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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “What now?!” Ashley snapped, pulling her headphones out of her ears and glaring at the front door.  She briefly considered ignoring the summons.  She had a lot of work to do.  But what if it was…?   
 
    Groaning, she stood up, approaching the door warily.  She had to find out what The Jerk’s latest prank was, Ashley told herself.  Before answering her door, she’d learned to be cautious, just in case something fell from over her doorway or popped up from the front steps.  The Jerk was creative, if obnoxiously juvenile, with his torments, she thought.   
 
    Standing at the doorway, Ashley pulled the curtains back, then carefully, slowly peered out through the window.  However, there wasn’t a bucket or mysterious substance in front of her door.  Instead, two men stood outside the doorway.   
 
    Big men.   
 
    Huge men!   
 
    Goodness, they were very large!  She hadn’t known that men could grow that big!   
 
    Yikes!  Was this an escalation of her near-daily torment from the horrible neighbor?  
 
    Needing to find out, she pulled the door open, but kept the screen door closed.  And locked!  Yeah, she’d learned to keep the screen locked at all times too.  Silly, perhaps because it would be easy to simply push a malicious hand through the flimsy screen to unlock the door.   But it gave her a sense of security.  One extra barrier that might help her escape from her tormentor.   
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked.   
 
    Immediately, the men turned their heads away from the street and looked at her.   
 
    “Ms. Fannon?” one of the giants asked, his dark, almost black, eyebrows lifting in inquiry.   
 
    Ashley shrank backwards, terrified of these two men.  She was going to die.  This was it.  All of the pranks up to this point were just teasers to this final, horrible event.  Had The Jerk done a massive escalation in his daily torment?  It was possible.  The man was evil in ways she hadn’t thought imaginable outside of a movie theater.   
 
    Staring at the very large, very terrifying men, Ashley suspected that she was going to die a painful, annoying, ghastly death.   
 
    And because she was terrified out of her mind, she paused to consider that last thought.   
 
    Weren’t all deaths annoying?   
 
    They might not all be painful.  Some people died peacefully in their sleep.  And many people died without pain.  But she suspected that every passing was annoying.  If not for the person dying, then possibly for the people afterwards who…! 
 
    She was mentally blathering again.   
 
    Sighing, she stopped her irrational chattering and took a long, deep breath.  “This is it then?”   
 
    Both men’s eyebrows lifted at that question and she wanted to scream at them to hurry up and do whatever horrible prank they were going to inflict upon her being.  But she lifted her chin, digging deep for what was left of her poise and self-respect.  Yes, if she was going to die, she was going to do it with dignity! Her obituary would say, “She left this world with courage and integrity.” 
 
    Oh, who was she kidding?  Ashley knew herself well enough.  She was going to whimper like a puppy!    
 
    She gestured towards the lawn.  “Could we do this on the grass?” 
 
    The two huge men stared at her for a stunned moment, then looked at each other as if they might glean the answer in the other’s gaze?  Ashley had no idea what they discovered, but…okay, maybe they were gay?  That would be really sweet!  Killers who loved each other?  Was there a bit of irony in that?  Ashley was too nervous…scared…no - terrified…to remember the true meaning of irony and to determine if it applied to her death.  And actually, that really pissed her off!   
 
    When the handsome giants brought their gazes back to her, Ashley’s anger won out.  With a furious stomp of her foot, she glared up at them.  “Listen, I just don’t want to make a mess in the living room, okay?” she snapped, then unlocked the screen door and stepped outside.  “Just…get it over with!” 
 
    She looked down and noticed that she didn’t have shoes on.  She hated wearing shoes.  Slippers in the winter were nice but it was fall right now and…well…!  “Oh, whatever!”  She looked up at the good-looking giant.  “Is it better to do this with or without shoes?”  
 
      
 
    Maddox had no idea what this woman was talking about, but she was absolutely adorable! She sort of looked like a voluptuous elf.  Yes, cute and sexy definitely applied to the woman who was asking about…wearing shoes?  However, in his experience, women were either cute or sexy.  Neither both.  How did this woman pull it off?  Maybe it was because her luscious breasts were pushed against the soft grey of her sweater, the deep V neckline giving him a tempting view of that enticing shadow and…!   
 
    What the hell?  This wasn’t a woman!  He blinked and mentally shook his head.  Okay, yes, she was a woman.  But he and his team needed Ashley Fannon’s help.  She was an asset, an ally!  He absolutely would not lust after the woman too!  That was just…unprofessional!   
 
    Maddox cleared his throat, ignoring his partner, Slater DeBrasio, when the man chuckled.  Maddox shifted, blocking the elf’s view of Slater and looked down at her bare feet.  She had cute feet, he thought.  He liked the red toenail polish.   
 
    A nudge from Slater brought his eyes back up to her features, although Maddox admitted, if only to himself, that his gaze paused once again on her beautiful breasts.  Ample breasts!  Damn, she was lovely!   
 
    For an elf! 
 
    Mentally shaking himself, he looked at her curiously.  “I don’t mind if you leave your shoes off.”   
 
    That hadn’t been what he’d been about to say.  What the hell was going on?  Had this fey creature cast a spell on him?  Damn it, he was usually the gruff, harsh one on his team.  He had to be!  He was in charge of everyone’s safety and the success of their missions!   
 
    A moment later, Slater shifted, stepping in front of Maddox and taking charge.  Maddox curled his hands into fists, reminding himself that Slater was a damn good agent and it wouldn’t be good for the investigation if he slammed his fist into the man’s face.   
 
    “Ms. Fannon, I’m Agent Slater DeBrasio,” his partner started off, reaching into the small pocket for his badge.  “Would you mind if we stepped inside for a moment to talk with you?”  
 
    Ms. Elf sighed, bowed her head and nodded, looking like she’d just accepted a death warrant.  What the hell was going on?  If she’d lift her head, she would see their badges!  Was she afraid of law enforcement personnel? 
 
    She stepped back, opening the door wider and gestured into the hallway to the right of the doorway.  “This way.  We might as well do this in the kitchen.  It’s easier to clean up.”  She stopped when they were in the foyer and glanced back over her shoulder.  “Unless you know how to do this without making a mess?  Maybe it would be better to do it here.”  She gestured to the tiny foyer.  “Kitchens are very personal, you know.” 
 
    He didn’t know.  Nor did Maddox understand what the hell she was talking about.  What mess was she anticipating?   
 
    “The kitchen is fine,” Slater replied, equally as confused.   
 
    The Elf led them through the small but cute and very comfortable-looking house to the small, cozy kitchen.  Whatever was baking in this room smelled…amazing!   
 
    Even as he thought that, a timer went off and the elf looked over at him.  “Would you mind if I…?” she gestured weakly towards the oven.  “It will just burn if I don’t take this out.  And I’m guessing you don’t want smoke billowing…well, afterwards.” 
 
    Again, Maddox glanced over at Slater, both of them even more confused.   
 
    “Go ahead,” Maddox said, nodding as he crossed his arms over his chest, unaware that his stance made him appear even more intimidating.   
 
    She bent down and…holy hell…her ass was possibly the best ass he’d ever seen!  Round and cute and the leggings she wore did absolutely nothing to hide that fact from his suddenly hungry gaze.  Elves should NOT have a great ass, he thought resentfully.  As soon as that thought popped into his mind, he berated himself.  Why couldn’t an elf have a great ass?  Were great asses the exclusive domain of…!   
 
    Maddox forced his mind to stop, suddenly realizing that the woman’s battiness was rubbing off on him!   
 
    He opened his mouth to say something to her, to start the conversation, but she straightened at that moment, pulling out two perfectly baked loaves of bread.  Two beautiful, golden brown loaves!  She set them down on a wooden cutting board and all three of them stared at the bread, no one speaking because…well, because bread like that should be worshiped!  It was too precious for words!   
 
    “I have real butter and honey,” she whispered.  
 
    Maddox turned his head, pulling his eyes away from the warm bread, looking into green, beautiful eyes.  Hopeful eyes.  Was his elf offering them fresh baked bread and honey?  And butter?!   
 
    He swallowed but it was Slater who finally spoke.  “That sounds amazing!”  
 
    The elf smiled and that’s when he saw the dimples.  Dimples?  No!  No way!  No dimples!  She’d just…the elf would have to stop smiling!  Damn it, no smiling!  His body tightened as she turned towards the fridge, giving him yet another view of that amazing ass!   
 
    A nudge from Slater almost drew his attention away from that view.  But hell, his elf was shockingly perfect!   
 
    His elf turned with butter in one hand, then reached into a cabinet with her other, grabbing a jar of local honey.  She set both of them down on the countertop, then turned again to grab three plates and a bread knife.   
 
    She took the serrated knife and paused, looking up at both of them.  “I know that, technically, we’re supposed to wait until the bread rests for ten minutes before slicing into it.  But this is fresh baked bread.  What’s the point in waiting for it to cool?  I mean…it’s warm! It’s so much better when it’s warm.  Plus, if this is going to be my last meal, then I want hot bread, okay?”  
 
    “Yes!” they both replied at the same time.  Maddox paused to glare at Slater but the man merely smiled in silent reply.   
 
    Maddox heard a snarl, but wasn’t sure where it came from.  Besides, his elf was slicing into the bread and all three of them watched with awe as steam rose up.  She carefully put a thick slice of the bread onto one of the plates, handing it to Slater.   
 
    “I’m sorry that the butter isn’t softened, but go for it.” 
 
    Slater took the butter and glanced around, discovered the microwave and popped the butter into the machine for fifteen seconds while his elf sliced two more pieces of the bread, handing one to Maddox, then lifting the other slice to her nose.  She breathed it in, savoring the scent.  Maddox wanted to do the same thing, but he was transfixed by the look on the woman’s face.  It was…beautiful!  She was beautiful! 
 
    The moment was broken by the annoying three beep sound from the microwave and Maddox took a deep breath, then looked down at his own slice of bread.  It looked pretty damn good!   
 
    Maddox took the offered knife and spread a thick amount of butter on the bread, watching with amazement as the butter melted into the soft, white bread.  This was somehow different from butter melting into toast, but for the life of him, Maddox couldn’t explain why.  Hell, Maddox didn’t normally even eat bread!  He acknowledged that he was a bit of a health food nut.  But this…he’d make an exception for fresh baked bread.   
 
    He didn’t bother with the honey, not wanting the overly sweet goo to ruin the taste of the bread.  He bit into the slice, then closed his eyes.  It was even better tasting than the scent had promised.  This was heaven, he thought.   
 
    All three of them were silent as they ate their bread, amazed that it was truly that good.   
 
    When they were all finished, his elf pulled out napkins, fabric napkins instead of the paper kind, and they all wiped their hands after their mini-feast.   
 
    “That was really good,” Slater said.  “Thank you for sharing with us.” 
 
    Maddox nodded his agreement.  “Yes.  Thank you!” 
 
    His elf tossed the napkin down on the counter, then took a deep breath.  “Okay.  I’m ready!  Just…do it!” 
 
    Maddox blinked, not sure what she meant, but he focused his attention on her nose…cute nose, he thought…and forced the words out.   
 
    “We need your help, Ms. Fannon,” he started off.  “We are…” 
 
    “Help?” she interrupted, her green eyes huge and her curly brown hair bouncing around her face.  “You mean…?”  
 
    “Yes,” Maddox continued when she paused mysteriously.  He reached into his breast pocket and once again pulled out his badge.  He ignored the gasp of surprise, assuming that she had seen the gun strapped to his hip.  It was a normal reaction, although he wouldn’t have thought so in this area of Pennsylvania.  This part of the state was known for their hunting aficionados.  Hell, every house on this block, minus his elf’s, probably had multiple hunting rifles and most likely a few pistols as well.   
 
    “We need your help in our investigation. And this is a bit…” Slater glanced at Maddox, trying to find the right words.   
 
    Maddox intervened.  “Unconventional.” 
 
    His elf blinked, looking between Maddox and Slater, then back up at him.  She glanced nervously at the bulge where his weapon was snuggled against his waist, then back up to his eyes.  “You need my help?” she repeated.  
 
    “Yes.  We’re investigating one of your neighbors.”  He didn’t elaborate but continued, “And we need a base of operations where we can do round the clock surveillance.” 
 
    “Which neighbor?” she asked…whispered, actually, her eyes huge.  
 
    Maddox instantly knew that his answer was vitally important.  “The one directly behind your house.  Your third floor windows look out into the man’s backyard and we are hoping to use this vantage point to get intel on some of his activities.” 
 
    The woman’s body tightened, almost vibrating with some unknown emotion now.  “You two are going to…” 
 
    Slater gently interrupted.  “There are actually four members on our team,” he explained.  “We didn’t all come at one time to speak with you since it would look strange if you were letting four men enter your house all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Yes.”  She looked over at Maddox and his body tightened with lust as she licked her lips while her eyes moved over his chest.  He almost snarled to Slater to get the hell out so that he could act on that too-brief glance, but reminded himself that he and his team needed this woman’s help with their investigation.  In other words, she was off-limits!   
 
    So why was his elf tempting him to ignore that rule now?   
 
    Her softly spoken words brought him back to the conversation.  “You want to spy on my…” 
 
    “Surveille,” Slater corrected, and Maddox couldn’t believe that, as team lead, he wasn’t more in control of this discussion.  “We’d like to surveille your neighbor for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    His elf nodded, her hands clutching the side of her countertop.  “He’s a bad man,” she announced, then moved her hands so that they were clasping each other.  “What do you suspect him of doing?”  
 
    “We can’t discuss details of an ongoing investigation,” Maddox replied, then leaned forward. “But we’d like to hear why you think he’s a bad man.” 
 
    His elf backed away, shaking her head even as she slid her fingers along her ears, pushing those dark curls into a beautiful semblance of disorder.   
 
    “Nothing that has risen to the level of criminal activities,” she replied, looking defeated.  “And I doubt that your surveillance will result in a great deal of information.  The man doesn’t do much.  He barely even mows his grass.” 
 
    Maddox sensed that she had more information than she was letting on, which only made him more determined to find out what the hell was happening in this town.  Elsa, Pennsylvania was a cute, sleepy little town about thirty minutes outside of Philadelphia.  But something was going on! They’d been alerted to something happening here in the town by a group of concerned citizens.  Those reports had been ignored until someone higher up in the FBI had finally listened.  Maddox and his team had been assigned to look into the problem and discovered that there seemed to be a pattern emerging.  They suspected that there was a series of activities that followed the same problems other towns in the region were experiencing as well.  Maddox wanted to know if the problems were part of a coordinated effort by a single person, but they weren’t sure how one person could be controlling several small towns, or what the materializing criminal patterns meant.  And most importantly, they didn’t know who was coordinating the efforts.   
 
    Slater braced his hands wide on the wooden countertop.  “We think that there’s something more significant happening in that house.  And we’re hoping that you will allow us to find out.” 
 
    His elf’s huge, green eyes stared up at him and Maddox had the strangest urge to pull her into his arms and tell her that he’d take care of her, that everything would be fine.  
 
    Investigation, he reminded himself.  Investigate now.  Romance later.   
 
    Except…he didn’t do romance.  Ever!  A casual, light-hearted, short affair was about as close to “romance” as he got.   
 
    Her next question brought his attention back to her.  “If you discover that the man is doing something wrong,” she started off, then swallowed, glanced through the kitchen windows as if needing to reassure herself that there wasn’t anyone listening in, “then that bully will go to jail, right?”  
 
    Maddox stared at her, trying to convey confidence as he said, “He will go to prison.”  
 
    She nodded, her eyes still huge.  “Then yes!”  she shifted on her feet.  “Absolutely!  What do you need?  How can I help?”  She barely paused.  “And when do you start?  Today?  Can you start today?” She glanced briefly at Slater, then back to Maddox.  “I have five bedrooms in this house.  I use two of them.  You mentioned a team.  Round the clock surveillance.  Do you need beds?  I have three beds.  Will that be enough?  I only have two bathrooms, but you’re all free to use them whenever you need them. The washer and dryer are in the basement.  The kitchen is small, but I’m a very good cook.  I can make sure you guys,” she paused again, “four men?  Or are some women?”  She shook her head, her finger tapping on the countertop as if she were thinking too quickly. “It doesn’t matter.  I can accommodate everyone.  Just tell me your food preferences.  Do you need to get onto the roof?  There’s a window on the third floor where you can climb out and set up cameras.  You’ll need cameras for surveillance, correct?” 
 
    Maddox lifted a hand to stop her, stunned by her generous offer.  Her words indicated that there was a hell of a lot more going on here.  “Tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes pleading.  “I’ve already spoken to the police and told them what’s going on.  They told me that none of the activities from that jerk have risen to the level of criminal activity yet.  They’ve only issued citations and warnings.”  Her eyes scowled out the window before she turned back to face them again.  “Unfortunately, that’s only angered that jerk even more!” 
 
    “What has he done?”  
 
    She shook her head again, waving her hand in the air dismissively.  “Don’t worry about the past.  What do you need for the future?”  
 
    A small cat padded into the kitchen then.  A three legged cat, Maddox noticed.  The feline walked and hopped over to his elf’s legs, nuzzling the woman’s ankles affectionately.  Immediately, his elf bent down to lift the cat into her arms, snuggling the animal for a moment.  “Minx will help too,” she offered.  “Minx hates the man back there more than I do!” 
 
    Maddox looked at the stump where the fourth leg used to be, his gut tightening at the idea that popped into his head.  “Did your neighbor do that to your cat?” he asked, his voice a low, growling sound.   
 
    His elf rubbed her cheek against the cat’s fur, shaking her head.  “No.  Mr. Endgarden didn’t do this.” 
 
    Slater’s eyes narrowed.  “But the man is responsible, isn’t he?”  
 
    Ashley didn’t bother to explain.  She’d told the story to too many people after the incident and no one had cared.  “When can you start?  Today?  Can you start today?”  
 
    Maddox and Slater looked at each other again, then Maddox looked at Ashley.  His elf.  “Yes.  We’ll start today.  And we’ll make sure that we stay out of your way.  I know that you work from home as an editor.” 
 
      
 
    Ashley waved that issue away, only slightly concerned that he knew her name and her occupation.  If these men were law enforcement and were here to get rid of that cruel bastard who lived directly behind her, then they were heroes in her mind.   
 
    “Trust me, you won’t bother me in the least.”  She felt almost giddy at the thought of these two…no, four…men being here in her house.  Maybe, just maybe, she would finally get a good night’s sleep!  For the past several months, ever since that horrible, disgusting man had moved into the house behind hers, he’d tormented her, embarrassed her, and annoyed her!  When his vicious dog had attacked Minx last month, biting her poor, sweet cat to the point that the vet had needed to amputate Minx’s leg, Ashley had been too angry and scared to even think about retribution.  Not that she’d be very good at it.  The idea of intentionally hurting another creature, human or animal, made her stomach sick.  She just couldn’t do it.   
 
    Which was exactly what bullies like Emilio Endgarden counted on!  The man fed off of the fear he instilled in others and she hated him!  More than she’d hated any other person in her entire life!   
 
    So if these men could do something, anything, to stop him, she was all in.  Whatever they needed.   
 
    Minx wiggled, indicating that she was finished snuggling so Ashley lowered her fuzzy girl to the floor, then held onto her until Minx had her balance once again.  It never ceased to amaze her how easily Minx had adapted to surviving on only three legs.  She couldn’t jump well, but she could climb the stairs.  She couldn’t manage a run yet, but she could walk anywhere she wanted to go.  Minx was Ashley’s faithful friend.  Always around, always up for a snuggle or just lying in a stream of sunshine.   
 
    When she stood up, both men were looking at her strangely and she shifted, feeling an odd tingle when her eyes glanced over at the dark-eyed man.   
 
    Remembering her manners, she shifted slightly.  “Um…what do I call each of you?” she asked.  “I mean, I could just say Officer One and Officer Two, but that seems a bit too Doctor Suess-ish.” 
 
    Both men had dark hair, but one man had blue eyes and the other brown.  The brown eyed man also had a dark aura about him.  He was serious and intense while the other man seemed to be more laid back, less intimidating.   
 
    “We’re agents, actually,” the dark eyed one said.  “I’m Agent Maddox Turner.  You can call me Maddox, though.” 
 
    “And I’m Agent Slater DeBrasio, or just Slater.  No need to be formal,” the man with blue eyes said, extending his hand to shake hers.  “I gotta ask,” he said, a teasing glint in those devilish blue depths.  “What did you think we were going to do when we first arrived?”  
 
    Ashley thought back to the time she’d spoken to Endgarden’s neighbors, trying to organize a group to confront the man.  He’d slashed everyone’s tires.  Then there was the time she’d spoken to the police about the man’s behavior.  Her garage had been broken into and the partially full paint cans had been emptied onto the cement floor.  She’d also put notes on his door or his car when he’d parked in front of her garage, only to have him set her trashcan on fire.   
 
    Since the trashcan had been perilously close to her yard’s fence, that had been the final issue.  She had given up on trying to stop the man from doing whatever he wanted, although that hadn’t stopped the pranks.  He’d stabbed a hole in the gas tank of her lawn mower, stomped on all of her flowers during the night, cut the wires on her fairy lights that decorated her yard and slapped mud on her solar spot lights.   
 
    Since Ashley was a light sleeper, she’d woken to every one of these acts of vandalism, but so far, she’d been too terrified of additional retribution to bring the evidence to the police.  The man had succeeded in breaking her, causing her intense fear and dread, terrified that Emilio had finally tired of her irritating defiance and had sent men to kill her.   
 
    Still, Ashley didn’t want these men to think her silly, so she merely waved her hand in the air.  “Oh, I don’t remember.”  Such a lie!  “So when will you guys start?”  She really wanted to know! 
 
    Agent Slater replied, “We can leave and come back with surveillance equipment this afternoon, if that’s convenient.” 
 
    Ashley sighed with relief.  “Yes!” she gushed.  “Yes.  Absolutely!  That’s fine with me.”   
 
    “We won’t bother you, ma’am,” the dark and mysterious one said.  “We’ll stay out of your way as much as possible.” 
 
    Ashley was so relieved to have someone in the house other than Minx, she laughed.  “You won’t be in my way at all!  In fact, I’ll try very hard not to interrupt you.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Care to explain?” Slater asked as soon as they were back in Maddox’s SUV and pulling away from the curb.   
 
    “Explain what?” he demanded, trying to ignore the man as he maneuvered into traffic, heading back into Philadelphia to get the equipment they’d need for the investigation.   
 
    Slater laughed and the sound grated on Maddox’s nerves.  The man really was too laid back.  Maddox used to think that made them good partners.  But now, after leaving his elf’s house…uh…Ashley’s house…he was irritated for some reason.  
 
    “Maybe you could explain why you looked like you were debating biting off the woman’s head or…something else.”  The man laughed again, stretching his legs out in front of him.   
 
    Maddox was so irritated, he considered requisitioning a smaller vehicle from the FBI shop.  Anything that would make Slater less comfortable since the man was really pissing him off!   
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    They drove back into the city in silence for a while.  Finally, Slater shook his head.  “Nope.  I’m not wrong.  But it’s going to be an interesting few weeks while we watch Endgarden’s house.” 
 
    Maddox had no answer to that, so he remained silent, irritated, and wondering how long it would take to load up the surveillance equipment and get back to his elf’s house.  Ashley’s house, he corrected again.  He really needed to stop thinking of her as an elf.  And he definitely needed to stop thinking of her as “his”.   
 
    “You’ve claimed her already, haven’t you?”  
 
    Maddox had just pulled into the underground parking garage to the FBI’s Philadelphia headquarters.  “Claimed who?” he demanded, but he knew what Slater meant.  And yes, he’d claimed her.   
 
    “Ashley.  You’re interested in her, aren’t you?”  
 
    They got out of the SUV and walked towards the elevators, both of them automatically looking around for danger.   
 
    “You’re seeing things, DeBrasio,” he snarled, stabbing the call button for the elevator.   
 
    DeBrasio smiled, shaking his head.  “I don’t think so.”   
 
    Fortunately, another pair of FBI agents walked up and Maddox didn’t have to answer. Five minutes later, he stepped into the conference room where he was scheduled to meet with the other two agents on their team.   
 
    “Did she agree?” Agent Bart Ebraz demanded as soon as Maddox and Slater walked in.   
 
    The fourth member of their team, Agent Lex Murdock, also turned, a white-board marker in his hand as he waited for an answer.  
 
    “She agreed,” Slater announced.  “In fact, I suspect that she’s been a victim of Endgarden’s brand of harassment herself.”  He turned to Maddox.  “Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Maddox clenched his teeth, thinking of the three legged cat.  “Yeah.  Something is going on.  She’s even reported it to the local police.  But whatever he’s done to her, they haven’t been able to help her. Either way, I think Endgarden has become a real pain in the ass for her.”  
 
    “But Ms. Fannon is good with us coming and going?” 
 
    Slater and Maddox both nodded.  “She’s even offered us beds to sleep in, so we don’t need to bring cots.” 
 
    Maddox glared at the other man.  “We aren’t taking advantage of her desperation,” he snapped.  As the team leader, he had full authority to say that too.  “We’ll bring our usual stuff and we won’t take advantage of her hospitality.”  He turned and looked at Bart and Lex, giving both of them ‘the look’.   
 
    “Got it, boss,” Slater said, but he was grinning, warning Maddox that perhaps an additional private warning was needed.   
 
    Turning to Bart and Lex, he tilted his head towards the white board.  “What’s new?” he asked, leaning his fists against the conference room table.  
 
    Bart turned to his laptop and pressed a few keys.  “We’ve done more analysis on the crime spree happening in the town.  If the pattern holds, phase two should start any moment now.”  He shifted the laptop so that the images appeared on the screen on the wall so they could all see the information.  “Here’s the crime surge in Mannifort, Pennsylvania,” he said, pointing to one chart.  “We see the rise in car vandalism in parking lots as the starting point.  Then there is an increase in store robberies and break-ins.”  He pointed to another chart.  “As we all know, the next step is a few beatings of store owners and then…” he moved his marker to the next line, “the threats against family members.  After that, several store owners sell out and get out of town.  The crime spree doesn’t stop,” he pointed to the next chart.  “Here is where someone else moves in and offers protection.  For a price.”  He pointed to the charts.  “Crime goes down for stores, but then the crimes shift to residential communities.  Again, tires slashed, windows broken, multiple break-ins, then the whammy; home invasions while families are home.  Again, people move out and those homes are bought up at rock bottom prices.  In their place, prostitution and gambling move in.  As do the offers of protection to individual residents.”   
 
    Lex sighed and moved to the board.  “We’ve narrowed down the suspects based on descriptions from people who are willing to risk saying something, but the picture is still sketchy.” 
 
    Maddox stood up, rubbing the back of his neck.  “Have we spotted the first phase in any other towns?”  
 
    “Not yet,” Bart replied.  “It looks like whoever is behind this racketeering scheme is very careful and methodical.  Whoever is in charge doesn’t let his thugs shift to a new town until the previous one is under their control.” 
 
    Maddox nodded, surveying their data.  “Good.  Then we have maybe a week, perhaps two before the next phase begins.” 
 
      
 
    Emilio Endgarden chuckled at the cartoons on the television as he lifted the beer to his lips, sucking down half the cheap brew before tossing the empty can towards...he had no idea, nor did he care where the can landed.  It wasn’t his house, so he didn’t give a damn what happened to the trash.   
 
    Glancing out the window, he considered heading out to get some work done.  It was dark now, the perfect time to initiate a bit of chaos.  But then the television show caught his eye again and he scratched his belly while reaching for another beer.  His boss had set up a schedule for him, but Emilio figured he could start working on the harassment of his neighbors ten or fifteen minutes later.   
 
    The doorbell ringing brought his attention away from the cartoon television show and Emilio considered pausing the show.  But dismissed the idea.  He could quickly get rid of whatever busy body was ringing the bell and get back to the show.  Although, if it was that cute bitch that lived behind his house, he might take a bit more time to annoy her.  Going back, he pressed the pause button on his TV remote, then hurried over to the door, anticipation making him lick his lips.   
 
    “What the hell…?” he stopped his tirade as soon as the door opened wide enough to see who was standing in his doorway.  It wasn’t the cute woman, but instead a man in a dark suit stood on the front steps, one white eyebrow raised.   
 
    “Sir!” Emilio gasped, almost peeing in his pants as terror invaded his brain.  His boss.  Damn it!  This man was a psycho!  Nothing Emilio did to the people in this town could compare to what this sick bastard did to his subordinates when he was displeased.  Not just to townspeople though.  Hell, this psycho would unleash his demented goons on his employees if any of them disappointed him.  
 
    Jason DeFila was tall and thin, always dressed in expensive suits, as if the exclusive brands could hide the demented light and soulless emptiness in his pale, blue eyes.  He was usually a pale, sickly white, but every once in a while, the man decided to get one of those spray on tans.  Unfortunately, that only made the guy look creepier.  And scarier.   
 
    Emilio backed away, as if just DeFila’s terrifying proximity might cause physical harm.   
 
    The man stepped into the house and Emilio quickly backed up even further, swallowing the terrified bile that rose up in the back of his throat.  Emilio didn’t protest the other man’s entrance, since DeFila owned the damn house!  The man always bought several houses in the towns he took over, as a base of operations for his goons while he unleashed his crime sprees.  As one of those goons, Emilio appreciated the sanctuary.  It was much better than living in a one room motel space, which was what he’d been living in when DeFila had offered him a job.   
 
    Suddenly, Emilio looked around, finally seeing the filth in which he’d been living for the past several weeks.  “I’ll get this place cleaned up,” he vowed, bending down to grab several of the nearly-empty beer cans and pizza boxes that were littering the previously white carpeting.   
 
    Defila only sneered, as if the smell were offensive.  “Explain your progress to date,” the man said, stepping over the boxes.  The sharp heel of Defila’s boot missed Emilio’s fingers by millimeters.  Emilio abandoned his pointless cleaning efforts to hurry over to the wall where the chart had been taped.   
 
    “I have about ten of the twenty businesses that are either ready to close down and move out, or ready for your next team,” he explained, rubbing a fat finger down the list.  “These five,” he said, pointing to the next list of businesses on the list, “still think that the police can stop me.  So I’ll increase my efforts.”  He rubbed the sweaty palms of his hands down over his tee-shirt before pointing to the next five businesses on the list.  “These businesses, I’ll start hitting them tonight.  I just needed to stock up on additional supplies.  I hit the hardware store this morning.” 
 
    DeFila’s creepy blue eyes narrowed as he looked down at Emilio and, for some reason, Emilio’s throat tightened nervously.   
 
    “You didn’t purchase these additional supplies here in this town, correct?”  
 
    Emilio had, but knew that was the wrong answer.  Swallowing past the lump in his throat, he quickly shook his head.  “No!  No way!” he lied, even though he wasn’t sure why it would be a problem.  Hell, the hardware store was one of the businesses on his list to harass!  Why shouldn’t he buy the supplies there?  The only other option was to drive another twenty minutes to the next town.  Seemed like a major waste of time.  But Emilio wasn’t going to tell this freak that!   
 
    “Good.”  The man turned, his light blue eyes surveying the mess.  “I don’t appreciate you using my property as a garbage can.”  He looked out the back window. “When was the last time you mowed the grass?”  
 
    Emilio glanced through the sliding glass doors.  The grass was more than knee high and filled with weeds.  “Um…I’ve been too busy trying to work on the businesses, I haven’t had time to…” 
 
    The man lifted a pale finger in the air, stopping Emilio’s defense.  “You have time to drink beer and watch pathetic televisions shows,” DeFila snapped harshly.  “The point of your mission needs to remain a secret, you idiot!  No one can trace your nighttime activities back to this location!  And if the neighbors start to complain to the police about what a pigsty the house and yard have become,” he paused, leaning closer, “and trust me, long grass means that snakes and rats, not to mention other rodents, are living in that grass, the neighbors will complain.  The health inspector might even come around.  Police will start to wonder if the house is abandoned and will start looking in windows!”  DeFila sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I thought that you would already know this by now,” he said, as if striving for patience.  “I thought I’d hired the right person for the job.  But perhaps-“ 
 
    “I’ll get everything cleaned up!” Emilio promised, his heart beating so hard that it felt as if it might burst.  Wouldn’t this freak love that?!    
 
    DeFila sighed, looked around again, then grimaced. “See that you do.  And finish your job!  I have another town that I need to start on soon.”  He looked down his thin nose at DeFila.  “If you can’t get the job done, I’ll find another thug.”  He turned and headed towards the front door.  “You have two weeks.  After that, I want to begin Phase Two.”  Without another word, he walked out of the house, not bothering to pause to close the door.   
 
    Emilio let out a long sigh, wiping his hands down his jeans-clad legs.  His palms were sweaty as the terror eased up slightly.  He slammed the front door closed, then looked around.  “Freak!” he snarled, but he walked into the kitchen to dig out the garbage bags that had been included with the boxes of supplies at the house. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ashley carried the armload of freshly washed towels up the stairs, careful to make enough noise just in case the four men in her third floor bedrooms were doing something that she shouldn’t overhear.  She didn’t want to know what they were doing if it was top secret.  Plus, she didn’t really want to be kidnapped and tortured for information on their plans.   
 
    Yeah, Ashley accepted that she might watch too many crime dramas!  Ashley knew that she binged on those television shows, but she loved them!   
 
    “Careful, Minx!” she called out to her cat as the little lady raced up the stairs ahead of her, hopping whenever her missing fourth leg should have balanced her gait.  
 
    There was a definite meow as Minx joined the four extremely large men who were moving around, ducking under the low, slanted ceilings of her old house.   
 
    “I don’t want to disturb you gentlemen,” she said as she looked around, cursing her pale skin when she flushed at the sight of Maddox as he stopped whatever he was working on and stood up, looking directly at her with those intense, coffee brown eyes of his.  “I just…” she stopped, watching Maddox as he stared right back at her.  The air seemed to pulse in time with her heart as he stepped closer.  And closer.  With every step, her heart raced faster, her breath caught in her throat.  This man…those eyes.  And his shoulders!  Goodness, she really loved…um…admired…his shoulders.  Lifting her eyes higher, she caught his eyes again and she wanted…had no idea what she wanted.  This moment, it was too intense.  The coward in her wanted to run and hide.  The woman in her wanted to reach out, grab the front of his shirt and kiss the man, just to…to what?   
 
    To disperse her silly, feminine fantasies.  Nothing could live up to her dreams, she reminded herself.  And hadn’t her dreams been adequately crushed in the past?   
 
    “Towels,” she whispered through lips that were tingling.  “I brought everyone some clean towels.” 
 
    Maddox stepped closer.  “That is very kind of you, but we don’t want to put you out.  You’re doing enough by letting us invade your house.  We all brought…” 
 
    Another man stepped into her line of sight and took the towels from her.  “Thank you for the towels, Ashley,” the man said with a grumbly voice.  Bart.  Was that his name?  He was a very good looking man, she thought, but then her eyes shifted once again to Maddox.  The other three men were handsome and big, strong and powerful.  But none of them had that fascinating aura around them.  The other three men were…bland, compared to Maddox.   
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll just…” she started to say, then couldn’t remember what her next task was.  Work?  Laundry?  Nope, she’d done both of those chores.  Sort of.  There was always more work to be done.   
 
    Then a movement out the window caught her eye and she peered around Maddox’ shoulder, her eyes narrowing as she watched the evil man across the alleyway.   
 
    “Is he…?”  She gasped, shaking her head as she moved closer to the window.  “I can’t believe he is finally mowing his grass!” she hissed!  Ashley was furious that the man was mowing his grass now, after she’d begged him to do just that for the past month!  There were mice nesting in that mess!  And probably other vermin as well.  Now they were all going to run out of the weeds to find shelter!  “That man is…disgusting!”   She turned, pointing a finger at Maddox’s chest.  “Do whatever it takes to put that man in prison!”  
 
    And with that, she picked Minx up in her arms and descended the stairs, her anger simmering as she wondered if she should add a few more mouse traps to her basement.  Probably, she thought as her fury towards the bully intensified.   
 
      
 
    Maddox watched as Ashley descended the stairs, his eyes riveted on her cute ass as her curls bounced around her shoulders.  His hands itched to dive into that hair, tangle in those curls and he’d finally discover if her hair was as soft as it looked.  He wanted to know what it felt like to kiss her lips, to feel her oh-so-soft body against his.  He wanted…! 
 
    A punch to his shoulder brought his attention away from the now-empty stairway and he looked around.   
 
    “She’s gone,” Lex grumbled.  “Put your tongue and your eyeballs back in your head.” 
 
    Maddox glared at the man, but turned and got back to work.  Unfortunately, as much as it pissed Maddox off, Lex was right.  It wasn’t professional to lust after one’s host.  They were here to get a job done and it would only complicate the situation if he made a pass at the delicious woman.   
 
    Later, he told himself.  When this investigation was finished, he was coming back to Ashley to take her out.  He’d ask her to dinner, he thought as he set up the camera equipment, checking the connections and ensuring that the angles were correct while he considered the various restaurants he could take her to.  There was a fabulous Italian restaurant that served the most amazing alfredo sauce.  Or the French place over on Second Avenue?  It was small, but the tables were normally booked up every night.  If he made a reservation now for…maybe two months in the future, maybe he could get a table.  Ashley would like that place. It had ambiance and the food was incredible!   
 
    For the next two hours, the four of them set up surveillance cameras, hiding them in bushes or along the eaves of Ashley’s house through her attic, being careful not to damage any of the woodwork.  They’d fix everything before leaving, making everything stronger and better than before.  Once darkness descended, they waited for Endgarden’s car to leave his house, then moved through the backyard, careful to stay in the shadows as they installed additional surveillance equipment along the fence line of his house, hiding the cameras in the overgrown bushes.   
 
    They all knew that Endgarden was merely a puppet.  Maddox wanted the puppet master!  Endgarden wasn’t smart enough to build up the crime center that was taking shape in the other towns.  Someone else had to be directing the actions with an eye to the bigger picture.  They had to find that person and stop them.   
 
    After all of the exterior cameras were installed, they moved inside Endgarden’s house.  Each member of the team installed cameras in pre-determined places around the house that would allow them to more accurately surveille the premises.  As soon as Maddox entered through Endgarden’s back door, he found a chart on the wall.  Walking over to it, he snapped a photo of it.  He didn’t take the time to examine it now.  They had to get in, install the cameras and get out.  Fast!  They’d analyze everything they’d seen later.   
 
    He almost tripped over several bags of garbage, and wondered why anyone would keep so much trash in the house.  The town collected garbage twice a week.  Another mystery to figure out later, he told himself.   
 
    Back at Ashley’s house, the four of them quickly tested their equipment, spread out a chart and started to discuss what they’d seen.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A week.  The four men had been inside of her home for a whole week and she barely saw them!  It was weird, Ashley thought.  She knew that the men rotated shifts, four hours on, four hours off during the day and then they each had eight hours to sleep.  They were quiet, painfully respectful, shockingly clean and…and she didn’t like having people in her house that she didn’t know.  
 
    It was time for a change.  Primarily, she wanted to get to know Maddox.  She wanted to talk to him and smile and feel the warmth of his gaze on her whenever he passed her in the hallway.  But she also liked the other men. They were kind and considerate, surprisingly quiet for such large men and…well, weren’t men supposed to be pigs in the bathroom? Whenever she went into either of her bathrooms, there was no evidence of any of them using them.  Toilet seats were down, the countertops wiped clean, no shaving stuff in the bathroom…nothing to indicate that four additional men were in her home.   
 
    No, this couldn’t go on.  She kept waiting for something to happen.  She kept waiting to walk into her bathroom and find it filthy.  Maybe a dot of urine on the toilet rim?  Perhaps one of them could leave the toilet seat up?  How about some shaving fuzz left in her bathroom sink?  Anything that would prove that there were actually men living in her house.  But she had FOUR men living in her house and, other than the occasional bump in the morning, they were too clean and too quiet.  
 
    Nope, she had to change things.   
 
    Grabbing her keys, she walked out the front door and got into her car.  Five minutes later, she turned into the grocery store parking lot, parked her small hatchback and stomped up to the entrance.  She grabbed a cart and considered her options.  It took her less than twenty minutes to get everything she needed, then she packed everything into her fabric grocery bags, stuffed her purchases in her trunk and drove home.  Parking on the street - she couldn’t use her small garage because that bastard behind her house kept sneaking into her garage and doing things to her car - she hefted all of the fabric bags out and carried everything into her house.   
 
    After that, she was happily chopping and cutting, dicing and slicing while music played in her earbuds.  Ashley absolutely loved cooking.  She didn’t do it very often because it wasn’t fun to cook for just one person.  Now that she had four big, burly men in her house, she was damn sure going to cook for them!   
 
    With the Dutch apple pie ready, she set it carefully into the larger oven, then turned to start on the main course.  Onions first, to get them out of the way because she hated chopping onions, then black olives, red peppers, grated cheese, sour cream and, she moved over to the smaller oven and checked on the marinated chicken breasts.  They were now sizzling and, she suspected, perfectly cooked!   
 
    When the chicken was sliced and everything else in serving dishes, she turned to find Minx staring up at her.   
 
    “Honey, are you feeling left out?” she asked, picking the feline up and snuggling with her.  Minx allowed that for about ten seconds, then meowed her frustration.  Ashley put the cat down on the floor, then gave her a small bit of cooked chicken.  “No more.  You know it’s not good for you.” 
 
      Then she headed up the stairs.  At the bottom of the second floor, she leaned against the wall, closing her eyes to give herself a mental pep talk.  “You can do this!” she told herself.  She opened her eyes, then started up the stairs to the third floor.   
 
    “Ashley?” Maddox asked when he saw her, standing up and coming towards her, ducking under the low ceiling.  “Is everything okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” she told him, feeling a bit breathless now that she was this close again.  He was bigger than she remembered.  And more enticing.  And just…amazing!  She wondered what he would do if she suggested that he climb into her bed after his shift was over and just…hell, pull her into his arms so that she could lean her head against his big, strong, muscular chest and feel those delicious arms wrap around her.  The nights were getting cooler and his big body would keep her warm.  Hot maybe!  She wanted that.  She wanted a whole lot more, but kept those silly thoughts to herself.  It wouldn’t do to embarrass the man with all of the ridiculous fantasies she’d created in her dreams every night over the past week!   
 
    She looked up at him, inhaling a deep breath, then said, “I don’t like having people in my house that I don’t know.  It feels weird.  So…” she trembled as four sets of eyes turned to stare at her.  “So, I’ve made dinner for everyone.  I know that you can’t all come down and eat at once, but maybe…”  
 
    Ashley stopped when all four of them stood up, their eyes wide with eagerness now.   
 
    “Food?” Bart grumbled.  He was usually the quiet, grumpy one, but he lifted his nose, sniffing the air.  “What is that smell?” he asked.   
 
    “Um…that would be the apple pie.  I put it in the oven earlier so that it would be done by the time we finished dinner.” 
 
    “Dinner?” “Food?  You cooked for us?” “I like food!” three voices called out over each other.  Then the three men all looked to Maddox pleadingly.  Obviously, he was the man who needed to okay the meal and Ashley turned to look up at him too.  
 
    “Please?” she whispered, nervous now.   
 
    “We don’t want to be a bother,” he told her.   
 
    She wasn’t aware of her twisting hands as she said, “It’s not a bother at all!  I love to cook!  I just…don’t get a chance very often.  It’s not as fun to cook for only myself.  But now that you guys are here and…well, I’d like to talk to you guys.  You stay up here, being so quiet and so clean and it’s just weird and I like to cook and you guys look like you enjoy eating so it sort of works out, doesn’t it?  I mean, just because you’re here and trying not to get in my way doesn’t mean we can’t eat together, right?” she said, then pressed her lips together so that she’d stop rambling.  Then she paused, staring up at Maddox, holding her breath as she waited for his verdict.   
 
    “Just one meal,” he replied.   
 
    Ashley let out her breath in a whoosh, just as the other men did the same thing.   
 
    “Thank you!” she gushed, reaching out and accidentally touching the middle of his chest. “You won’t regret it!  I’m a very good cook!  I mean, I’m not a gourmet chef or anything, but I really love to cook and try out new recipes and this is just fajitas and…”  
 
    She was literally lifted up into Lex’s arms as he carried her down the stairs at that announcement.   
 
    “What just happened?” she asked, grabbing onto Lex’s shoulders.   
 
    “We weren’t waiting around for boss-man to give his permission twice,” Slater explained, rushing down the stairs right behind Lex.   
 
    “Watch out for Minx!” Ashley called out.  She shouldn’t have worried.  Slater reached down and gently snagged the three legged cat, carrying her down the next flight of stairs with Bart coming up behind them and Maddox a distant, fourth shadow.  
 
    In the kitchen, all four men and Minx stared at the feast laid out on the kitchen table.  “This is heaven,” Slater finally whispered.  
 
    “Dig in.  It’s going to get cold,” she told the men.  
 
    Lex released her legs and she gently dropped to the floor.  A moment later, all four men were reaching for the food, passing everything around as they filled up their plates.  Ashley had augmented the fajitas with chips and salsa along with freshly made guacamole and it warmed her heart as she sat at the head of the table to watch the men fill their plates and take their first bite.  She smiled, feeling gratified as they all told her how good everything was.   
 
    “Thanks,” she said, laughing as happiness filled her.  That’s when she finally dared to lift her eyes, staring into Maddox’s brown gaze.  He nodded, his appreciation evident in his look.  
 
    She lowered her head, thrilled to be feeding these men.  She loved to cook, but even more, she loved to feed.  It wasn’t good enough simply to make the food.  She loved watching people eat what she’d made.   
 
    A half hour later, there was barely any food left.  The men were leaning back in their chairs, resting their hands on their flat stomachs as they sighed with contentment.  “That was excellent!” Slater told her.   
 
    Bart and Lex nodded their agreement, both of them looking at the table as if searching for something more to eat.   
 
    “There’s apple pie in the oven. It should be ready in another…,” she glanced at her watch, “…ten minutes, give or take.” 
 
    The men all stared at her, stunned by that announcement.  “Apple pie?” Slater finally said the words everyone was thinking.  “Real apple pie?”  
 
    She laughed, charmed by their boyish expressions of hope.  “Yes.  Real apple pie.  The kind with the crunchy topping.  I like that kind better than the crust topping.  I hope you don’t mind?”  
 
    Slater laughed, then stood up, two plates in his hands.  He walked over and kissed her cheek.  “You’ve become my favorite woman!”  
 
    The other men laughed, and all of them stood up, stacking the plates on top of each other as they carried everything over to the sink.  Even Maddox carried dishes into the kitchen, but he was a bit slower than the others, looking at her, his gratitude in his eyes.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said to her when they were alone.  “This was a really good meal and things were getting tense up there.  We’re not making as much progress as we’d hoped.” 
 
    “Seriously, it was my pleasure,” she told him, feeling her heart thud against her ribs.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ashley sat down with a bowl of ice cream, pulled the blanket over her legs, then grabbed the remote and waited.  She peered around the corner but…no Minx!   
 
    Calling out to her faithful feline didn’t result in Minx’s hopping presence coming around the corner of her family room and that concerned Ashley.  Ever since “the incident”, Ashley worried when Minx wasn’t close by.   
 
    Tossing off the warm, fluffy blanket, Ashley stood up.  “Minx?” she called again.  Nothing!   
 
    Worried now, she walked over to the door.  It was still shut, keeping out the chilly fall air.  But something wasn’t right.  Where was her sweet feline friend?  Minx, with her three legs, was vulnerable!  Had her sweet girl gotten out somehow?  Was she outside, vulnerable to the horrid man who had hurt the poor cat’s leg so badly that it had to be amputated?   
 
    Or was Minx upstairs, unable to get out of some place that she’d accidentally fallen into?  That had happened before.  The tripod kitty had tried to jump into a basket, then gotten trapped between two pieces of furniture.   
 
    Hurrying now, Ashely rushed up the stairs.  She peered into all the rooms, but she didn’t see Minx’s furry body anywhere.  Biting her lip, she peered around the corner to the third floor stairs.  Would Minx have gone up there?  The little lady rarely ventured up the second flight of stairs, since she struggled enough with the stairs from the first to the second floor.  So…would the allure of more petting hands and warm bodies have enticed Minx up the additional stairs?  
 
    Ashley took the first step, wary of being around Maddox again.  After yesterday’s meal and the heated tension after, she’d kept her distance.  But what if Minx was hurt and the men didn’t know it?  Or if she was scared?  Minx tended to climb under beds and hide away until the danger was gone.  She knew that Slater and Maddox were “off” – having figured out the team’s schedule by now.  But…? 
 
    Ashley went upstairs, thinking to just hurry and peek through the rooms.  If Minx was up there, she’d simply pick her up and carry her downstairs again.   
 
    At the top of the stairs, she found Lex and Bart listening with headphones on, both of them writing something down.  Slater usually headed out of the house during his hours off, unless he was sleeping.  And even then, he sometimes went back to his place for a good night’s sleep.   
 
    Maddox did that too.  All of the men did.  Ashley figured that it was hard to be “on” all the time.  A few hours off, in their own space and able to completely relax was necessary to be alert and ready for action.  Although, what action was happening, Ashley didn’t know.  They seemed to sit in that back bedroom with headphones on a lot of the time.   
 
    “Everything okay?” Lex asked, lifting the earphones away from his ears for a moment.   
 
    Ashley glanced around at the room, still confused by all of the equipment.  But when she didn’t spot Minx, she brought her eyes back to the man’s blue eyes.  “I’m just looking for Minx.  Have you seen her?”  
 
    Lex nodded and pointed towards the other bedroom. “I saw her heading back there,” he told her.   
 
    Ashley’s anxiety eased slightly.  “Thanks!” she breathed.  With a little wave, she moved towards the other bedroom, pushing open the door slowly, just in case Minx was behind the door.  With only three legs, her little lady wasn’t nearly as agile as she used to be.  It took her a moment to get up from a sitting or lying position, and Ashley didn’t want to bonk her with the door.   
 
    As soon as the door cracked open, Ashley spotted the feline.  Unfortunately, Minx had somehow climbed on top of Maddox, her round little body stretched out over the man’s broad chest.  A flare of jealousy jumped to life inside of Ashley before she had the presence of mind to squash such a ridiculous emotion.  Jealous? Of her cat?   
 
    Yeah, she sighed.  Ashley was jealous that Minx got to lay on top of the man while she was relegated to dreaming about doing the same thing.  How ridiculous was that? 
 
    “Minx!” Ashley whispered, snapping her fingers lightly.  “Come on, baby,” she called out softly.   
 
    Minx opened her golden eyes slightly, turned her head to look at Ashley, yawned, then extended her front paws even more, revealing her claws before retracting them to snuggle more comfortably on the man’s chest.   
 
    If Ashley weren’t so jealous and stunned, she might have laughed at Minx’s, “I’m not going anywhere, and you can’t make me,” attitude.   
 
    Ashley snapped her fingers again, then patted her outer thigh.  Normally, Minx was always eager to follow Ashley around, even getting between Ashley’s feet in her efforts to get closer.  And Minx never missed an evening in front of the television.   
 
    Minx was just being a traitor now.  Ashley shook her head.  No way was she allowing Minx to lay on top of her house guest.  It wasn’t fair, she thought.   
 
    As quietly as possible, Ashley stepped into the room and tiptoed over to the bed.  With careful hands, she lifted a limp Minx off of the man’s chest and…! 
 
    “Oomph!”  
 
    One moment, she’d been trying to get Minx off of Maddox’s chest and the next moment, he’d flipped her onto her back.  How she’d gone from standing next to the bed with an uninterested feline in her arms, to laying on the bed with a very interested male on top of her, Ashley wasn’t completely sure.  Staring up into Maddox’s sexy, sleepy, dark eyes that…well, they weren’t very sleepy now!   
 
    “I was…just…trying to get Minx off of you,” she whispered, staring up at him, refusing to let her body arch against him.  No arching!  No arching, no shivering, no sliding her body against his!  She had to restrain herself, Ashley mentally warned.   
 
    Then Maddox did the most outrageous thing.  He slowly, too slowly, lowered his head.  The first touch was just a brush of his lips against hers.  Softly, gently, his mouth moved against her lips and Ashley couldn’t muffle the moan as her hands shifted from clutching his arms, sliding upwards to his shoulders, then to the bare skin of his neck.  Had her fingers urged him to kiss her again?  No! She wasn’t that brazen!  Surely not! 
 
    But he did.  Maddox kissed her again, his hands moving along her waist as his mouth deepened the kiss, his lips opening ever so slightly.  When Ashley’s mouth opened in response, she couldn’t believe the flare of heat that hit her and someone moaned again.  It could have been her or Maddox, she didn’t care.  Her fingers moved higher, sliding into his hair to hold his head closer as she lifted her head to kiss him again.  And again!  Over and over, their mouths open, tongues mating in that primal way and he shifted his body, moving so that her hips cradled his, that impressive erection shifting against her core and Ashley groaned as her body shifted against his.   
 
    His hand moved higher, those long, tanned fingers tangling into her hair, pulling her head back to deepen the kiss even further and Ashley couldn’t stop her body from pressing against his, one of her legs coming up, almost wrapping around his waist.  She might have done that with the other leg as well, but before she could move, a loud voice called up the stairs.  
 
    “I’ve got something!”  
 
    Ashley and Maddox froze for a brief moment, their mouths open and eyes still dilated even as the shock of what they’d done sank through their lust-hazy minds.   
 
    A fraction of a second later, both of them moved quickly away from each other, standing up next to the bed.  Ashley appeared frazzled and looked down at herself to ensure that her clothes were still on.  After that kiss, she almost thought that her clothes had burned up at his touch.   
 
    Thankfully, everything was unsinged and still in place.  She pushed her curls back behind her ears, licked her lips and…bowed her head so she could avoid his eyes as she walked out of the bedroom.   
 
    “Are you okay, Ashley?” Lex called out.   
 
    “Fine!” she yelled back, already halfway down the stairs.  “I found Minx!”  
 
    And then she was gone.  At the bottom of the stairs, she leaned her head back against the wall, berating herself for letting things get too out of control.  “You know better!” she hissed.   
 
    “What do you know better?”  
 
    Ashley’s eyes whipped open and she jumped back, staring up at Bart who was standing in the hallway with five cups of coffee nestled in one of those cardboard containers.   
 
    “Nothing!” she whispered, backing up.   
 
    “Here,” he pulled one of the cups out of the tray.  “I got you some apple cider.  I know you’re not a fan of coffee this late in the day.” 
 
    Ashley stared down at the offering, stunned by his thoughtfulness.  But it still took her several moments to fully grasp the situation.  Cider?  He’d gotten her apple cider?  How…incredibly sweet!   
 
    “Thank you!” she whispered, taking the cup and holding it close to her chest.   
 
    Bart shook his head, looking at her curiously.  “You don’t seem okay, Ashley.  What happened?  Did someone hurt Minx?”  
 
    She shook her head.  “No!” she gasped, then backed away.  “Nothing that crazy.  Minx is fine.”  Better than fine, she thought resentfully.  Minx got to sleep on the big man’s chest!  While Ashley had gotten only a few moments of bliss!   
 
    “I’d better go find Minx and make sure that…” Ashley stopped when Bart’s dark eyebrows lifted in question.  She realized that she’d just told the giant man that Minx was fine and now she was telling him that she needed to check on the feline?  Yeah, she was losing her mind!  
 
    “I have something in the oven,” she lied.  Then she scooted around him, rushing to the next set of stairs and hurrying down to the safety of her kitchen.  There, she found Minx sitting in the middle of the room, glaring at her.   
 
    “Oh, right!  Like you have anything to complain about!”  Although, Ashley knew that if someone had rudely kicked her off of Maddox’s chest, she would be pretty irritated too.  Minx definitely was, indicated by the cat’s walking away, swishing her tail angrily as she went.   
 
      
 
    “What did you do to Ashley?” Bart demanded as soon as he stepped up to the third floor, glaring at the boss-man.   
 
    “Nothing,” Maddox lied, still trying to get his body back under control.   
 
    He’d kissed Ashley!  Holy hell, he’d kissed her and it was nothing like his dreams.  It was a hell of a lot better!  She was soft and sweet and passionate!  Just the memory of the way she’d felt, pressing her soft breasts against his chest or the way her hips had cradled his groin…he was stunned!  And she tasted…perfect!  He couldn’t quite place the taste of her lips, but he knew it was about as close to heaven as he’d ever get!   
 
    “Yeah?” Bart growled.  “Then why was she leaning against the wall a moment ago, trembling like a leaf?” he demanded.   
 
    Maddox’s eyes sharpened on his friend and teammate.  “She was what?”  
 
    At Maddox’s response, Bart’s voice lost some of its anger.  “When I brought up the coffee,” he started, “she looked as if someone had just hit her or….!”  Bart’s voice trailed off as he took in Maddox’s compressed lips.  Suddenly, Bart shook his head.  “Nothing!  She was fine.”  He handed a cup of coffee to Maddox, then handed one to Slater and Lex, both of whom were watching and listening with avid curiosity.   
 
    Maddox peeled the top off of the coffee cup, ostensibly watching the steam rise up.  But his mind was going back over the interlude moments ago.  Had he hurt Ashley?  He thought about the way she’d reacted to his kiss and his touch.  No, he thought.  There had been no pain.  Just pleasure.   
 
    Which meant…?  
 
    She’d been just as affected by the kiss as he’d been!   
 
    It took Maddox several seconds for that realization to process and then he wanted to rush down the stairs and demand that she tell him that she liked his kiss.   
 
    Unfortunately, Slater was pointing to something on his screen.  Yes, he now remembered that the man had interrupted his incredibly wonderful interlude with their host by announcing that he had something!   
 
    “I don’t know why we didn’t realize this before now!” Slater groaned.   
 
    “What do you have?”  
 
    Slater turned the laptop monitor around, using his pen to point at the map.  He lifted a picture which showed one of the images of the inside of the house, the picture that Maddox had taken of the graph on Endgarden’s wall.  
 
    “This is a list of the businesses that Endgarden is hitting every night,” Slater explained.  “I didn’t realize it initially because not all of the businesses are reporting the issues.  There aren’t any police reports.  But now that we’re following Endgarden, I’ve finally figured out the pattern.  He hits most of the businesses at least once a night.  Sometimes, he finds something he can do to harass the business owner or irritate the employees or patrons of the business.  If not, he just moves on to the next one.” 
 
    “He hits each of them every night?” Maddox asked.  
 
    Slater shook his head.  “No.  Not every night, which is why we didn’t catch him already.  But he hits most of them.” 
 
    For the next forty minutes, they brainstormed on what to do.  In the end, Maddox decided to talk with a few of the local police officers, feel them out and discover if they were on Endgarden’s payroll.  It wasn’t unheard of for police officers to accept bribes or gifts in return for simply looking the other way.  It was rare, since most police officers were dedicated to their jobs and sincerely wanted to protect their communities.  But it happened.  Maddox knew that he had to be careful about who to approach, just in case he spoke to the wrong person.   
 
    “Okay, so we need to feel out someone in the Elsa police department to find someone who can help us out.  I’ll approach a few and we can set to work on getting financial background checks done prior to any serious conversations.  We don’t want to give ourselves away since this isn’t just an issue for this town.  The trend has happened in five other towns, and I just heard that there are signs that it is expanding to three more.  Whoever is behind this operation is very methodical.” 
 
    “That’s both good and bad,” Bart commented.  “It’s bad for us because, whoever is doing this has figured out how to make this operation work smoothly.  They have a timetable, researched the businesses that are most vulnerable, which residential neighborhoods to hit next and how to approach each area without getting caught.”   
 
    Lex rubbed the back of his neck.  “The good news for us is, at least now we can anticipate the trend.” 
 
    Slater shook his head.  “Not exactly.  The previous five towns went down like clockwork. The infiltration was so fast, we didn’t have time to stop the operation before the businesses moved out and the residents started selling their homes.” 
 
    Maddox nodded.  “Yeah, but we’ve figured it out now.” 
 
    “Except,” Bart interrupted, “the timetable is slower this time.  We don’t know why and that makes me nervous.” 
 
    Everyone agreed.  “Maybe it’s because the previous initial phase, the terrorizing of the business was done by someone more competent than Endgarden,” Slater offered.  
 
    “Possible,” Maddox agreed with a nod.  “But let’s not assume anything until we get more information.  I have teams working in the other towns as well, slowly getting more data.  I’ve been out of touch with them for the past week, trying to focus on Elsa and stopping this operation.  But how about if we call everyone together and brainstorm on what we know so far?  Maybe the other teams have something we can use.” 
 
    They spent the next few minutes coming up with a time for the meeting, then Maddox assigned presentation topics to discuss at the meeting.  
 
    Then he stood up.  “I need to speak with Ashley for a moment.  Everyone good?” he asked.  
 
    The other three men nodded, turning back to their computers or putting on headphones.  Maddox walked out and headed down the stairs, his body humming with anticipation at seeing Ashley again.  He glanced at his watch.  Good, it was still early enough that she’d be awake.  Most likely watching television.  He smiled, shaking his head.  The woman loved crime dramas!   
 
      
 
    Bart, Slater, and Lex all waited until they heard their boss’ footsteps on the floor below them before taking off their headphones and turning to look at each other.   
 
    “It finally happened?” Slater asked.  
 
    Bart’s normally grumpy façade eased into a smile.  It was only momentary, but everyone saw it and was a bit stunned.  “Yeah.  She was in the room with him for a while.  Minx ran out long before they did.”  He turned to glare at Slater.  “In fact, if you hadn’t shouted out your big news, the man might have made a bit more headway.” 
 
    Lex shook his head as Slater chuckled.  “No way,” he argued.  “Ashley is too private a person.  She would have put a stop to things going too far.”  He grinned.  “But she was pretty flustered when she came out of that room.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Slater replied, rubbing his hands together.  “So, what are we going to do to help them have a bit more alone time?” he asked.  
 
    The three men leaned their heads together, forming a secondary plan.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Ashley took the dough out of the small oven where it had been rising, dumping the sticky blob out onto the wide countertop that was already covered with flour.  Angrily, she dusted the dough, then started pounding it out.  With all of her energy, she beat the dough with her hands, punching it with her fists, then slapping the dough onto the countertop.  She did this over and over, trying to work through what had happened upstairs.   
 
    She’d made a fool of herself, she thought.  Yep, good ole Ashley!  Sex deprived Ashley!  First good looking guy to come along and she had to practically molest the poor man!  He’d been half asleep and she’d jumped him!   
 
    It was one thing to admire a man from afar, which is what she’d been able to allow herself up until earlier this evening.  But now…good grief, she’d had one leg around the man’s waist, just in case he tried to pull away!   
 
    A dark shadow hovered in her doorway but Ashley didn’t bother to look up and see who it was.  Yes, it was possible that the shadow was Bart, Slater, or Lex.  But it wasn’t.  She could feel Maddox.  She could sense him.  It had been that way ever since he’d stepped into her house over a week ago.  She hated the fact that she was so attuned to the man’s movements.  But she knew each man’s footsteps by now.  Plus, the man just smelled good!  Damn it, he smelled…delicious!  Like pine and man and…ugh!  Just manly!  Like a manly man!   
 
    She slapped the dough harder, pounding out the air bubbles and building up the gluten structure.  Yes, this was probably too hard to knead bread, but kneading was an excellent outlet for her frustrations.  Plus, the activity gave her something to concentrate on instead of looking up at the man.   
 
    “Ashley,” Maddox’s deep voice called out.  
 
    Sighing, Ashley stopped her pounding.  It wasn’t helping the bread or her embarrassment.   
 
    Pushing her annoying curls out of the way with the back of her forearm, basically the only place on her body that wasn’t now covered in flour, and looked up at him.   
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, those dark, amazing eyes looking concerned.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, then looked down at the dough.  She couldn’t knead it any longer.  Her fingers fiddled with the dough, smoothing over it as if apologizing for the abuse of moments before.  “I know that you were mostly asleep when you…kissed me.  I know that you didn’t realize who was in your arms and I really shouldn’t have interrupted your sleep.  I was only trying to get Minx off of you so that you could sleep better.  She can be annoying sometimes, but she’s a sweet, loveable animal and she didn’t mean to harm you.”  She turned away.  “You thought I was someone else, so let’s just not talk about that scene any longer, okay?” she pleaded with an overly bright smile, telling herself to stop jabbering.   
 
    Maddox moved around the small island so that he was directly behind her.  She could feel the heat of his chest against her back even though he wasn’t currently touching her.  Ashley told herself to move, to step away from him before she did something stupid.  Like lean back against his chest.  Like wish that he’d wrap his arms around her.  And maybe kiss her just like he’d done earlier!   
 
    “Ashley,” he started off, “I knew it was you in my arms.”  She stiffened at his words, but her body tightened even more when she felt his hand on her shoulder.  Slowly, he turned her around. “I don’t want to forget that kiss.  Nor will I ever forget the way you felt in my arms.”  
 
    And with that, he kissed her again.  This time, there was no prelude.  He pulled her into his arms and wrapped his arms around her, his fingers once again diving into her hair to pull her head back as he deepened the kiss even more.  Ashley loved the way he did that.  It was his silent message that he wanted more and she absolutely loved it!   
 
    Unfortunately, he lifted his head, slowing the kiss before he pulled back, but kept his arms around her, holding her close.   
 
    He looked into her eyes as he said, “I’ll figure out a way that we can talk without any interruptions.  Unfortunately, now isn’t that time.  I have to head back to headquarters and get some additional files, run some checks on a few people.”  His thumb traced over her cheek as he looked down at her.  That thumb caused shivers of excitement to race through her and Ashley couldn’t hold back.  She felt more than slightly delirious.  “I’ll be back late.  Do you think we could talk tomorrow?  Maybe meet somewhere for coffee?  Outside of Elsa?”  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  Ashley would have agreed to anything when he held her like this.  It felt…better than good!  
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” he said, then released her and stepped back.  But before he could move away, he dipped down, kissing her one more time.  “Save some of that bread for me.”  Then he was gone, walking back up the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “Do you have a list for me?” Maddox asked, then cleared his throat.  He walked over to the closet where they’d stored the unused equipment, pulling out several files that he wanted to bring back to the FBI headquarters.   
 
    “I’ve got it right here,” Bart called out.   
 
    Maddox turned back, taking the list and skimming over the names.  “This is the entire Elsa police department?” he asked, surprised that there were so few names.  It was a small town, but he would have thought that there were more than just fifteen police officers.   
 
    “There are five others, but they’re on leave.  Four of them are on vacation right now and another is out on paternity leave.  His wife gave birth less than a week ago.” 
 
    Maddox nodded, his mind going over the details of what he needed to get done tonight as well as wondering how he could get some alone time with Ashley.  He wondered if she’d agree to meet at his place.  It would be the safest place.  No prying eyes or nosy neighbors.  He lived in a building where everyone kept to themselves, and he liked it that way.   
 
    “I’ll be back in a few hours,” he said, glancing at his watch to check the time.  He mentally calculated how long it would take him and the rest of the team to run checks on fifteen names, plus travel time there and back.  He needed to stop by his place to get some clean clothes too.  
 
    Without another word, he turned and headed for the stairs again.   
 
    “Boss-man!” Slater called back.  
 
    Maddox turned around, irritation on his features.  He wanted to get out of here so he could get back to Ashley with a plan.  Plus, he preferred being with her at night.  Yeah, there were three other armed, fully capable agents in the house.  But…hell, he’d already claimed Ashley as his.  He liked her.  She was gorgeous and funny and a hell of a cook!  He liked…damn it, he liked being around her, even if he couldn’t hold her!   
 
    Slater gestured lower, an annoying smile on his stupid face.  “You might want to dust the hand prints off of your ass,” he warned.  
 
    Maddox stared at the man for a long moment, not sure what he was talking about.  Hand prints?  What the hell?  Then he remembered Ashley had been kneading the bread before he’d…! 
 
    Maddox twisted as if he could see the hand prints on his ass.  It was a pointless effort at this point but in the end, he merely swatted his butt, ignoring the chuckles of the three other men as he moved down the stairs, muttering, “Assholes!” under his breath.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ashley flopped back onto the bed, staring up at the dark ceiling as she listened to the wind and the annoying chimes outside.  “I hate people who can sleep through anything!” she whispered, glaring at the ceiling now.  There were four men upstairs, two of whom were probably sound asleep!  Jerks! 
 
    Giving up on sleep for the moment, she decided that she might as well work.  It was one of the benefits of being self-employed, she reminded herself.  She could set her own hours, working anytime that was convenient.   
 
    Granted, two o’clock in the morning wasn’t “convenient”, but if she couldn’t sleep, at least she could be productive.  
 
    She grabbed her computer, stuck her feet into cozy slippers and wrapped herself up in a warm robe.  Making her way down the stairs, Ashley tried to be as quiet as possible.  She didn’t want to wake up the guys.  Especially one guy in particular.  Last night, he’d said that he’d find a time when they could talk and a place where they could be undisturbed.  What exactly did that mean?   
 
    Okay, she knew exactly what that meant.  Sex!  But was she ready for sex?  Yes, her body was ready for that step!  Good grief, after their two kisses yesterday, she was more than ready for sex!  But what about afterwards?  Ashley shied away from answering that question.  Sex with Maddox would be…mind-blowing, she was sure.  Unfortunately, Ashley wasn’t really the kind of woman who could enjoy a crazy night of sex and then walk away only to smile at the man the next day.   
 
    It was worse because Maddox was in her house!  It might be different if they lived in separate places and…good grief, she didn’t even know where Maddox lived!  All she really knew about him was that he was an FBI agent.  And he was big.  And tall.  And he kissed like a god!   
 
    Definitely not enough information, she thought as she made her way into her small family room.  Curled up on the sofa, she listened to the sounds of her house and the outside noises.  She knew from previous sleepless nights that the nights weren’t very quiet.  That was actually one of the reasons she couldn’t sleep tonight. Wind chimes.  Three of her neighbors had wind chimes.  They weren’t a problem on windless nights.  But when there was even a slight breeze and a cool night, the wind chimes made the nights miserable.  She couldn’t sleep with her windows closed because the room got too hot, and she couldn’t sleep with her windows open to let the breeze in because the wind chimes woke her up.  
 
    She wished she was one of those people who could sleep through anything! Oh, how do some people do that?  But Ashley was cursed with being a light sleeper.   
 
    “Hi sweety!” Ashley cooed as Minx jumped up onto the sofa and curled her fury body up on top of her lap.  Absently, she scratched behind Minx’s ears and down her body, listening to the soft, soothing purr of her feline friend.   
 
    The relative quiet of the family room allowed her to instantly hear the soft footsteps.  For a moment, she listened, then her muscles tightened when she recognized the walk.  Maddox!  He was coming downstairs?  Why?   
 
    Conversation!  Oh good grief, she wasn’t ready for this!  
 
    “Stop worrying,” his deep, husky voice ordered.   
 
    “Huh?” Ashley squeaked out.  Minx, the traitor, jumped down from her lap to hop over to Maddox, rubbing her body clumsily against his legs.  Maddox instantly bent down to lift the cat into his arms, soothing her with long, smooth strokes against her back and all the way up her tail.  Minx rubbed her head against Maddox’s hard jawline.   
 
    “You’re worried about what is going to happen.”  
 
    She stared up at him as he approached.  Then tried to smile when he sat down across from her in an armchair.  “What’s going on?  Why can’t you sleep?”  
 
    Ashley relaxed now that she knew he wasn’t coming over to her on the couch.  Despite her conviction that she didn’t want to have casual sex with Maddox, she wasn’t sure she was strong enough at this moment to stop him if he started to kiss her.   
 
    “I…uh…well, the…” she tried to think but her eyes were on his hands as he continued to scratch Minx.  “Chimes!” she finally blurted out.   
 
    “Chimes?” he asked, pausing slightly in his scratching as he stared at her.   
 
    “Wind chimes,” she filled in, blinking and pulling her eyes away from his eyes.  “It’s too chilly outside tonight for the air conditioner so I have to sleep with the windows open.  Unfortunately, I’m a light sleeper and the wind chimes keep me up at night.”  She shifted, trying to appear relaxed.  “There’s someone a couple of doors down that has something hanging from their front porch and it only plays one note.  It dings in my head and makes me nuts.  Then there are the two neighbors in the opposite direction who both have wind chimes on their porch.  Those aren’t as annoying because they at least have multiple notes when the wind blows.  But the sounds still wake me up.” 
 
    He nodded and Ashley was transfixed, fascinated by his movements.  
 
    “I know what you mean.  I think the only people who like wind chimes are the people who put them up.” 
 
    Ashley pulled her eyes away from his hands.  “I like them during the daylight hours.  The sounds are pretty.  But at night,” she said, shaking her head, letting the sentence linger.   
 
    “I know what you mean.  It’s pretty inconsiderate of neighbors, especially in densely populated areas, to hang them up.”  He paused, and Ashley could see his eyes sparkle with mischief even in the dim light.  “Want to fix the issue?” 
 
    Ashley held her breath, not sure what he meant.  “What do you mean?”  
 
    He stood up, carefully setting Minx down on the carpet.  “Go get dressed.  Put on dark clothes.” 
 
    He walked over to the sofa and took her hands, lifting her up the same way he’d done to Minx, his hands lingering on her waist as if ensuring that she was steady.  But before he could kiss her, he stepped back.  “I’ll wait here for you.  Put on dark sneakers too.” 
 
    Ashley wasn’t sure if she was disappointed at the lack of a kiss, or relieved.  But she could feel his energy and wanted to see what he had on his mind.  So instead of arguing, she moved as quickly as her slippered feet would allow, rushing into her room.  Once the door was closed, she tugged off her robe and the nightshirt, tossing them onto the floor before grabbing a bra, black leggings, and a navy hoodie because she didn’t have a black one.  After rummaging around in her sock drawer, she found a pair of black socks and grabbed her dark sneakers.  They were actually maroon, but they were better than the white ones.  Ashley suspected she knew what his plan was, but withheld assuming anything until she was sure.  Actually, it was something she’d fantasized about doing on those long nights when she couldn’t sleep because of the wind chimes, but she’d never dared to follow through on the idea for fear of getting caught.   
 
    But Maddox was big and strong and probably knew how to do things in ways that wouldn’t land them in jail!   
 
      
 
    Maddox waited downstairs, rubbing his hands together as he anticipated the night.  When Ashley stepped back into the family room, he allowed his eyes to linger on her outfit.  “Perfect,” he thought, then noticed the colors.  Everything was dark and she even had a hoodie which would further protect her.   
 
    “Here, you’ll need this,” he said, offering her a dark, knit hat.  “Let’s go!” 
 
    He took her hand, leading her out through the back of the house.  “Don’t pull the face mask down yet.” 
 
    He almost laughed at the confused look in her eyes, but she looked down at the cap in her hands and he suspected that she was understanding the plan.  When he turned left down the street, she tugged gently at his hand.  “The wind chimes are this way,” she told him, starting to point towards the houses in the other direction.  
 
    Maddox grabbed her hands, aware of several people in the neighborhood who had the doorbells with motion activated cameras.  “We’re going this way,” he told her, a warning in his voice and in his eyes.   
 
    “Why this way?” she asked, shifting to follow him.   
 
    “Because several of your neighbors have cameras on their front porches.  We’re going this way to throw off suspicion.  We can’t go out your back gate into the alley because of my investigation, so we’re taking a circuitous route using the front door.” 
 
    “Ah!” she replied, nodding her head and wishing she’d thought of that.   
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up, Ashley,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” He looked down at her and she could feel his warmth.  In fact, Ashley moved closer to him, needing…something.  She wasn’t sure what it was, but he had it.   
 
    “You were wishing that you’d thought of the issue of the cameras.  But you’re one of those people who don’t break the rules.  So it makes sense that you wouldn’t think of trying to avoid detection.  You’re honest and open.”  He pulled her closer, wrapping his arm around her shoulders.  “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    Ashley tilted her head to look up at him, feeling a warmth surge through her at his touch.  A warmth that was out of proportion to the heat coming from his body.  “Okay,” she whispered, unable to say anything more at the moment.   
 
    The darkness enveloped them and she felt a closeness with him.  It was a pretty wonderful sensation.  “What are we going to do?”  
 
    He smiled, his expression visible only because of the moonlight shining down on them.   
 
    “We’re taking care of the wind chimes,” was all he would say.   
 
    “That’s it?  No other details?”  
 
    “Not yet,” he told her.  Once again, he looked down at her. “If we’re caught sneaking around, you’ll have plausible deniability.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed up at him. “Isn’t that what they say to the president when their minions are doing something illegal?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Maddox was feeling pretty good.  Did it matter that he was about to do something illegal?  Not even a little, he thought without any regrets.  He felt alive!  Damn, he hadn’t felt this good in a long time, and he hadn’t even had sex with Ashley!  He just liked being with her.   
 
    He led her down the street to the next alley, then around the upper corner, coming to the houses nearest to her from the opposite direction.  “Okay, put your mask on,” he warned her, letting go of her and doing the same with his own.  Instantly, he felt disconnected from her and wanted to pull her back against his side.   
 
    But he was on a mission.  A mission to take care of his woman!  
 
    “What are we going to do?”  
 
    He led her towards a group of trees.  “You’re going to stay here and keep a look out.  If you see someone walking by, whistle something, okay?”  
 
    “Whistle?” she repeated.  “Are you sure you’ll be able to hear me?”  
 
    He grinned, feeling a surge of adrenaline hit him.  “I’ll hear you,” he promised.  “Just watch the streets and sidewalks.”   
 
    A moment later, he did another quick search before crouching down, keeping to the shadows as he made his way towards the first set of wind chimes.  He pulled a knife out of the sheath he kept on his ankle.  When he was right under the tingling wind chimes, he reached up, sliced through the thin cord holding the chimes in place, then carefully lowered the chimes to the ground right next to the front porch.  He made sure that the chimes were hidden by the bushes, then turned and, keeping to the shadows again, made his way back to Ashley.   
 
    “Okay, one down, two more to go.”  
 
    They repeated the process two more times until the cool night breeze was free of the tinkling wind chimes.  When they were on their way back to the alley, still in the opposite direction from her house, Ashley was laughing so hard, she was doubled over.  He knew that it was mostly nervous excitement finding a release, but he still loved the sound of her laughter.  It made his chest loosen and all the tension in his shoulders just lifted away.  When she hugged him and reached up to kiss his jaw, Maddox felt like a superhero!   
 
    “You’re crazy,” she told him, still laughing but she had her arms wrapped around his waist and he was holding her there, unwilling to ignore the delightful feel of her against his body.  
 
    “All in a day’s work, ma’am,” he teased right back, kissing her head.  All he’d done was lower wind chimes to the ground and Ashley thought he was brilliant!   
 
    As they walked up the steps to her front porch, both of them paused.  Ashley turned, smiling up at him and Maddox couldn’t hold back. Not when she looked at him like that!  He pulled her into his arms and…kissed her again.  He knew it was wrong.  He knew that the front porch, out in the open, was the last place they should be when kissing.  But he couldn’t stop himself from pulling her into his arms and tasting her one more time.   
 
    He felt her sigh into his mouth, as if she’d been waiting for him to do this, and that just blew his mind.  He wanted her.  It was a painful, insistent throbbing lust in his body that only increased as her lips moved under his.  Her tongue darted out and he pulled her in closer, shifting their bodies so that her back was pressed up against the brick wall of her house.  She moaned when his hand slid underneath her sweatshirt and he tried very hard to tell himself to stop, or at least slow down, but this was Ashley.  Mentally, he’d thought of her as “his” woman, his “elf”, ever since he’d seen her through the screen door that first day.   
 
    A throat clearing surprised him and Maddox lifted his head while still using his body to protect Ashley from whatever was coming up behind him.  The fact that someone had snuck up behind him made him even more stunned.  No one had ever been able to surprise him before.  That just proved that Ashley’s impact on him was more powerful than he’d realized and his arms tightened around her.   
 
    “Sorry, boss.” Lex grumbled.  “I was just trying to…” he sighed, running his free hand over his face as he lifted the tray of coffee up.  I went on a coffee run.” 
 
    Maddox nodded.  “Right!” he groaned, feeling Ashley’s short, soft, curvy body shift as she tried to peer around him.  He moved again, not wanting Lex to see Ashley.  Not like this.   
 
    “I’ll just go…inside,” the man announced, obviously feeling awkward.   
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Lex nodded, then bowed his head and hurried inside, moving pretty fast for a man of his size.  Maddox might have laughed at the man’s urgency, but he was in too much pain at the moment.   
 
    When they were alone again, Maddox looked down at Ashley.  He couldn’t see the color in the darkness, but he suspected that she was blushing.   
 
    “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    Ashley nodded.  “I should,” she repeated.   
 
    Maddox saw the need in her eyes and started to kiss her, then pulled back, shaking his head.  “No, the next time I kiss you, I want to make sure that we won’t be interrupted.”  He stepped back and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans.  “I’ll figure something out.”  
 
    She smiled and stepped forward.  “Hurry with that figuring,” she whispered, then sauntered inside.   
 
    Maddox stared at the empty doorway, stunned.  His elf had gained quite a bit of confidence lately!  He thought back to that first day.  What had she said to them?  Something about “this is it then?”  What had she meant?  Those words seemed important now.   
 
    Looking around, his eyes scanned the darkness, but he stood very still for another long moment.  His senses were on high alert but, at least for now, he didn’t feel anyone around.  But her comment…it had niggled at the back of his head, as well as the nervous tension when she’d first opened the door to him and Slater.   
 
    Suddenly, he knew that there was more to this whole investigation.  Something that personally affected Ashley.   
 
    He made a mental note to ask her about her comments as well as her wariness tomorrow morning.  Now that the issue was on his mind, he wondered if she might have some information that could help them.  
 
    It bothered him that he hadn’t thought of that before this moment.   
 
      
 
    Ashley pulled off her leggings and sweatshirt, still smiling like a loon, and grabbed her nightshirt, tugging it over her head.  There was absolutely no way she could sleep tonight.  Not after that kiss!  Not to mention the excitement of sneaking through the neighborhood taking down the wind chimes, but she could lay here and relive those moments, savor them and ensure that every second was deep in her memory so she could take them out later to replay them.  Long after Maddox returned to his usual life, she could think about his kisses and the way he’d stealthily moved through the shadows, helping her do something that she hadn’t had the courage to do.   
 
    And yet, before she could even roll over to snuggle up against her pillow, her mind had drifted off to sleep.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “I see that you’ve gotten back on schedule!”  
 
    Endgarden jerked upright, startled by the voice behind him.  He hadn’t heard anyone knocking, but the man standing in the middle of the room was the homeowner, so perhaps the prick didn’t think he needed to knock!   
 
    Emilio let the curtain fall back into place, trying to feign confidence. “You betcha!” he replied.  “I stepped up all of my efforts at every single business on the list.  As requested, everyone has been softened up, ready for your next phase.”  Emilio had no idea what the next phase was.  The whole plan wasn’t ever fully explained to him, but he hoped to find out.  If he wanted to move up in the organization, he needed to know what would come next.   
 
    “Good,” DeFila sneered, waving his fingers in the air.  Emilio instantly understood and he moved out of the way, groaning mentally as he watched the prick peer out through the window.  But then the guy’s creepy blue-almost-white eyes turned to look at him.  “You parked your vehicle in front of your neighbor’s garage?”  
 
    Emilio shifted on his feet.  “Yeah, well, she…uh…” 
 
    “She called animal control on you and your dog,” he finished, understanding the notion of retribution.  “Where is the vile creature anyway?”  
 
    Emilio shrugged.  “I keep him downstairs.  I only take him out when I need him to work.” 
 
    DeFila nodded.  “Excellent plan.  Good to have a secret weapon handy.”  He sighed, flipping his fingers again as if dismissing the subject.  “Your next job is to start harassing the neighborhoods.”  He paused to pull a piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his suit.  “Here is a list of the residents that are wealthy enough to suit my purposes. And on the back is a list of residents that I just don’t like.  Please do your thing and harass the hell out of every one of them.”  His eyes turned hard and flinty.  “I want you to accomplish this with speed and precision, Endgarden!  Don’t let me down.”   
 
    A moment later, DeFilo walked out of the house, not bothering to close the front door again.  
 
    Emilio walked over to it and slammed it shut.  He might have left it open, letting all of the heat out of the house since DeFila was the idiot who paid the utility bills for the house.  But he realized that the home’s furnace didn’t work well enough to counter the chilly air let in by an open doorway, and he preferred his creature comforts over irritating his boss.   
 
    When the door was closed, Emilio looked down at the list, nodding his head.  He knew several of these bastards.  He’d seen their names in the news or heard of them. But the one person who wasn’t on the list was his little neighbor.  He looked out at the back alley again.  Yeah, he could have parked his truck in the garage.  He usually did.  But this morning after he’d come back from his late night business, he had felt especially proud of himself and treated himself to irritating the woman again.  She was such an annoying gnat, he thought.  For a while, she’d started parking her car in the front of the house to avoid him.  But over the past few days, she’d parked in her small, detached garage again.  He couldn’t wait to see her frustrated anger when she came out to run to the grocery store, which she did every Sunday, only to find her damn car blocked in.   
 
    He chuckled, scratching himself as he walked over to the fridge to get a beer.  Yeah, it was only eight o’clock in the morning, but he’d been a busy boy!  He deserved a treat!   
 
      
 
    “I’m making spaghetti for dinner tonight,” Ashley called out.  “Anyone have any allergies?”  
 
    Four men turned, looking at her with a hopeful expression.  “Spaghetti?” Bart asked, foregoing his usual grumpiness in the face of his excitement over the possibility of pasta.   
 
    “Yes.  It’s football season and I love popcorn in the afternoon and pasta for dinner.” 
 
    Slater looked at her warily.  “You’re not a Raven’s fan, are you?” he asked.  “The Eagles play tonight against the Ravens and…” 
 
    “Of course I’m a Ravens fan!” she interjected, beaming unapologetically.   
 
    All three men turned to look over at Maddox, who had a sour expression on his features.  The three others looked as if they wanted to apologize for her somehow and she laughed.  Lex even patted Maddox’s shoulder in a soothing manner.  
 
    “It’s football, gentlemen.  Not…” 
 
    “Don’t even finish that statement,” Slater warned with an intensity that was both humorous and adorable.  “Woman, there’s no such thing as ‘just football’ and the sooner you understand that, the better for all of us!” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head at their extreme reactions.  “Right.  Fine.  Football is everything,” she replied, trying to soothe their ruffled feathers.  “So no allergies?  Everyone likes spaghetti?”  
 
    Their sour expressions immediately shifted to shocked joy.  “Everyone loves pasta!” 
 
    “Do you make it with garlic bread?” Bart asked, still trying to seem grumpy.  But the man loved to eat.  To make up for his hopeful question, he crossed his arms over his massive chest and scowled at her from across the room.  
 
    “Garlic bread,” Ashley said, taking her list and writing down the additional item.  When she looked up, her glance took in all four men.  “Anything else?”  
 
    “Let us know how much the food bill is and we’ll all chip in money to cover the cost.” 
 
    Ashley shook her head, her curls bouncing around her head as she smiled up at Maddox.  “Not a chance,” she replied.  “Except for the other night, I haven’t slept this well in too long.  Having four big, tough FBI agents in my house has made me feel safe again.” 
 
    And with that, she turned on her heel and hurried down the stairs.   
 
    Slater had turned back to the monitors after that, but a moment later, he pulled the headphones off on one side.  “Uh, boss?” 
 
    Maddox turned to look at the man.  “What’s up?” he demanded, his instincts telling him that something was wrong.  Everyone was instantly alert.   
 
    “Ashley isn’t going anywhere,” he explained, turning the monitor.  “Some jackass parked his…” he stopped, then pulled the headphones back over both ears, holding a finger up to warn everyone.  He listened for several moments, nodding his head as he scribbled something down on a paper.   
 
    Everyone else grabbed a pair of headphones as well, listening to the conversation in the other house transmitted through the bugs they’d meticulously planted.  They were all silent as they heard that the next “phase” of the operation was going to start.  They waited for more, but the only sound was the front door slamming.   
 
    Maddox nodded, taking the headphones off and setting them onto his own laptop.  “Okay, sounds like we have three problems. First, we need to find out who just visited Endgarten.  We also need to get a copy of whatever list the new suspect handed over for the next phase.  If the idiot is going after residents now, someone could get hurt.  To date, the issues have been slashed tires, broken windows and other property damage.  But if he’s going after residents, it could get personal.”  He paused and looked at the other members of his team.  “And the third step is that we rescue the dog!” 
 
    Slater nodded his agreement.   
 
    Lex merely grunted before he said, “If he’s trapped a dog in the basement, the animal is probably being hurt, maybe not fed properly.” 
 
    Bart stood up, acting like a dog with his ruff all standing up as he continued, “And we didn’t even know that the ass had a dog!  That means that the dog isn’t being walked.  He has no way to go to the bathroom other than to use that basement!  He’s probably…” 
 
    Maddox lifted a hand.  “I’m with you!” he replied.  He turned to Slater.  “Get on the phone to animal control.  Tell them that they need to get that dog out of there.  Warn them that the dog is probably in pretty bad shape and will most likely need vet care!” 
 
    The others relaxed slightly.  But Bart looked as if he needed to pace.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t room for four big men, their surveillance equipment, and pacing on top of it all.   
 
    “We’ll get the dog out,” Slater vowed.   
 
    “I’ll see if Ashley knows anything about the animal,” Maddox said.  
 
    “Tell her that a tow truck is on the way as well!” Slater yelled when Maddox was halfway down the stairs.   
 
    Maddox stopped and sprinted back up.  He braced his hands on either side of the doorway as he leaned into the room.  “Tow truck?” he prompted.  
 
    Slater nodded, not bothering to take the headphones off as he pointed to one of the small squares on his monitor, revealing a beat-up truck parked right in front of Ashley’s garage door.  It was so close, there wasn’t any possibility that the truck had been parked there accidentally.   
 
    Maddox muttered several expletives under his breath as he hurried back down the stairs.  “How long until the tow truck arrives?”  
 
    “Ten minutes,” Slater bellowed back.   
 
    He stepped into the kitchen at the same moment that Ashley reached for the door to the back of the house.  It was about twenty steps from her backdoor to the detached garage but he put a hand to her arm, holding her back from turning the handle.  “Hold up, honey,” he said to her.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked.  “Did you think of something to add to the grocery list?”  
 
    He shook his head, running a hand over his hair.  “No.  You just need to wait a few minutes.” 
 
    “What for?”  
 
    She smiled up at him and Maddox didn’t like what he had to tell her.  He’d hoped to distract her from the inconvenience until the tow truck hauled the truck away, but wasn’t sure what to say.  Finally, he thought of inspiration.  “What do you know about the dog in the house back there?” he asked.  
 
    Ashley’s sunny, happy demeanor instantly disappeared and she looked around.  Instantly, she found Minx and hurried over to her feline friend, soothing a hand down Minx’s fur.  “That…beast!” she snapped, moving even closer to Minx.  “It’s not a dog, Maddox! That horrible animal bit Minx!  I was out in the backyard with Minx.  We were just enjoying the sunshine when, all of a sudden, that disgusting animal charged into my yard, trapping Minx in a corner and snipping at her.  He then bit her back leg so badly that…” she stopped reaching down to bury her face against Minx’s soft fur.  When she stood up again, there were tears streaming down her cheeks.  “That dog’s bite was so bad, the vet had to amputate Minx’s leg!”  
 
    Maddox couldn’t believe what he was hearing!  His eyes went from Ashley’s tear-streaked cheeks to the animal that was still purring, enjoying the hand stroking her fur as she lay back on the top of the couch cushion.   
 
    “Your neighbor’s dog did that to Minx?” he asked, stunned.   
 
    Ashley nodded.  “Yes!  I called animal control, but they only issued the man a warning!” 
 
    Maddox walked over and pulled her into his arms, resting his chin on top of her head.  “I’m sorry, Ashley,” he said softly, rubbing her back in a soothing manner.  “I’m so sorry!”  
 
    She sniffed, pressing herself closer to him.  “I hate that animal!  And I hate the man even more!  He merely laughed when I told him what his dog had done to Minx!  And ever since then, he’s gone out of his way to make my life a living hell!” 
 
    “How?” he asked, pulling back to look down into her green eyes.   
 
    She shrugged, resuming her stroking of Minx.  “I told you some of the really horrible things he does to me, but there are smaller, more petty activities as well.”  He closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out and opened her eyes, all the while, still stroking Minx.  “He somehow sneaks into my garage and lets the air out of my tires.  He’ll park his car in front of my garage so I can’t get out.  He tosses his trash into my backyard.  He runs a screw driver or nail or something along the front of my garage door, scraping the paint right after I painted.  He stomps on my flowers, tosses cigarette butts into my lawn…lots of little things like that.”  She sniffed.  “That’s why I was so eager for you guys to start when you asked.  I hate that man!” she explained with vehemence.  “I seriously hate him!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you report the issues to the police?”  
 
    She sighed, barely restraining herself from rolling her eyes.  “I did.  But they said I didn’t have proof that it was him.  They suggested that I get cameras.”  She turned and walked over to a small cabinet, pulling out a box.  “I got some cameras, but I can’t figure out how to install them and get them to record.”  
 
    Maddox looked down at the box of cheap cameras.  Not only were they sub-par cameras that wouldn’t give her much clarity from a distance, but she’d have to pay a monitoring and storage fee from the vendor.  There were better off-the-shelf cameras that allowed the buyer to simply use her own computers to store the video feeds. It wasn’t very expensive.  Definitely not the twenty or thirty dollars a month for storage fees that this model would require.   
 
    “These cameras are crap, Ashley,” he told her.  “I’ll get you something better and we’ll install it so that even after we’re gone, you will be able to capture any nuisance acts from your neighbors.  And it won’t cost you an arm and a leg in monitoring services either.” 
 
    “Really?” she breathed and he could see the relief in her eyes.  
 
    He bent down, kissing her gently.  “Really!” he vowed.   
 
    Slater walked into the kitchen, made a sound when he noticed Maddox kissing Ashley and backed out.  “Just wanted to let you know that the garage is clear now!” he said, obviously heading back up the stairs.   
 
    Maddox was thoroughly sick of being caught kissing Ashley!  Looking down at her, he noticed the confused look in her pretty green eyes.   
 
    “Your neighbor parked his truck in front of your garage again.  We arranged to have it towed to the police impound lot.”  
 
    She was stunned for a moment, then a slow smile brightened her face.  “His truck was towed?” she whispered, excitement evident in her voice.  
 
    “Yep.”  He gripped her upper arms as he continued.  “Also, the dog that hurt Minx,” he felt her stiffen but he continued, “we think that the dog is being abused.  We just heard that the dog is kept down in the basement and we’re not sure if he’s been fed or cared for adequately.” 
 
    “I…the…?” she stopped, the anger in her eyes turning to concern.  “So…the dog is being hurt?”  
 
    “Yes.  We think so.  The animal control officer will come by as soon as possible to investigate.” 
 
      
 
    Ashley bit her lip, not sure how she felt about the animal.  Of course, if it was being abused, then that would make more sense.  The dog really was vicious.  And being hurt over and over would make even a human turn into something wild.   
 
    “I guess that’s the best thing to do.”  
 
    He kissed the top of her head.  “Go get your groceries.  And let us know how much the total was.  We’re not letting you feed us all the time, Ashley.” 
 
    Ashley seemed to shake off her thoughts and looked up at him.  She smiled then.  “No, Maddox.  I really don’t think you understand how much easier my life has been since you guys have been here. Truly, it’s my pleasure to feed all of you.”  The only reason he wasn’t able to reply was because Ashley had stepped closer to him, placing a hand in the middle of his chest.  It was the first time she’d ever initiated contact and Maddox was flustered.   
 
    And with that, she turned on her heel and walked out of the house, almost bouncing now as she made her way down the sidewalk to her small garage.  He thought about going with her, but that would be stupid.  It would jeopardize the investigation by revealing his presence here now.   
 
    Alone time, he thought as he turned and headed up the stairs.  They needed some time alone to get to know one another without all of the interruptions.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ashley was confused.  Confused and irritated?  No, maybe confused and sexually frustrated!  Over the past few days, there was a lot of movement going on upstairs.  The men seemed to be excited, or maybe just invigorated, by whatever they’d discovered recently.  That was a good thing, Ashley supposed.  However, that invigoration meant that the men were coming and going more often.  They were always quiet and considerate, and always very stealthy.  None of her neighbors had questioned her about the four new “boarders” in her house.  Although, Ashley wondered if several of her neighbors were enduring the same kind of irritating happenings as she’d been experiencing.   
 
    Speaking of irritating happenings…!  Every time Maddox came through the house, he’d stop and look at her with that heated, special look in his eyes.  If she was nearby, he’d touch her, maybe kiss the back of her neck or simply touch her shoulder as he walked through a room with one of the others.  She knew it was his way of telling her that he was thinking of her, but every one of those touches made her heart speed up!  It made her body hum with anticipation!   
 
    And she was losing focus!  She’d always been very good about keeping to her work schedule.  But with Maddox around, too often, she found herself listening for him, smiling as she thought about the way he’d touched her or those few stolen kisses.   
 
    Darn him, Ashley wanted to punch him!   
 
    Was this what sexual frustration was all about?  She’d never experienced it before.  Not with any of her other boyfriends but…!  Did she consider Maddox to be her ‘boyfriend’?  That seemed like such a juvenile term for how she felt about him.  He was too big and strong, his presence too powerful and overwhelming for anything with the word ‘boy’ in it.  He wasn’t boyish in any way.  He was manly and intense!   
 
    Sighing, she pressed the button on the popcorn machine.  After working several extra hours over the weekend, Ashley had caught up on all of her work projects so she was taking a few hours off.  When the popcorn bowl was filled with her fluffy treat, she carried it into the family room, curled up on the sofa with a blanket over her legs, then lifted Minx so that the feline didn’t have to jump up onto the couch.  Minx plopped down on Ashley’s legs, blissfully happy to have both blanket and body heat to keep her warm while Ashley flipped on to her favorite streaming service and selected her latest crime drama.   
 
    Popping a few kernels into her mouth, Ashley snuggled down, glaring at the doorway to the room, praying for a bit of time without Maddox to tempt her.   
 
    Five minutes into the show, Slater came in through the back door.  “Hey, what are you watching?”  
 
    “Have a seat,” she offered, not threatened at all by Slater’s presence.  He was nice and laid back, always easy to talk with.  She lifted the bowl of popcorn for him and waited as he took a handful.   
 
    “I haven’t had popcorn in a long time,” he commented, sitting down in one of the overstuffed chairs, toed off his shoes, then stretched his long legs out in front of him on the huge, square ottoman.  “The chef did it,” he announced as the show continued.   
 
    Ashley shook her head.  “No way.  The chef has an alibi.” 
 
    Slater shook his head, tossing some popcorn into his mouth.  “Nope.  It’s the chef.  The alibi is a lie.” 
 
    A moment later, Lex came in through the backdoor.  “Any luck?” Slater asked.   
 
    Lex sighed, running a hand through his hair.  “Yeah.  Sort of.” 
 
    Slater gestured to the television.  “Who do you think did it?” 
 
    Lex stood behind the couch for a few moments, the television show still interviewing suspects since it was only five or six minutes into the murder investigation.  “Who is the guy in the background?” he asked.  
 
    Slater chuckled, glancing at Ashley’s scowl.  “That’s the chef.  He says he was on the subway at the time of the murder.” 
 
    Lex grunted, staring at the show for a few more moments.  The investigators interviewed several other potential witnesses.  Finally, Lex said, “It was the chef.” 
 
    Ashley rolled her eyes, then lifted the bowl of popcorn up for Lex.  “Nope.  It was the sister,” she announced.  “The sister hated the victim.  She thinks that the victim did something bad with their inheritance.”  She then gestured to the other chair, silently offering it to Lex.  He hesitated for a brief moment before he moved to the chair, stretching out in the same way as Slater.   
 
    They were ten minutes into the show when Maddox stepped into the room, his dark eyes taking in the scene before he walked over to sit next to Ashley.  He chuckled as he sat there listening to the dialogue until Ashley offered him some popcorn as well.  “She didn’t do it,” he announced when the sister came back on for another police interview. 
 
    “Ashley thinks the sister did it.”  The TV detectives went through some other theories of the murder, but Maddox, Lex, and Slater chuckled at their ideas.  One of the other detectives was shown walking into a room and all three men grunted.  “Dead body,” Maddox explained.  The music didn’t indicate anything bad about to happen, and yet, moments later, a “dead” body appeared behind the bed.   
 
    Ashley sighed, listening to more male grunts as she passed the bowl of popcorn around, everyone taking another handful.  Thirty minutes later, the big reveal came and lo and behold, the detectives were confronting the chef, demanding to know why he’d murdered the victim.   
 
    All three men turned an I-told-ya-so look towards Ashley and she grumbled, stroking Minx as she said, “Fine!  You were right!”   
 
    They laughed and Lex stood up to make more popcorn to replace what they’d eaten.  By the time he came back with two massive bowls, the next mystery had already started.  As soon as one of the characters was interviewed, tears streaming down her cheeks, all three men pointed and said, “She did it!” 
 
    Ashley shook her head.  “She’s not even the wife!  She didn’t do it!”  Of course, forty-five minutes later, the detectives arrested the woman, who turned out to be the mistress to the murder victim.  Once again, three men looked over at her.  Ashley lifted her hands in the air in defeat.  “Fine!  You guys were right!”  The next show came on and the same thing happened.  “It’s pointless to watch a mystery show with three FBI agents!” she snarled, snuggling down deeper into the sofa, stroking Minx as if trying to soothe the cat.  But in reality, Minx was soothing her.  Maddox chuckled, then pulled her closer.  The other two didn’t even blink. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Maddox poked his head into Ashley’s office.  “I need to head back to my place to do some laundry,” he announced.  “Do you need anything at the grocery store?  I can pick it up on my way back.” 
 
    Ashley looked up from her computer, where she wasn’t really working.  She was smiling stupidly as she thought about last night and the way Maddox had pulled her into his arms to give her a brief, but very passionate, goodnight kiss at the door to her bedroom.   
 
    “Oh!” she started, praying that the blush to her cheeks wasn’t too revealing of her thoughts.  “Um…laundry.”  She blinked several times, then shook her head.  “Why don’t you just toss your clothes into the washing machine downstairs?” she offered.   
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, then started to shake his head, then looked at his watch.  “Are you sure you don’t mind?”  
 
    Ashley laughed.  “I don’t mind at all.  Go for it!” 
 
    “Thanks,” he grunted.  “That would save me a lot of time.” 
 
    He disappeared and Ashley smiled again, leaning on her forearms as she stared out the window of her office.  She’d really love to see Maddox doing laundry.   
 
      
 
    Maddox hurried down the wooden stairs to the basement area.  It was mostly storage, but it also housed the furnace and water heater as well as the washing machine and dryer.  He looked around, curious, but didn’t poke around into any of the boxes that were stored down here.  Ashley needed shelves, he noted absently.  Everything was stacked up on top of everything else, although a few boxes were open and sitting in the middle of the floor, as if she’d needed something in the box at some point.   
 
    He smiled, thinking of her bent over one of the boxes, her butt wiggling enticingly in the air.   
 
    Before he could go too far down that fantasy, Maddox shifted his direction towards the back of the area where the washer and dryer were.  He and his team had already scoped out the whole house, looking for potential hazards as well as possible entrance points.  While fighting bad guys, one needed to make sure that the bad guys couldn’t get into the house.   
 
    Walking over to the washer, he opened it up and started to put his clothes in, then realized that there was a basket of dirty laundry right next to the dryer with clothes he recognized.  Ashley had been wearing those jeans recently.  After his clothes only filled up the washer halfway, he lifted the other laundry basket.  It made sense to toss her clothes in as well.  Most of her clothes were leggings and he loved that about her.  He loved seeing her body wrapped up in the black and brown leggings every day.  The material hid nothing from him and he loved her cute butt and her soft thighs and…! 
 
    Holy hell!  He stopped tossing clothes into the washer when his finger lifted up a piece of black lace.  It wasn’t a thong, but this tiny piece of panty…it was…hot!  He lifted the scrap higher, his mind instantly picturing Ashley’s adorable ass in this miniscule thing.  He took another moment and found the matching black lace bra, lifting that as well.  She was buxom and he stared at the larger lace bra compared to the tiny lace panty, his body hard and aching.  Which was his normal state lately.  Every time he passed by her, he could smell her sweet, feminine scent, touch her soft skin and, sometimes, if the guys weren’t around, he’d bend to kiss her or nibble on her neck.   
 
    Now he’d be picturing her in black lace and…he looked down and found a piece of red lace peeking out.  Red!  And black!  Yeah, Maddox could definitely picture Ashley’s pale skin against the black.  He had a harder time picturing her in the red lace, but after a moment, the image popped into his head and he liked it.  A lot! 
 
      
 
    Ashley tried to concentrate on the text in front of her.  Unfortunately, this author was one of her more difficult clients.  He tried so hard to use big words, but often, he misused them, misspelled them or his sentences were so long and complicated, the meaning got lost.  She charged him double her normal fee because his manuscripts were very difficult and filled with errors.  They took three times as long to correct.  She was just contemplating ways to kindly tell the man that he’d need to read through his manuscripts one more time before sending them to her when a thought occurred to her.   
 
    She’d brought her laundry downstairs yesterday, intending to toss a load into the washer.  But she hadn’t had a full load yet and had come upstairs to gather towels and wash everything together.  Unfortunately, she’d…forgotten her laundry!  Something had distracted her and she’d forgotten about her laundry!   
 
    That laundry basket was downstairs, sitting beside the washing machine.  And now Maddox was down there!   
 
    Jumping up, she ignored the sound of her chair slamming into the wall as she rushed out of her small office and raced down the stairs to the basement.   
 
    Once down there, she came to a full stop as Maddox turned…holding her favorite pair of black lace panties in one hand and her black lace bra in the other!   
 
    Immediately, his eyes dropped lower, scanning her through the clothes she’d donned earlier today.   
 
    “What color are you wearing today?” he demanded, his voice harsh as he tossed the underthings into the washer.   
 
    Ashley stepped back slightly, startled by the anger in his voice.  “Why?”  
 
    He moved over to her, eliminating the distance between them faster than she’d though possible!  “Because I need to know, Ashley!”  Then he shook his head.  “No, I need to see.”  
 
    He was kissing her before she could even form a reply and Ashley wrapped her arms around his neck, silently begging him not to stop.  She felt every inch of him and wanted to laugh at how amazing he was.  Every part of him fit against her perfectly.   
 
    She felt his arms tighten and then movement, but Ashley couldn’t stop kissing him to figure out why.  A part of her brain recognized the dryer when he set her down on it, but since his hands were underneath her sweater, the thought was a mere blip to her brain as new sensations took over.  Heat and lust were the primary drivers to her thoughts now.   
 
    His hands moved higher, causing a gasp and then a moan as his big, callused fingers teased her breasts, a rough thumb moving over her nipple through the thin material of her bra.  Then her sweater was lifted up and over her head and the sensations were gone!   
 
    When Ashley opened her eyes, it was to find Maddox staring at her pink bra.  It wasn’t lace, she knew, but was made of satin with a little pink bow and a tiny jewel right between her breasts.  His look made her body ache even more, his appreciation more than evident by the pressure between her legs.  She wanted to writhe against that erection pressing against her, but couldn’t seem to move as he looked down at her.  Slowly, he let his forefinger slide down over the edge of the satin, flicking at the bow to make the jewel dance.  Then that finger moved higher, sliding against the nipple pressing against the material.  Over and over again, that finger teased and tortured the peak, making her wiggle as sensations shot from her breast right down to her groin.   
 
    She cried out, grabbing his wrist as she waited for the sensations to subside.  But he didn’t allow that.  With his hand captured by hers, he simply lowered his head, capturing the nipple with his mouth and biting slightly before nuzzling the satin out of the way.  When the heat of his mouth captured her nipple with that flicking tongue, Ashley felt as if she might just climax right then and there.  She shook her head, pulling back slightly, not sure what to say.   
 
    But he understood.  Maddox seemed to know exactly what she needed.  A moment later, his hands moved to the waistband of her leggings, pulling them down.  She shifted her hips, allowing him to toss the material out of the way.  Then his hands were back, along with his mouth.  The combined onslaught made her body cry out.   
 
    Unfortunately, when she started to slide her own hands down his arms, he shook his head and grabbed her hands, pulling them behind her back.  “Not yet!” he groaned.  “If you touch me, Ashley, this won’t last very long.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him that not lasting long was okay with her.  She wanted…needed him inside her.  It was such an unfamiliar sensation that she wasn’t sure how to handle it.  All she wanted was to rip off his clothes and straddle the man until she could feel him inside of her.  It wasn’t fair that he could do all of the touching while she…! 
 
    “Maddox!” she gasped when his hand moved lower, exploring her stomach, then her thighs.  He spread her legs wide, placing her hands on the back of the dryer.  “Stay!” he ordered, then bent lower and…shocking her…lifted her legs over his shoulders.  Before she had a moment to protest, his mouth was there!  His mouth and his tongue and his fingers and…dear heaven!  He was good, she thought.  Closing her eyes, she shivered, then his finger slid inside of her and…and that was the end of her control.  Her body climaxed, shivering and shaking as she shifted against his mouth, trying to prolong the pleasure.   
 
    When it was all over, Ashley opened her eyes and looked down.  One of her hands was braced behind her on the back of the dryer and her other hand was gripping his head, holding him in place.  She shivered as he kissed the inside of her thigh.  When he straightened up, there was an intensity to his look that caught her breath.   
 
    “I want more!” she whispered, then let her hand slide down to his groin where his very present, very interesting erection pressed against his jeans.   
 
    “More?” he asked, letting her fingers slide the zipper down.  A moment later, Ashley smiled triumphantly when she was able to grip his erection in her hands.   Sliding her hands up and down that amazing shaft, she felt his powerful body shudder and squeezed.   
 
    “I can’t handle more!” he groaned, then took her hands away, reaching into his back pocket for the condom.  Ashley was grateful that he’d remembered protection and she licked her lips as she watched him roll that condom down over his shaft.  A brief moment later, he reached behind her and, with strong, urgent hands on her butt, he pulled her closer, right to the edge of the dryer.   
 
    He stared at her for a long moment before he slid into her.  Ashley closed her eyes, letting her head fall backwards as he filled her.  He was perfect, she thought, then gasped when he slid deeper.  Okay, maybe a bit too perfect!  She wiggled, trying to adjust to his size but when he tried to pull away, she gripped his hips with her legs.  “Don’t,” she urged, pulling him closer.   
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” he vowed, thrusting into her again.  Deeper this time and Ashley loved it.  Loved every throbbing inch of him!  The friction caused sensations to ripple throughout her body and she arched, needing more of him, needing him to fill her completely.  When he did, Ashley sighed with pleasure and shifted even closer.  She might still be perched on the dryer, but there was still a sensation of riding him!  At this point, she didn’t care.  Maybe later, she’d be embarrassed by her wantonness.  But right now, she just needed him to move!   
 
    “I need you to…,” she whispered, and he thrust into her again and she sighed, nodding her head.  “Yeah, like that!  Do that again!” 
 
    He did.  Again and again, shifting to the side and to the left, right, pulling her in closer.  She was barely on the dryer now as he lifted her, thrusting into her faster and harder, making them both gasp as the sensations spiraled higher and higher.  It was perfect and not enough!  It was making her mind spin with crazy needs that she couldn’t articulate because words couldn’t explain what she needed.  So Ashley used her hands and her body, lifting up with every thrust until…!   
 
    Her body exploded again, this climax even more powerful than the last.  She froze, her mind trying hard to understand and absorb and process, but none of that was possible because he was still thrusting, creating additional ripples of delight.  When he finally gave her one more hard thrust, she almost screamed out loud as the pleasure hit her once more.   
 
    And then it was over. He held her tightly against his chest, his heavy breathing warm against her neck and Ashley wanted to laugh!  Normally after sex, she just wanted to put her clothes on and go make something to eat.  But this moment was too perfect.  All she wanted to do was melt into him.  And maybe start over again!   
 
    “You’re beautiful!” Maddox whispered into her ear.  She felt small kisses along her shoulder and neck and Ashley shivered, pulling back to smile at him.  
 
    “That was…” she stopped, looking around.  She suddenly realized that they were in her basement and she was perched on the very edge of the dryer!  A giggle escaped her.  Then another and she slapped her hand over her mouth.  It was no use.  The laughter escaped and she ducked her head, leaning her forehead against his shoulder.   
 
    His deep rumbling laughter joined hers and his arms tightened as he hugged her.   
 
    “This wasn’t the most romantic place for our first time,” he commented.   
 
    “No.” She lifted her head, looking into his dark eyes as she said, “And yet, it’s still the best sex I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    Their laughter died with that admission and he lowered his head to kiss her gently.  “Wait until I get you into a bed,” he said softly, but with a husky tone that promised her heaven very soon.  
 
    He shifted away from her and he reached around her to grab one of the towels, cleaning himself up and dropping the condom in the garbage can.  Then he bent down and picked up her panties, taking her foot and sliding them up one leg, then the other.  A moment later, he lifted her into his arms to set her down on the cement floor.   
 
    “I guess I’d better get back to work,” she said, feeling awkward after dressing again.   
 
    “Hold on,” he replied, taking her hand in his as he pulled her back into his arms.  “We aren’t done, Ashley,” he warned her.  “This is just the beginning.  I know that this investigation is taking longer than I’d planned, but once it’s over, we’re going on a date.  And then I’m taking you back to my place and I’m going to make love to you on a bed like you deserve!” 
 
    Then he was kissing her again but this time, it was a gentle kiss.  One of promise.   
 
    When he released her, Ashley stepped back, smiling as she nodded her head.  “It’s a date,” she promised him.  Then she turned on her heel and walked back up the stairs to her office.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “He’s on the move again!” Slater announced, sitting up in his chair.  Gone was the easy-going man of moments before.  Now he was typing something into his computer.  “Suspect is heading left onto Second Avenue.  Now right onto Main Street.”   
 
    “Got him,” Maddox announced through the microphone in his headset.  They were all wearing headsets tonight.  The previous night, they’d tracked Endgarden through town, but lost him when he’d stepped out of his vehicle.  The four of them had searched the neighborhood but couldn’t find him.  The following morning, they knew why.  The man had been moving through the houses, slashing tires, breaking windows, spray painting doorbell cameras black, opening back fence gates, smashing doorknobs…annoying things that overwhelmed the local police department the following morning with complaints.  There weren’t enough officers to take the reports, much less investigate all of the instances.   
 
    This was the next phase that had been mentioned several days ago.  And this phase was much more dangerous.  Harassing businesses was one thing.  But doing the same actions in a residential neighborhood was a significant escalation.  Someone was going to get hurt!  It was important to find the ringleader of the operation, but they all knew that they had to stop Endgarden now.  They couldn’t wait.   
 
    It was even more urgent tonight because Endgarden had the dog with him. They’d heard the dog snarling and barking as he’d been loaded into the back of Endgarden’s truck and tied up.  The dog was vicious enough now, probably because he hadn’t been fed in the last twenty-four hours, and Maddox suspected that Endgarden was going to release the dog on residents.  A hungry dog was mean and could be lethal to anyone stupid enough to confront the animal or the human in control of the animal.   
 
    Animal Control had been called, but when they’d gone to the house, Endgarden had told the guy that he’d sold the animal to someone else after the last incident.   
 
    Bart had been so livid, he’d been carrying dog food around for the past two days.  Ever since they’d heard from Animal Control, Bart had been trying to figure out how to get into the house to free the animal without alerting Endgarden to their presence.   
 
    Now, it was a crisis and all of them knew that it was possible that tonight could be a disaster!   
 
    “Anything?” Maddox snapped, furious that they’d lost the man.   
 
    “Nothing,” Slater replied.   
 
    “I’ve got him!” Bart called out.  A moment later, he relayed his position.  “Dog is with him!  I repeat, the animal is with him!” 
 
    “Proceed with caution!” Maddox ordered, his voice low and calm, but with absolute authority.   
 
    Maddox gave orders for each team member to move in from opposite directions.  When everyone was in place, he gave the order to close in. “Status on the dog!” Maddox called out, looking through the night vision goggles.  He saw movement to his left, but it was just a rabbit.   
 
    “Tied up in the truck,” Bart said, his voice deadly calm now.   
 
    “Good.  The dog is safe for now.  Let’s get Endgarden before he breaks into someone’s home and…!” 
 
    “Too late,” Lex announced through the microphone.  “He just broke in through the back door of a house.  Upstairs lights are coming on.”  He gave the address and the other three agents sprinted towards that address.  Maddox shifted frequencies and called in the local police but the emergency dispatcher said that the nearest police officer was ten minutes away.  That was too long to wait.  He gave his badge number and reported that his team was in place and moving in.  He then shifted back to his team’s frequency.  “Update?”  
 
    Bart was at the front entrance of the house.  Lex was in the back of the house, circling around.  “I’m on my way,” Maddox announced.  “Slater?”  
 
    “I’m at the south side of the house, entering through the patio doorway,” the fourth team member announced.   
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Maddox and Lex entered through the side door, which was still open after Endgarden had entered.  With weapons drawn, Maddox and Lex moved silently through the house to the stairs.  Maddox paused only long enough to unlock the front door so that Bart could move in.   
 
    Lex was halfway up the stairs and Maddox followed, while Slater knelt at the bottom of the stairs, out of sight, just in case Endgarden got past both of them and raced down the stairs to try and get away.  Lex moved to the back door, stepping outside of the house and called in an update to the local police, letting the dispatcher know that four plain clothed agents were on scene so that the local officers didn’t start shooting at anyone with a gun.   
 
    Bart and Maddox moved down the hallway where yelling and crying could be heard.  Adrenaline was pumping now, but all four men knew how to handle it.  Novice officers and agents let the adrenaline force reactions that weren’t always wise.  But with training and experience, they learned to temper their reactions, breathe deeply and slowly in order to think outside the effects of the adrenaline rush.   
 
    Bart cleared the bedrooms along the way while Maddox continued down the long hallway towards the owner’s suite where the yelling was taking place.   
 
    “Give me your money and all your jewelry,” Endgarden was yelling.  He could hear a woman trying to calm the man down while he yelled at his wife to just give him her wedding rings.  Maddox took a deep breath, listening in an effort to gauge where each person was in the room.   
 
    “Son hiding under the bed,” Bart announced through their communication headphones.  “Older sister isn’t in her room. But son is safe.  He’ll stay put until he hears from me.” 
 
    Maddox mentally nodded.  Kids were always on his mind whenever he entered a house.  They were scared and, if they could, they’d run to their parents.  Keeping the boy under the bed was good.   
 
    It sounded as if the parents were on the opposite side of the room with Endgarden standing closer to the door.  That was good, Maddox thought, then turned to gesture several hand signals to Bart, who nodded with confirmation.   
 
    The woman screamed at that moment and Maddox swore under his breath.  Endgarden had taken the wife hostage, forcing the man to...! 
 
    “Aren’t you a tasty piece!  I didn’t think they grew ‘em like this in the ‘burbs!” 
 
    “Keep your hands off of her!” the husband yelled, outraged by whatever Endgarden was doing to his wife.   
 
    “What are you going to do to stop me?”  
 
    Maddox gritted his teeth. “I’m moving in now,” he said, knowing that the husband had just been taunted to do something rash.  That kind of taunt provoked men into doing something to protect their women and it was a trick of every bad guy.  But it also moved up the time table.   
 
    Glancing at Bart, they both nodded, then…Maddox’s foot slammed against the bedroom door.  It slapped against the wall, but Bart was already there, blocking it with his shoulder as both Maddox and Bart stepped into the bedroom, pointing their weapons at Endgarden.  That only stopped the husband from doing something crazy.  The wife was now being used as a human shield.  Maddox had anticipated that. Bart as well.  The other man moved towards the husband while Maddox kept Endgarden’s attention focused on him.   
 
    “You’re in control, Endgarden,” Maddox said, using a low, soothing voice.  “I’m going to lower my weapon.  Just let the woman go and then you can get out of here, okay?”  
 
    “Right!” Endgarden snapped, his pistol swiveling from Maddox to Bart.   
 
    “Nope!” Maddox said, pulling the weapon back in his direction.  “We’re just here to protect the family. Bart and I don’t care about anything else.  You have their money.  You have the woman’s diamond ring.  You can even push her into my arms.  I won’t be able to do anything with her in my arms.  Plus, the woman and I will then block Bart’s ability to shoot you.” 
 
    Endgarden looked undecided, so Maddox went one step further.  “Look, I’ll even put my weapon over here, out of my hands.”  He put the pistol on the bed, then lifted his empty hands.  “See?  I’m just making it easier to catch the woman.  All you have to do is shove her as hard as you can into me, put me off my balance and-“  
 
    The woman screamed when Endgarden shoved her.  Maddox caught her easily, shifting out of the way so that Bart could then rush out of the room after Endgarden who was already heading for the stairs saying, “I have a pretty little surprise for you assholes!”  
 
    Maddox ignored the threat, practically lifting the woman onto the bed as her legs gave out on her while, at the same time, said into his headphones, “He’s coming to you Slater!”  
 
    “I should just…!” the husband started to say something, then looked as if he wanted to head out the door.  
 
    “You did a great job, sir,” he said to the husband, taking the woman’s hands and placing them on her knees.  “You handled yourself perfectly under a great deal of pressure.  Thank you for that!”  
 
    Immediately, the man’s features began to relax, his manhood re-established.  Even his wife’s eyes looked up at her husband’s features with admiration.  The husband moved over to sit with her on the bed, taking her into his arms.   
 
    “Michael and Sarah!” the woman gasped.  
 
    Maddox put a hand to her shoulder.  “Michael is under the bed, waiting for my partner’s signal that everything is safe. He did exactly the right thing too.  You guys taught him well.” 
 
    The woman’s worry didn’t ease.  “And Sarah?”  
 
    Maddox grimaced slightly.  “She’s not home right now, but we’ll find her and get her back here safely.” 
 
    “Danny!” the husband snarled. “She snuck out to be with her boyfriend again!”  
 
    The woman laid her head against her husband’s shoulders.  “She’s not here, Alex,” she whispered.  “She’s safe!”  
 
    The husband hesitated for another moment, then nodded.  “You’re right.  We’ll find her and have a talk with her.” 
 
    The woman melted into her husband’s arms and Maddox listened.  “I believe two of my teammates have pinned the guy in your foyer.  If you don’t mind, I’d like to go help them and wait for the local police?” 
 
    The woman sobbed, then reached out before Maddox could leave, grabbing his arm.  “Thank you!” she said with urgent sincerity. 
 
    Maddox shook his head.  “It’s our job,” he reassured her, then forced his lips to smile, trying to reassure them.  “Go get your son.  I think he’s still under the bed.” 
 
    The couple gasped, then stood up and hurried out of the bedroom, rushing into their son’s room.  A moment later, Maddox walked by the room to see both of them hugging their son, all three of them sobbing as the tension of the night started to ease up.   
 
    Maddox made a mental note to find this Danny person and get the daughter home.  But in the distance, he heard sirens, indicating that the local police officers were arriving in force.  Walking down the stairs, he nodded with approval while he watched Slater as he attached plastic zip ties to Endgarden’s hands.  The ass was spewing threats of violence and retribution.   
 
    Endgarden glared up at Maddox, spit coming out of his mouth with the man’s fury.  “You lied to me!  I’m going to kick your ass for that!” 
 
    Maddox didn’t bother to roll his eyes.  He stopped right in front of the guy.  “I was true to my word,” he said to the man.   
 
    Endgarden snarled and jerked forward, stupidly assuming that the men holding him by his upper arms would be caught off guard and release him.  Idiot!   
 
    Maddox looked around.  “Where’s Bart?”  
 
    Slater and Lex jerked their heads towards the doorway.  “Trying to tame the wild beast,” Lex explained.  
 
    Four uniformed officers stepped through the open front door at that moment, and Maddox introduced himself, then told the officers that the man being restrained should be arrested for home invasion, attempted robbery and potentially a slew of other petty crimes.  “Oh, and have the animal control officer head over to the man’s address to look in the basement. I suspect that animal cruelty should be added to the list.” 
 
    Maddox then moved out of the house, weary to the bone.  That was partly due to the loss of the adrenaline now that the threat was gone.  The hormone helped a human body get through a crisis alert and ready for battle. After the crisis was over, the adrenaline in the body dissipated, leaving a heavy sensation that was sometimes hard to fight.   
 
    But this sensation was more intense than normal, Maddox knew.  He had a ton of paperwork to get through, explanations to be made to the local police force, and a new investigation into several police officers that had taken a suspiciously long to arrive after the nine-one-one emergency call. Maddox thought it was very strange that there were no local police closer than ten minutes away, plus it had taken them longer than ten minutes to arrive.  That alone indicated that Endgarden had a police officer, or maybe a supervisor, warn the police to stay away from this neighborhood tonight.  There had been too many incidences at the local businesses as well.  Something was off there.  
 
    And yet, all he wanted to do was get home to Ashley and pull her into his arms.  He wanted to make love to her too but, glancing at his watch, he realized it was two o’clock in the morning.  She’d be asleep, but he’d still like to climb into her bed and hold her.  He just needed to be with her, to know that she was safe and to feel her breathing.   
 
    Damn, he loved the woman!  That was the only thing that made sense!  And as soon as that thought hit his mind, he wanted to smack his forehead.  How could he not have realized what was going on between them?  The sex was phenomenal, but it hadn’t been the sexual side of Ashley that he’d fallen for.  It had been…her!  Talking with her, laughing with her, being with her every day and just existing with her.   
 
    Yeah, he was in love with Ashley!  And now, he just needed to clean this mess up and get back to her!  

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ashley paced along the front windows of her house.  It was five o’clock in the morning and her body ached, but she couldn’t sleep.  She’d tried.  Several times, she’d convinced herself that Maddox and the guys were fine.  Maddox was a big, highly trained, powerful man who knew what he was doing.  And yet, she still worried.  They’d rushed out of here around ten o’clock tonight and Ashley knew that the vicious, evil dog was with Endgarden.  That piece of filth wouldn’t hesitate to release that horrible animal on her friends and Maddox if he felt even the slightest threat!   
 
    A gunfight was one thing.  Maddox and the guys all had bullet proof vests and they knew how to handle themselves if someone started shooting at them.   
 
    Ashley shook her head at that kind of thinking.  She was more worried about a dog than a bullet?  Rubbing her forehead, she tried to come to terms with that kind of logic.   
 
    Pacing again, she considered just giving up on sleep and getting dressed. She’d showered after the incredible interlude downstairs in the basement with Maddox, but she’d probably feel more confident if she just…! 
 
    A car came down the street and Ashley narrowed her eyes, trying to determine if it was an SUV or some other model.   
 
    When the big vehicle pulled into a free space in front of her house, Ashley was running out onto her porch, staring down at the big, black SUV.  Holding her breath, she waited anxiously for the person to get out.  Even before she saw him, Ashley knew that it was Maddox.   
 
    Unable to wait any longer, she rushed down the stairs in her bare feet, jumping into his arms as soon as he rounded the corner of his vehicle. “You’re okay!” she gasped as he lifted her into his arms, enjoying the sound of his soft laughter at her outrageous greeting.   
 
    “I’m okay,” he confirmed.  “Why are you still awake?  I was hoping to slip into your bed without waking you up.”  
 
    Ashley pressed a kiss to the base of his neck while he carried her inside.  “You can still do that.” 
 
    He groaned, then pressed her against the brick wall, almost the exact same spot he’d kissed her that first time.  But he was smarter than before and pulled away.  “We need to get inside before this gets out of hand, Ashley,” he warned her, hoping that he wasn’t already too late.  Damn, she felt good!   
 
    She wiggled out of his arms, and as soon as her feet were on the ground again, she grabbed his hand and tugged him inside.  She didn’t make it to her bedroom though.  The sofa was closer and she pushed him down, straddling his hips.  “Tell me that you’re okay again.” 
 
    He held her close, looking into her eyes as he said, “I’m okay.  No one was hurt.” 
 
    “Where are the other guys?” she asked, stilling for a moment as she looked over her shoulder.   
 
    “They all went home after we finished the paperwork,” he explained, sliding his hands along her back.  “They wanted their own beds tonight.” 
 
    “And the guy who lives in the house behind me?”  
 
    “In jail.  He’ll be arraigned first thing this morning.  He doesn’t have a lawyer yet, and when the ass made a few phone calls he didn’t look very happy about whatever was said during those calls.  I’ll need to head into the police station in a few hours to interrogate him. We need more information from him.” 
 
    “But for now?”  
 
    His hands moved lower, cupping her bottom as he groaned.  “For now, I’m all yours.” 
 
    A grin was his only warning before she stood up and grabbed his hand.  Maddox thought she was going to lead him up the stairs to her bedroom.  Instead, she stood in front of him and stripped off his clothes.   
 
    “Stay!” she ordered, then reached down to pull her sweatshirt off to reveal the black lace bra that he’d washed earlier today.   
 
    “Beautiful,” he told her, sliding his hands against her stomach.  “I love the way you look in black lace!” 
 
    She smiled, then shimmied out of her leggings, pulling off the black lace panties as well.  “I’ll prance around in the set later,” she promised, then cupped his face as she kissed him.  Ashley wasn’t going to be held back this time.  She touched him everywhere, needing to reassure herself that he was okay.  It took her a while to examine every part of him to ensure that he didn’t have any bullet holes or dog bites.  She put a lot of attention into ensuring that the very visible erection was in good working order, laughing when he stopped her and lifted her back onto his lap.   
 
    “Think you’re in control, huh?” he asked gently, but he’d already pulled out a condom and was rolling it down over his shaft, teasing her soft folds with his knuckles as he worked the latex.   
 
    “I know I’m in control,” she whispered when he was finished, then she proved it by slowly lowering herself down onto his shaft while kissing him.  Once he was fulling inside her, she paused, savoring the sensation of being filled completely by this man.  Only then did she start moving again.  Slowly at first, testing out various angles until she found something that she liked.  Once she’d made that discovery, she moved against him, shifting and thrilling to every downward thrust, her hands sliding onto his shoulders to hang on.   
 
    When she felt the first tingles of her climax coming to her, Ashley threw her head back, gasping for breath as she cried out, “I love you!” as the pleasure rushed over her.  A second later, his arms shifted their positions and Ashley felt the cushions of the sofa at her back as Maddox thrust into her faster and harder.  Moments later, he came to his own release and she held onto him as more of those delicious ripples hit her again and again!  This time, it was even more intense than the last time!   
 
    A long time later, Ashley’s mind finally kicked back into working order.  She was slowly replaying that scene in her mind when she suddenly remembered what she’d said in the throes of passion.   
 
    Maddox must have felt her body stiffen because he lifted his head from where it had been buried against her neck.  “You said you love me,” he said, then nuzzled the side of her neck.  “I’m not letting you take it back, Ashley.  You said it and I’m keeping you.” 
 
    She relaxed slightly, but his words confused her.  “Keeping me?” she repeated.   
 
    “You’re mine now,” he said, then thrust into her.  Ashley was shocked to discover that he was once again fully erect and, since he’d never separated from her, all he had to do was start thrusting again.  She gasped as the first shivers of friction hit her and she grabbed onto his shoulders.  Arching into him, she relaxed and just let the moment go.  It didn’t take long before he was moving faster, reaching down to help her climax once again.  Ashley held on, wrapping her legs around him once more.  “I really love you!” she whispered as her body convulsed.   
 
    “I love you too,” he said, then groaned as his own release hit him.  He held her closer, shuddering as the waves hit him over and over again, then he stilled. Once again collapsing down against her.   
 
      
 
    A long time later, they stepped into the shower and Maddox pulled her into his arms.  “I want to marry you, Ashley.”   
 
    She turned, smiling up at him as the water sprayed down on them, rinsing away the last several hours of incredible passion.  “Okay,” she replied simply.   
 
    “It’s not that easy, love.”  He pulled her close, linking is fingers against the small of her back. “Being married to an FBI agent isn’t very glamorous.  It’s long hours with me being gone.  It’s a lot of time just sitting around waiting to discover information before we move into action.  It’s politics and diplomacy and a whole bunch of baggage that might become…” 
 
    She reached up and kissed him, stopping the litany of downsides to a relationship with this man.  “Will you come home to me at the end of every investigation?” she asked softly.  
 
    “Yes!” he vowed.   
 
    “And will you promise to be as safe as humanly possible while you’re out fighting the bad guys?”  
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “I love you, Maddox,” she told him, serious now.  “Not the fantasy.  You’ve been in my house and I’ve witnessed what you and your team go through.  So my eyes are wide open when I tell you that I want whatever time I can have with you.  If that means that you’re off on investigations during long periods of time, then that also means that I will be more demanding when you’re here with me.  I will demand that you eat my food and make love to me and I will make you feel special at every opportunity.” 
 
    He released a breath.  “I think that can be arranged. And I promise that I’ll be very attentive to you whenever I come home.  And you don’t have to cook for me all the time.  I’ll share that responsibility.”  He kissed her, then lifted his head.  “I really love you, Ashley.” 
 
    “And I really love you,” she replied just as smoothly.  

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Stop giving him bacon under the table,” Bart grumbled, snapping his fingers so that the big pit bull rushed over to his side. “You’re spoiling my Tink.”  
 
    “Your ‘Tink’,” Ashley said, referring to the now-very-sweet dog, “was locked in a basement for months, starved and desperate for affection, Bart,” Ashley warned him as she broke off another piece of bacon for the adorable beastie. “He deserves to be spoiled as much as possible now.”  She shifted in her chair and looked at the men. “I heard that my former neighbor’s bail was denied.  That’s a good thing, right?”  
 
    “Yep!” Slater replied.  “We mentioned to the judge that he wasn’t cooperating in our investigation so the judge assumed that the man wouldn’t show up for his trial in a few months.  No bail.  He’ll be in a jail cell until his trial.” 
 
    Maddox had bought a grill and set it up on the edge of Ashley’s deck.  Bart, Lex, and Slater were all standing by the grill while Ashley brought out bowls of potato salad and more beers, while also sneaking treats for the poor animal that she’d hated for so long.  
 
    Even Minx had slightly eased up on her hatred of the dog, although the stubborn feline had to continue to keep up a front.  Minx sat just inside the doorway, watching everything.  Every time Minx tried to come outside to join in the fun, Tink rushed over, trying to greet the small cat.  But Minx still remembered Tink’s brutality months before and wasn’t going to get close to the big guy.  In turn, Tink tucked his tail between his legs and slunk away, right back to Bart’s side. Bart soothed the poor dog’s hurt feelings by petting his side and assuring him that Minx would eventually be won over.   
 
    “So when’s the big day?” Slater asked, flipping one of the burgers onto a toasted bun.   
 
    Maddox and Ashley glanced nervously at each other, but both smiled.  They’d been together for only three weeks, but they already knew.  “We haven’t set an actual date, but we’re tossing ideas around,” Ashley finally announced.   
 
    The three men cheered with approval and even Tink sat up barking, although he didn’t know what was so exciting.   
 
    “Excellent.  And we’re all invited, correct?” Lex asked, looking sternly at the big dog as Tink stared at Lex’s burger covered in cheese and bacon.   
 
    “Absolutely!” Maddox replied.  “Couldn’t get married without you guys around!”  
 
    Tink licked his lips as he caught the small piece of bacon Lex tossed to him, looking for all the world like the happiest dog in the world.  Then his head swiveled over to find Minx nudging her nose out through the screen door and rushed over to greet her, his tail wagging happily.  This time, Tink laid down on his stomach, even lowering his big, sweet head onto his front haunches, feigning a submissive pose.   
 
    Minx hissed again, as expected, and backed up slightly.  But Tink wasn’t backing down this time.  He wanted desperately to be friends with the three legged feline and simply waited.  In fact, everyone waited, watching to see what Minx would do.   
 
    After the hissing failed, Minx continued to glare at the huge Tink, then she hopped out through the doorway and headed towards Ashley.  But Minx was moving too quickly and lost her balance.  Five humans watched with amazement as Tink shifted his big, black nose towards Minx and, with a small nudge, pushed Minx back onto her three paws, then moved back again.  
 
    Minx glared, twitched her tail, then hopped along over to Ashley.  No more hissing, apparently.  Yes, all was good in the world!   
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    Jo leaned down and kissed her grandmother’s cheek.  “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    With that, she turned and headed out to the parking lot where she’d parked her small SUV.  It was late autumn, one of her favorite times of the year.  There was a crispness to the air that never failed to energize Josephine, especially after the heat and humidity of the summer months.  And the mosquitoes!  Good grief, she hated those blood suckers!   
 
    She walked out to the parking lot, smiling to the four men walking into the deli.  They all nodded politely in her direction and headed into the deli, even holding the door for her.   
 
    That was the thing about Elsa, Pennsylvania.  Everyone here was so nice!  Jo lived in Philadelphia, which was about two hours from Elsa.  It was an easy drive, so she could get back to Elsa to visit her grandparents whenever the need arose, but it was far enough that she had distance and independence.  Her grandparents were awesome, but they tended to baby her a bit.  Jo understood.  They’d lost their daughter and son-in-law too soon and Jo was all they had left too.   
 
    She popped the lock on her trunk just as another SUV pulled into the parking lot.  This was a big, black SUV, impressively powerful. But it was the man behind the steering wheel that captured her attention.   
 
    He was huge!  With dark, almost black hair, and hard angles making up his jawline.  His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, but…goodness, the man had some impressive shoulders!  That was all she could see of him through the driver’s window but, for some odd, reason, Josephine couldn’t move, couldn’t pull her eyes away from him.  Her head actually swiveled in order to watch him as he pulled into a parking space.   
 
    Only when the SUV shifted past her and she could no longer see the man did she realize that she’d been holding her breath.  When she breathed in, it was to suck oxygen into her starved lungs.  “Silly!” she whispered, then turned to haul her huge suitcase out of the trunk.  She’d packed a lot of her clothes because Jo wasn’t sure how long it would take to resolve the problems that were making her grandparents sound so stressed on the phone.  She was just about to thunk it onto the ground when it was lifted out of her grasp by tanned hands.  Hands that were attached to muscular forearms, lightly sprinkled with dark hair.  That’s all the skin she could see, but her eyes slowly traveled higher, noting the bulging biceps underneath the sleeves of a cream-colored Henley shoved up to the elbows.  And oooh, those shoulders again!  They were even better up close!   
 
    And still, her eyes traveled higher.  This was the man from the SUV!  He was ridiculously tall.  Ridiculously good looking.  Those hard angles of his jawline made her fingers itch to touch it.  To touch those angular shapes and see if his skin was soft or rough or prickly.   
 
    Higher still and Jo wondered if the giant man would be offended if she reached up and pulled those dark sunglasses off.  She desperately wanted to see his eyes.  What color were they?  Blue?  No.  He was too tanned for blue eyes.  Although, what a person’s tan had to do with eye color, she wasn’t really sure.  Brown.  She’d bet they were brown.  Yes, most likely brown.   
 
    A soft, chocolatey brown!   
 
    No, not soft.  There was nothing soft about this man!  He was hard.  Hard and muscular and…and drool worthy!  Goodness, he was hot!  She remembered an author who consistently posted a picture on Fridays to her Facebook page showing a good looking man, usually without a shirt, with clearly defined muscles all over his arms, chest and abdomen.  This man would be perfect!  And yet, she knew that this male specimen was…soooo out of her league!   
 
    “Where are you taking this?” the Hot-Guy-Friday guy asked, his voice deep and rumbly.  Was ‘rumbly’ even a word?  Jo certainly hoped so.  Because it perfectly described this man’s voice.   
 
    A dark eyebrow lifted and Jo suddenly realized that she was staring.  Yes, she was rudely and pathetically staring up at the man’s hard, handsome features.  Good grief!  The poor man! 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she gasped, jerking out of her contemplation of other adjectives to describe the man.  “I’ve completely objectified you and that’s so rude!  Goodness, if some man had done that to me, I’d be livid!  I’m very sorry!”  
 
    The man laughed and stepped closer.  “I don’t mind being objectified by you,” he replied, extending his hand.  “Bart Hudson.”  
 
    Jo jerked her eyes away from his deliciously handsome features to gawk at his hand.  He wanted her to touch him?  Dare she?  Oh, good grief, it was a simple handshake! 
 
    Slowly, as if in slow motion, she lifted her own hand carefully, almost tentatively placing her fingers into his.   
 
    His massive paw closed around her fingers and she almost gasped at the jolt of electricity that flashed through her body.  Yeah, she’d read about the heat between two people sometimes being this intense, but in all of her twenty-eight years, she’d never experienced it herself.  It was…shocking!  And so sad.  Because this man…he probably dated professional cheerleaders or female body builders.   
 
    Josephine occasionally went for a walk as exercise.  Others might describe that “walk” as “getting the mail”, but she counted it as exercise.  Every once in a while, she got a crazy niggle in her brain to join a gym and maybe lift some weights.  But then she’d see a coffee shop along the way and…well, she always had a good book on her phone and the allure of a chai latte and an hour’s escape from the world was a stronger temptation than a gym.  And poof!  Her niggle vanished, not to be acknowledged for several more months.   
 
      
 
    Special Agent Bartholomew Hudson stared down at the gorgeous woman, his fingers tightening on her soft hand and he had to resist the urge to lean forward and smell her.  He’d gotten a whiff of her shampoo a moment ago, lavender, and couldn’t seem to stop staring.  She was lovely, he thought.  Definitely not like the other women he’d dated in the past.  They’d been very pretty.  However, there was something different about this woman.   
 
    Her long, dark hair lifted softly in the cool autumn breeze, sparkling in the early afternoon sunshine.  And her pale skin was…incredible!  Surely it couldn’t be as soft as it looked!  Not possible!  Because he suspected it would feel like the velvety texture of a rose petal.   
 
    A…rose petal?  What the hell?  He was a tough, hard-core, mean, and grumpy FBI agent!  He was here to do a job!  There were criminals in this city who were most likely setting up a racketeering campaign.  He definitely didn’t have time to explore this woman’s skin texture or discover what her hair felt like as it ran through his fingers.  
 
    And yet, he couldn’t seem to pull his eyes away.  She was soft all over.  Not fat, just curves.  He’d noticed her delectable curves when he’d pulled into the parking lot.  He’d watched her walking towards her car and had almost hit another vehicle in his effort to park and watch her at the same time.  Plus, she had a slow, confident, easy gait that drew a man’s eye and held it.  He’d noticed the men heading into the deli turning around to admire her.  
 
    What’s more, this woman had no idea how incredibly beautiful she was.  She was oblivious to the other men’s stares.   
 
    Her soft, blue eyes…they stared up at him, warming him.  No, heating him up!  Hell, his body was reacting to her scent and those amazing blue eyes.   
 
    He should probably release her hand, Bart thought.  But he didn’t.  In fact, his fingers tightened around her fingers, feeling the slender, delicate bones.  Damn, she was soft!  And she smelled so good!  She was like a dessert that he wanted to explore and lick until he found all of her sweet spots!   
 
    Down boy, he told himself firmly.  Bart had to remind himself, again, that he was here in Elsa merely to do a job.  He had to find the bad guys, lock ‘em up and then head back to Philadelphia and move on to the next investigation.   
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked, instead of following his mind’s instructions to walk away.   
 
    “Jo,” she replied.  Then blushed, stammering out, “Josephine Clairmont,” she clarified.  “But most people call me Jo.” 
 
    Josephine.  He tossed her name around in his mind.  It was a beautiful sounding name.  Lovely and soft, just like the woman.  “Named after the empress?” he teased.  
 
    The woman nodded. “Actually, yes,” she replied with a self-conscious laugh.  “All the women in my family are named after historical women.  My mother had just finished reading a book about Empress Josephine before I was born.  Hence, the name.” 
 
    “It suits you,” he replied, charmed by the story as well as her laugh.  She wasn’t just beautiful, he thought.  She was cute, too.  That was hard to do.  In his experience, women were either beautiful and knew it, used it to manipulate men.  Or they were cute and vivacious.  Bart wasn’t the kind of man who discriminated.  He liked both.  Women were always lovely and soft, a wonderful distraction when he needed a break from the tension of a rough case.  But he’d never actually felt charmed by a woman.   
 
    Until Josephine.   
 
    “Where do you need this?”  
 
    The confusion in her eyes was…he almost laughed with relief.  She felt it too.  That sexual awareness, that blurring of the world around them.  Right now, it was just him and Josephine. Nothing else existed.   
 
    It was probably dangerous.  Bart was trained to notice everything.  But not at this moment.  Not when Josephine was staring up at him with those big, blue eyes, pleading with him to…he wasn’t sure.  Possibly because his brain had been shorted out as soon as he’d watched her walk across the parking lot.   
 
    “Need what?” she asked, her full, red lips opening slightly while her eyes…those blue eyes surrounded by long, dark lashes, blinked up at him.  
 
    “The suitcase?” he reminded her, then cursed himself for that reminder.  It pulled her eyes away from his and she stepped back.  He wasn’t able to smell her shampoo anymore and he almost growled, as if he were some sort of savage beast!   
 
    Click HERE to Get Bart’s story! 
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