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fighting, the conflagration seems worth it. Until Jack issues an ultimatum that
Val fears will destroy them both.


 Six months after walking out of her life because she
refused to marry him, Jack receives an assignment that sends him right back
into the fire. Val might be hiding his suspect and she’s in danger. Oh
yeah, there’s also the little problem of all the mind-blowing sex with his ex
getting in the way of solving the crime.
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Prologue


 


Jack Sutton watched the curvy redhead in the faded denim
miniskirt and red cowboy boots wink and flirt under the glare of street lights
on the same corner he and his partner, Emmett Daniels, had been watching for
the past three nights. Half the brick-front buildings had been deserted and
their windows boarded up, but there was apparently enough traffic to make the
corner profitable.


The brunette standing beside her was older, her clothes a
little shinier, her laughter brittle as she darted glances up and down the
block. She should be nervous. She was the one who’d given them the tip and if
her pimp found out she was going to need more than bus fare from Kansas City to
escape Cedric Blood.


He was kind of hoping the son of a bitch wouldn’t check on
his girls any time soon. The idiot had beaten up Delia Carson, the only hooker
who had ever agreed to testify against him, and Jack was going to enjoy putting
his skinny, blond ass away.


But he wouldn’t mind watching the redhead for a little while
longer. In fact, against his better judgment, he’d like to do more than watch.


She joked and laughed with the other woman but there was
something just a little bit off beneath the veneer of heavy makeup that
darkened her big green eyes and made her pouty mouth even more kissable. And no
matter who hit on her, she never went with any of them.


Which probably meant that she was a little too
discriminating for this particular street corner or she wasn’t really a pro.
And she wasn’t Vice because he’d checked that out after the first night she’d
attracted his attention.


“That’s his car,” Daniels whispered and Jack spotted the
pristine red Cadillac convertible. “The fucker isn’t even trying to hide.”


Not only was he not hiding, he jumped out of the car and
started smacking the older hooker standing next to the redhead, who then
started bashing said fucker on the head with her tiny purse.


So much for fantasy. Jack grabbed for the door and barely
beat Daniels out of the car but not across the street.


Daniels used his solid weight to pin the pimp and Jack went
for the redhead who let loose with a string of curse words while she still
tried to get at the blond, pretty-boy pimp.


“He’s going down for assault and battery, sugar. I’d rather
not have to book you,” Jack said, wrapping both arms around her and dragging
her back while he tried to figure out why her voice seemed familiar.


She struggled in his grip. “If the girls were protected by
law you wouldn’t have to worry about booking anyone,” she growled. “And I know
the difference between being frisked and being felt up, so watch it.”


He spun her away so she faced the wall of the brick building
and trapped her splayed hands with his fingers. “I always kiss the women I want
to feel up, and until that happens, you’re safe,” he whispered, so close that
he could feel her shiver. “Now, who are you and what are you doing on this
street corner?”


She turned her head and smiled. Her green eyes sparkled and
her pink lips were so inviting he stopped breathing. But then she uttered,
“Ever hear of Cross My Heart?”


Oh fuck! Valentine Cross, the liberal chick from
late-night radio. The liberal chick who believed in legalized prostitution and
medicinal marijuana. She wasn’t supposed to be this hot. She was supposed to
have wild earth-mother hair and wear sandals with her long skirts and tie-dyed
tee shirts.


Within two weeks he’d found out that although she did
possess tie-dyed tee shirts, she preferred jeans to skirts. And she didn’t mind
wearing her cowboy boots to bed while she rode him. He figured they could work
out the rest.









Chapter One


Two Years Later


 


Jack Sutton was freezing his ass off and remembering another
stakeout on the very same corner two years earlier that had been a whole lot
more interesting—not to mention warmer.


Valentine Cross, with her sassy smile and her denim
miniskirt. And those red hand-tooled leather cowboy boots that had never seen
the inside of a barn but had managed plenty of action in the eighteen months
they’d been together.


They might still be together if he hadn’t panicked during an
attack of macho idiocy and asked her to marry him. Their fights had escalated
and the silences between them had become so long that he’d been afraid she was
going to wake up one morning and decide they were just too different to stay
together.


Six months and he could still remember the scent of her
skin, the taste of her lips, the feel of her breasts pillowed against his
chest. Her cry as she rode him while he watched her face as she climaxed. He
shuddered and his partner Emmett tapped him on the shoulder and pointed at the
alley across the street from where they were parked. He could just make out the
bulk of a shadowy figure.


The figure turned out to be a bundled-up man taking a leak.
They weren’t here for someone forced to piss with only a brick building to
break the frigid wind. Emmett had gotten a tip that some kid had been stupid
enough to finance a serious gambling jones with a mysterious money man who’d
been gaining a vicious reputation owing to the nature of his debt-collecting
practices.


The kid may have deserved an ass-kicking for being stupid
but he didn’t deserve to be dead. Besides that, they liked knowing everyone who
did “business” in the neighborhood and the money man seemed to have sprung from
nowhere fast.


“That’s kind of a nice coat,” Emmett observed when the
figure walked out of the alley and stood just outside the street light’s glow.
“And the dumbass has earphones and wouldn’t hear someone walk up on him if they
were wearing combat boots.”


“I think the dumbass is listening to instructions,” Jack
hissed while he looked through his binoculars and watched the kid’s lips move.
“Or giving them.”


Something wasn’t right.


“How long have you known this snitch?”


“I’m thinking not long enough,” Emmett whispered right
before an SUV with tinted windows whipped around the corner and gunfire
erupted.


The kid jumped into the speeding vehicle, whose barrage of
firepower was concentrated on their unmarked car and the dumbasses who should
have known better.


Thank God none of them could hit the broad side of a barn
but the ricochets were a little more interesting than Jack cared for. They’d
drawn enough fire that, by the time they’d righted themselves, given chase and
called it in, the little pricks had vanished.


McCoy was going to ream them. This was their second car in a
month that was going to need body work.


* * * * *


“Sutton!” The sharp demand drew more than his attention when
Captain Archer McCoy barked from his open office door. He was holding a file
and he didn’t look happy. Great.


There were a few snickers but everyone pretended to be working
as Jack followed McCoy back into his office and shut the door. He took the
chair in front of the desk when his silver-haired captain darted a brisk nod
toward it.


“If this is about the car,” Jack started.


“Forget the damn car,” McCoy growled then ran a rough hand
through his hair. “Emmett’s looking into why his snitch burned him.”


That’s when he noticed for all of his spit-and-polish
appearance, the man looked as if he hadn’t sleep in days and his office reeked
of fast food and burned coffee.


McCoy sat down and slid a slim dog-eared and coffee-stained
folder across the desk. “I want you to investigate a suspicious missing persons
report. The husband reported her missing and swore out a complaint claiming
that she assaulted him.”


Jack flipped through the folder once, glancing at the
photograph of a pretty young blonde who’d been missing nearly a month. “Are we
looking at her for the assault charge or do you suspect something else?”


“That’s what I want you to find out. You can find the
husband here,” he said, sliding an austere white business card across the
table. “He told the EMTs who responded to the 9-1-1 call that he was on the
phone trying to get his wife into rehab when she clocked him, emptied out his
wall safe and ran.”


“Do we know how much was in the safe?”


“He claims only a couple of hundred.”


“Wouldn’t get her far,” Jack mused, taking a closer look and
trying to get a clearer picture of the woman’s guarded expression.


“No, it wouldn’t and I’ve run out of leads. She doesn’t have
any family to speak of and the friends list is pretty small and consists of
women she’s served with on committees. I got the impression she kept pretty
much to herself.” McCoy cleared his throat and Jack glanced up and didn’t like
what he saw. McCoy was rarely hesitant and it didn’t bode well.


“What?” he asked, though he was pretty sure he didn’t want
to know.


“Most people don’t know how to disappear so thoroughly
without some kind of support system. Say a fairy godmother with a perfect
hiding place. Which, I have to tell you, I’m really hoping for. Otherwise, I
have to wonder about the blood on his clothes that matched her blood type,” he
said, and shrugged as if he were having trouble trying to convince himself of
something. “That could have happened when she broke the vase over his head but
without a body, live or otherwise, all we have is a missing person fleeing an
assault and battery charge.”


Crap. He could almost hear the gears whirring in McCoy’s
mind. He should see smoke coming out of his ears any minute now. Wait for
it.


“So we have a pissed-off husband willing to file charges.”


“He says it’s the only way he’s going to be able to get her
into rehab,” McCoy said, his voice as grim as his expression. “When we asked
about his wife he said her main interests were her damn self-help books and
late-night talk radio.”


As in Cross My Heart? Double-crap. He didn’t
need to ask, he knew now why he wasn’t being reamed for the bullet-ridden car
and losing the suspects. For one brief, insane moment he almost wished one of
the bullets had dinged him bad enough to have an excuse not to be able to take
this case.


Valentine Cross was going to love having him walk back
through her door again. “You do realize that Val and I haven’t been together in
six months,” he said and had to swallow a groan when McCoy shot him a
determined gaze.


“We got a call earlier while you were out joyriding.
Apparently she’s pissed off someone else and they decided to re-decorate her
house. This guy wasn’t as artistic as the last one. I hear she has a collection
of fluorescent-orange graffiti to come home to.”


“You think cleaning a little spray paint off her walls will
make her so grateful she’ll give up the location of Bea Wylde’s safe house? I
thought we had an unofficial hands-off policy.”


“I need to know if I’m looking for a corpse or a felon,
Jack, and I don’t care what you have to do to find out if Val knows anything.
Because if you don’t, I will. And if she’s helping to hide someone she
shouldn’t be, I will throw the book at her.”


Jack didn’t like being threatened and the weird part was,
McCoy didn’t look as if he was too pleased with himself either.


“Why not just bring her in for questioning?”


McCoy looked as if he wasn’t going to answer but then he
cleared his throat. “Because I don’t want the husband to know where we’re
looking or what we’ve found until I have a chance to find Evie Masterson first.


“I tracked down the information that she filed for divorce
about a year ago but never went through with it. It doesn’t seem to have been
common knowledge and hubby didn’t bother to tell us that.”


Well, Jack could tell him what was about to become common
knowledge. When Valentine found out what was going on, all hell was going to
break loose.


“Is there anything else?”


He didn’t think it was possible but McCoy’s jaw got even
tighter. “I was told to stop spending resources investigating this case, so
this is unofficial and you don’t talk to anyone but me.”


* * * * *


Valentine Cross leaned across the console and dropped her
voice an octave to seduce her listeners and please her producer, Pete Suvarski,
who sat enclosed in a glass booth directly in front of her.


“This is Valentine Cross and you’re listening to Cross My
Heart. What’s on your mind, Kansas City, besides the below-zero
temperatures and that you’re up at three a.m. listening to me?”


Pete chuckled into her earphones. “You’ve got Bea Wylde on
one, Jubal Horn on two and Corbett Sands is breathless on three.”


Valentine hit three. “Corbett, are you outside in this?”


“Wait,” he said, background static adding to the gravelly
command. “Bad reception.”


She had no idea where he’d accessed a phone but that was the
least of her worries. There was another front moving in that could have the
potential of shutting down the city.


“Your reception’s bad because we’re in the middle of an ice
storm. Why aren’t you in a shelter?”


“They’re full up…turned around…can’t remember…the other one
is,” he said, leaving Val to fill in the blanks as his phone cut out.


“Corbett?”


There was only dead air and Pete shook his head. She
mimicked pushing buttons but Pete was already contacting the volunteer calling
tree that would put out an alert for the aging veteran whose street of choice
was well known. Someone might be able to find him shelter. Not a perfect plan
but Val had learned early that this wasn’t a perfect world.


Bea Wylde or Jubal? She punched one and hoped Jubal would
get tired of being put on hold or that Pete would get through to someone who
would take the phone away from him.


“So, Bea, what are the Wylde Women of Kansas City up to these
days?”


“Tell me you like to play dress-up for a good cause.”


“Will there be black vinyl involved?”


Bea laughed her throaty, bad-girl laugh. “Depends on the
designer who’s donating time but I wouldn’t be surprised. We’re planning a
benefit fashion show and auction to help support Wylde House. A little birdie
with a broken wing thought you might volunteer to help us get the word out.”


“You tell your little bird that I’d be happy to help. Just
give Pete the information and we’ll get you some publicity on this, Bea.”


She transferred Bea back to her producer and eyed the
flashing light on number three before she picked it up. “Who gets phone
privileges in juvie lock-up at three in the morning, Jubal?”


“Depends on who you know. What are you wearing?” he asked in
a rush, the asthmatic wheeze in his voice making her wince.


“Gold lamé gown and rhinestone tiara—you know, standard
Goddess uniform,” she answered, smoothing her jade-green sweater over her worn
jeans.


“You’re going to hell for being a nonbeliever. You know that
don’t you? Women like you need to be dealt with.” She heard a muffled struggle
and then Jubal screaming, “Get off me, you son of a bitch!” before the line
went dead.


“Yes, Jubal, but until we go back to the dark ages it looks
as if you’re not going to get your wish anytime soon,” she told the little
vandal who’d broken in and spray painted a sort of post-modern Madonna on her
living room wall three months earlier.


The evening progressed with Bea calling back with more
information about her group, Wylde Women of Kansas City, after Tessa Miles,
another regular, called in with a lecture about the dangers of cults who
preached fornication for the masses. Since Bea had been a paid fornicator in
her day, Tessa felt she was stoning material.


Afterward, Pete spent the next couple of hours fielding
calls from people wanting more information about how they could support Bea’s
efforts to fund the safe house for the victims of abuse, whom the courts seemed
powerless to help.


Tessa marshaled her forces and the debate was still raging
when Valentine was ready to sign off. Pete held up a hand-lettered sign
informing her that a men’s shelter had made room for Corbett and Jubal had
called back but he wasn’t putting him through.


By the time Valentine had signed off with her signature,
“It’s not a perfect world but if there’s anything I can do to help, I will.
Cross my heart,” and hung up her earphones she was too tired to do anything but
negotiate the ice-slicked streets home. She ordinarily used the twenty minutes to
listen to something jazzy and upbeat to unwind but it took twice that time
tonight and all of her concentration to negotiate the nearly deserted streets.
She was half-past bone-tired by the time she attempted the uphill incline of
the skating rink that doubled as her street.


Applying steady pressure to the accelerator she listened and
groaned as the wheels of her rusty Ford Escort spun. She tried two more times
and each time ended up sliding back down the same few inches she managed to
negotiate. Damn.


The curtains parted at her neighbor’s house across the
street. Mrs. Hennessey could apparently sleep through ambulances delivering to
K.U. Med a few blocks over but let Val so much as open her own front door at
six in the morning and the binoculars came out along with the three cats that
lived with her on a permanent basis. They all lined up as mesmerized as if she
were the latest television reality show. The rest of “senior citizen’s street”
remained blissfully unconcerned.


She gave up and angled her wheels, tapped the gas and inched
into the snowbanked curb at the bottom of the hill before setting the parking
brake. Winter in Kansas City was always an adventure but tonight’s storm had
added an extra layer of ice to the three feet of snow they’d already gotten.


She slipped her purse over her shoulder and swept her spiky
red hair under a pink stocking cap. Her boots slid when she swung her legs out
of the car and tried to stand so she dug the black stiletto heels into the ice
and used them as picks to get to the semi-shoveled sidewalk. She was halfway up
the hill when she recognized Jack Sutton’s empty brown Ford pickup parked in
front of her house.


Valentine went hot and cold at the same time and could have
sworn her heart skipped a beat. What the hell was he doing here?


Maybe he’d come to return his key. He could have mailed it
six months ago.


Maybe he missed the sludge she called coffee. She was out of
milk so he was out of luck because it was the only way he’d drink it.


Maybe he was through issuing ultimatums about getting
married.


He hadn’t wanted to take no for an answer and had scoffed at
her fear that one day he’d resent the fact that he was losing promotions
because of something she had done or said or both.


Then again, maybe she’d missed the memo about hell freezing
over because for the past six months she’d figured that’s what would need to
happen to get him to walk back through her door again.


He’d spread ice-melt on the steps and her concrete slab
front porch. He had to have brought it with him because he’d instinctively
known that she probably didn’t have enough on hand. It wouldn’t start working
until it got a little warmer but that was Jack, still looking out for her as if
she were helpless. Once upon a time that might have made her angry. Today, it reminded
her of how well he knew her and all of the little considerate things he’d done
when they’d been together.


Right before he’d turned into a macho jackass.


She could hear him stomping to the door before she reached
it. She closed her eyes and heard the door swing open.


“Who have you pissed off this time?” he growled in a voice
so deep its rough promise curled inside of her like a dark vine trying to take
root. She shivered and opened her eyes.


Slavic cheekbones a woman would sell her soul to possess were
shadowed by dark stubble. He was dressed in his basic uniform of a dark tee
shirt and jeans. It was winter so he was wearing boots instead of leather
lace-up tennis shoes. Even scowling, he was handsome—if you liked wiry junkyard
dogs with a double dose of bad-boy attitude.


“I piss off a lot of people. It’s hard to say.” She fought
to keep her voice even, to keep from reaching for him. “Why are you in my
house?”






Chapter Two


 


Because my boss is throwing my ass to the wolves.


Valentine sounded more tired than angry. That wasn’t going
to last long as soon as she found out he wasn’t leaving.


“My name is still on the lease and the officer who answered
the call let me know you’d had a break-in,” he said as he stepped aside so she
could wipe her feet on the rug he’d placed at the door. Not that a few more
footprints were going to matter.


The crime-scene boys had already collected their evidence by
the time they’d called him. They’d taken pictures of the spray-painted
messages—Fucking. Cunt. Bitch. And the rest of the damage.


She was shaking her head as he followed her into the small
living room. Thankfully there wasn’t that much wall space. But there was a new
recliner. They’d been looking for one to replace his ratty old thrift-store
treasure before he’d left.


He usually didn’t care what furniture looked like as long as
it was comfortable and he could put his feet on it but he had to admit the
orange looked stranger against the chair’s dark red leather than it did the
small gray couch.


Her gaze lingered on the recliner for a few moments before
she clenched her jaw and walked through the arch and into the dining room where
the drapes and small oak table had taken the brunt of the damage. The spiral
notebooks, where she insisted on keeping her sensitive information, were
scattered over the table and mirrored, on a smaller scale, the same message as
the walls.


“Anything missing?” he asked when she bent to pick up a
notebook that had fallen on the floor.


“These are old files that I was cleaning out. All of these
women have moved on. There’s nothing worth a second glance.”


“You know all you’d have to do is hit the delete key if you
kept all this on your laptop.”


“You process your way, I’ll process mine. Besides, every
time I’m updated I feel as if someone’s had their sticky fingers in my
underwear drawer.”


And you don’t want any angry exes hacking into
information about where their wives or girlfriends are hiding.


Valentine shivered when the breeze blew in from the
adjoining kitchen and he followed her gaze as she glanced over at his handiwork
and frowned.


“I couldn’t find any plywood,” he explained, “so duct tape
and trash bags are going to have to do until we can get to a Home Depot and buy
a new door.”


“I’ll call the landlord,” she said, raising an eyebrow and
stepping away from him.


He didn’t kid himself. It was his use of we that had
gotten him the raised brow. Tough. “Yeah, he’s going to be real thrilled about
fixing this door again, which incidentally needs to be replaced. I mentioned
that the last time. Hate to break it to you but your safety doesn’t seem to be
his first concern.”


“I’ll take care of it,” she bit off.


He sighed and silently counted to ten. “Are you going to
strap a door to the roof of the Escort? It can’t make it up the hill,” he
scoffed. “We’ll take the truck. We can stop and pick up some cat food while
we’re out.”


“I don’t have a cat,” she deadpanned. “Well, not really. The
cat was here? Little gray striped thing—no tail to speak of?”


He nodded at the cat prints tracked through a spritz of
orange paint. “How do you not really have a cat?”


Valentine screwed up her face and he thought, Here it
comes. “She started coming around when the weather turned frigid. I’d open
a can of tuna or give her some scraps at the back door. The last couple of
weeks I think she’s divided her time between me and Mrs. Hennessey. Sometimes
she sleeps under the stove when I’m at work but I couldn’t find her last night
so I just assumed…”


He looked under the old-fashioned gas stove that sat at
least a foot off the floor and he knew was rarely used and sure enough there
was a tattered rag rug. He decided not to mention that it might be a fire
hazard—just pulled it out and laid it along the bottom of the door to plug the
draft.


“When did you start adopting animals?” he asked.


“She just needed me to get through a bad patch,” she said
but the catch in her voice told another story and made him want to punch
whoever had done this.


“Now that I know she wasn’t inside I think maybe she took
advantage of the open door and was headed for her regular place and he tried to
get her,” he said, nodding at the burst of fluorescent orange at the bottom of
the stove.


“Who the hell spray paints a cat?” Val sputtered.


“My first guess was maybe one of Jubal’s friends. He might
not be as antisocial as we once thought, plus I heard he called tonight.”


“Great, an adolescent feral artist with a posse. Who could
ask for more?”


“Or it’s someone taking advantage of Jubal’s set-up. Think
about it. Jubal broke a window to get in and all he did was spray paint a Madonna
on your living room wall. This guy busted down a door—we’re talking knocked it
off its hinges. I’m betting he’s pissed about something.”


And that’s what scared him.


He’d already called Daniels about looking into possible
leads. With any luck at all they’d figure out who trashed her house before he
had to tell her about the Evie Masterson investigation.


And she showed him the door. Yeah, he could use some luck.


* * * * *


Their first stop had been the Home Depot. She’d charged the
new door to her credit card and he’d loaded it in the back of his truck.
Afterward she’d managed to fall asleep and he was parking in front of the house
before she woke up and zeroed in on the transparent bag of groceries and the
box of kitty litter that he’d stopped for while she slept.


She shrugged, almost to herself. “I’ve been calling her
Minnie the Moocher because I imagine she’ll answer to anything if there’s food
attached,” she commented wryly. “But she does spend more time at Mrs.
Hennessy’s. I don’t know what she calls [bookmark: stop]her.”


“Maybe she likes cat food instead of canned tuna. Maybe
that’s why she keeps visiting Mrs. H.”


“That’s her choice,” she said, shooting him a tired grimace.
“At my place, she gets canned tuna.”


Because buying cat food would mean you expected her to stay.
Then you’d have to pretend that it didn’t bother you if she left.


He frowned. “We can discuss what that means later. I need to
get this door on before your pipes freeze or we croak from carbon monoxide
poisoning because the pilot light on the stove blows out.”


“There you go with that ‘we’ again.”


“Don’t give me grief over this, Cross. This is the second
time that your house has been trashed. Now, can you think of anyone you’ve
pissed off lately?”


“I’m going with the Jubal’s-posse theory.”


“Yeah, Daniels seems to agree. He’s supposed to call me
back,” he said, and slid out of the truck cab before she could protest so he
could get down to the business of unloading the door and trying to figure out
how he was going to convince her she needed to let him stick around at least
until he figured out what was going on. Because there was something about that
busted door that made the back of his neck crawl.


Of course he could always be an underhanded, devious bastard
and use sex to convince her. It wasn’t as if it hadn’t worked before. It wasn’t
as if he hadn’t been trying to think of a way to convince her that whether or
not she married him, he didn’t want to be anywhere but with her.


So why haven’t you made a move before now? Stupid
goddamn macho bullshit. He’d wanted her to make the first move.


He didn’t protest when she came around and lifted one end of
the door. Her stubborn gaze dared him but he was smart enough to say “Thank
you” and let her.


“What happened to the job in Tucson?” he asked because not
even Pete would tell him why she hadn’t jumped on the cable gig she’d been
offered right before they’d broken up.


“Pete offered me more money to stay,” she said, and her
voice was as flat as her expression.


Sure he did. Pete treated the station’s money as if it were
his own and the man would rather part with a limb than an extra dollar.
Valentine seemed way too relieved that he didn’t call her on the obvious lie.


The sun had triggered the ice-melt but they were still
careful getting the heavy door up the steps and into the house. He actually had
more grief trying to get it to hang right. The damn thing was so solid it
nearly ripped the doorjamb away from the wall.


She was making herself pretty scarce and he figured she’d
either fallen asleep on her feet or was quietly planning how she was going to
get rid of him. The hair on the back of his neck stood straight up and it
wasn’t because of the breeze coming in under the door he hadn’t finished
sealing.


He turned around and nearly dropped his hammer. She’d
fluffed out her hair and it flipped around her pale heart-shaped face in little
weed-whacked, red-gold wisps. She’d scrubbed her face and he could just make
out the freckles across the bridge of her nose but she’d left on her mascara.
She’d sworn she hadn’t removed it since she was fourteen and he almost chuckled
at the memory. A pair of loose gray sweats, old enough to be comfortable and
thin enough to cling to her plump breasts and peaked nipples, made his mouth
water. When she crossed her arms over her chest, he knew he’d been caught
staring.


“You think that door will keep him out?” she asked, doing
the familiar, skeptical eyebrow thing he’d missed.


He shrugged. “After I’m finished, the door will keep out the
wind. If he’s determined all he has to do is punch a hole in the wall next to
it.”


“Lucky for me I decided to take a self-defense class after
Jubal broke in,” she said wryly.


He dropped the hammer and rushed her, pinning her against
the wall and snugging both arms behind her back. He swore he could feel her
nipples through his tee shirt but this wasn’t about sex. Except that he’d been
hard since she’d walked through the door and now she could feel his erection
through his jeans.


“Do you know what your first mistake was?” he whispered
raggedly.


“That I didn’t knee you in the balls when I had the chance?”
she rasped, struggling against him, sliding against his denim-covered cock.


“You never had that chance,” he said and shook his head.
“You didn’t scream. I’ll never understand why women don’t scream.”


The corner of her mouth, which had been crooking into a
tentative smirk, flattened. “I knew you wouldn’t hurt me.”


“Do you know how many women are raped or worse by people
they think would never hurt them?” He was shaking now and he didn’t care if she
knew how scared he was. “You should have screamed, Valentine.” He closed his
eyes and leaned his forehead against hers, loosened his grip as he lowered her
arms.


He flinched when she tunneled her cold fingers beneath his
tee shirt but grabbed her hands before she could pull them back. Pressed them
against the heated flesh of his stomach and opened his eyes.


She didn’t pull away when he lowered his head and he waited
a fraction of an instant for her to rise up on her toes and open her mouth.


Six months ago they would have had wall-banging make-up sex
that bordered on angry because neither would admit to anything except that they
couldn’t keep their hands off one another.


His sigh was harsh, as if he’d been holding his breath, and
his hands were shaking. This wasn’t the Jack Sutton that she knew, the macho
take-charge cop who always managed to make her feel as if she couldn’t take
care of herself.


“Did you lose your place?” she asked, afraid that he’d start
remembering all of the reasons that this was a bad idea.


“About six months ago but I’m taking it back now,” he
whispered right before she wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his head
down. His lips were chapped, rough against her own as he slid them across her
mouth. His tentative kiss a tender, bittersweet reminder of what had been—of
what they’d lost. And for one brief moment she could have sworn she tasted
regret.


This was the part they always got right and she wanted every
soul-shaking minute of it back. They could figure out the rest of it later.


He was here now and that was all that mattered. When he
lifted her, she smiled and wrapped her legs around him and was surprised when
instead of taking her right there against the wall, he walked them into the
bedroom.


He unhooked her legs from around his hips and shuddered when
she slid into a shaky stance. He didn’t let go and still managed to slide her
sweatshirt over her head. Her nipples puckered in the cold room but he drew
each one into his warm mouth, palming whichever breast he wasn’t mouthing while
she pushed down her pants.


It had been so long and she was hot and eager, kicking away
the sweats when they tangled around her ankles. She waited a heartbeat for him
to chuckle at her impatience and was surprised when it didn’t come.


He looked as if he wanted to say something but he only
groaned and bent his head against her breast and suckled, drawing on her
nipples until they peaked and her pussy dampened. She grabbed onto his
shoulders as he descended and slowly trailed kisses down her stomach and over
her abdomen as he tumbled her, naked, onto the bed.


She reached for him but he was unbuttoning his shirt,
watching her as if he were afraid she might suddenly come to her senses. She
smiled when he forgot to unbutton the cuffs of his flannel shirt and ripped it
off, the buttons flying across the room and pinging against the battered
dresser that he’d left when he’d moved out.


She saw his own flash of remembrance before he jerked his
thermal undershirt off and unbuckled his pants, fumbling the five buttons it
took to set his cock free at last. Well, almost free. She didn’t laugh at his
tighty whities. She’d leave that for another time, when they might need to
laugh and remember that once upon a time sex had been fun.


His cock sprang free, thick and hard, the dark head already
damp and shiny with pre-cum. She licked her lips and his dark eyes narrowed.


“Later,” he promised, climbing onto the bed.


He opened the drawer of the nightstand and fished a condom
out of the box he’d put there six months ago and she hadn’t moved.


She spread her legs and he smiled, crawling into the space
and lowering until he settled his shoulders under her thighs. He slid his hands
under her ass and blew a warm puff of air against her pussy and slowly parted
her inner folds with the tip of his tongue.


She could have come just from that single touch but she
fisted the sheets and opened herself wider, welcoming the broad strokes and
nimble thrusts as he flicked and explored. She quivered and felt her muscles
gather but he backed off, trailing gentle kisses over her labia.


She wanted to come but she didn’t want this to end. She
didn’t want him to talk about why this was such a bad idea and he couldn’t
stay. She’d hold off coming forever if he just wouldn’t talk.


He didn’t have any intention of letting her come but he
wasn’t telling her that. He just pressed his lips to her quivering pussy and
kissed a path back to her breasts. He settled his cock on her stomach and she
curled her hips, trying to get him to brush against her clit, but he wasn’t
through showing her how much he wanted her.


How much he needed her. And why he wasn’t spending another
six months stupidly waiting for her to invite him back into her life. She
writhed against his erection and bit her lip but a smile lit her cat-green eyes
right before she slid her arms over her head and grabbed the headboard.


Her nipples were the same pink color as her lips and they
were already drawn up like pearls when he gently flicked them with his tongue.


Her whimper went straight to his cock and he was forced to
take a deep breath so he wouldn’t come before he was inside her. He groaned and
scooted back down between her legs and slipped a long finger inside her pussy.
She was so wet. Her flesh clamped around the digit and he added another. Her
hard little clit protruded from soft, puffy lips and he couldn’t resist sucking
it into his mouth, pumping the hard little knob of flesh with the same rhythm
he finger-fucked her.


Her hips came off the bed as he speeded up and added a
swivel. Her inner muscles clamped around his fingers and she wailed as she
came, grinding against his mouth so hard he could feel her spasms.


She was still coming when he flipped her over and pushed a
pillow beneath her stomach while she whimpered and pushed her ass back at him.
He wanted to see her face but she’d admitted once that she felt everything more
when he fucked her from behind and this was for her. He tore the condom packet
open with his teeth and rolled it on, opened her pussy and pressed inside her
warm, wet flesh. The faint tremors of her orgasm rippled over his cock and it
was almost enough to send him over but he stilled until they faded and smiled
while she clenched the sheet with both fists.


When he didn’t move she tucked her hips and slid away until
his cock head just kissed her opening then slid her pussy back over him. He let
her use him, treating him like the big purple dildo she’d let him watch her
play with once upon a time when they’d been lovers who’d enjoyed shocking one
another.


When love had been play.


She was up on all fours now, sliding over his cock with her
furious rhythm, and it wasn’t play anymore. Her desperation reminded him of
their last time together.


She doesn’t expect you to stay.


He gripped her hips and cradled her ass against his groin
until the faint fluttering of her pussy slowed. She turned her head and even in
profile he could tell she was surprised. Wary.


“It’s not like you to torture,” she whispered.


He leaned over her and cupped her breast with one hand. “I’m
not in a hurry for this to end,” he whispered. Sliding his free hand between
her legs, he tapped her clit with a rhythm she followed until the pleasure
built to an almost unbearable crescendo.


He had to quell a shudder when she flexed her inner muscles
and he knew neither of them was going to last much longer. He grudgingly
released her breast and clit before he stroked his hands over her hips and slid
home, fast and deep and hard. Her guttural cry as she came ripped through him
and sent him spiraling into his own orgasm and he had to catch himself on his elbows
so he didn’t collapse. He shuddered, waiting for the tremors to recede.


He pulled the pillow from beneath them and gently lowered
her before getting up to dispose of the condom. He slipped back into bed and
dragged the covers over them. Spooned around her, tucking her ass into his
groin, and was warm for the first time in six months.


“Jack…” Her tentative whisper was vulnerable and uncertain.


He slid a leg over her hip and scooted closer. “I know. Just
go to sleep, Valentine. We’ll talk later,” he promised. And this time he
wouldn’t be issuing any ultimatums. And he wouldn’t be leaving until they’d
worked out whatever they’d left unfinished six months ago.


He tucked her closer, skin to skin, and fell asleep to the
sound of sleet pelting the windows and her soft breath whispering across his
arm, still chastising himself for not being brave enough to walk through her
door until now.






Chapter Three


 


Valentine woke up cold. She was pretty sure she’d fallen
asleep with a warm hand wrapped around her breast and a semi-firm erection
nestled between her ass cheeks. Not that she wasn’t capable of dreaming that
Jack Sutton was between her thighs, trying to nudge her awake.


That particular dream had managed to wake her several times
this past six months. But waking up hadn’t usually included the scent of
coffee. Well, Jack’s version of coffee, which she had no intention of
complaining about.


At least not until she figured out what they were doing.


It would have been easier to understand if he’d taken her on
the kitchen counter or up against the wall, hot and quick. They did hot and
quick extremely well. Hot, she’d give him but there hadn’t been anything quick
since he’d kissed her in the kitchen.


She knew from experience that great make-up sex wouldn’t
hold them together forever. But this time it had reminded her that she’d missed
Jack Sutton in her bed.


That would never change. And neither would their
differences.


He’d put her robe at the foot of the bed. She’d missed that.
The comfort of someone anticipating what she’d want or need. And being able to
reciprocate. Small, important day-to-day acts that, sometime during their time
together, she’d started taking for granted.


She padded to the bathroom and started the shower. The
curtain was already wet and her shaving cream and razor were on the counter.
There were whiskers in the sink and she smiled at his familiar forgetfulness.
She rinsed them away, slipped off her robe and took a quick shower.


She was almost surprised when he didn’t join her. But maybe
Jack was wondering if what was happening was just a temporary bout of insanity.
Maybe he’d figured out that sex wouldn’t solve all of their problems. If—no,
when—he left this time, she was going to need to take another job. Preferably
out of town.


She should have taken the job in Tucson. Because she’d begun
to suspect that she might be just as much of a thrill junkie as Jack and what
was happening could be nothing more than an adrenaline rush. The lure of the
roller coaster that terrified her but drew her at the same time because she
knew she was going to feel every emotion sharper, brighter, until it burned so
hot it consumed her.


And when it was all over, she would barely be able to think
straight enough to remember why she shouldn’t be happy. She’d only been through
this once and it should have been more than enough to warn her off Jack Sutton.


The problem was, every time she saw him she was ready for
another ride.


The sun had already gone down and the house was so cold that
she didn’t waste any time after she dried off. She added a bulky pink cowl-neck
sweater to the pair of clean jeans she’d found in the laundry basket she hadn’t
unloaded yet and dug under a stack of folded towels to find her last clean pair
of wool socks before heading to the kitchen.


For some weak coffee and a long overdue conversation.


He was pouring himself a cup, a familiar milk carton within
reach. Another cup sat empty beside it.


His dark, close-cropped hair was wet and standing up in
little devil-horn cowlicks she itched to smooth down but that was just so she
could touch him. She knew he’d shaved but his cheeks were still shadowed and it
wasn’t because of her girly razor. The man had a perpetual five o’clock shadow.
And he was wearing a more faded pair of jeans and a black sweatshirt. He hadn’t
left any clothes when he’d moved so he had to have brought them.


“I always carry a spare set of clothes,” he said before she
could ask him why. “You haven’t lived until you’ve had a baby puke and crap on
you at the same time.” He turned around and in the glare of the overhead
kitchen light he looked a little pale beneath his olive complexion. “We took a
couple of kids out of a crack house one night,” he said, his voice tight and
soft. “One little guy wasn’t out of diapers yet but he had the flu or something.
He was running at both ends.”


“Was that before or after my show on how broken the foster
care system is?” The show had triggered the beginning of their end. They’d had
a terse discussion that had turned into a door-banging screaming match and
ended in a week of silence except for the most basic exchanges. Jack looked as
uncomfortable as she felt and she could tell he was remembering.


“It doesn’t matter,” he said, scrubbing his face with his
hands as if he could wipe away the memory. “I didn’t mean to go there.”


She almost wished he had. “You think I’d be angry if I
thought you wanted back into my messed-up life?”


He poured her a cup of coffee before she asked for one. “I
should never have described your life as messed up. I wish I could take back a
lot of things from that night.”


Their last night together had been so ugly that most of the
time she had to focus on something else so she didn’t think about it. She
couldn’t get away from it now. “We both said things that probably should have
been said months before,” she said, cradling the cup he handed her.


“You were right when you told me that I wanted you to change
to make my life more comfortable,” he admitted. “It scared me every time I
thought about the nuts out there who threaten you. Most of them just want to
rant but there’s always the one who might take it further. The one you might
not realize is a serious threat.”


“Is that what this morning was about—the whole sex and fear
and violence connection? Because I have to tell you that was quite a reaction for
a little spray paint and a busted door.”


“What happened this morning should have happened six months
ago and probably would have if I hadn’t insisted that you marry me.” He took a
deep breath. “I was afraid you were slipping away from me and I thought that if
we were married I wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore.


“The ultimatum was about my fear. I’ve spent the last few
months trying to think of a good enough reason for you to let me back into your
life. But I wanted you to do the asking—so yeah, you were right about my
macho-bullshit posturing.


“Whatever happens now, I want you to know that I’ve
regretted leaving almost every minute since I slammed out of this house six
months ago.”


“So this isn’t about my kicked-in door and latest collection
of graffiti?”


He frowned and shook his head. “No, but before we get too
much further into what it is, I need to tell you something and before you have
a hissy fit about me not believing you can take care of yourself, count to ten
and think about it.”


“I don’t have hissy fits. I might scream or slam a door but
I don’t do the foot-stamping-cross-my-arms-over-my-chest, pouty thing.” She did
however do the raised eyebrow thing and didn’t bother to deny it. “What have
you done?”


“I called Pete and told him what happened. I asked him to
run a couple of your old shows this weekend and cleared a few vacation days
with my boss.”


Once upon a time the news that he’d called Pete on her
behalf would have started a fight. Right now it didn’t seem half as important
as his other revelation. She didn’t even try to keep her mouth from dropping
open. “McCoy gave you time off with only a moment’s notice?”


“I’ve got the weekend. I thought I’d look at some of your
more interesting hate mail. And Daniels is going to call me if he finds out
anything about who redecorated the—your house.”


She frowned and he asked, “What?”


“I’m sorry but that just doesn’t sound like
by-the-book-you’d-better-have-a-good-reason-for-this McCoy.”


“He’s been a little distracted by a missing person case. Not
really himself.”


Jack never took vacation days. McCoy had probably granted
them while still in a state of shock. Something she’d happily pay good money to
see. Once upon a time, McCoy had insinuated in a roundabout way that her views
weren’t winning Jack any points. She had a little trouble believing he was
distracted by anything enough to behave out of his normally hard-ass character
mode but she was more concerned with what was going on between her and Jack
right now.


“So…what? We’re going to take two days and figure out why
this guy is pissed off? Or why neither one of us has made a move toward the
other one in six months? Or why this morning happened? What are the rules here,
Jack? Just so we’re clear.”


“Even if this hadn’t happened, I think you were probably
going to find me on your doorstep someday soon. It’s taken me six months to
figure out that just being married won’t make or break this relationship. How
about we do it your way this time? No rules. No ultimatums.”


Jack Sutton without rules.


The mind boggled. And hers already felt scrambled.


She took a sip of her coffee and wanted to gag. How did he
drink this stuff? “I’m not upset with you for calling Pete. I told him before I
left this morning that if the weather got any worse he was probably going to end
up running a couple of my old shows. He didn’t have a problem with it.”


Sutton narrowed his big brown eyes. “He acted like he was
doing me a big favor and I owed him.”


Well, duh. “Pete’s in the business of collecting favors
because he never knows when we’ll need one. He loves when a cop owes him. How
do you think he finds Corbett a place in the shelters?” She laughed and shook
her head.


“He calls me because he knows we’ll find him and a place for
him to stay,” he said.


“He’s never told me that.”


Jack shrugged. “I asked him not to.”


Okay, that hadn’t really surprised her but as she watched
him taking inventory of her meager supplies she said, “I should have known.”
She couldn’t help but smile as he turned away and could have sworn he was
embarrassed to be caught.


Jack caught her smile out of the corner of his eye as he
rummaged through her almost barren cabinets while she pretended to drink the
coffee he’d poured her. “I wish I had picked up more than milk and cat food at
the store. It looks like our options for breakfast are corned beef hash or
canned hot tamales. We could be really gourmet and add the can of chili that
expired last month.”


She shrugged. “I usually grab some takeout or have something
delivered. I’d rather not ask anyone to come out in this so I vote for the
hash. I think I have some eggs in the fridge.”


“They only expired two weeks ago,” he said and shook his
head.


“I never learned how to cook. I heat things up. I can even
grill in a pinch. I grew up on takeout and drive-through. Other than that, if
it didn’t come out of a can or a box with directions, I didn’t bother with it,”
she said sheepishly.


“That wasn’t so hard,” he said, a little off balance because
he couldn’t remember seeing her embarrassed before.


“You never asked,” she said, almost cautiously and he
realized that he never had. And she hadn’t volunteered much information about
herself. They’d spent all their time either fighting or tearing each other’s
clothes off.


“Your cowboy boots distracted me,” he said, turning up the
flame under the skillet.


She frowned. “You do realize there isn’t anything in that
pan.”


He caught himself before he chuckled. “If you want really
great hash, you heat the pan, then you add some oil and wait until it sizzles,
then you add the hash, schmuck it around until it forms a layer and leave it
alone until the edges start to get crisp, and don’t flip it over until it’s
brown underneath.”


“When do you put the eggs in?”


“You poach the eggs and put them on top when you’re ready to
serve it.”


She arched a brow. “Who knew cops were like firemen and
could cook? You could probably get a cooking show gig.”


“Yeah, the Expired-Can Gourmet,” he offered with a grin. “My
mom taught me to cook. If she hadn’t, she would have spent all her time at the
stove when I was a teenager because I ate like a horse.” He shrugged. “A lot of
cops end up single for one reason or another and we don’t all live on donuts
and takeout pizza.”


“I never had a problem with your job. I’m not stupid. I knew
it was dangerous but I’ve always trusted you to know what you’re doing.”


“That’s one of the reasons I was so sure we’d make it,” he
said, after he thought for two seconds about not saying it.


“I thought it would work both ways, which is why I thought
so too,” she said and set her half-full cup on the counter.


“I’ve never doubted your abilities,” he said and broke three
eggs into a skillet of boiling water.


“No, you just pointed out that I wouldn’t get so many
threats if I wasn’t telling everyone what I thought. I started doubting myself
and blaming you. It wasn’t fair but I think I was feeling vulnerable and using
any excuse to step back from what was happening between us.”


“Why were you feeling vulnerable?” When she didn’t answer he
glanced over as she leaned against the doorjamb and took a deep breath. It was
almost painful to watch her search for the right words but he knew she’d found
them when she crossed her arms over her middle.


“When you asked me to marry you, I panicked. All we’d been
doing was fighting or fucking or trying to stay out of each other’s way. I was
so exhausted that I was afraid I’d be tempted to become something I wasn’t and
end up hating both of us.”


“I didn’t really want you to change. I just wanted to know
that you were safe,” he said softly.


She hesitated for a minute, running her finger around the
rim of her cup. “Tell me that I didn’t cost you your last promotion.”


“That wasn’t your fault,” he snapped, returning his
attention to dividing the hash onto two plates and sliding the eggs on top.


“When will it become my fault? How many promotions would you
have to lose before you admitted that I might be the reason? And what would I
be willing to do to make sure that didn’t happen?” She shook her head. “I’ve
seen too many women change to accommodate their partners. And I’ve seen the
resentment it causes fester into something so ugly that I’ve sworn never to go
there.”


“Were you planning on breaking up before I asked you to
marry me?”


“No,” she admitted. “I kept trying to figure out how to stay
with you without screwing up your life. Or mine.”


She took the plate he handed her and walked into her
vandalized dining room and set it on the spray-painted table. Jack followed,
looping his leg over the seat as he had a hundred times before and caught an
expression she tried to hide. She had missed him.


“I rescind my marriage proposal,” he said calmly before he
forked up a wedge of hash. “If you want to get married, you’ll have to do the
asking.” I’ll fucking wait you out if it takes forever.


Valentine watched as the old macho Jack surfaced. There was
a determined edge in his voice and a familiar tight set to his jaw. “Really?”
she asked.


He nodded, probably because he couldn’t get a word past his
clenched lips. “This doesn’t need to be a contest with a winner and a loser all
clearly defined. I just don’t want to spend another six months without you.”


And what will be different this time?


He narrowed his eyes. “You’re overthinking this.”


“And the only time I’m not thinking is when we’re having
incredible sex. That doesn’t seem to have changed.”


His smile was tentative. “Are you saying that I have to get
you naked to get rid of those frown lines? Because I’m more than ready to do my
part and in case you haven’t noticed there hasn’t been any door-slamming or
silently passing each other in the hall. I wish we would have talked this out
six months ago but maybe all I would have heard then was that you were making
an unfair comparison and we would have ended the same way.”


She opened her mouth and he shook his head.


“Let me finish. I don’t think either of us was listening to
the other one. I thought getting married would show you that I wanted to be
with you forever, that I wasn’t leaving, and then I left instead of trying to
work out why you wouldn’t marry me.”


“Yes, you did, but I didn’t try to stop you. I’m still
worried that I’m going to wake up and realize that maybe this is happening
because you’re afraid someone is after me and when it’s over we’ll be back at
square one.


“This feels a bit like the old days but it’s also a bit as
if we’re starting over. Can we just take what’s happening one day at a time?”
she asked.


“As long as you don’t have a problem with me staying. At
least until we figure out who kicked in your door.”


“I don’t have a problem with that,” she said with a smile
and gingerly poked at her egg with the edge of her fork. “And I’m asking this
just in case I ever attempt to re-create this recipe, you understand—how come
the eggs aren’t runny?”


He breathed a sigh and his lips twitched to one side. “I was
distracted and cooked them too long.”


“And I wasn’t even wearing cowboy boots,” she quipped,
reveling at how easy it was to fall back into a familiar pattern.


“Where are your cowboy boots?” he asked and his eyes
darkened as the corner of his mouth slid into a grin.


“At the back of my closet,” she said. “I haven’t worn them
in a long time.”


“You might want to dust them off.”


“First you’re giving me cooking instructions and now you
want me to brush up on my housekeeping skills,” she said, shaking her head in
mock horror.


Valentine forked up a healthy slice of hash and egg, and
wondered how much of his terrible coffee she was going to have to swallow to
wash her food down. At this point she was willing to drink the rest of the pot.
Well, maybe not.


“I tell you what. Whoever gets up first can make coffee but
then they have to put it in a thermos so the next person doesn’t have to gag
and pretend they enjoy drinking coffee-flavored water or sludge.”


His lips twitched. “Nice solution. We can try it later—maybe
after we find the boots.”


He didn’t seem to mind that she didn’t want to waste time
searching for a pair of red cowboy boots or gathering up the paper plates. Or
washing the dishes. She hadn’t put a bra on under her sweater and her nipples
had puckered when he mentioned the boots.


She’d forgotten them the moment he reached across the table
and grabbed the back of her head, drew her close and kissed her. He’d kissed
her, stumbling down the short narrow hall on their way to the bedroom, stopping
in the middle to unbutton his shirt while their tongues tangled and she held
onto any body part from which he wasn’t removing clothing.


She smiled against his mouth and ran her fingers through his
crisp mat of dark chest hair before she lowered her head and latched onto a
nipple, circling it with her tongue before drawing it deeper.


His eyes closed the moment she tunneled her fingers beneath
the waistband of his jeans and popped the top button. He flinched each time she
eased another button out and brushed against his cock.


He’d forgone underwear but his erection was trapped by the
denim and she licked the warm flesh with the flat of her tongue. He groaned and
canted his hips when she reached inside his jeans and wrapped her fingers
around his cock.


Plump and firm, it unfurled in her hands and she swiped a
drop of pre-cum from the tip before she closed her lips around the head and
sucked the tender knob of flesh just inside her mouth before easing it deeper.


“Bed,” he gasped when she burrowed into the gap of his pants
and drew out his balls.


She laughed around a mouthful of warm, eager penis that
strained against her tongue. Easing back, she came off just enough to slick her
hand around the base and add a swivel to her upstroke.


He went up on his toes in the narrow hallway and looked as
if he were trying to push apart the walls. She took advantage of his position
and pulled his pants to his knees, freeing his erection but leaving him
trapped. The familiar was once again new as she sucked him as far back as she
could take him and palmed his balls while she pumped his cock.


The cords of his neck were strained and sweat trickled in
rivulets down over his chest, dampening the hair that arrowed down to the
treasure she held in her mouth. “I’m going to come if you don’t stop. Is that
what you want?”


She nodded and a thrill shot through her when his eyes
glazed, hot and bright.


“Not without you,” he whispered as he lowered himself and
reached for her. She smiled and let his cock slip free before he swept her off
the floor and into his arms. “Too many times without you,” he grumbled, but he
was kissing her and she was giggling when he rolled her onto the bed.


He narrowed his eyes, his gaze hotter than it had been only
moments before. “Alone,” he said, as if it were important. As if she hadn’t
already guessed.


“Me too,” she said, around the lump in her throat. She
leaned over and opened the drawer in the nightstand.


He reached for the little foil packet and she batted his
hand away. “I’ve missed this,” she whispered and slowly ripped it open and went
up on her knees. “I’m out of practice but let’s see if I remember,” she said
and used the tip of her tongue to pop the condom into her mouth.


“When did you develop a mean streak?” he asked, and his sigh
turned harsh and desperate when she palmed his sac.


Using her free hand, she guided his very impressive erection
toward her mouth and closed her lips around the satiny cock head and rolled the
condom down. She smiled because she couldn’t very well talk with her mouth full
and this was no time to be rude. Or mean.


He jerked her sweater over her head as soon as she released
him, laughing as he unzipped her jeans and pulled them down over her hips, her
legs.


“You could give lessons on interrogation techniques. Men
would tell you anything,” he said as her socks came off with everything else.


“Tell me again that this isn’t a mistake, that we’re not
going to wake up one day and decide that all we have is this,” she asked.
Knowing that even if he thought it was, she didn’t want to give up their
ice-bound time together. She reached for him.


“Don’t think—feel,” he said, already following her down.
Stretching over her, wrapping his arms around her. “But for what it’s worth, I
don’t think we’re a mistake.”


She reached between them because he wouldn’t let go of her
and closed her hand around his sheathed erection, guided him until he parted
her slick folds and slid inside her. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she
just held on, curling her hips to meet his thrust while he kissed her and the
pressure inside her built as her muscles gathered and her blood quickened. His
last thrust slid over a tight bundle of nerves and her orgasm drew a scream
from deep inside of her that accompanied his roar.


And then he started to speak, promising to always kiss her
before he felt her up and she tried to disguise her tears with laughter. She
knew she was caught when he caught the salty drops with the tip of his tongue
and kissed back up the path they had taken.


She brushed over his shadowed cheekbones with her fingertips
and kissed each one before she touched her mouth to his. She didn’t want to
talk. They’d been here before and had to face their regrets but she didn’t want
to think about that now. She just wanted to feel.


She woke twice in the night with Jack wrapped around her,
murmuring in her ear before he started kissing her, his mouth hot and warm. And
just desperate enough to remind her that this might be temporary. She woke him
before dawn by easing his cock into her mouth and listening to him groan while
she licked and sucked him until his hips bucked and he came with a roar.






Chapter Four


 


Valentine woke to the sounds of furniture being scraped
across wooden floors and murmuring male voices. Emmett was here? Stocky and
blond, he’d always reminded Val of someone who would look perfectly natural
kicking back with a rum-and-pineapple drink on a beach, wearing flowered shorts
and looking for the perfect wave.


She threw on her sweats, fluffed her hair with her fingers
and brushed her teeth before venturing into the dining room. It was as far as
she could get with the settee and recliner blocking it off from the living room
where Jack and Emmett were unrolling a thick blue vinyl-covered mat.


“Am I going to need coffee for this?”


Both men looked up but only Emmett grinned. “Hey, Val, I
heard you’re still pissing people off.” That earned him a scowl from Jack.


“Yeah, I hear you’ve been doing a pretty good job in that
department lately. Have you figured out why your snitch set you up?”


“Nope, time was when I bought a snitch, he’d stay bought. I
don’t know what the world’s coming to,” he said with a shrug that she suspected
he’d only half meant.


“Me neither,” she said, frowning at the blue mat. “Are you
the ‘gym fairy’ this morning?”


“Yeah, sorry about that but Jack wants to make sure you can
take care of yourself. And I wouldn’t recommend drinking any coffee or eating
until after the workout. It’ll be easier to move.”


“Yeah, actually it would,” Jack agreed.


“Well, would you like some coffee? It’s the least I can do
since I assume this is above and beyond what you usually do for B&E
victims.”


“No thanks. Above and beyond is our motto—we live to serve,”
Emmett joked as he pushed himself off the floor. “Besides, I’ve heard about
your coffee.”


“I take it he wasn’t bragging.”


Emmett lost his smile but Jack only nodded his head when he
managed a “Sorry, buddy” as he was leaving.


“Seriously, we’re going to do this before I have any coffee?
Because I have to tell you that I may be a little grouchier than normal,” she
warned.


“Good. Stay that way,” he said as he straightened the mat.


“You don’t seem all that happy either. What’s this about?”


“I want to make sure you can handle yourself if some asshole
grabs you when I’m not around.”


“Does that mean a good-morning-I’m-happy-to-see-you-kiss is
off the table until afterward?” She tried not to grin but she could tell he was
trying not to stare at her breasts and not succeeding very well.


“If I kiss you, we’re going to end up having a totally
different experience and this mat has to go back to the gym, where I’m going to
see it every time I work out and probably lose my concentration like I’m doing
now, so quit grinning and get your ass over here.”


Val was still grinning when she climbed over the settee but
Sutton was in his growly, alpha-male mode and didn’t crack a smile. He flipped
her around when she stood in front of him so that her ass was against his
groin.


It wouldn’t have done any good to ask if he was “happy to
see her” because he was all business as he wrapped his arms around her chest.


“Chances are that he’ll come at you from behind. If he grabs
you around the torso and jerks your feet off the ground, throw all of your
weight back and bring your heels down on top of his knees. His head will smack
the pavement or floor and his knees are going to be fucked. You might have enough
time to run away, screaming at the top of your lungs.”


“Wouldn’t that bring him around if he’s out?”


“No but it will wake up anyone else who might help you. If
you’re worried he’s going to get up, don’t go for the obvious and kick him in
the balls. You’ll be thrown off balance if he grabs your foot. If he rolls over
to get up, don’t kick, stomp—hard. Go for the ankle and you’ll be far enough
away that he might not be able to grab you. It will hobble him for at least a
few minutes if you aren’t lucky enough to break it.


“When I grab you, aim for my head and plant your heels on
top of my knees while you’re throwing your weight back.”


“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, and she wasn’t
kidding. This sounded like a recipe for disaster.


“Go through the movements but pull your punches. I need to
know if you can do this. You don’t have to connect except for the weight part
that will take me down.”


It took her three tries before Sutton was satisfied she
could pull off the move. He was the consummate instructor and so serious she
stopped thinking of him as anyone other than the attacker he was pretending to
be. It made her uncomfortable and each move brought home the fact that Jack was
afraid. Definitely something she wasn’t used to.


She was shaking by the time she stood at the edge of the mat
with Jack facing her.


“A knee to the groin is difficult if he’s a lot taller than
you are,” he said. “And every attacker usually expects the move and will
compensate. If it’s a frontal attack and he comes at you running, he’s trying
to intimidate you so chances are he’ll lead with his torso. Grab his hair if
you can and bring up your knee so you can crack him in the nose.”


Her stomach rolled over but she nodded. It only took her one
try to get it right and she miscalculated. By the time his nose quit bleeding,
she was sick. Jack put his hand over hers and she let go of the improvised ice
pack she’d made with a Ziploc bag.


“There’s probably going to be blood if you do this right,
Val. You can’t freak but you do need to scream and then run like hell.”


She nodded again but she sat down beside him on the settee.
“Got it, controlled freaking.”


“Always be sure that you’re able to execute a move and if
there’s something you can’t do, learn to compensate.”


The bloodied nose wasn’t the last of his injuries. He had
two red marks on the side of his neck. She’d located the pressure point on the
first try. And it only took eleven pounds of pressure to break an elbow. She’d
managed to pull her punch on that one. By the time he’d finished showing her
moves he had a few more bruises but he was smiling.


“You ought to take the entrance exam at the academy,” he
rasped when they both ended up lying on the mat.


“You save the world your way and I’ll save it mine,” she
wheezed, out of breath but exhilarated.


He rolled over to face her and she could smell sweat and
soap and the familiar scent of Jack Sutton. It felt so right to be lying next
to him in the early morning sunshine, safe and protected.


He looped a leg over her hip and scooted her closer and slipped
a hand beneath her sweatshirt, palming her breast as he kissed her—long and
slow. His tongue dueled with hers as she wound her arms around him and he
rolled on top of her. She laughed and he eased his tongue out of her mouth and
whispered, “What?”


“Well, unless you’re feeling kinky, Mrs. Hennessy has
binoculars and she isn’t afraid of using them.” She hadn’t said that to make
him stop but he pushed off her just enough to be able to look through the front
window.


Mrs. H’s house sat on a terrace across the street and
afforded her a birds-eye view of Val’s house. His grin almost made up for the
loss of warmth.


“Somehow I never envisioned our getting back together
involving the drawing of blood,” she said, touching his nose. “We should
probably put ice on that again. You’re still a little swollen.”


“I have a more pressing anatomical condition at the moment.
It involves some swelling but it requires…heat. Yeah,” he said, pressing the
ridge of his erection between her legs. “I’m sure heat will work much better
than cold.”


Her breath caught when he slid the tip of his cock over the
seam of her pussy and she could feel it through her clothes. She shuddered but
she managed to say, “Stop acting as if this is the last time we’re going to
have sex and let me make you another ice bag before you can’t breathe. Because
I have to tell you that lack of oxygen might really hamper alleviating your
anatomical problem.”


He let go of her and rolled over on his back. “I need to be
able to breathe for what I have planned,” he said, very seriously but then the
corner of his mouth crooked up and he winced. “Go get the damn ice.”


* * * * *


Emmett had been online and emailed him that there was still
no news on the street about his snitch and the report about Val’s break-in had
simply stated the officers didn’t find any prints and a neighbor had called in
the disturbance. He’d bet money on which one it was. And no one had bothered to
interview her. Probably because they knew he was on the way.


Wanda Hennessey was all of five feet tall and stick-thin
beneath her neon-pink velour jogging suit, which she wore with equally bright
lime-green tennis shoes. Her smile was as quirky as her clothes and she had him
seated at her kitchen table with a cup of coffee and a plate of oatmeal cookies
before he knew what hit him.


She’d seen a tall, thin man run around the side of Val’s
house that morning. At least she thought he’d been tall and thin. It was still
dark and she didn’t have her glasses on or her binoculars handy because she’d
been outside trying to entice a little gray cat she’d been feeding. She’d
ducked behind her ancient Buick when she’d seen him and he’d apparently seen
her because he turned around and cut through the back of the neighborhood
before she could get a good look at him.


Of course, she could check her Twitter account and be sure
because it had been a few days and she might have forgotten something. Her
neighborhood watch alert had made for more interesting reading than her usual
advice on hairball remedies. She’d been tweeted two hundred fifty-seven times
about neighborhood crime that day.


And she’d had even more hits when she’d tweeted that Jack
was finally home and it looked as if he and Val were back together.


Everyone was a sucker for romance, she’d advised him
good-naturedly.


He’d barely escaped a discussion on why seventy was the new
sixty and was still chuckling when he crossed the street.


He had to balance a sack full of store-brand cat food,
feline vitamins and a bag of homemade oatmeal cookies on his hip when he opened
Val’s front door. The scent of coffee brewing hit him and it was enough to
cramp his stomach.


All of the furniture was back where it belonged and the
workout mat was rolled up and wedged next to the settee. Val, her damp hair
curling around her freshly scrubbed face, was sitting at the dining room table
with piles of notebooks and sticky notes. His laptop was across from her where
he’d left it.


“Mrs. Hennessey is a font of information, cute as a bug and
sent cookies and cat food,” he said and held up the plastic grocery sack full
of loot. “I think Moocher is waiting for the excitement to die down but Mrs. H.
seems to think she might be back, hence the supplies.”


“If I’d known you could be had for such a paltry sum, I
would have learned to bake months ago,” she said and fluttered her lashes in a
very uncharacteristic manner.


“You have other charms that I’m more interested in. If
you’re going to take lessons in anything, you need to talk to Mrs. H. about the
joys of Twitter,” he said, setting the sack on the counter along with the
disposable cup that Mrs. H had sent with him. “Apparently, we’re more
interesting than hairball remedies.”


“Great, my life is turning into a Twitter—what would you
call it—reality show?” she asked, floundering for a word that he couldn’t help
her with because he didn’t know the first thing about the craze.


“Don’t ask me, my sister just yelled at me for not joining
Facebook.”


“Well, did she see anything that wasn’t in the report?”


“She didn’t have her glasses or her binoculars but she thinks
he might have been tall and thin,” he said and winced when he got a whiff of
himself. He should have showered before he visited Mrs. H. but he had been too
excited by the prospect of new information.


* * * * *


After his shower he threw on his jeans and sweatshirt and
padded barefoot down the short hallway to find her sitting at the dining room
table with a phone to her ear, writing on a yellow pad.


Back to saving the world, one problem at a time. Her
priorities hadn’t changed. She glanced up long enough to zero in on his
unbuttoned pants and lick her lips. There was an upside to running out of
underwear.


He picked up her empty cup and she patted him on the ass
before he was out of reach. The thermos was beside the coffeepot but she hadn’t
taken the time to fill it.


“Sorry, what was that, Bea? I was distracted by my favorite
flasher.”


“Well at least I’m your favorite,” he muttered, pouring a
half cup of sludge and topping it off with milk. How she drank this stuff on a
full-time basis he’d never know. But then he’d always suspected that there was
a lot about Val that he didn’t know.


He was getting a raised red-gold eyebrow. He took a sip
before her shoulders started to shake and her cat-green eyes sparkled.


“Bea wants to know how you feel about strutting your stuff
on the runway.”


“I take it we’re not talking about airplanes here.”


“No, but if you know any pilots, that might be helpful.”


“No pilots.”


Her lips stretched into an all-out grin and he started
thinking about where they’d been a few hours ago and almost dropped his cup.


“She’s looking for a few good men.”


“What does she want with them or do I want to know?”


But Val’s attention was focused on something Bea was saying.
“It was her idea?”


Whatever Bea said brought a smile to her face and she
focused it on him. He pointed to his unbuttoned pants. She licked her lips
again and winked.


“How many heroes of the community do you know?”


“Define hero.”


“Delicious men in uniform who go the distance. I’ve already
volunteered you,” she said with a smile that, if he wasn’t mistaken, promised
she’d go the distance with him.


He shrugged. “I can get you cops, firemen and a couple of
EMTs. How many do you need?”


Apparently his voice carried because Bea answered before Val
could ask.


“Just start asking. The modeling agency backed out and Bea
doesn’t know how many outfits we’re getting.”


He watched her scribbling and caught a bit of her
enthusiasm. She loved sitting in the middle of a big mess and stirring until it
all came together. He remembered that once upon a time he’d loved that about
her.


Val ironed out the publicity schedule with Bea before she
hung up and watched the changes come over his face. Knew he was remembering
something important before he took a sip of coffee and winced.


“Am I getting that back anytime soon?” she asked, nodding
toward the cup.


“Can you drink it with milk or do you want me to get you
another cup?”


“I’ll take it any way I can get it.”


“Me or the coffee?”


“Let’s just say that both are really important right now.”
She glanced down at the nest of dark curls she was itching to play with. “I’ve
been enjoying the view long enough not to want to choose.”


“I’m second to a cup of coffee?”


“You’re not paying attention. I’m dressed for multitasking.”
She hadn’t bothered with a bra beneath her scoop-necked red sweater. But she’d
had the foresight to tuck a condom into the waistband of her short denim skirt
and she’d found her cowboy boots where she’d stored them out of sight in a box
at the back of the closet.


Her nipples puckered beneath the sweater that could have
doubled as a second skin and her thighs were already wet just from gazing at
his semi-firm cock straining to push out of his open fly.


“I’m out of those little almond cookies you used to bring me
and I really would enjoy a nibble with my coffee,” she purred.


He blinked and poured her coffee without looking at the cup
and by the time he got it to the table there was a wet spot below the buttons
of his faded jeans. She took a sip from the cup he handed her and rolled it
around in her mouth, watched his gaze heat.


She scooted her chair around to face him so he had an
unobstructed view and hiked up her denim skirt until the hem brushed her bare
pussy. He grabbed the edge of the table at the first brush of her fingertips
across his crotch and she knew he was mesmerized. Swallowing, she used both
hands and gently freed his cock, placed the tip against her lips and lapped at
the little slit.


“Bed,” he gasped when she slipped the velvety bulb into her
mouth and swirled her tongue around the ridge.


“No,” she whispered, mangling the pronunciation as she took
more of his length.


“Can I at least sit?” he growled but he was laughing so she
relented. She freed his cock and tugged his jeans down to his knees before she
shoved him toward the window seat behind them.


She laughed and snagged the condom, ripping open the foil
packet with her teeth while she watched his eyes darken as he gripped the ledge
beneath his ass and his cock strained, pre-cum glistening on the head. She
leaned down and delicately licked the little slit before she rolled the sheath
over his erection. His entire body clenched while he watched her. Grinning, she
hiked up her skirt.


He reached out and cupped her pussy before he slipped one
long finger inside. She had to grab his shoulders when he swiveled a second
finger in. Her hips followed his rhythm. She wanted more. She wanted him and he
knew it. He balanced on the edge of the seat and she climbed on top, positioned
her boots on either side of his slim hips and held on to his shoulders.


Her skirt crawled up when he withdrew his glistening fingers
and nudged open the slick folds of her pussy with just the tip of his cock. She
bit her lip, straining as he slowly entered her. She rose just as slowly,
determined to torture him with the same kind of pleasure she’d been
experiencing.


But then he rasped, “Ride me hard,” and she almost came from
the sound of his voice, eager and desperate as he gripped her waist and helped
her do just that. Hard and fast until her orgasm shook her so fiercely that he
had to hold on to her—so close that she could feel the roar build in his chest
and a second orgasm trembled through her when it escaped.


* * * * *


Jack didn’t know if he was happy about the instant message
that Emmett had sent him because it meant that he didn’t have to worry about
someone grabbing Valentine and he no longer had any excuse not to tell her the
truth. On the other hand, he probably didn’t have to worry about her safety
anymore and he was pretty happy about that.


Emmett had sent a patrol car to watch the house while he
questioned the suspect even though all the evidence had lined up and the kid
had been literally caught fluorescent-orange-handed.


Some woman had seen Mrs. H’s tweet about the break-in and
had turned in her kid brother for the crime.


He knew at a glance that tall, dark-eyed Ronnie Cook was the
kind of kid everyone always thought was older than he was because of his size.
The fact that he could already grow a mustache at fifteen probably didn’t help.


His jeans were too short and the sleeves of his stained
thermal underwear shirt were only slightly longer than the worn, unbuttoned,
brown flannel shirt he wore over it. He had his big, square, orange-stained
hands folded on top of the table when Jack came into the room and introduced
himself.


“You want something to drink before we get started?”


The kid shook his head but he didn’t say anything and Jack
had interrogated enough people to know that he was keeping his face purposely
blank.


“Your sister tells us that you get mad and tear things up.
She said when she saw the spray-paint can she was afraid you’d been at it
again. You want to talk about that?”


The kid looked away and his jaw tightened. “You’re the third
person I’ve talked to and I’ll tell you like I told them,” he said through
clenched teeth. “I do my own cooking and cleaning up at my sister’s place. I
took out my trash and the can was already in Deb and Ben’s plastic barrel. I
shook it and there was still paint in it so I took it.”


“Was it inside a trash bag?”


“On top, just like I told everybody else who asked,” he said
evenly, staring at his hands, and Jack got the feeling it was costing him to be
so polite.


“What were you going to do with the paint, Ronnie?”


“What does anyone do with paint, they mark stuff,” he said,
and Jack’s back teeth hurt just from watching him talk.


“So you weren’t going to be huffing? You do know what
huffing is?”


“I’m not an idiot and I don’t do drugs.”


Maybe. Maybe not. “Your sister says that you have some anger
issues, Ronnie. Did something happen to set you off recently?”


The kid looked up at him and glanced at the file Jack was
holding. The file that pegged the kid as someone who had been tap dancing on
the edge for a couple of years now.


“No,” he said and shrugged. “But you don’t get points for
trying in this world. I already figured that out. Deb’s wrong. I haven’t done
anything. But I’d like to know something.


“Did that bitch get a reward for turning me in?”


“There wasn’t any reward,” Jack said, and didn’t feel the
need to tell him what he’d already guessed. His sister had asked if there was a
reward.


She’d also informed them that the kid was a pathological
liar whose sincerity had fooled everyone from grade-school teachers to social
workers. If that was the case, the kid had all the makings of an excellent
con-man.


Or a really good undercover cop.






Chapter Five


 


Dr. Elliott Masterson’s second-floor office was located in
the upscale Taylor-Swan Medical Plaza and screamed money, class and “don’t you
dare smoke” the moment he walked through the door.


Elliott Masterson was tall, thin and pale, with a receding
blond hairline and a jaw that was a whole lot tighter than it had been five
minutes ago when he’d thought Jack had news about his missing wife.


“My time is very valuable, Detective Sutton,” he said, sitting
very straight in his black-leather chair behind his modern glass-and-steel
desk. “I was under the impression that you had some new information about my
wife.”


“I said I was following up on your wife’s case,” Jack said,
settling back into what had to be the most comfortable chair on the planet.
“Not exactly the same thing.”


“What is it you’re following?”


“Well, I’m new to the case and I have a few questions about
your wife’s interests.”


Masterson raised a thin, almost feminine brow and all but
sneered. “What the hell has that got to do with anything?”


“It might tell me where she’d seek employment. She’s been
gone a month and she has to be living on something.”


“She took money out of my wall safe the night she tried to
kill me.”


My wall safe? “The report mentioned there was
only a couple of hundred dollars and if she has the drug habit you told us
about, that wouldn’t have lasted long.”


“I’m sure if she’s been resourceful enough to elude the
police all this time that she’s found a way to take care of herself,” he said,
rancor tingeing his very precise words.


“Does she have a degree she might use?”


“No,” Masterson ground out. “I have a very demanding
profession and she didn’t have the time or a need for any outside employment.”
The good doctor had begun tapping a pen against the notepad on the desk in
front of him.


“Sometimes it helps to look at the personal effects. The
officers on the scene might have missed something that night and it might give
me an idea of where to start. Would it be possible to take a look at some of
the things she left behind?”


“I boxed up all of her self-help books and mementos and put
them in storage. Is there anything else? I have a very important consultation
in a few minutes,” he said, glancing pointedly at his watch.


“I guess not,” Jack said as he stood. “Thank you for your
time and I’ll get back to you if there’s a new development in the case.” Like
your wife telling us her side.


The doctor didn’t stand and Jack let himself out. The back
of his neck had been itching even before Dr. Masterson had admitted to putting
his wife’s things in storage.


Another glance at the report from that night confirmed what
Jack remembered from reading it the first time. The man’s statement had read
like a textbook account of the incident. He’d said all of the right things and
no one but McCoy had been suspicious because the good doctor was playing the
part of the concerned spouse even as he was being sewn up.


That didn’t jibe with the reactions of the man he’d just
met.


His day got progressively worse with McCoy hammering him
about the Masterson case and trying to figure out how to make Val believe he
wasn’t using her.


By the time he got to Val’s house, which he was hoping
against all hope was going to be their house once again, he was beat. He ate
takeout pizza because he couldn’t face another expired-can surprise and started
making a grocery list.


Wishful thinking, maybe—hell it was all he had going for him
at the moment. If he had been thinking, he could have shopped before he came
home and had something a little more appetizing than leftover pizza ready when
she arrived.


Maybe he’d just take her out to breakfast. Prolong the
inevitable. That seemed to be both of their MOs. They weren’t going to last
this time if they didn’t start talking about more than what was going on at the
moment. Damn. He punched his pillow, set the alarm and fell into a fitful sleep
that was interrupted by a phone call from Val.


Her car wouldn’t start and jumper cables weren’t doing the
trick.


Maybe rescuing her from being stranded would make her think
twice about wanting to kill him. Maybe Hell would freeze over and they could go
ice skating. And he could trade his soul to the devil for the ability to
convince Val that he really would have come back to her without an ulterior motive.


* * * * *


“That’s why McCoy didn’t object to you taking an impromptu
vacation. He fucking sent you,” Val said, barely holding on to her temper. She
kept counting to ten and trading glances with a man she’d been considering
having wild sex with not ten minutes before when he’d picked her up from the
radio station.


Now she’d have to be running alongside his truck to be any
farther away.


“I would have told you the truth before I saw the house and
the busted-down door but I knew that you’d throw me out on my ass if I did and
I needed to make sure that you were safe before I left you again.”


Left you again. She wanted to throw up. She’d spent
the evening thinking about buying the flat-screen television he’d been ogling
before his last birthday. It could have gone with the recliner she’d bought him
so he could watch his stupid football games.


“What makes McCoy think that I know anything about this Evie
Masterson?”


“He’s desperate. He’s been told to back off of this case and
the official reason is that the case is cold and the resources are needed for
other investigations. McCoy seems to think that if we aren’t looking for a
body, she had to have a fairy godmother to help her disappear so completely.”


“He thinks Bea is hiding her,” she stated flatly.


“I honestly think he’s hoping she is because otherwise he’s
afraid her body is decomposing somewhere and her husband is going to get away
with murder.”


“And he suspects murder because?”


“The report said there was blood on the doctor’s shirt that
wasn’t his but the speculation is that Mrs. Masterson cut herself when she
broke a vase over his head.”


“So you have a husband who may be wired into the department
and a wife on the run who you think is holed up somewhere no one can get to
her. I don’t see the immediate problem.”


“The problem is, there’s an arrest warrant out for Evie
Masterson. If she comes out of hiding and is spotted, all the arresting
officers will see is that she’s a violent criminal capable of bashing her
husband over the head and stealing money to support her drug habit. Personally,
the fact that he describes the safe and money as his is a huge red flag for me
but that’s not the way the report reads. This could turn out worse than it
needs to.”


It already was. Jack was guilty of lying to her but
everything he was telling her added up. She was ninety-nine and nine-tenths
percent sure that Bea’s newest little bird was Evie Masterson. She wished she
wasn’t but Val wasn’t a child and she needed to face facts. Evie would have a
better chance if Jack was involved. If nothing else, she trusted him to be a
good cop.


And at the moment that was all she could be sure of. She
glanced at his rigid profile and wanted to cry but tears wouldn’t help anyone
now.


“About a month ago, a woman called my show wanting
information on Bea’s safe house. She was a regular listener and knew all about
the house and how it worked. Pete tried to get her to go to a hospital because
she’d admitted that she was too hurt to drive.”


“The report stated that her husband said she’d been beaten
up by her drug dealer and she and the good doctor had fought about him giving
her money to pay off the debt. He was on the phone with a rehab facility when
she clocked him.


“If she’d been assaulted Bea should have called the police
immediately and filed a report,” Jack said, still in cop mode. Good, it made it
easier to stay mad at him.


“Pete tried to send an ambulance but she was scared her
husband could get to her if she went to the hospital.”


“It’s usually one of the first places checked for missing
persons. I’d like to tell you that couldn’t happen but after McCoy being warned
off the case, I just don’t know.”


“So McCoy’s doing this without anyone knowing about it?”


Jack nodded. “Would she talk to me?”


Val sighed, her anger only marginally blunted by the realization
that this all could have turned out different if they would have just trusted
one another. “You’re the first person I thought of when this happened and I
really tried to get Bea to convince her to talk to you. She was just too
terrified.”


He looked surprised and fairly uncomfortable. “I think she’s
run out of options, Val. She can’t stay at the safe house forever and if she
runs she’ll have that warrant hanging over her head until it catches her.”


She could see his fear and almost smell his frustration.
She’d been with him long enough to know part of his anger was due to the fact
that he wasn’t in control of this situation. That aside, she also knew he’d do
everything possible to keep Evie Masterson safe. Evie couldn’t hide forever, no
one could. She let some of her anger slide away before it could affect her
judgment.


“How long do I have before McCoy stops playing nice?”


“My guess is not long. I’ve never seen him this nuts.”


“We do this my way,” she whispered and heard him breathe a
sigh of relief. She fished inside her bag for her cell phone and punched in the
number that everyone connected to Bea’s safe house had memorized.


“I’ll need a ride from my house ASAP,” she said and just
managed to hang up before Jack growled, “I can take you.”


“No, you can’t. I’m doing this because I think you’re
right—she can’t run forever. But I agreed to Bea’s terms before I met you,
Jack, and I’m not going back on that promise.” She had to stop for a minute
because this was the hard part and she’d never thought about it without crying.
Tears wouldn’t help.


“I broke a promise once, a long time ago, and my best friend
died. We were ten years old and Katie Ann Myers asked me to keep a secret. She
made me cross my heart. I thought she had a crush on the new boy in class,” she
said, almost choking. She scrubbed at her face and it was already wet but she
turned to face him anyway.


“I’d never seen a cigarette burn on anyone. She had to tell
me what it was and she asked me if I’d leave our back door open in case she
needed a place to hide. My mom caught me unlocking the door one night after
she’d locked it and I blurted out why. I remember feeling relieved that someone
who could help knew.”


She shook her head. “I didn’t feel that way long. If I had
just kept my mouth shut the police wouldn’t have gotten involved and there
wouldn’t have been a stand-off. Her father killed everyone in the house.”


Jack looked stunned and then he looked as if he pitied her
and she had to stop herself from getting angry all over again.


“I don’t want your pity, that’s not why I told you.”


“You were only ten years old,” he said but she could hear
frustration in his soft undertones. “You have to know that she showed you the
burns so that you’d be the one to tell someone who could help,” he whispered
and she closed her eyes and let his velvety voice flow over her like a balm.


Her ten-year-old self hadn’t accepted it when her therapist
had suggested that theory and it had taken her a long time to believe it. By
then her perception had been ingrained. “I still have days when I wonder if
there was something else I could have done. I haven’t broken a promise since.
Please don’t ask me to start now.


“This is what I should have told you six months ago. Maybe
then you would have understood that I was terrified if the marriage didn’t work
out, if I walked away because I couldn’t be what you needed me to be, that I
would have broken another promise I would have regretted for the rest of my
life.”






Chapter Six


 


A black Honda Accord with tinted windows was already idling
at the curb when they pulled up in front of the house.


“I take it he was pissed,” Bea wheezed, and took a drag on
her cigarette. There were already three butts in the ashtray, all with her
signature red lipstick on the filters. She narrowed her exotic dark eyes and
her mouth was a grim slash accentuating her regal features. “You’re sure he
won’t follow you?”


“I trust him, Bea. Now, you have to trust me. What happened
the night you brought Evie to Wylde House?” she asked and wondered how anyone
with as many bad habits as she’d witnessed could still pass for much younger
than she had to be.


“When we got there he was out like a light. She managed to
tell me that he’d beat her unconscious and when she woke up she was lying on a
shower curtain. The vase was on a bedside table and she grabbed it and hit him
when he bent over to wrap her up.”


“You never told me that.”


“It was for your own protection. If there was a chance that
I was wrong, I didn’t want you involved. She was afraid she’d killed him but we
didn’t know that until we got there. We called 9-1-1 for him and got her out of
there.”


“You should have called the cops. Who are we?”


“I’ll pretend you didn’t ask me that. She told us hubby was
wired into the department and she didn’t think anyone would believe her side of
the story. There was already a record of him trying to get her committed,
saying that she was unstable because of her drug use.


“He must have come to because if the shower curtain had
still been on the bed when the EMTs arrived, I think the police would have had
more of a reason to look at the doctor instead of Evie.”


Val couldn’t hide her shock but Bea only shrugged. “If
anyone goes to jail for hiding her it will be me and me alone. I’ve been where
she is now and if someone hadn’t helped me I’d still be in jail for defending
myself.”


She hadn’t known that either. “Is there anything else I
should know before I talk to her?” Val asked, wondering why they were taking a
more circuitous route than normal.


“Anything else, she’s going to have to tell you herself. You
know the way it works,” Bea said and glanced in the rearview mirror. “Do you
know anyone in a red Caddy?”


Val glanced in the side mirror and shook her head. “How long
has it been with us?”


“I noticed it a few minutes ago. Hang on,” she said as she
made a sharp turn and the Accord fishtailed, glancing off the side of a parked
SUV. “Shit,” she hissed, ash from the cigarette dangling from her lips sparking
before it fell.


Val held on to the roof and thanked God that the airbag
hadn’t been triggered but Bea had stomped on the gas. The Caddy didn’t relent
and kissed the Accord’s back bumper, sending them through a four-way stop. She
tried to get to her phone but Bea took a corner and turned the wrong way down a
one-way street and her purse slid off the seat.


The first shot took out the back window and Val screamed as
the car started spinning. The Caddy rammed them in the back passenger door as
the oncoming police car slammed into the car’s nose and the airbags finally
deployed.


* * * * *


Jack had been watching from the top of the hill where he was
still parked when he’d glanced in his rearview as Bea’s Accord turned the
corner at the bottom of the hill. He’d noticed a familiar red Cadillac pull out
of a driveway where the street formed a T intersection. He’d never moved so
fast in his life. Now he grabbed his pistol off the truck’s seat as the police
car slammed into the Accord’s front end and Cedric Blood jumped out of his car
and shot at him. Jack shot through the open window of the truck’s cab, narrowly
missing the bastard as Blood darted toward the Accord.


Jack jumped out of the truck. “Here I am, you son of a
bitch!” he yelled, firing so fast that he barely registered Blood returning
fire until he saw the pimp’s body jerk, his shot going wild and taking out the
back passenger window before he finally fell.


Jack heard somebody yelling into his radio that they needed
an ambulance but he was already on autopilot. There weren’t any screams. There
wasn’t a sound coming from the car. This was his fault. This was the thing he
hadn’t considered.


Val wasn’t the only one who pissed people off.


The doors were locked so he scrambled up onto the back and
finished kicking out the window that Cedric’s shot had shattered. He lowered
himself inside and reached for the side of Val’s neck before she moaned. He
felt for a pulse anyway and started to shake when she murmured, “Thank you.”


He was still shaking as he followed the ambulance to the
hospital and had barely gotten it under control by the time Val had been wheeled
into the emergency room.


Cedric Blood was the thing he’d been missing. Fresh out of
prison, with a nasty reputation for retaliation, Cedric’s standard MO was to
target his enemy’s loved ones. The entire time they’d been looking for people
Val had pissed off and it had been him.


Cedric might never have remembered her if Jack hadn’t come
home. If he hadn’t been looking for Evie Masterson. If he hadn’t used a
cowardly excuse to inch his way back into Valentine’s life.


After they’d closed the curtain around Val while they
examined her, he kept going over what had happened. Bea’s car had just pulled
away from the curb when he’d seen Cedric Blood’s familiar red Caddy pull out of
a driveway at the bottom of the hill and make a beeline for the parallel street
and had known that Blood was going to cut them off at the next intersection. He
had run every stop sign trying to intercept the Caddy.


He hadn’t made it. The Caddy had slipped between them,
shooting out of a side street seconds before Jack. He’d sped up but the street
had been too narrow for him to squeeze past the Caddy and run interference for
the Accord.


He’d turned on his siren and called for backup and heard an
answering siren before the Accord shot through a four-way stop but everything
after both the Caddy and the police cruiser had crashed into Bea’s car was
pretty much a blur of activity that would get sorted out when he filed the
report.


* * * * *


Val and Bea were scared and bruised but otherwise fine.
Neither had responded to his apology for being responsible for Blood targeting
them. Both were stoic and silent, sitting in their wheelchairs while he checked
Val out.


“You owe me a favor, Sutton,” Bea finally rasped. “Don’t
pull any of that probable-cause bullshit with me and come bashing in my door.”


He nodded and watched for a reaction from Val that didn’t
materialize.


They’d all waited until a beat-up jeep that looked as though
it had seen action on too many fronts pulled up to the curb to collect Bea.
Jack nodded to the white-haired driver who looked as if he’d seen as much
action as the jeep. He looked like an aging Marlboro Man and barely
acknowledged Jack as he scanned the perimeter while Bea was being helped into
the front seat.


Val knew Bea would be changing transportation before she
reached her destination. Changing cars without being detected was something she
had perfected over the years. Anyone following was going to end up staking out
a vacant warehouse or neighborhood bar.


Jack had barely spared them a glance. He was gripping the
wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white. He was either pissed or still
beating himself up.


“I didn’t really think I was going to die until I saw him
walk up to the car,” she said as they pulled away from the curb and turned in
the opposite direction. “I was so scared. Hell, I was terrified. All I could
think of was that I wished you were there.” She was still shaken and seeing
Jack again had been all she could think about since Cedric Blood’s bullet had
taken out the back window.


“Jesus, when you didn’t accept my apology I thought you were
finished with me for sure this time,” he said softly, relaxing his grip on the
steering wheel. “I knew if I missed, he probably wouldn’t. I’d lose you for
good and it would have been my fault because I wasn’t smart enough to look past
the obvious.”


“There wasn’t any reason to, Jack. There wasn’t anything
that screamed someone might have been coming at you through me. We hadn’t been
together for six months.”


“Also my fault,” he ground out.


“You listen to me, Jack Sutton. I was just as angry and
afraid as you were six months ago. I screamed just as loud and thought all of
my reasons not to marry you were sound. I just didn’t tell you about all of
them.


“Don’t beat yourself up—trust me, it doesn’t do any good. It
doesn’t change anything for the better. Don’t let it take years for you to
figure out.”


He looked slightly relieved. “I don’t suppose I’m going to
be lucky enough for you to also overlook the fact that it took McCoy to give me
an excuse to walk through your door?”


“I’m still not happy about that but I think you were right
when you said that if we make this about winning and losing we don’t stand a
chance. And as disturbing as I find the fact that I may owe your return in some
small way to Archer McCoy, I’m not so angry that I want to spend another six
months without you.


“I should have trusted you enough to tell you about Katie
Ann a long time ago. You aren’t the only coward sitting in this truck. Maybe we
both deserve another chance.”


“It’s a good thing we’re home,” he said gruffly, but he
never got a chance to finish his statement because his phone rang just as they
were parking.


He flipped it open and grimaced before he uttered a brusque,
“Sutton.” His mood didn’t seem to improve with whatever he heard—if anything it
got grimmer when he handed her the phone. “It’s for you.”


“Yes,” she answered and listened to Bea’s instructions. “How
did you get Jack’s number?”


Now she knew why Jack looked as if he were ready to go to
war. She flipped the phone shut and set it on the seat between them. “McCoy is
questioning Bea at the station. Did you know that?”


“She just told me.”


“Did she just tell you that Evie Masterson is coming in but
only if you bring her? Did you know, for this to work, she has to resist
arrest?”


“Yes,” he answered, then didn’t say anything else, just
listened intently to her instructions and watched the rearview mirror. She
wouldn’t put it past McCoy to have them tailed. Apparently, neither did Jack.


* * * * *


Evie Masterson resembled a terrified elfin Goth princess with
a bad dye job and bruised knuckles. Dull black hair curled around her ears and
her pale skin would have looked much better against hair the color of its
honey-blonde roots. Of course, she’d gone paler at the sight of her husband,
who was arguing with Archer McCoy.


She was nearly vibrating in place and looked as if she would
bolt until Jack put a hand in the middle of her back to steady her.


Dr. Elliot Masterson, middle-aged and soft around the edges,
would have gone unnoticed in a crowd except for the fact that he was ruthlessly
groomed from his styled, wispy blond hair to his expensive shoes. He turned
around when Archer McCoy’s gaze zeroed in on Evie. She didn’t look at McCoy
though. Her attention was focused on the very angry man stalking out of McCoy’s
office.


“Take those off her,” Masterson sputtered, pointing to the
restraints circling Evie’s thin wrists. “I’m dropping the charges.”


Just as Evie had told them he would.


“I’m sorry, Dr. Masterson,” Jack said. “Mrs. Masterson
resisted arrest and is being charged.” He hadn’t pointed to the blooming bruise
on his cheek that was beginning to match the one on Evie’s knuckles but the
insinuation was clear. “It’s a very serious charge.”


Masterson glared and his eyes resembled dark marbles in his
pasty face. “She needs professional help, not incarceration. She has a
problem,” he sputtered but Jack didn’t remove the restraints. McCoy’s rigid
expression seemed to infuriate the good doctor even more.


“I’m calling my attorney,” Masterson sputtered and stalked
away but not without a backward perusal of his wife. Jack watched the glare
transform the doctor’s bland features into a half-second sneer. Apparently, so
had McCoy because he whisked Evie into his office and shut the door.


Jack had only seen McCoy’s poker face twice and in both
instances the man had walked away from the table with the pot. Masterson was
going to need his attorney because tonight he was going to be questioned and
his storage facility was going to be searched. The warrant had been in the
works since he’d listened to Evie Masterson’s account of the night she’d run
for her life, beaten and bloody.


* * * * *


Dr. Elliott Masterson was a collector and even to the
untrained eye the glass-fronted curio cabinet in his storage vault in the U
Store It facility held items that were not as curious as they would be to
someone who hadn’t been forewarned.


The ceramic mother and child figure that had belonged to
Evie’s mother had been tightly arranged in pieces as if they’d just been swept
off a shelf. The same could be said of the jagged shards of her grandmother’s
white crockery with its cheerful red bands. Had he honestly smiled and said
“whoops” when he’d dropped it? How brave did you have to be to destroy someone
bit by bit and smile about it?


A further search revealed what he’d come after. Evie had
told them that her husband never disposed of anything he’d broken so that he
could show it to her whenever she disrespected him. There was a folded shower
curtain at the bottom of the cabinet. The cheap plastic was stained and if he
wasn’t mistaken the results would match the blood on Elliot Masterson’s shirt
from the night of the 9-1-1 call. The blood he had explained away with the
fairy tale about his assault at the hands of a dangerous, drug-addicted wife. A
sample of which still existed from the evidence gathered that night.


Masterson’s lawyer could probably make a case for the fact
that after a month any drugs she may have been addicted to could be out of her
system. And it would probably be better if they were if Jack was right about
the dangerous combination of antidepressant drugs they’d found in the Masterson
residence.


Jack was betting that singularly or combined, the pills
could be capable of producing anything from extreme anxiety and erratic
behavior to suicidal thoughts. It was very possible that the doctor was Evie’s
only drug dealer.


He made the phone call that he knew McCoy had been waiting
for and advised him that he might have been mistaken about Evie Masterson
getting the drop on him. He’d accidentally pinched her wrist while putting on
the restraints and she’d instinctively jerked. Her fist had connected with his
cheek. End of story.


McCoy informed him that he hadn’t been contacted by anyone
requesting special treatment for Dr. Masterson and it was beginning to look as
if he might have fabricated his connections to keep his terrified wife cowed.






Chapter Seven


 


Jack’s apartment was on the third floor of a Tudor-style
apartment building that had been tucked into a wooded alcove before it had been
deemed some sort of nature habitat in the middle of the city.


The small one-bedroom apartment was decorated in comfortable
male thrift-store abandon. A brown tweed couch that actually looked pretty
sturdy took up one wall—the one that faced the scarred, round coffee table and
wall-mounted flat-screen television. His faded green overstuffed recliner and a
little round table sat tucked into the corner beside the French doors. A tall
floor lamp sat behind the chair and she could almost see him reading the sports
page or one of his dog-eared classic detective novels.


Valentine gripped the half-full Styrofoam cup of coffee that
she’d gotten to go when they’d stopped for breakfast at the City Diner and
tried to imagine the woods in the spring with the trees all leafed out and the
little red fox that he’d told her visited every year with her kits.


The man had been pulling out all the stops after he’d
realized that she’d meant what she’d said. If they were going to go forward
they couldn’t be keeping tabs on who won or lost an argument or a difference of
ideological opinions.


“You have quite a view here, Sutton,” she said, still gazing
out the French doors while she pretended not to notice that he was
straightening the bedroom. “I’d be tempted to marry you just so I could have my
coffee here every morning.”


She didn’t so much hear him as feel him move down the short
hallway and slide up behind her. When she leaned over to place her cup on the
small table beside the recliner, he flowed into the same motion behind her.


“I was hoping to tempt you with something else but if that’s
what it takes, I can live with it,” he said over her shoulder as he wrapped his
arms around her middle.


“So you didn’t bring me here to seduce me with your view?”
she asked, straightening into his embrace.


“I brought you here because I thought we could use some
privacy. I’m pretty sure we don’t have to draw the drapes if we want to have
sex on the living room floor with the sun pouring in over our naked bodies,” he
whispered while he slid his hands up over her ribs to cup her breasts. “The
only ones tweeting are the birds and I don’t really care if they alert the
neighborhood that we’re back together.”


She leaned back and slid her fingertips behind her and over
his denim-covered hips. Pulled him closer.


“I haven’t given you a complete tour yet,” he said, nibbling
her earlobe and inching her backward. “You haven’t seen the kitchen.”


“We’ve had breakfast,” she said and smiled when he slipped
his hands under her sweater and smoothed over the cool satin cups that
restrained her breasts, dipped inside and pushed the fabric away.


“But I’m still hungry and there are so many amazing
surfaces—solid oak table and chairs or I could set you on the tile counter and
slide between your legs,” he whispered suggestively as he alternately tugged
and flicked her nipples.


She shuddered, imagining herself spread wide to accept him,
still clothed because they were in too much of a hurry. Arching, she pushed her
breasts into his cupped palms and ground her ass into his groin, reveling in
his groan.


“Before you spread me naked on cold tile, I think I’d like
to try out your shower. See if there’s enough hot water to warm up.”


“Cold?” he asked, as one hand drifted down, flicked open the
button of her jeans and pushed the zipper down slowly. He tunneled under thin
silky panties and covered her pussy with his warm palm, settled one long finger
along her slit and separated her.


“Mmmm…not right this minute,” she said and then he began to
play, circling and strumming against her already damp flesh. She writhed and
ground her pussy against his hand and he quickened his stroke, concentrating on
her clit, working it between his finger and thumb until she came, shuddering.


He didn’t give her time to catch her breath before he
scooped her up into his arms and turned them around. She smiled when he kissed
her and the slide of his lips distracted her from their short journey down the
hall and into the green-and-white bathroom with its glass-enclosed shower big
enough for two.


She reached for the bottom of her sweater and he playfully
batted her hands away, skimming off the red wool and the lacy undershirt
beneath. Her breasts were still thrust upward and spilling out of their
confinement.


He grinned and dipped his head. The pull of his mouth was exquisite
torture as he nipped and soothed both nipples, gently worrying the nubs with
edgy tenderness. There was no need to hold him in place but she couldn’t resist
running her fingers through his short dark hair as he reached around and
unhooked her bra so that she could shrug it off.


He wrapped his arms around her and nibbled a path down,
hooking his fingers into the waistband of her jeans. The rough glide of denim
brushing over her skin was accompanied by kisses along the inside of her
thighs, her knees, on each foot as she stepped out of her pants. He stripped
them off quickly and was kneeling between her legs before she had time to catch
her breath.


She grabbed onto his shoulders when he caressed her ass
cheeks and used his grip to draw her closer. He separated her labia with the
tip of his tongue before delving into the warm channel and flexing just enough
to make her gasp.


“I’m so glad you don’t shave your pussy, I love the feel of
your curls against my lips,” he whispered and she almost came again but she bit
down on her lip and gripped his shoulders. And then he opened his mouth and
kissed her, working his tongue into her slit as if it were her mouth he kissed
and she came with a moan that rocked her while he held onto her ass cheeks and
feasted.


“You taste like honey,” he murmured, lapping the edges of
her fluttering inner lips as her tremors subsided and she began to shake. He
didn’t let her go, just slid up her body and opened the door to the shower so
he could adjust the controls.


“Let’s warm you up some more,” he said, leading her inside
the glass enclosure.


She had just enough energy to reply, “If I was any warmer
I’d collapse.”


“I’ll always be there to catch you. Cross my heart,” he
whispered against her lips as he enfolded her beneath a spray of hot water and
kissed her.


He wanted to go slowly but one kiss and he was as hot and
eager as the first time they’d come together two years ago. Only now there was
a slight trepidation in her response and for a moment he panicked until she
drew slightly away and whispered back, “I know.”


It wasn’t so much a confession as an affirmation and he
swallowed hard because anything he said now wouldn’t be half as effective as
the words she’d just uttered. She smiled up at him and the steam rolled around
and up over her shoulders like a misty halo.


“May I suggest we have a quick wash so I can get you into
bed and have my wicked way with you?”


“I have a better idea. How about a leisurely wash while I
finish having my way with you?” he countered and grabbed a bottle of shower gel
and lathered it between his palms before he smoothed over her shoulders and
down her arms, languidly stroking her breasts until the nipples peaked.


She sighed and said, “Great suggestion.”


He swept over the rest of her, paying special attention to
her pussy, massaging another dollop of gel into the red-gold curls before
turning her around and bending her over. She quivered at the first touch of his
fingers as he smoothed over the puckered anus. This was the one place they’d
never gone.


He’d never trusted himself before because he hadn’t wanted
to take her in an impatient frenzy without being in some sort of control. The
experience would be over before it started and they both deserved more than
that.


He squeezed out more of the rain-scented gel onto his
fingers and rubbed it into the tight ring of flesh in ever widening circles as
she spread her legs and whimpered. When she turned her head to face him, she
licked her lips and her heated gaze urged him on even before she nodded.


He gently nipped the rounded, creamy mound of one perfect
ass cheek and swiveled a finger in just past the first knuckle. She
instinctively clamped down on the digit and began to pant as he waited for her
to relax and tried not to go insane from the sight she presented him. He blew a
warm puff of air against her bottom and tickled her clit with his other hand.
She opened and sank down as he added another finger, wringing a moan from so
deep inside her that he could feel its escape.


He wanted her asshole sizzling hot and begging for his cock.
It was the only way he could be sure the experience would be good and he didn’t
want any part of her to go untouched, without a memory of how much he wanted
her.


If the water had held out, he would gladly have stayed
beneath the steamy spray but he knew it would be running out soon. He tugged on
her clit, rolling and manipulating until she reached for him the moment her
orgasm shook her.


Valentine sagged, boneless and warm into his embrace. Felt
his lips against her hair. “No fair,” she gasped, barely able to speak while
she leaned into him and he finished washing up.


At least that’s what it felt as if he was doing. She licked
his chest where water droplets clung after he’d rinsed away the suds that
covered him. The man was multi-talented. She could barely form a coherent
thought until he started blotting her dry with a large fluffy white towel.


She grabbed another one from the rack behind her that was
warm from the heating vent it draped over and started at the top of his head,
pressing and forming the soft terrycloth into the crevices she could reach as
she followed his progress down her body.


Wrapped in towels, they made their way to the small bedroom
where he’d left the curtains open. Sunshine streamed into room and over the
turned-down bed with its gleaming white sheets. That was Jack, classic to the
core.


“Your turn,” she whispered when he unwound her from her
towel and dropped his own. His gleaming erection made her mouth water and her
fingers itch. She wanted a taste and to feel his hard shaft quivering under her
hand.


He kissed her, wrapping his arms around her and pressing his
cock against her belly where it pulsed and her pussy clenched with an answering
tremor. “We’re not keeping score on anything—remember?” he said, right before
he tumbled her onto the soft mattress.


She stretched out on the sheets, cool against her warm
flesh, and raised her arms in invitation. He issued an invitation of his own
when he lay on his side with his cock mere inches from her mouth and the tip of
his tongue poised over her pussy.


Rising up on her elbow, she turned slightly and canted her
hips toward his mouth before kissing the tip of his cock head and lapping at
the little slit where a pearly drop of pre-cum enticed her.


He hissed but the first swipe of his tongue separated her
labia and was a lazy dare that challenged her to draw out his pleasure. She
loved a challenge but not half as much as she loved him. She closed her lips
over his glans and circled the spongy tip, swiveling it in and out of her mouth
and smiling when he gasped against her pussy.


And then it was all she could do to concentrate as he closed
his mouth over her clit and pumped it slowly. Her hips began to move to the
rhythm and she opened her mouth to allow some of the slickness that escaped his
little slit and her own saliva to help with the glide of her hand as she pumped
his shaft, swiveling her fingers up and down while she willed him to come.


And jumped when he slid his thumb under the pad of flesh he
worked so furiously with his mouth and matched the motion, stroke for stroke
until she broke, wailing and falling into her orgasm, laughing even as she
accused him of cheating.


He swatted her bottom. “Stop keeping score,” he said but he
was chuckling when he said it so she just kept laughing and tried to turn over
so she could recover enough to get back at him. She was going to make him howl
before the day was over.


And then she caught a glimpse, a flicker of something that
shadowed the lightheartedness of the moment. He is worried I’m keeping score.
In that moment she became aware that maybe Jack had always been worried that
she wouldn’t accept whatever he willingly gave.


Some of it hadn’t been macho posturing at all.


So many things fell into place that she almost heard the
perceptible clicks. She smiled. “No more keeping score. Cross my heart,” she
said before she tried to finish turning over because she didn’t want him to see
her getting teary eyed and spoil the moment.


He placed a hand under her stomach and lifted and she rolled
over onto her back and swallowed hard. His smile was tender and open and
something inside her felt as though it was breaking apart and coming back
together all at the same time. She held out her arms and he sank down, resting
his chest lightly against her breast and holding himself up on his elbows.


“It’s about time,” he whispered, feathering kisses against
her mouth. His lips were still chapped but she welcomed the rough little slide
against her skin and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him closer.


Yeah, it is. “I’ve missed sex with you,” she
whispered in his ear as if it was a secret that only they shared. “I’ve missed
you.”


“I’m not going anywhere,” he said.


He kissed her thoroughly, deeply, his tongue making forays
as if he’d never experienced the softness of her mouth before. Nibbled one last
time at her lower lip before finding a spot behind her ear that made her
shudder then dragged the edge of his teeth over her nipples until they were so
unbearably tight she was positive that it was the most pleasure she could feel
before it became pain.


He found pleasure points she didn’t know existed or maybe
they hadn’t before Jack worried them into existence, coaxing them from a place
she’d kept hidden. She was writhing by the time he tucked a pillow under her
and canted her hips so that they rested on his thighs. He raised her legs and
rested her feet on his shoulders while she quivered in anticipation.


“Do you trust me?”


“Yes,” she said, opening her slick inner lips with her
fingers, inviting him closer.


“Then don’t touch yourself until I ask you to,” he rasped.


She nodded because she was incapable of speech and slid her
hands along his thighs. Her pussy was on fire and she was so close to an orgasm
she reached out and clenched the sheet to keep from touching herself.
Mesmerized by the play of his hands rolling a condom over his erection, she was
vaguely aware of the gold wrapper, metallic against the whiteness of the
sheets, and a bottle of lube.


There was an edgy playfulness in his touch when he slid one
long finger along her slit, opening her pussy a finger’s width to strum against
the ruffle of her inner lips.


He asked if she liked that and she managed a whimper when he
replaced his finger with the tip of his condom-covered erection, resting it
just under her clit and flicking the sensitive nub, teasing her, drawing out
her pleasure until he slid inside, filling her until she wanted to scream at
him to move.


“Fuck me,” she demanded and he did—at his pace, gripping her
ass when she tried to force him to speed up his rhythm. All it would take to
send her over the edge was a flick of a finger against her clit—one touch would
have her screaming.


His smoldering gaze narrowed. “Put your hands on your
breasts if you want to touch yourself.”


She pinched her nipples and a warning tremor coursed through
her until he stilled and let her pussy’s inner walls settle around his cock and
withdrew until just the tip kissed her entrance. Shaking, she watched as he
squeezed a generous amount of lube onto his fingers.


And then he shifted slightly and placed a hand under her
hips and she widened her legs to allow him better access. She bit her lower lip
while he circled her quivering anus with sticky, deliberate fingers.


“I’d give anything to keep watching your face but I think
this would be easier on you if you rolled over,” he said with a sigh that told
her just how much it cost him to relinquish the position.


She was almost embarrassed by her eagerness as she rolled
over and pushed the pillow under her stomach and raised her ass. She buried her
head in the sheets when he separated her cheeks and slicked one finger in
ever-widening circles until she pushed against the digit and he slid it in to
the first knuckle, added a second when she pushed backward.


“Jack, you’re killing me here,” she rasped, teetering on the
edge of something just out of her reach, a pleasure never before experienced
and it was going to be theirs together.


“Trust me, you aren’t the only one suffering,” he said and
his voice cracked when he dragged the tip of his cock against her hole. She
could feel heat through the latex covering his cock and then he was probing
gently, working her open, and she closed her eyes as the first bite of pain
turned to exquisite pleasure. He eased his cock in slowly and his first stroke
ripped a moan from her.


He stilled instantly and she twisted enough to see him
hovering with rigid trepidation, sweat pouring down his face and the veins in
his neck bulging.


“More,” she whispered raggedly before her voice could fail
her. She watched him as he eased into another stroke that fully breached the
tight ring of muscle he slid past. “Yes,” she sighed. He petted her ass and
told her how beautiful she was as he worked his cock into her slowly until she
pushed back and countered every movement.


Until they were both rushing toward something they’d never
experienced before. She was almost there when he reached between her legs and
worried her clit between his forefinger and thumb at the same time she felt her
muscles clench around his cock and she rocketed into a spiraling orgasm so
sharp she came, screaming and shaking. His answering roar was still ringing in
her ears as the last tremors drifted away. He folded over her and pressed a
kiss to the back of her neck and told her he loved her between pants.


She didn’t have enough breath to return the endearment but
she did manage to turn her head and press a kiss to his hand. She wasn’t going
to be able to move for a week. Maybe she’d just lie there until they’d both
recovered enough to start all over again. Her body rebelled when he softened
and withdrew, then moved away. But she knew he was coming back to bed and they
would sleep curled into one another until it was time to talk.


About weddings and where they were going to live and whether
or not Moocher would become a permanent fixture in their lives. And when they
could do this again.


“What are you smiling about?” he asked, sliding in next to
her and curling his warm hand around her breast.


“I was trying to figure out the protocol for asking a man to
marry me. Do I need a ring? Do I have to get out of bed and down on one knee,
which incidentally would probably lead to something that would interrupt the
proposal so I’m thinking no,” she rambled, astounded that she could form a
coherent sentence.


“Protocol gives me a rash,” he said so seriously that she
glanced back at him and smiled.


She wanted to ask “Since when?” but she was drowsy and warm
and sated so she simply asked, “Will you marry me, Jack Sutton?” Because
calling your lover a liar seemed tacky after just asking him to marry you. And
besides, it was very possible that protocol was starting to give him a rash. It
could happen.


He grinned and scooted closer. “Just pick a date and name
the place.”






Epilogue


 


Finding out that Emmett’s snitch, Huey Stuart, had been
coerced by Cedric Blood into setting him up had led them to Blood’s real
motivation for coming after Jack. Blood had been feared while on the streets
but hadn’t enjoyed the same reputation in prison, especially when the man whose
territory he’d usurped already had a fearsome reputation inside and had
retaliated harshly and often.


The beatings might have made Blood meaner but the
humiliation had pushed him over the edge and he’d blamed Jack for convincing
Delia Carson to testify against him and sending him to prison. He had planned
to kill anyone who cared about Jack. To ensure Huey’s help, Blood had been
holding his girlfriend, Arlene, hostage and would have killed her if he hadn’t
followed instructions.


Which they would have known a whole lot earlier if Huey
could have screwed up his courage and admitted what he’d been forced to do when
Arlene had been released after Blood’s death. It was no surprise that Blood had
been the one who’d trashed Val’s house. He’d forced Huey to wait with a getaway
car two blocks away.


Evie Masterson divorced her husband while he was being held
for her attempted murder. His connection to someone in the department had been
a bluff because no one came forward to intercede on his behalf. It appeared
that the budget cuts had indeed been the only reason McCoy had been told to
back off.


If Elliott Masterson had destroyed the shower curtain with
his wife’s blood on it, he might have gotten away with his wild claims of
assault and battery, but like all weak men, he’d been unwilling to give up any
measure of control.


During the month after Jack and Val had announced their
engagement, both their families had gotten so caught up in the wedding plans
they’d driven them both crazy. They’d ended up eloping. McCoy had offered them
the use of his cabin in the Ozarks for a week and promised not to tell anyone
where they were. He’d said it was the least he could do. Val had agreed.


They returned just in time to participate in the benefit
fashion show for Wylde House that featured a stunning cast of police officers,
firemen and EMTs, one of whom was used to wearing a kilt and had no problem
baring his knees in a pleated black leather man-skirt.


There was some speculation that he had eyes for a certain
Goth pixie who had been scurrying around seeing to last-minute details while he
was being fitted. It seemed that Evie Masterson’s former experience with
committee work had come in handy and she’d taken to being in charge with a
vengeance.


There was also some speculation that the sidelong glances
Evie sent Archer McCoy during the benefit were nothing more than hero worship
and not at all out of the norm. Emmett was taking side bets to the contrary.


And Jack and Val decided that as beautiful as the view was,
his apartment was just too small. He moved back into her house where they
welcomed friends and family and Moocher, who continued to divide her time
between their house and Mrs. H’s.


When spring arrived they hired a very surprised and
extremely hard-working Ronnie Cook to help paint and do yard work and made sure
he realized that sometimes you do get points for trying.
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