldier to being a highly decorated DEA agent. I’d always lived a life with no ties and no guarantees, and now I was at a total loss as to what to do with myself. Honestly, I was confused as to who I was supposed to be without my badge and a dangerous mission to complete. “He was supposed to come pick me up.”

Webb had to know that the last person I wanted to make the two-hour drive out to the ranch with was the man currently standing in front of me. I’d mentioned to both Webb and his pretty girlfriend that something about the sheriff of Sheridan rubbed me the wrong way.

“He said he was caught up with one of the tours on the ranch, and Ten is out tracking a missing hiker.” One broad shoulder lifted and fell totally unbothered. “Ten radioed in and asked me to come pick you up. Gotta keep up with the ‘serve’ part of ‘protect and serve.’” One corner of his mouth lifted and I narrowed my eyes to hide the fact that his lopsided grin made my heart thud heavily in my bruised and healing chest.

“None of the brothers could come and get me?”

The ranch my brother called home was owned and operated by the Warner family. The brothers were lifelong Wyoming residents and true-blue cowboys. The family was great. I was endlessly appreciative of how they’d all taken Webb in and made him part of the family. Especially since our childhood had been garbage and traumatic as hell for both of us. No one deserved a sense of security and a place to belong more than Webb. His girlfriend, Tennyson McKenna, was also from the area around Sheridan and she seemed just as tough as the terrain. She was my brother’s perfect match and the only person I trusted to love him the way he deserved. She wasn’t going anywhere, no matter how the world tried to challenge them, and that was what my brother needed more than anything.

“What can I say? Everyone was busy, so you’re stuck with me.” The grin on Rodie’s ruggedly handsome face widened, and something sparked in his emerald gaze. My instincts were honed to a fine edge from years of working undercover in some of the most dangerous places in the world, and the hair on the back of my neck lifted as something about Rodie’s easy willingness to play chauffeur didn’t sit quite right. Every alarm bell I possessed was ringing loud enough to drown out the rest of the sounds around us.

“I could’ve arranged for a car service. I’m sure you’re busy keeping the people of Sheridan safe.” I couldn’t keep the bite of sarcasm out of my tone. Sheridan was a small town in middle-of-nowhere Wyoming. I knew that Rodie had been a Recon Marine in his former life. But I didn’t know how he ended up keeping the peace in a place you had to look pretty hard to find. The big man had clearly taken a step down from what he was capable of. It should be common knowledge that he was way overqualified for his current position considering his training.

I grimaced in pain. I could stand on my own, but not for extended periods of time. Our standoff was zapping the last of my energy, and my shoulder was starting to scream at me. I needed a painkiller and a nap. I didn’t need a silent face-off against a man I was going to lose to anyway. Rodie was bigger than I was, and taller. He was a few years older than me, but he looked like he was ten years younger. There wasn’t a single stray strand of silver or white in his thick auburn hair, and his body looked like he could play for the nearest professional sports team. Before my last mission went bad, I’d like to think I kept myself in pretty good shape and could hold my own in the looks department. Rodie didn’t hold his own; he dominated the department and made me feel even worse. I knew I looked as rough as I felt. It was just one more reason I didn’t want to be stuck in a car with him for two hours. I already had a complex about this guy; I didn’t need to add another one.

Rodie’s mahogany eyebrows lifted and I swore he was fighting back a full smile. “Come on. You clearly need to get off your feet. You look like you’re ready to pass out. You can continue being disgruntled that I’m your ride once we get in the car. How many bags do we have to grab from baggage claim?” I should’ve known he wasn’t going to respond to my comment about the car service. It was stupid and made me sound ungrateful and petty. It would cost a fortune to get me to the ranch, so I should just shut it and be happy I didn’t have to hitchhike.

I rubbed my free fingers across my forehead and tried to will away the rising headache. “A couple.” All my earthly belongings fit in both, which was sad and spoke more about my own personal state than anything. It was another reason Webb demanded I come recuperate in Wyoming. My brother was worried I’d completely lost myself in my job, and he very well may have been right. It shouldn’t have taken me less than an hour to leave my entire life behind, yet it did.

The burgeoning smile quickly died and the brightness in those jade eyes hardened. I felt a chill shoot up my spine as Rodie’s perceptive gaze dragged up and down the entire length of my battered body.

“Who helped you get to the airport in DC? There’s no way you managed to wrangle a couple of bags in your condition.” Those dark eyebrows furrowed and his head tilted down, the brim of his cowboy hat casting his face in a slight shadow. Something was obviously bothering him. “Are you leaving someone special behind? Is that why you kept telling Webb and Ten no when they asked you to come to Wyoming?”

The questions didn’t feel like a friendly inquiry. There was something darker, more demanding underneath them. If I weren’t worried about falling on my ass, I would’ve tried to take a step back. Suddenly, I felt like Rodie was doing his best to crowd me, to take up all the space and air around me. Or maybe I was just so hyper-aware of him I simply couldn’t see or feel anything beyond him.

I held up my hand on my good side and cleared my throat, trying for some semblance of control in the situation. “There is no one special. I’m not leaving anyone behind. Grady came down from New York to help me get everything together and take me to the airport.” My former partner in the DEA was the one who got my DC condo ready to sell as well. He was also the one who walked me through Dulles, holding tight to my arm, like I was some kind of invalid. Grady was the only person I trusted, aside from Wyatt. The only person besides my brother I could abide seeing how truly weak and damaged I was.

Almost instantly, the brewing agitation in Rodie’s gaze cleared, and the chill that had slipped over my skin lifted. The man across from me was powerful without even trying, and I hated that I reacted to his mere expressions so quickly. I tried to keep myself composed, but something about the small-town sheriff got under my skin and stayed there.

Without another word, Rodie turned on the heel of his boot and led the way toward the tiny baggage claim. He obviously slowed his typically distance-eating stride in consideration of my much slower and unsteady gait. I was glad the airport was small. By the time we got to baggage claim, I was exhausted and twice as shaky on my feet.

The strain of the walk must’ve shown on my face, because as soon as we came across a bench, Rodie pointed to an empty seat and ordered, “Sit.”

I scowled at him, my hand tightening defensively around the handle of my cane. “Am I a dog?” Taking orders had never been my strong suit, and everything inside me balked at how badly I wanted to simply listen to him.

Rodie heaved a sigh and rolled his eyes. Pushing the brim of his hat back with a single finger, he leaned down slightly so we were eye-to-eye. I felt my breath catch and my heart start to pound. It was a lot to have all that intensity focused directly on me. It wasn’t good for my peace of mind to be this close to someone I was undeniably attracted to, but knew without a doubt could never and would never return those feelings. I’d stopped having one-sided crushes on cute, straight boys when I was a teenager. It’d only taken getting my heart crushed once to learn that lesson.

“Sit your ass down, Special Agent Bryant, or I will put you on that bench and make sure you don’t get up.” I felt my jaw drop at the quiet demand. Stunned and speechless, I practically collapsed into the seat as I continued to stare up at the sheriff. I slowly turned cherry red from embarrassment or because I was turned on, I wasn’t sure which. Rodie grinned down at me and flashed a wink that brought an unchecked growl from my throat. “Good boy. Now tell me what your bags look like so I can grab them for you.”

Feeling disoriented and numb, I just blinked up at the other man, forcing him to repeat his question several times. Rodie got frustrated at my lack of response and reached out a hand to grab my chin. He forced my head back, making me meet his unwavering gaze. “Come on, pretty boy. Tell me what I’m looking for so I can get you out of here and into a nice, soft bed. If you faint on me and I have to throw you over my shoulder to get you out to the car, I’m going to kick your ass.”

Holy hell. The combination of his touch and the visuals that assaulted my senses was breathtaking. I apparently took too long to answer because he grunted, reminding me he was awaiting my response.

“Oh, uh, look for two matching gray Samsonite bags.” I gave my head a shake and narrowed my eyes up at him. “Don’t make fun of me when I can’t fight back.”

I watched Rodie’s eyes widen as he straightened, his hold on my chin tightening. “Make fun of you? What in the hell are you talking about?” His deep voice changed to an angry rumble.

I swatted at the hand holding my face, trying to get him to back off. “Pretty boy. I may have been at one point, but we both know that’s no longer the case. I’m well aware I look like someone who survived being tossed in a wood chipper.”

He made a sound deep and low in his broad chest and took a step closer to me. I could feel the tension vibrating off his big body, and I shifted anxiously on the uncomfortable bench.

A shocked gasp escaped my lips when the pad of Rodie’s thumb suddenly slid across the curve of my bottom lip. I literally stopped breathing at his touch. The warmth of his hand disappeared a second later as he finally fell back a step and put some space between us.

“You’re alive, Special Agent. That’s a beautiful thing, no matter who’s looking at it. And you...” He shook his head slightly and turned when the conveyor belt with the luggage started moving. “Pretty sure it’ll take more than a couple of bullet holes and a cane to make you anything other than pretty.”

He didn’t have to push through the crowd to get to the front of the group. They automatically parted for him. I was left staring at his wide back, the muscles there stretching his ugly uniform to its limits. I shook my head and lifted a shaking hand to touch my lips.

I had no idea what game Rodie was playing with me, but I didn’t like it. He already had my insides tied in knots whenever I was around him. But this was something else entirely. My insides were bursting into flames, and he was stoking the fire. I never kept my sexuality a secret, but it wasn’t something I advertised or openly discussed with anyone who wasn’t in my inner circle. There were a lot of interesting things about me; who I slept with didn’t even top the list most days.

When she was alive, my mother had hated me and the fact I was gay. She went out of her way to make sure I knew how disappointed and disgusted she was in me. The military was also less than open-minded, no matter how much progress had been made in recent years. The DEA was another organization that had some pretty tricky social standards to navigate when it came to being open and upfront about an agent’s private life. My entire life, I’d kept quiet unless asked directly, which was a policy that had always worked well for me. However, Rodie definitely knew that I was gay. He’d overheard a conversation I’d had with a confused and miserable teenager not too long ago. He was a lost and alone young man one of the Warner brothers brought home who needed a sympathetic ear. The poor kid really thought being gay was the end of the road for him, and that it was the reason his short life had been so tragic. He honestly thought that he had no job prospects or options other than selling his body on the streets.

I’d promised him that being gay didn’t mean a damn thing in the long run if you were qualified and worked hard. I told him to stop defining himself by his sexuality and to start defining himself as the kind, caring young man he was. I didn’t realize Rodie was lurking around the corner for the duration of the conversation. I expected some kind of judgment from the aggressively masculine sheriff. He reminded me so much of the guys I used to serve with back in the day. None of them had been known for their tolerance and understanding.  Rodie already thought that those of us from the city had no place in his western oasis. But, to my surprise, he never said a word; he simply asked the teenager to let him know if he had any problems and promised that he wouldn’t tolerate bullying or discrimination in Sheridan, regardless of the situation.

So, Rodie had to know when he touched me the way he did, I’d read into it.

Sulking and quickly succumbing to the pain flowing through every limb and nerve, I spaced out and slumped down on the bench. It had been a long ass day and my mind and body were shutting down. That had to be why I was freaking out over this situation. It had to be.

I had no idea how much time passed, but it felt like only seconds later when a wide hand slapped down on my shoulder and roughly shook me awake. My eyes snapped open and I was face-to-face with Rodie. He looked concerned and slightly pissed off.

“Exactly how badly are you hurt, Wyatt? Do we need to take you to the ER before hitting the road?” His eyes roved over me, and I could see worry stamped clearly on his face.

I flicked his hand away, and slowly, painstakingly, climbed to my feet. “I’m fine. Or I will be. I’m going to take a painkiller and sleep once we get to the car. You don’t need to worry about me, Sheriff.”

Rodie manhandled my two suitcases as I followed him toward the airport exit. I was lost in thought, struggling to stay upright, when I thought I heard him mutter, “But I do, Special Agent.”

I convinced myself I was just overly tired and in too much pain to be thinking clearly. I needed my medication and some sleep. There was no way this bossy, grumpy, straitlaced cowboy was wasting a single second thinking about me in any kind of personal way.

I refused to let myself fall for such an unrealistic fantasy.
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Rodie

 

Stupid, stubborn man.

No one, and I mean no one, got under my skin and riled me up like Wyatt Bryant.

He refused to use the cane—that he’d been clutching like a lifeline when he got off the plane—in front of his younger brother. He was stubborn, and his pride was going to land him on his ass at Webb’s feet before the day was over. I watched him nearly fall over twice when he shook me off, and I could hear the way his breathing went ragged when he tried to manhandle his suitcases out of my service vehicle. He was too proud to ask for help, and too hard-headed to give in when assistance was forced on him. He wasn’t behaving like someone who’d nearly died on the operating table a couple of months ago. He was acting like someone who had yet to accept their new limitations and refused to settle into their new normal.

When we first met, I hated everything about his suave, slick, metropolitan demeanor. I could tell he thought my position as sheriff in my small town was beneath him. He flashed that federal badge of his in my face every single time our paths crossed, and as a result, we butted heads and exchanged sharp words on a fairly regular basis. I always called him ‘city boy,’ more to remind myself there was an unbridgeable gap that existed between the two of us than to annoy him, but his prickly reaction to the nickname was always fun to watch. Only today, I hadn’t wanted to poke and prod at the man when he was so obviously still on the mend, both mentally and physically. Instead, I had the nearly overwhelming urge to take care of him, to coddle him and shelter him from all the really nasty shit guys in our line of work had to go through regularly. Being a law enforcement officer was no joke, and it really sucked when you were cast out, after years of service and sacrifice, just because your body gave out on you. It wasn’t fair, and it was easy to see the heartbreak and betrayal Wyatt was still processing. There were multiple levels of pain radiating out of the man’s periwinkle eyes.

So, when I accidentally let it slip how pretty I thought he was, I decided to own it. I knew he wouldn’t believe the words anyway, and he would just write them off as another annoying nickname. Wyatt tended to focus on how much we didn’t have in common and blatantly ignore the things we did. Since the former DEA agent was determined to turn a blind eye to the obvious attraction I had toward him, I had no other choice but to make my intentions clear to his younger brother. Webb and Wyatt were close. I knew anything I said to one was going to get back to the other. Once I’d dropped a veritable bomb at Webb’s feet by telling him, in no uncertain terms, that I wanted to help Wyatt loosen some of that rigid control he held onto so tightly, I knew the message was bound to make it to him sooner or later.

I left Webb, who was looking slightly alarmed at my interest in his brother, feeling undeniably pleased with myself. Satisfied Wyatt was in good hands, I radioed my station to let them know I was on the way back into town. The Warner’s ranch was located well outside of Sheridan, as were most of the sprawling properties that had been in the local families for generations. It wasn’t a quick trip to get anywhere in the area, but luckily Sheridan was a pretty quiet town, and my staff was self-sufficient when I had other obligations. We rarely had the kind of major crime that required the sheriff to be hands-on. It was mostly stupid petty crime and public disturbances at the height of tourist season.

When I first came back to Wyoming after the service, I didn’t have any plans to stay.

In fact, I’d been in a situation very similar to Wyatt’s. I thought I was going to be a career soldier; I was planning to serve my country until I was too old or killed in action. I was devoted, good at my job, and didn’t have any family or significant other waiting for me back home. Only, no one told me that I needed a backup plan in case I was only nearly killed in action but somehow managed to pull through. Near death, bitter and angry at the world, I didn’t have much choice but to take a former commanding officer up on his offer to go back to Sheridan and recuperate. I never planned on returning to my small hometown, but here I was.

Sheridan hadn’t been easy on my mother when she showed up as a pregnant teenager. My father was nonexistent, and my mother’s aunt and uncle took her in and begrudgingly raised both of us. They were no longer around. My first commanding officer had heard me talk about my hometown enough when I was a new recruit that he became curious about the unspoiled beauty of Wyoming. I had no idea I spoke of my home with such longing after I tried so hard to leave it behind. I thought I hated the place, and all my memories of growing up were tainted and ugly. I loathed being reminded almost daily that I was nothing more than an accident and a burden.  Eventually, I changed units through different promotions and deployments, and I was unaware that my first CO had retired and taken off for the wilds of Wyoming based solely on the tales I told. It wasn’t until I was hurt and abandoned by the people for whom I’d nearly given my life, that I found myself back where I started.

It took almost two full years for my body to heal and for me to get my mind mostly right. In that time, I fell back in love with the wide-open spaces and wild Wyoming landscape. I was never going to be a rancher or a farmer. I was never going to work on an oil rig or be a tour guide. Luckily, by the time I was back on my feet, the local sheriff decided to retire, and my former commander encouraged me to run for his position. I had zero ties to the community, so I thought it was a long shot. Out of ideas and with no plan for my future, it was a Hail Mary that luckily paid off. With my sterling service record my former commander’s endorsement, I won the election, even if it was by a very narrow margin.

It was always my main priority not to betray the trust the people of Sheridan put in me. I was an outsider, even though I grew up here, so I knew I had to work twice as hard and be extra sensitive to what the locals expected of me. That was one of the main reasons I’d yet to tell Wyatt that feeling lost after being injured on the job was only one of the things we had in common.

I was pretty sure no one in Sheridan or the surrounding area knew I was gay. I didn’t talk about it. Didn’t advertise it. And if I was lonely and looking for company for a couple nights, I drove to Cheyenne or even to Billings. I didn’t want anyone up in my business, and I didn’t want anything to rock the boat in my new life.

But, there was no getting around the fact that I was very interested in Wyatt. I was intrigued from the start and struggled to hide it. The man disappeared in the Wyoming wilderness when he went rogue on one of his assignments from the DEA. I was beyond impressed that he managed to keep himself alive in the harsh terrain, and that he somehow managed to evade an entire cartel network for weeks with no backup. He brought down the entire syndicate with the help of his brother, his former partner, and the Warner brothers, all while acting like it was just another day on the job. It was rare to encounter someone so dedicated to justice at any cost and so cool in any situation.

Not long after the incident in the mountains, both Webb and Wyatt had to face the sudden appearance of a long-lost brother neither knew about. Webb’s twin was pure evil, and he put the Bryant brothers through the wringer on multiple levels. Still, Wyatt stood by his younger brother through thick and thin, even as the truth of their terrible childhood and horrible upbringing threatened to tear them apart. The guy was a rock, reliable and unwavering. I found his loyalty and determination to be there for those he loved incredibly endearing and attractive.

I liked his polished look. Pretty boys weren’t typically my thing, but Wyatt looked like a slightly damaged Disney prince with his golden hair, tinted with just a hint of silver in the thick strands. His eyes were the most unusual shade of bluish-purple, like the wildflowers that grew in the fields surrounding the town. He looked every inch the special agent, and all I wanted to do was ruffle his perfectly styled hair and make his one-of-a-kind eyes go hazy with lust. Wyatt Bryant had spent more time wandering in my very vivid dreams than I cared to admit.

Now that he was going to be on my turf for the foreseeable future, I was thinking maybe it was time to make those dreams a reality… as long as it was done discreetly. I wanted Wyatt, without a doubt. There was something different about him, and something different about how I felt when I was around him. Maybe it was because I was getting older. Maybe it was because I had no idea how long he was going to be in Wyoming, and I couldn’t stand the thought of missing a shot with him. Something made me want to toss my regular rules out the window. But I doubted my interest in the other man would go over well with the people I was paid to protect and serve. The locals were good, hard-working people, but a solid number were far from open-minded. A gay sheriff would go over as well as rain at an outdoor wedding.

I stayed lost in thought all the way back to town, flicking a wave at whomever I passed along the way. When I got to the sheriff’s station, the sun was going down and the day shift was transitioning over to the night team. I caught up on anything I missed, but it was all typical calls, nothing that was cause for concern. I gave the evening crew a short debriefing and told them I would be in my office for a few hours if anything serious popped up.

I took off my hat and tossed it on my seriously messy desk. I needed a cup of coffee and some dinner. I’d dropped everything in an embarrassingly eager manner when Ten called and asked me to get Wyatt from the airport. I was starving, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to spend time with Wyatt one-on-one, even in his current condition. I’d take whatever I could get with that man. I was about to paw through the mess of paperwork on my desk to look for one of the few delivery menus lost in the chaos when there was a knock on my office door. It opened before I could respond to the sound, and a small, dark-haired woman immediately swept into the space.

Delaney Hall was the assistant to the mayor of Sheridan and the daughter of one of the town’s wealthiest families. It wasn’t uncommon for her to stop by during business hours, even during non-business hours. She and her husband had divorced recently, and it was no secret that she was looking at me to fill his place in her life and, more importantly, in her bed. I’d told her more times than I could count that I wasn’t interested, but the woman was determined and not used to hearing the word ‘no.’

“I’ve been trying to catch you all day.” She flashed a smile at me. She was an attractive woman, if a little on the sharp and predatory side. I admired her ambition and her desire to help the town prosper, but we weren’t friends, and I had no intention of getting close to her.

“Had some personal things to take care of. You could’ve just left a message and I would’ve called you back when I had a free minute.” I dragged a hand down my face and looked at my desk. “I’m going to clean up, catch up on paperwork, grab some dinner, and head out for the night.” I wasn’t trying to be rude, but spending time dodging her advances was not what I considered a good time. I needed coffee and food, stat.

She made a noise and carefully used a manicured fingernail to clear one corner of my desk so she could prop her hip on its edge.

“I haven’t eaten yet either. Why don’t we grab something together?” The suggestion in her tone was unmistakable.

I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass. Like I said, I still have work to do. What can I do for you this evening, Ms. Hall?”

She rolled her eyes at me and tilted her chin defiantly, something I noticed she did when I rejected her advances.

“You know the elections are coming up soon, right? The mayor wanted to make sure you know you have his endorsement, should you need it, of course.” Her smile was a little too pointed for my liking. Her unspoken insinuation was pretty blatant, and I had no doubt this woman would make a terrifying enemy. It annoyed me that the mayor was riding my coattails during the elections. He hadn’t done much for the town since the last elections, but he thought endorsing me would put him in a good light with the voters. He called us a team, but I could barely stand the man.

I dropped my arms and offered a careless shrug. “Last time I checked, I was running unopposed.” Just like I had for the last few elections, as I’m sure she knew.

“For now. That can always change.” Her dark eyebrows raised and her smile sharpened. “And you’ve never had to run with a body count following you before.”

I grimaced and fought the urge to run a hand through my messy hair in frustration. She wasn’t wrong. While Sheridan and the surrounding area tended to be peaceful, over the last year we’d had a few significant dust-ups, all of which seemed to circle around the Warner clan.

“I’ve always had a body count behind me.” I’d been deployed to some of the most dangerous places in the world, but I couldn’t escape that. “Now, only difference is that it’s just a little closer to home.” I sighed and moved toward the door, trying to give her the hint it was time to go. “Tell the mayor I appreciate his continued support.” I couldn’t honestly say it’d been a pleasure to work alongside him. He rubbed me the wrong way from the get go.

Delaney slithered from her perch and made her way over to me. She got uncomfortably close, not reading the signals that I didn’t appreciate her in my personal space at all.

I flinched when she lifted a finger and pressed it against the center of my chest, her tone sounding less business and more bedroom. “What about me, Rodie? Do you appreciate my support as well? Aren’t you curious just how helpful I can be?”

Biting back a growl of frustration, I reached up and caught her hand
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