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Dedication

“But who has your back, Roscoe? Who is there for you?” ~Febe~
This one’s for you, Christi. 

The one who always has my back and is always there for me. 
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***Earle***

What else can I put in there? Let’s see...I have a sandwich, an apple, a banana, chocolate...darn, can’t throw away perfectly good chocolate, right? Maybe the person going through my trash looking for food wouldn’t notice. 

Yeah, ‘cause if you’re hungry you don’t check an expiration date or at least I think you wouldn’t. Hell, I barely even check for an expiration date when I’m hungry...I just grab and eat. So, no, pretty sure a hungry person wouldn’t check but just devour the food instantly.

I carefully place the stuff on top of all the other trash and head out to throw it in the garbage bin behind my house. I’ve noticed someone going through my trash yesterday, and hanging around the house. This time I’m going to hide at a safe distance and see if I can catch them.

Not to run them off but to see if I can help out. I mean, when you’re stealing trash you must be in a tight pickle situation, right? So, here I am, hiding in the bushes on the left side of my house—which actually is my brother’s property—and have a nice view of the garbage bin. 

I’m house sitting for my brother. Well, I might as well consider it my house since the idiot hasn’t been home for years because of his work. Heck, even before that the man was never home and has always been consumed by his job. Not to mention he screwed up with bringing his work here a few months ago and with it risked the life of many others, but mainly our brother Zeke’s wife, Laudy. He even risked his own darn life, since Roscoe got injured too. 

Let’s just say Roscoe is consumed with his work and puts it before everything. It would be safe to say he won’t be coming home soon and this is now my effin’ house because the idiot won’t risk the wrath of our mom if he in fact does decide to show his face.

Or maybe Ma isn’t as angry and would welcome him home with open arms, but not before she snags him by the hairs and gives him an earful. Either way, he needs to be shaken and smacked on the back of his head for doing what he did. Though most of us know he must have had his reasons.

The whole situation did bring Zeke and Laudy back together, they’re all happy and enjoying life, and Roscoe’s responsible for that too. And not to mention he saved the whole town from a dirty sheriff. Yeah, it’s all a bit complicated and messy.

Movement. I see movement near the trees and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. A delicate figure is dashing barefoot over to the garbage bin like a darting deer. A woman, probably ten years younger than me. She has thick platinum hair, which seems long but it’s bundled at the back of her head and it’s all knots and tangles. 

Her clothes are dirty and the way she rips open the garbage bag and tears into the chocolate? Yeah, hungry doesn’t cover it. She’s starving and I’ve seen enough. Stepping out from my hiding space—even if I’m silent as a rock—her eyes meet mine and she runs off.

Effin’ hell, not the way I want to start my morning; running. But the little thief doesn’t leave me much of a choice. Do you even call someone who takes stuff you throw out a thief? Hell if I know, but it takes less effort to snatch her up from behind.


“Let me go. Please. Please. I didn’t do anything. I don’t have anything. Please,” she begs and my chest tightens.

I loosen my grip some but keep her in my arms. “I’m going to take your hand and we’re going to walk inside my house to get some food inside you, okay?”

Her whole body goes rigid, “You what? Why? No. I didn’t do anything wrong; I won’t go with you. Let. Me. Go.”

I let my arms fall away from her body and take a step back, raising my hands palms up—even if I’m facing her back—I tell her, “I won’t hurt you. Please, I only want to offer you some food and something to drink. Heck, if you want, we can sit out on the porch. I won’t touch you. I’ll do no such thing, but you can’t go on being hungry while I have food.”

I won’t touch you? Effin’ hell what am I thinking blurting that line out? As if someone who intends to touch would say. Dammit, I sound like a pervert. If she starts running, I wouldn’t even blame her. Hell, I’d even run from myself if I were me.

The captivating woman slowly turns and I’m looking into the most stunning crystal blue eyes. Those very eyes inspect every inch of me before she says, “Are you Earle? Or one of Roscoe’s other brothers?” Her voice sounds hopeful.

Roscoe? What the hell? “How do you know Roscoe?”

“Are you?” she presses, ignoring my question to fire one of her own in return.

This whole situation is agitating. Releasing a sigh, I rub a hand down my face before I answer, “Yeah, I’m one of his brothers. Can you please tell me how you know my brother and why you’re mentioning him? ‘Cause him and the family are kinda in a tiny...I don’t know what to call it, but the last time he brought trouble our way he was fixing without telling us...it was messy. Messy but with a happy ending.” A happy ending? Great, Earle. Awesome communication skills.

The tiny woman sucks in a breath and nods warily. “I understand. I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

Again...what the hell? “No, you’re not.” I grumble and point at the house. “Like I said, you’re gonna come with me to eat something. Then we’ll talk some more.”

“I really shouldn’t. I don’t want to impose, and with what you just mentioned, I don’t want to cause more trouble,” she says, and with it her voice trembles and it makes my darn chest tighten.

“That’s it,” I growl and she takes a step back. Shit. I need to get myself under control. “Sorry, I’m just angry at the whole situation, not at you. About the fact we’re still standing here while I can have you sitting at the dinner table with some food and coffee. Not to mention you’re asking if I’m Roscoe’s brother and seem to know him, and I’d like to find out why you’re basically living out of his trashcan. Well, it’s my trashcan now since the idiot hasn’t been inside his own house for years, but you get the idea...coffee and some talkin’ it’s all I’m askin’.”

“Coffee?” she gasps with effin’ longing in her eyes.

“Yeah, come on, I have plenty.” I can’t help but chuckle. “Should have known coffee would spike your interest. I couldn’t add it to the garbage...maybe I should have placed tiny cups with one sip each in a trail leading into the kitchen, huh? Maybe that would have lured you inside.”

The smile tugging on her pink lips light up her whole face. “Probably. You don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve had coffee. Or something warm to drink for that matter.”

“Come on,” I mutter, unable to let my mind wrap around the fact this woman has been on her own—effin’ barefoot—without a decent meal or beverage for who knows how long.

Strolling into the kitchen, I make fast work to make us a large pot of coffee. When I turn around, I see the woman still standing behind me.

“Have a seat,” I tell her but she shakes her head.

“I’d rather stand if you don’t mind,” she says and her gaze goes to the floor, her cheeks flaming red as if she’s embarrassed.

And then it hits me ‘cause I’ve been there and when it was me with dirty clothes and bare feet, I couldn’t care less, but now I know the difference. It’s about appearances, feeling comfortable yourself, but mostly; feeling awkward for those around you. 

“You know...I just started the fresh pot of coffee; it’ll be ready in a bit. It leaves time for you to grab a shower. I’ll get some fresh, clean clothes for you to change into while we can wash yours and hang them in the sun so they dry quickly. If you want, of course, I’m not trying to get you naked. Shit. Why did I say that?” I rub both hands across my face. “It’s just that I smelled a few months ago when I didn’t shower and didn’t care how I looked and then my sister-in-law didn’t want to hug me and well, I saw the benefits in showering.” Yep, I’m a moron throwing rambling sentences out of my mouth because the way she looks at me? Yeah, I’m the weirdo in the room.

“I got robbed of my bag while I was taking the bus to get here...I fell asleep and when I woke up my bag was gone...how stupid am I, huh? Well, even more of an idiot because then I got lost while searching for Roscoe’s house and my shoes got stuck and lost in the mud. And now I don’t have anything. Except for this.” She pulls a piece of paper out of her back pocket and holds it out for me.

I recognize Roscoe’s handwriting and it’s his address scribbled on a piece of paper. “Did you talk to him? Did he give you this?”

She gives me a nod and a small smile. “Yes, he scribbled something on a piece of paper and gave me a bus ticket. He told me to head over to this address and ask for Earle, one of his brothers, to look after me for a few weeks.”

I have no clue why, but anger overtakes me. “Then why didn’t you effin’ ask? Why the heck did you go through my garbage and sleep in my hammock last night where the gators could get you?”

She steps backward and her shoulders turn inward. Effin’ hell.

“Sorry,” I grumble. “I need to learn how to keep my temper in check, but it’s not safe for you to be outside like,” I wave a hand in front of her up and down, “like...that.” And I cringe again at my own wording and movement. Shit. Why is it so hard to talk to her?

“Don’t you think I know that? No shoes, dirty clothes. My stuff stolen. I didn’t choose to end up looking like this. I was supposed to look like I always do...presentable. But things happened and I arrived here looking like a homeless woman and I didn’t think anyone would believe me if I asked for help. And to think I’m a...” she seems to catch herself just in time and swallows her words. “Never mind. I would like a shower if the offer still stands.”

“Heck, yeah, it stands. And you’re not sleeping outside anymore either. My brother said specifically to ask for me to look after you and that’s what I’m going to do. Doesn’t matter if I’m pissed at him or not, you’re mine to look after now, okay?” I growl. Dammit, why am I growling at every turn at this woman? I’ve been a cuddly darn teddy bear my whole life. I release a deep sigh and say, “By the way...if it wasn’t clear...I’m Earle.”

Those crystal blue eyes lock on mine and she smiles bright, all straight white teeth, “My friends call me Savvy.”

“Savvy.” I like the way her name rolls off my tongue. “Well, Savvy,” I rub a hand over my neck, getting uncomfortable by being locked under this gorgeous woman’s gaze. “I hope you can cook because I suck at it and if you’re spending the next few weeks with me you should be aware of that fun little fact.” 

“I’m not an expert either, but I’ve been told I’m a great help in the kitchen, so maybe we could work together?” Savvy says and I’d like to work together with her on a lot of things, and not just food.
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Chapter Two
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***Savvy***

What a difference a shower makes. I feel as if I’ve gotten a boost from life itself. I glance at the mirror and take in my attire. Some might say I’m crazy. Hell, I’m pretty sure if my parents could see me now, they would have a stroke. But me? I love it. Earle said I could grab some of his clothes to wear and I did.

I picked a white long-sleeved shirt and wrapped one of his flannel shirts around my waist as a skirt. Everything is big and long enough to cover up my personal bits seeing I don’t have clean underwear and I really didn’t want to put on the bra I’ve been wearing for three days straight. I washed my clothes while I was taking a shower and I carry them with me downstairs.

Slipping outside, I hang my clothes out to dry in the sun, and go back inside to find Earle in the kitchen. The table is filled with sandwiches, fresh coffee, and some other yummy stuff. He pulls a chair back, waving for me to sit down, while he takes a seat across from me. He didn’t mention my clothing yet, but I do see the twinkle in his eyes and the corner of his mouth twitches.

“My clothes look good on you,” he finally says, and releases a small chuckle that makes my breath catch and adds, “Never thought it could be worn like that, though. Shirt turned mini skirt, you’re inventive.”

My cheeks burn from the compliment he just gave and I quickly mutter “Thanks,” and take a seat.

I left my hair down when I washed and dried it with a towel. I’m happy enough to have gotten all of the knots out without having a conditioner and only washed it with Earle’s shampoo. But it’s clean, and that’s all that matters. I’m glad I had it dyed platinum silver before I got on a plane. I’m a natural brunette but I wanted to change it up, so I did. 

I mean, it’s not like I can get an escape from all the prying eyes all the time. This little ‘get away’ is an escape on so many levels. Though I really hate the reason I had to leave—was forced to leave—once I got on the plane it felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. Enough to take a breath and embrace my surroundings without a driving force behind it. Well, that is until my bodyguard sucked at his job—he lost sight of me—and my stuff was stolen.

“Milk, sugar, honey, tea, I’ve put everything I have on the table and you’re free to take some or all. After we have some breakfast, we’re gonna order some clothes for you online.” 

I’m about to object but he points a finger in the air and wiggles it. “Nope, you don’t get a say in this. My brother’s note, remember?”

My shoulders sag and even if I’m thrilled to have help, I also feel like a burden. It’s insane, really. If you know where I came from? Who I am? How much money is in my name? Not having anything right now is unbelievable. 

And yet it also makes me appreciate even more what this man is doing for me. Without even knowing me at all I might add. All because of some scribbled words on a piece of paper; one brother to another.

I take a bite of a sandwich and my mouth waters from the delicious taste explosion, making some drool spill from my mouth. Ugh. How shameful is that? But it’s so freaking delicious and I’m too freaking hungry to care about manners and almost inhale the whole thing in two breaths.

I take a few sips of milk to help it slide down easier, and lean back to release a deep sigh. Gosh it feels good to have something solid inside my belly. Clean clothes, freshly showered, full stomach, and the smell of fresh coffee teasing my nose. All the money my family possesses doesn’t have any more value than this.

“Thank you,” I breathe and lock eyes with the man who granted me all this kindness.

The man shrugs, “Repay me by staying here and doing more of that eating, and drinking, order some clothes, wear them, and we’ll call it even.”

“Demanding much?” I mutter, but my belly flutters from his fierce look.

He has the most gorgeous eyes and a long beard that appears well-groomed. His dark hair is combed back, with some gray hairs here and there, and wise crinkles surround his eyes. He’s older than me for sure, maybe even ten years older, but he looks amazing. 

Muscles bulge underneath his black t-shirt and his forearms peek out from underneath his plaid shirt, showing off veins from all the hard work he must do.

It makes me wonder, “What do you do for a living?”

Oh. Great. Where are my manners? If my parents could see me know. Horrified wouldn’t be the correct word for it. Though I would love for them to see me now...I miss them. A lot. Even if it’s only been a few days since I last saw them.

“My brother, Cyrus, and his wife Bertie, own a gator farm called Bertie’s Snap and Wrap. I help out wherever I’m needed. Not an actual job...I don’t need one, but I like to keep busy. Fixing habitats, give a group of people a tour, or help out the vet who swings by daily to check on injured or rescued gators. Whatever I’m needed for.” His gaze is lingering on me while he sips coffee. “And you?”

“I have a master’s degree in architecture and a bachelor’s degree in history. Though I always wanted to be a vet.” I give him a smile and think back on how many times I thought about changing directions. 

I’ve even bought some books about veterinary medicine to still some of my curiosity. I never was one to lock things down, but my father made me choose a path and so I ended up with a Master of Architecture. The history? More like forced to take on as a necessity for my status in life; one needs to have a solid background knowledge in a family like mine. 

Ugh. If it was up to me, I would still have studied a lot of things without a degree in any of it. I’m more of a person who likes to dive in, explore and move on. I get bored when I’ve found out everything there is to know about one subject. Maybe that’s why becoming a vet intrigues me because then you’ll never know what animal or issue you’re gonna run into.

“Talk about huge differences. Cold, solid stuff versus warm living things. Why didn’t you become a vet?” Earle questions, and I can only gape at the man because I really don’t know.

It’s a lame excuse, but the only one I have when I tell him, “My father made me pick one area of study and stick by it. It was the only time he put his foot down since he normally doesn’t force me to do anything in life other than chase my dreams. While being respectable and classy, I can’t make a fool out of myself, you know? Prying eyes and all; I have to save face, not fall flat on it. Well, except for right now...since he sent me away three days ago.”

My heart fills with sorrow as my eyes fill with tears. I’ve never gone more than a few days without them. Even when my parents would go on business trips; they would keep in touch. Yet now I can’t even call because they made me promise not to have any contact for my own safety.

Earle tilts his head. “Can you share anything about why your father sent you away?” 

Shit. I’ve already said too much. In addition to no contact, the head of security also said not to tell anyone anything about what happened back home. I hate not being able to say anything because this man has already shown me more kindness than all of the people I’ve encountered since I stepped on a plane for my own safety.

I shake my head. “Sorry. I wish I could, but I was told not to say anything to anyone about the situation I’m in.”

His mouth lifts with a cute smile and says, “As long as there ain’t a killer on the loose waiting to slice your neck, it’s all good, right?” I can’t help but wince, causing his eyes to bulge. “For real? It was an effin’ joke! Someone wants you dead?”

“It’s not that bad,” I bite my bottom lip and think of what to say. “It’s just...I needed a little vacation time, really. It’s what my father said too, that I had to see it as a little getaway while they sort things out before I can return home.”

Earle’s hand strokes over his beard, pulling slightly at the end while his eyes narrow. “Sucks you can’t tell me everything. But if it was a killer on the loose, you’d at least have a bodyguard with you, right?”

“I lost him. Or make that; he didn’t get on the right bus,” I sigh.

“What?” Earle snaps.

“I said, he didn’t get on the bus I was on. Your brother handed me the piece of paper which he scribbled an address on, told me he had a few brothers but I had to make sure I asked for Earle to take care of me, and then he left. There was a row of busses waiting and my bodyguard told me to get on and how he’d be right there. He wanted to have a smoke first. I walked over to the bus but the driver told me I was on the wrong one and so I got off. I didn’t see my bodyguard but I got on the correct bus that was waiting on the other side of the station. I figured the bodyguard would know what bus we needed to get on but the bus left a few minutes later. I couldn’t do anything about it and I didn’t even see my bodyguard because of all the busses and people. Not to mention, I didn’t have a new phone yet. But I figured since I was the one with the tickets and your brother handed me the note with the address he wrote on it when I was standing in front of him...no one knows where I am or where I was headed. I was physically okay. So, I sat on the bus, calmed myself down and thought I’d handle it at the next stop. But I was beat from the long plane ride and fell asleep...only to wake up without my backpack.” My voice cracks of all the emotions going through me. “It’s such a mess. I really, really, need a vacation after this.”

“So...only you saw what was on the note my brother gave you and where you were headed?” Earle questions.

I slowly nod, trying to understand where he’s going with this.

“Basically, no one knows where you are. Well, except for my brother, and yourself. And me, obviously.” The man chuckles.

I can feel a smile spreading across my face as I nod in agreement.

“Then by all means, let go of your worries and take this as a vacation. Since clearly no one seems to know where you are.” Earle shoots me a wink and I swear it feels as if the tip of his finger touched my clit with the mere action.

“You’re right. I should absolutely look at it as if I’m having a real vacation,” I agree. 

And for the first time I don’t feel alone or lost. Even with all my stuff missing it’s as if things will all be okay anyway with a little help from this man and his kindness. Seeing as his brother was the one who led me here and how Roscoe was the one security contacted to bring me somewhere safe.

Earle takes another sip of his coffee. “Maybe wait a day to go around and about. Or at least until the clothes and stuff you need gets here.”

My cheeks heat up at the mere thought of not having any panties on right now. “Right,” I croak and shove a bite of sandwich into my mouth to make sure I don’t say anything stupid...about my lack of panties for instance.

“You can come with me when I need to work on Friday. We have a local vet who takes care of the gators, she’s old and could use a hand, if you want to turn this into a working vacation.” The smile he gives me right after has mischief dancing in his eyes and it becomes clear why when he adds, “I might bribe you into not leaving when vacation time is over. I already like having you around.”

Can you get any blunter? “You...you don’t even know me. I have trouble I needed to escape from...you...I...I could be...I dunno...a mean bitch who steals everything when you’ve nodded off to sleep,” I sputter.

Earle tips his head back and laughs, leading my belly to flip due to the careless sound and warm look he bestows on me. “Nah, you couldn’t be, Mon cochon. The front door is always open, we ain’t got nothin’ to fear here except for the gators that might be wandering around. You could have stolen my stuff from the get-go, instead of eating out of my garbage bin.”

I’m still sputtering in an effort to find words when he stands, pours himself another cup of coffee, sits back down and says, “It’s settled then, we’re having a vacation fling.”

I can’t even manage to sputter this time, instead I’m completely stunned into silence. Or I might be charging up to scream a full blown “Yes”. Because the thought of having sex with this massive, rough, muscled, straight forward, kind man is really, really hard to turn down.

The confident smirk covering his face is probably because the answer is easily read on my face. “Finish your breakfast, I wanna show you the gator farm ‘cause my brother, Chester, created a cool website where you can check out a live feed from the nursery and watch eggs hatch.”

“Are you serious?” I squeak, ready to leave the food because this I have to see.

“Sure am,” his eyebrows scrunch downward. “I said finish your breakfast first.”

Yes, I was standing and ready to see eggs on a computer screen. “I’m full,” I tell him and reach for my empty coffee cup. “I’d love some more coffee, though.”

He narrows his eyes and assesses my plate with the half-eaten sandwich before slowly rising to refill my mug.
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Chapter Three
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***Earle***

I found her; my one and only. And now that I have...I’m not letting go. Effin’ hell, I am finally experiencing what my siblings—and my parents—were talking about. The “love at first sight” thing happened first with my parents. When they first laid eyes on one another they knew they were meant to be together. That’s exactly what runs through my veins when I look at her; all mine. Savvy.

I didn’t want to freak her out, hence the reason I told her we’d have a vacation fling. Not exactly one of my brightest idea’s but there you have it. And she wasn’t totally shocked or appalled, so that’s a plus, right? Yeah. I can work with that. 

First though, first I need hugs. Hugs will bind her to me and warm her up to the idea of doing more stuff and get her to like me. And food. Oh, and animals. Cute as hell tiny shit like the egg hatching stream she’s currently watching.

Others might do all the puppy fluff, but I’m bringing the big guns. Baby gators. Screw the puppy breath that smells like rotten fish—insert gag reflex—I’m going with reptiles. ‘Cause they only make puppies cute to make up for the stinky breath and the potty accidents during the training period. 

“Can we go over and hold them after my own clothes are dry?” Savvy asks and those gorgeous eyes are solely fixed on me.

I swallow at the dryness of my throat, “I can be bribed with hugs.” Brilliant. I am effin’ brilliant.

She rolls her eyes. “Am I going to need a bodyguard to protect me from my...bodyguard?”

“Lover,” I correct her.

“What?” she squeaks.

“Lover, not bodyguard. Vacation fling, remember? But no, no bodyguard needed since we agreed to be lovers so hugs are how we’ll get things started. Totally safe,” I tell her with a big grin.

“You agreed, I didn’t,”

“You didn’t disagree,” I tell her before she can cut off what I need to have between us. “And what exactly did your bodyguard do? Not give you hugs, right?”

“No,” she says and I’m happy she looks appalled by the mere thought. “He was just there to keep an eye out. Like always, observe and act when needed.”

“Like always,” I muse and it raises the question. “So, you always have bodyguards? Why?”

And now she mimics a goldfish.

“This thing between us won’t work if you don’t share stuff,” I sigh.

She narrows her eyes. “We’re having a fling. A vacation fling! It’s supposed to be an easy going, cloud-nine thing, instead of getting married and bare our souls kinda thing.”

“Oh, now you admit we’re having a fling.” I shake my head. “Isn’t that convenient? But I’ll take it.”

“Yeah, well. You were asked to look out for me, not...”

Instead of discussing our fling—which we haven’t even taken any action for yet—I try to curve our conversation into another direction. And with it, try to have a burning question answered. Two birds, one chunk of mud. “How did he look?”

“How did who look?” she asks, confusion spreading in those pretty eyes.

“My brother. How did he look? Last time I saw him he had been shot and wasn’t doing so well.”

“He looks like you, only slightly older and not as handsome.” The warm smile on her face means more than the words she just spoke.

My gut is doing flip flops and I have the undeniable urge to take her lips. “Kissing you right now would be weird, right? We should hug first.”

“Earle!” she squeaks, “Stop jumping from one discussion to another.”

Oh. Yikes. I raise my left eyebrow, “Now I’ve lost all the extremely happy feelings I had running through me. All because you had to say the exact same thing Ma always says when I finally get answers to my burning questions.”

Great. Now she has twinkles in her eyes and it makes me uncomfortable. “Never effin’ mind,” I grumble and start to clean the table.

Her fingers wrap around my wrist. “I’m sorry. It’s me, not you. I’m used to everyone having loaded discussions with endless dialogue where no one leaves anything undecided. It’s actually refreshing, but you also jump to subjects I’m not used to.” She swallows and proceeds with a shy smile. “Let alone talk about.”

Her words prompt me to pause, and look at her from a different perspective. Her voice never raises in an angry growl and stays at a polite level. Well, she only squeaks when I jump the gun on things. The words she picks and how she speaks...not using curse words...shit. “You come from money and high-class people, don’t you?”

I quickly look down and assess my clothes. Torn jeans, flannel shirt, bare feet, and I totally forgot to use deodorant this morning. Turning around, I feel the need to leave. “I have to go, be back later.”

This time her fingers wrap around my upper arm, preventing me from a quick escape. “You can’t go, you’re my bodyguard and we’re not done with this discussion. There’s no need to,” 

“Need to what?” I growl while leaning down close into her face. “Feel even more out of place in your presence?”

“I’ll have you know; it’s quite refreshing having a person spit out everything that’s on his mind right in your face. No one does that where I come from. Well, maybe my best friend, but it’s necessary in her line of work to be straightforward,” Savvy muses.

“Kinda rude having a discussion with yourself when I asked you something specifically, don’t you think?” I growl again, getting more frustrated by the second.

Her eyes flare and them darn crystals are like a sea I want to drown in. They slide down to my mouth and I would like nothing more than to kiss her, but I can hear faint footsteps outside. The timing and the sound of those steps, I’m pretty sure it’s Laudy, my twin brother’s wife.

She’s been trying to teach me how to cook, though I’m screwing it up at every turn. She never gives up and is even sweet enough to bring food that’s ready to eat so if I do screw up, I’ll have something good to eat anyway. Other than sandwiches, ‘cause those are easy to do.

She was actually the one who convinced me to clean up my act. Hell, before she showed up here, I couldn’t care less if I had last week’s beans still stuck in my beard. Okay, that’s gross, I totally understand the good hygiene part now. 

Even more with the beauty standing in front of me. Well, standing behind me with my next breath and the way her fists are buried into my shirt...it’s safe to say she didn’t hear Laudy coming. I reach back and wrap my arm around Savvy to pull her around and tuck her against my chest instead of having her hide behind me. 

“Laudy, I’ve found myself a girl,” I say with the biggest smile on my face.

Laudy’s eyes bulge before she barks out a laugh. “I can see that, Earle. But did you communicate that idea correctly? She seems a bit scared. Are you okay? I’m Laudy, Zeke’s wife. Zeke is Earle’s twin.”

“You have a twin?” Savvy asks while stepping away from me as she holds out her hand to Laudy. “I’m Savvy, nice to meet you.”

Both women exchange warm smiles. That is until Laudy’s eyes flash with recognition, “Oh. My. God. Is it really you? How did you get here? Here of all places? And with Earle...that’s...wow.” 

Savvy looks back at me, slightly pale with panic written on her face. She turns to Laudy and suddenly hugs her close while murmuring something about not telling anyone she’s here.

Savvy glances back at me, “We must...erm...know each other, Laudy, she...erm...”

“We met a few times, back when I was living in The Netherlands,” Laudy shrugs and nods at Savvy as if she needs confirmation. Weird.

“So...how did Earle find you?” Laudy chuckles when she uses air quotes to accent the word find.

“She was eating out of my garbage bin,” I mutter, my mind still wrapping around the fact Laudy seems to know Savvy.

“No. You’ve got to be kidding...seriously? Why?” Laudy asks with her hand on her chest and her eyes bulging with questions.

I give her a tight nod. “She came with a note from Roscoe...sound familiar?” 

“Okay, now you’re going to tell me you’re kidding, right? No? Shit. Is she in danger? Are we? How is this even possible? We haven’t heard from Roscoe in a long time.” Laudy puts the bag of food on the kitchen counter and grasps the counter with both hands. “Did you tell Zeke? Your parents?”

“I just got her like an hour ago, Laudy,” I sigh.

Savvy sets her fists on her hips and directs her attention at me. “I’m not something you obtained. Like a doll you get to parade around and have in your closet to take out when you need it.” Then she switches to Laudy. “And, it’s only temporary. You know I have to get back, right? They thought it was better for me to take a short vacation for a few weeks so they could...handle a few things. And when everything is back to normal...I’m sure they’ll send someone to look for me, to let me know it’s time and safe to come back. And if not my friend, Febe, will come get me. She left two days before I did because she was working on a case. Febe is one heck of a PI who will find me as soon as she figures out I’m gone. Come to think of it, it’s weird they didn’t bring her into this. She’s a pro at these things, always handles delicate business, and gets to the bottom of it.” That last part Savvy muses to herself as if she only realizes this fact herself just now.

I take a step toward Laudy. “It’s clear we still need to talk things through but all you need to know is the fact Savvy and I are having a fling. A vacation fling to be exact. It’s better to stick with something normal and simple. It solves my need to be by her side as her bodyguard since she has a note and Roscoe specifically requested me to look after her. Seeing all the repressed anger Zeke still holds for Roscoe...things wouldn’t go well if Zeke found out.”

“If Zeke found out what exactly?” Zeke growls as he steps inside.

“That Earle is having a fling, come meet her,” Laudy says enthusiastically.

Zeke’s eyes look ready to pop out and it pisses me off a bit. As if he thinks I’d never get an effin’ woman to get close to me, or heck...love me for who I am. Not to mention his eyes are now sliding over Savvy.

“She’s mine,” I snap, not liking his eyes on her one damn bit so I wrap my arm around her waist to pull her closer. 

“For Christ’s sake, Earle. I’m married, no need to protect her as if I’d rip her out of your arms any darn minute.” Zeke shakes his head while he barks out a laugh.

The idiot can laugh and say all he wants, but I’m not finding anything funny about it.
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Chapter Four
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***Savvy***

That was close. I mean, seriously...how can I step on a plane, end up here in the middle of nowhere and have someone recognize me. Just...how? Well, she mentioned she lived in the Netherlands so that’s no surprise, but really? Here? I’m sure she’d like to know why I’m hiding from my true identity. Though I’m pretty sure she realizes there’s some logic to it for my own safety with her knowing exactly who I am. 

Even more because of what Earle said about Roscoe sending me here and asking him to protect me. But all of it also makes me thankful because it shows she can be trusted. She didn’t spill anything when I begged her not to tell Earle who I am. All while she’s connected with Earle and Roscoe’s family. Not to mention they don’t even know me personally. 

And I don’t even want to think how Earle would react if he found out exactly who I am. There are many ways people react to royalty. And let me tell you...most of the time, it sucks. The time I spent in college wasn’t as much fun as normal people would have experienced. Seeing as my study buddy was a trained bodyguard...I don’t need to mention nights out for fun and drinks, huh? Yeah. So much for fun.

Until Febe moved in next door to me while in college that is; and we’ve been best friends ever since. She was actually born around here somewhere, if I remember correctly. We’ve even vacationed at the house she inherited from her father, but for real...around here everything looks the same so I wouldn’t be able to pinpoint where her house is. But it was lovely, sweet memories of sipping wine on the porch without a care in the world. 

See? I have no need to do weird things, nor do I consider myself a party animal or have the need to do extravagant stuff. But a little freedom would have been nice. And yet I understood since I was brought up to—if something unfortunate would happen—follow in my father’s footsteps. Well, unfortunate being if something would happen to my sister. Yes. I’m the second runner up for the throne. 

Second. My sister is the first in line and has been brought up to fulfil her task in life. Six minutes makes all the difference. Why? Because I’m six minutes younger than my twin sister. We’re not identical. Not by a long shot. Well, when it comes to the inside anyway. We have some similarities on the outside. But there you have it. If I would have popped out first then I would have been the first in line, but nope, she’s gonna be the queen if all goes right. 

I don’t mind at all and didn’t you hear me complain just now about growing up? Imagine how the first in line was guarded and pushed. Good thing my twin is more driven to excel in everything and never complained about anything. 

I was the one our father had to force to make choices when it came to a career and many other things. Then there’s our little sister. Don’t get me started about her, she’s more like a drama queen.

I call her little sister but she’s not that young anymore. She’s gonna be thirty in three years and I have to admit it feels like she never grew up but is still acting out at every turn. Her choice in boyfriend clearly states she’s a rebel with his tacky bad boy vibe. The media always has a field day with her, giving my parents enough heartburn as it is.

Anyway...it’s not like there’s a chance I’m going to step up and claim the throne. Nor will my little sister. Well, like I said, only if something would happen to both my father and my sister. And this is the very reason security made me leave the country for a bit so they could focus on finding out why someone has been targeting me.

“Well, how did you two meet?” Zeke says, drawing me back to the discussion at hand.

“Roscoe sent her here,” Laudy blurts, making all eyes in the room land on her. “What?” she squeaks. “I’m bad at keeping secrets, especially from my husband.”

Earle steps forward. “You effin’ hid in the darn Netherlands for years to hide the effin’ fact you were alive. How the heck can you say you’re bad at keeping secrets?”

“That was different,” Laudy shrugs.

Zeke’s gaze bounces between his wife and Earle. “I need a word with you, Earle. Outside. Now,” Zeke snaps.

Earle follows him outside while Laudy rushes to me and whispers, “What the hell is a princess of the Netherlands doing here? And why can’t Earle know who you are? And I repeat...what the hell are you doing here? Alone. With no bodyguards or anyone to watch over you?”

“Something happened and I needed to leave the country. My people reached out to the CIA or someone higher up to bring me somewhere safe for a couple of weeks. Or something, I really don’t know the specifics, I just followed orders and boarded a plane.”

“Something happened? Really? Come on, Savvy, more details. You’re here all alone; forgive me if I think that’s really weird for ‘something’ to happen to spook everyone enough to put you on a plane and land your ass here...without anyone else,” Laudy sighs and glances over her shoulder to see the two brothers are still standing on the porch talking things through. 

It’s funny though, me having a twin and meeting Earle and Zeke and seeing how they look so much alike and yet Earle seems more handsome to me and has more muscles, and...shit. I need to focus.

“I don’t know who contacted whom but I needed to leave the country for a couple of weeks. Okay,” I close my eyes and take a steady breath. I have to tell her some of it so she trusts me enough to help me and keep quiet about me being a princess. “First, I got these letters...I even threw out the first two because I thought someone was joking around. Then they got weirder and I showed the head of security. And then it wasn’t just letters but missing stuff like someone went through my things, and then...” Now I need another breath because the visual rises of, “My bird. They killed my bird I’ve had for over twelve years.”

Laudy reaches out and squeezes my upper arm. “I’m so sorry. Do they know who’s doing it? Or at least know in what direction they need to look in for a suspect?”

“No, and that’s the reason they wanted me to leave for a few weeks without anyone knowing where I went. Only my father and the head of security know I left so they hope the perp will be confused and make a mistake. Not even my mother, nor my sisters know. Not my close friend, Febe; no one knows I left the country. The company I work for has been notified of my absence but nothing more than that. Besides, it all didn’t go exactly as planned because now no one knows where I am. When I got off the plane and met Roscoe, he scribbled an address with directions to this house on a slip of paper and told me to find Earle and let him take care of me. I got on a bus but the bus driver said I was on the wrong one and pointed me in the right direction. Since my bodyguard thought having a smoke was more important...he didn’t see and know what bus I got on. Then I fell asleep and my things were stolen.” Tears sting my eyes and my throat clogs up with every memory rising up to assault me. “I finally arrived here but I somehow ended up next to the road and got sucked into the mud. It swallowed my shoes and then I didn’t dare to knock on the door of the house where Roscoe told me to ask for help because I looked like shit...and how? How did it all snowball from that to this...and...and...” One sob after another rips from my throat. 

Laudy takes me in her arms and tries to soothe me but the dam has burst—no way out—except for the emotions...they’re pouring out of me with every tear that falls.

Strong arms take me away from Laudy and I’m immediately surrounded by Earle’s scent. Between the fresh smell of his clean clothes and his shampoo, it’s also something raw I’ve come to recognize to be all Earle. Oddly enough it has a calming effect on me. Or maybe it’s because he’s the one who pulled me out of the bushes and gave me the protection and safety I needed.

“What did you do?” Earle’s voice rumbles through his chest.

“What did I do?” Laudy gasps. “Use your brain, Earle. I know you have one while others doubt you even have working brain cells with your idiot remarks. Think about what she went through, how you found her. It’s a little overwhelming and she’s allowed to let go for a few breaths and then shake it off to handle things head on. Or let others handle it along with her. We’re all here for you, Savvy. All of us. Right, Zeke?”

An affirmative “Yes,” rings through the air, and though it sounds as if it’s been said through clenched teeth, it is in agreement for them to let me know all of them are there for me. And of course, I understand Zeke’s struggle with me being here. He isn’t happy because the last time Roscoe interfered with something...his wife was put at risk.

Yet, with the turmoil of events, a sudden feeling of relief is coursing through my veins. With their acceptance and also relief for being able to just be me without watchful eyes where I need to be aware of each breath, or move, I make. It serves as motivation for me for taking all of this as it is; a few weeks of isolated vacation time. And let’s not forget the fling I intend to exploit to the fullest.

“Okay, that’s it, can you guys leave now?” Earle rumbles. “That’s enough excitement for today and she’s gonna be here awhile.” 

Zeke and Laudy are gone before I can get myself together enough to say a proper goodbye, but as Earle said...I’m going to be here a while so I’m going to see them soon enough anyway.

“Come on, I’m sure your clothes are dry by now with the sun and the wind playing with them. We’ll go and check on the baby gators ourselves at the gator farm and put that smile back on your face,” Earle says and steps away from me. “I’ll be right back; I have to get some stuff to take with me.”

He leaves the room and I’m actually happy to be by myself for a moment to take a deep breath. Stepping out on the porch, I gather my clothes. Earle was right, the wind and the sun dried them rapidly and when I get into the bathroom to change it feels refreshing to be fully dressed in clean clothes that smell like the outdoors. 

“Here are some flip-flops you can wear until we get you a new pair from the souvenir shop of Bertie’s Snap and Wrap.” Earle tells me as I stroll back into the kitchen. “I know they don’t fit too well...huh, look at that...yeah, good enough.” He shoots me a wink when I eagerly put my feet into the flip-flops. “Ready?” Earle questions. I grace him with a smile and slide my hand in the one he’s holding out for me to take.

The rest of the day passes in the blink of an eye and I think Earle is the one to blame. I swear spending time with this man is the easiest thing in the world. Oh, don’t get me wrong, the cute animals at the gator farm had something to do with it too. I’ve never enjoyed something so much in all my life, and I never, for even one minute, worried about the situation I’m in.

My plan to take this time as a well-deserved vacation is paying off. Well, except for the fact I don’t have any money and it makes me feel weird. Like now while we’re standing in the grocery store and I want to add some chips and my favorite beverage but my heart feels heavy. Even if Earle keeps throwing things into the cart, I don’t and just trail behind him.

Until I bump into him because he stops abruptly. His eyes narrow and he leans into my personal space. “Lemme tell you what...I don’t believe for one effin’ moment you don’t want anything in this store. What I do understand is this whole ‘shoved into my lap’ thing might make you uncomfortable. It can’t be easy having your stuff stolen and not having any money of your own. So, like I said...lemme tell you what we’re gonna do. I’m going to give you two hundred bucks to start with and we’ll keep track so you can pay me back, okay?” I can’t even utter a single word before he thrusts two hundred-dollar bills into my hands. “Good option, right? One where you feel good enough to buy some stuff for yourself, and hey...maybe after this vacation fling, we’ll end up married and half of mine will be yours so you won’t even have to pay me back.” He gives a bright smile and a panty-wetting wink before he turns around and leaves me standing there.

Money in my hand, my heart skipping beats, while my mind is running wild with everything he just said. Mainly the getting married part. I should be shocked but I’ve noticed this man blurts out his every thought without thinking things through. Adorable, shocking, yet amazingly straight forward and refreshing.

Glancing down at the money I now have in my hand I also realize this man notices a lot of things without a single word or long studies. Earle is an enigma; one I most certainly want to spend more time with. 
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Chapter Five
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***Earle***

Funny how a week has gone by so effin’ fast, but then it gave us so much time in return to spend every waking second together. Talking, visiting the gator farm with me working while she helped out the vet, or playing monopoly instead of watching movies...never a dull moment.

As I’m glancing over my parent’s dining room table—where she’s sitting across from me—I can’t help but wonder where she’s been all my life. Luckily my mother asks her a question before I can say something stupid.

“Do you see any children of your own in your future?” Way to go, Ma.

Savvy’s eyes lock with mine and it’s as if she’s telling me without words, she knows exactly who I take after. And she’s right, my Ma never did hide behind fancy words or wait patiently for others to step forward and finally say something. 

She’s one hell of a listener but also loves to give advice, or like now, ask direct questions she’s curious to hear the answer to. Savvy’s eyes trail back to where she was enjoying the view before my ma popped the question. To the backyard where all my nieces and nephews are playing with a ball.

“Absolutely. And most definitely a dog or two. And a cat. Or...I don’t know but I’d like to have life surround me from every angle,” she says wistfully.

Get pets. I could do that. Better yet, knock her up. But we haven’t so much as kissed and I’m sure it’s illegal to tie her up and keep her locked away in my bedroom so she can’t leave until I can knock her up. Illegal or not...she won’t be too happy with me or stay for that matter.

“You don’t have any pets now? Or kids, no husband, boyfriend?” 

“Ma!” I snap and give my head a little shake. “For effin’ sake, enough.”

Ma shoots me a brilliant smile then turns and aims it in Savvy’s direction. “Just makin’ sure you’ve found the right one.”

Yup, when you think you’ve put your finger into a hole in the dam, water will find a way to slip through. I mutter some curses while the rest of my screwed-up family laughs their asses off. When my gaze finds Savvy’s, my heart does funny shit because of the twinkle dancing in her eyes and the sweet smile painted on those strawberry colored lips. 

I’m about to stand up and drag her home with me, but again, my Ma interrupts by ushering all the women into the kitchen and us guys into the living room so they can clean up. Frustrating because now my Pa’s eyes are locked on me.

“Any more news? Anything changed since she got here?” Pa questions.

I shake my head and let my hand trail down my beard. “Nah, nothin’.”

“Sucks balls she doesn’t wanna say what caused her to run, but then again I would like to think it wasn’t something that would bring death and destruction to our town. I mean, Roscoe must have learned his lesson the last time. Besides, then he was in town tracking the killer himself. We haven’t seen or heard from him since,” Cyrus says as he glances around the room.

“We don’t know anything about him since he left. He’s changed...his job changed him. He’s not the brother we once knew and I don’t trust him.” Zeke’s voice carries a bitter aftertaste.

“His actions might have changed, but his soul’s still good,” Pa states, making Zeke narrow his eyes at him but Pa holds up his hand. “Roscoe’s always had his reasons to rectify his actions. If he did somethin’ when he was a kid, he would always follow through and deep down that boy has a golden heart and always fights for what’s right. It’s the whole reason he’s still working in law enforcement.”

“Okay, let’s say for the sake of not pissing off Zeke ‘cause I can see the vein on the side of his head starting to pound, that Roscoe sent her here ‘cause he wants to do good. He’s not that big of an idiot not to know we’d be pissed off and suspicious,” Chester offers.

Dale, my sister Elsie’s husband, chuckles, “I don’t know the dude, only from hearsay, but I’ve known y’all for years and there’s no way any of you would turn your back on someone who needs help. Even you Zeke, pissed off and all...even you would jump in and help, no questions asked.”

“Now I’m even more pissed the fucker knew we would help,” Zeke grumbles, making Pa snicker.

“Dale’s right, and it also shows Roscoe wants us to help her,” Pa states.

I plunk my ass on the chair in the corner, it squeaks underneath my weight. “Brilliant, folks, brilliant. As if the note he gave her didn’t state exactly that.”

“Savvy didn’t say why she’s here? Laudy seems to be fond of her and vouches she’s good people. They seem to know each other from the time Laudy spent in the Netherlands and they met up a few times over the last few days too. Did Laudy mention anything Savvy might have told her?” Oliver quips. “Savvy strikes me as a person who’s surrounded by class. We had a chat about the infrastructure of,”

“Yeah, stop right there, buddy, no one wants to hear about any infrastructure,” I chuckle.

“My point,” Oliver states and it makes stones settle in my stomach. They hit even harder when he adds, “Hence the reason I know she doesn’t belong here and would be employed in a high-level position. Meaning she’s missing time on her job. A high position like that can’t be ignored for long periods on end.”

She doesn’t belong here.

“You’re wrong,” I croak, emotions getting the better of me as I flash up and point right in his face. “She does belong here. With me. She’s mine.”

“Uh-oh.” I hear my twin quip. “Someone’s awfully possessive.”

I glare around the room and eye every single one in here. Blood or married to my blood, these men all have a woman they love and cherish right next to them in their lives. “Tell me you wouldn’t be if it concerned the one who touched you right here,” I growl and hit my chest with my fist before I stalk out of the room and into the kitchen.

Without wasting any words, I grab Savvy’s hand and drag her out of my parents’ house. She leaves without any question and climbs in my truck. A beat-up, old truck because I couldn’t care less about how it looks. It functions and I don’t have to replace it although I could because I’m loaded with money. 

My brother Cyrus worked his ass off and has the brains to make good investments. Needless to say, I trusted him with my money and he’s managed to make me a small fortune, allowing me to do what I like with my life without a care in the world when it comes to money issues.

Do I show it? No. Does anyone besides my relatives know? No. Am I high class? Hell, no. And it burns because I know Savvy is. I knew it the first time those crystal blue eyes hit mine she was special. I don’t deserve her, but damned if I care. We fit. We talk, we connect, we have fun, even if it isn’t tainted with a ribbon of gold.

“What happened, Earle? Did I do something wrong? Did something happen?” Savvy asks, her voice laced with a hint of fear.

I reach out and take her hand in mine while my gaze drifts back to the road in front of us. “I’m the one who got spooked by some words a family member threw out,” I admit in full honesty with a hint of shame.

“But why?” she questions, sliding her thumb gently back and forth over my hand.

“Doesn’t matter,” I mutter, maybe a little too angry.

I know it was too angry when she pulls her hand away. “Fine, then don’t say anything. Nothing I’m not used to since people love to keep everything from me and just handle life how they see fit,” she huffs. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been removed out of a discussion. Oh, except the ones I’ve been brought up to have. Bred to show off, but knocked back a few notches when I’m not needed. Got it. Maybe I should leave. If you’d lend me the money for a bus, I’ll get to the Dutch embassy and head home. I’ll make sure you’ll get compensated correctly for everything you’ve done.”

My foot hits the brakes and the truck stops in the middle of the road. Dangerous in a lot of towns, but not so much when you live in the swamp area.

“What the hell are you talkin’ about? You’re not going anywhere. Even if it was just pointed out to me the fact I’m way out of your league, I don’t want to let you go.” I rub a hand over my face and mutter, “Effin’ hell, maybe tying you up in my bed isn’t such a bad idea.”

“You’re ushering me off to tie me to your bed?” she gasps.

I repeat, “Effin’ hell.” Taking a deep breath, I try to let my brain come up with a good way to explain myself and yet my siblings are right. “I can’t do the sophisticated chit chat so I’m going to blabber it in my own words. Ready?”

“Yes.” She gives me a tight nod and tries to hide the darn smile she’s sporting. 

Great. Talk about farting the confidence right out of me. Screw it. “Every single person in my family has known their perfect counterpart at first sight. Doesn’t matter if you fight it, you simply can’t. One look and you know.”

She tilts her head. “You’re talking about love at first sight? Meant to be? Counterparts, like soulmates and such?”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “Didn’t even think about any of it until I met you.”

“Me?” she gasps. “That’s...you’re...oh. I...I have no words.”

Silence wraps around us and instead of it being awkward or tense, I feel relieved I got it off my chest. Most definitely the reason why I always go with honesty. I bring her hand to my mouth, place a gentle kiss on it, and start to drive home. It’s getting dark but my eyes spot something on the left and I can barely hit the brakes to stop in time.

“Oh, gosh, did you hit it?” Savvy gasps and jumps out of the truck.

I’m right behind her and can’t see shit. The both of us glance in every direction but whatever bundle of fluff it was, it’s gone now. That is until we hear a soft wine coming from underneath the truck.

“Hell. Don’t look,” I tell her and squat down. “Thank fuck,” I whisper to myself when I see I didn’t hit the little fluff.

Reaching out, I gather the bundle up in my arms and when I turn to Savvy. I see her holding a similar bundle. “What the heck?”

Her eyes are filled with tears. “Do you think there are more puppies? Should we check?” 

“We should check, come on,” I tell her and grab my phone to click on the flashlight app for some light.

After scanning the surrounding areas, we don’t find any more pups, just the two who are now in Savvy’s lap. We did find a box with an old towel in it though, as if someone left them behind on purpose.

“They don’t seem to be hurt. How could they’ve been out here all alone? Who would dump these two in a box and leave them here alongside of the road without any food or water?” Savvy croaks.

“People are vicious,” I mutter. “Let’s take them to Agatha and have them checked, just to be sure.”

“Yes, good idea.” Savvy agrees while she’s being washed by two pups who seem to be just as enthralled by her as I am.

It’s late in the evening when we finally get home. Agatha, the vet who also works at the gator farm, checked both pups out and they seem to be in perfect health. No tracking chip or anything, and with how we found them it’s safe to say someone drove out here to dump these two.

Savvy gave me puppy dog eyes to pull me over the edge...needless to say I caved and am now the owner of not one, but two darn dogs. But the sight before me? Savvy on the floor with a blanket and two fluffy bundles draped over her lap while gently petting both? Worth everything, and I can only hope I get to enjoy it for a long time to come.
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Chapter Six
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***Savvy***

It’s been over two weeks since I landed in this magical place. And it is magical. From what I’ve experienced from the man who took me in, his family embracing me with warmth and kindness, to the vet who has been kind enough to let me help out. Let’s not forget the two puppies I’m watching chase each other through the garden.

If only I was born into another family. One who didn’t carry the load of responsibilities I have. Then I would stay here and be happy with everything life has to give. When I stepped on a plane two weeks ago my father assured me it would be for a few weeks.

At first, I didn’t want to leave, then my father said I should see it as a short getaway. Some well-deserved vacation time while they could sort some things out without risking my life. But now? It’s like I’ve been allowed to step through a door instead of glancing through a window and it has really opened my eyes to all of the options life has to offer.

Time is ticking and I’m pretty sure my friend, Febe, is back from the job she took and will be asking where I am. Even more, since I left my phone and didn’t stay in contact. I really wanted to send Febe a text but I wasn’t allowed to because disappearing for safety measures would be pointless if I left a trail. 

Anyway...Febe won’t let anyone stop her; she will come for me. And even if I miss my friend, I’m not ready for her to find me. I want to stay and enjoy everything. The dogs, the time with the vet, the environment, the relaxation, but mostly...the man who offers it all and is connected with everything; Earle. 

I feel like time is not just ticking away to drag me back to the Netherlands, but I’m also not getting any younger. It makes perfect sense to settle down and start a future. Aren’t I allowed? Ugh. See? It’s complicated.

“Are you going to stand there and daydream? Or are we heading over to the gator farm to help out a little?” The smile in his voice tells me his words are anything but incriminating. 

If I were to answer “Yes, I want to stand here all day and suck in the careless vibe of the sunshine on my skin while watching our dogs play.” He would be fine standing right next to me.

And I’m very aware I said our dogs. We found them together and both are such great pups and already listen to both Earle and my commands flawlessly. I mentioned complicated, right? 

Maybe Febe dove right into a new job and won’t come after me while the rest won’t find me because I lost the bodyguard and they don’t know where I went. Only Roscoe knows and he might have told the bodyguard I was in good hands. One could hope...though I know I’m lying to myself and this bubble of careless dreams is set to burst any second.

I guess I should grab hold of my freedom while I still have my own choices to make without being underneath the watchful eye of royal limitations. Come to think of it...we never did follow through with the whole the vacation fling thing. It’s about time I went all in; live life to the fullest. Shit. I keep saying it but my actions are lacking. Action. I need to get some action.

Earle whistles beside me and both pups— Jekyll and Hyde—come running toward us. “Are we taking them with us?”

I think it over and with my plan of action, I would need to grab hold of every spare second my hands are free. “No, they need to learn to stay home alone. And it’s not like we’ll be gone for hours.”

Earle slips inside the house to put both pups in a large space attached to the kitchen he made into their room. It leaves me enough time to gather my bearings to slip on my big girl panties. Well, a black lace thong in my case, but it shouldn’t be what’s on my mind; getting into Earle’s underwear is.

Once I’m in the kitchen I take a chance and slip out of my clothes so I’m standing there, black lace thong and bra. Both bought with Earle’s money. Money I intend to pay back but it also gives me the final push to show it off because it’s only fair for him to see what his money paid for, right? Ugh. Excuses, there are many one gives themselves to rectify actions. I don’t have to make up excuses; I want this. No, make that; I want Earle, badly.

Earle closes the door behind him and his gaze slowly slides to where I’m standing. “I think I’m gonna call in sick for the day. I’m havin’ hallucinations of a sexy goddess standing in my kitchen and I feel the urge to spend the rest of the day in bed,” Earle croaks and steps closer.

“No hallucinations,” I whisper, trying to find my voice and tell him, “You promised me a vacation fling. I think it’s time for you to pay up.”

He reaches out, his hand sliding up from my thigh to my ass. His grip is firm as he drags me against his body. “I’ve been dying to pay up, but I needed this to be your choice. I’ve waited my whole life to be with the one person who can make my body, mind, and heart crave the kind of intimacy that burns hotter than the spark which sets my dick on fire. It’s you Savvy.” Both his hands roam my body. “All of this was made for me.”

“Shut up and take me,” I demand, because I can’t think about what’s meant to be. 

I have to live in the now and enjoy the time we have with each other before it runs out. His mouth covers mine and his tongue licks its way between my lips. Swirling, tasting, dominating. Every inch of my body is involved while my thinking process evaporates. Lust takes over and the need and craving to have this man inside me burns hot through my veins.

His fingers dig into the fabric of my thong and there’s a slight burn along with a ripping sound when he yanks the fabric from my body. Fingers gently slide over my skin, finding the clasp of my bra as it to falls from my body and onto the floor. 

Naked. I’m standing naked in front of the man I’ve fallen head over heels for. My heart tugs for what I want but due to my background and complications may never be. A lone tear slides down my cheek.

Earle catches it with his thumb and cups the side of my face. “What’s wrong sweetheart?”

“I want you so badly my feelings are overloading,” I shamefully admit, hoping he won’t stop because I’m too emotional.

“And here we barely got started.” The corner of his mouth twitches. “Screaming from pleasure, panting for your next breath or moaning and writhing underneath my touch are some things I’ll allow, but never tears, mon cochon.”

“My pig?” I gasp. “You’re calling me a pig? Now? While I’m standing here naked, ready to have sex and you’re...”

“It’s an endearment, Savvy. I found you going through garbage, it suits.” Again, the corner of his mouth is twitching, unfazed by the fact I’m one breath away from punching his face.

“It has nothing to do about beauty or appearance. For me it’s about the moment we met, a reminder of something adorable, how common and domestic, and how my world shifted when I grabbed ahold of you once I looked into your eyes. I could call you sweetheart, darlin’, love, baby or any other endearment or nickname I could think of but it’s the once in a lifetime connection in that moment of time where you stole my heart.”

Okay, I should have never addressed him calling me a pig. Clearly my first instinct was to be offended and it would have given me a reason to push him away. Yet, he obviously isn’t being rude or insensitive...quite the opposite...and all I want to do is open my heart and let him fully claim it. Dammit.

I need to not think. I have to push this into another direction. “A fling, Earle. Stop talking and start having sex.”

His fingers instantly reach for my waist and he hoists me onto the kitchen counter making me gasp at the cold contact on my bare skin. I’m gasping again for my next breath when his mouth covers my pussy. My fingers reach into his thick dark hair to keep him pinned because the way his magical tongue is assaulting my clit is out of this world.

If he keeps this up, I’m going to...going to... “Earleeeeeee,” I moan as my body starts to shake through the orgasm he rips from me.

Lazy licks bring me down to Earth while I guide my gaze down between my legs. His eyes are focused on me and are boiling over with lust, so much lust it actually makes me swallow at the intensity.

“Such a treat. Your pleasure is the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted,” he tells me and slowly rises. 

I need for him to stop talking. I don’t want to relapse into another discussion. No emotions involved; just let go and enjoy. It’s for that exact reason I start to claw at his jeans. Button. Zipper. One very large and hard dick is overflowing into my hand. Wrapping my fingers around his thick girth, I feel it twitch underneath my touch.

Earle groans and lets his mouth glide over the skin of my neck in a trail of kisses. “Gotta pace ourselves or I’m bound to blow my load in your effin’ hand.”

Shit. That would be a waste not to feel him inside me. It’s been way too long since I’ve had sex and what I’m holding has never been within my reach. Though I’m not keen on pacing ourselves. I want him and I want him now. I guide his dick to my entrance and moan when I feel the tip nudge my clit.

“Fuck,” Earle hisses and to my extreme surprise, he steps back and curses some more.

I’m about to curse along with him until I see him reach inside the pocket of his flannel shirt. Holy damn. A condom. Clearly, he’s the sane one between the both of us because I didn’t even think of protection. I’m clean but since I lost all my stuff, I haven’t been able to take my birth control. Basically, it all boils down to the fact I can get pregnant.

I tune back in just for everything to slip away when I see Earle palm his condom covered dick and slide through the lips of my pussy. He enters my body with gentle thrusts. He seems to be in total control, yet the way his rough pants are heating the skin of my neck shows his inner struggle.

I lock my ankles behind his back and tilt my hips, allowing him to slide deep with his next thrust. His fingers dig into my hips as he tries to keep me in place. I’m done with control, the condom is on, I want pleasure. The kind he gave me a moment ago; a plunge into a sea of no regrets and being swallowed by adoration while my body tingles all over.

It’s for that reason I clench my inner walls and I instantly realize I’ve managed to shatter his self-control. I’m flying through the air the next instant and land on the kitchen table while the vase with flowers crashes to the floor.

I should care if the table can handle this kind of action but to be honest? At this moment I don’t care if we crash to the ground, as long as Earle doesn’t stop pounding inside me. My nails frantically claw over his back, dragging his shirt up. Why is he still wearing clothes? 
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Chapter Seven
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***Earle***

I stop pounding inside the sweetest, tightest pussy for one damn breath to rip off my shirt. I want to feel her nails dig into my back. It’s primal; my pounding, her clawing. Nothing’s too close or too intense when it comes to us; we need more. 

The table squeaks underneath our weight but my main focus is my woman’s body coming apart by my doing. My dick is being gripped like its being locked away forever while demanding its surrender. And I clearly have no choice but to follow her into my own burst of pleasure.

“Fuuuuuuuuuuuck,” I grunt, clearly losing my mind.

Rough breathing, the scraping of the table dancing under our weight but at this moment, there isn’t anything more perfect than the sweaty, sated beauty staring at me like I just revealed the biggest treasure in life. But to be honest? She gave it to me. Better yet, I took it when she demanded our ‘fling’ and it’s not a damn fling, it’s a forever deal if you ask me.

“We need to do this again when we get home from work,” Savvy manages to tell me while breathing heavily in between her words.

“Maybe not on this table,” I mutter, making her giggle and even as her pussy clamps down on my dick I slide right out.

I hate it but I also have to clean up the condom and all. It took everything in me to pull back and wrap up. I wanted to bury myself bare inside her so damn bad—for a chance to knock her up—but she needs to be all in before I risk bringing kids into our lives. She lost all her shit and only if she had some kind of birth control shot or IUD...I’m fairly sure she’s not protected. 

She appears to have the same impulsive cravings for me—exactly how I feel about her—and yet I can tell something is holding her back. I’m bound to find out what but like I mentioned...until she’s all in, no fucking without wrapping up.

It’s good we decide to head on over to the gator farm to work for a few hours because I’m pretty sure I would take her in every corner of the damn house. It’s like I’ve found my own brand of aphrodisiac, the purest kind I need to possess and feel near me with every inhale to keep me sane and functional.

“Would you keep your head in the game here before we’re dinner? I don’t know about you but I’d like to get home in one piece,” Dale grumbles and rips me out of my train of thought.

“Well, if you’d wanna hand me the hammer, I’ll be ready in time for you to throw your ass over the fence to prevent it from getting chewed on,” I grumble.

Dale snickers and hands me the hammer so I can pound the nail into a wooden pole. Part of the fence was hanging loose and though the gator won’t be able to slip out, these things need to be taken care of. Also, Dale knows very well the gator in question is in the pond and Elsie is keeping an eye on it and will holler if it gets out, leaving us enough time to get out of its habitat.

Savvy left with the vet. She was asked to help out because the vet needed to birth a horse. The excitement in Savvy’s eyes burned straight into my heart. Damn, that woman is scorched deep. Deep enough for me to ask my ma for some help.

I know Roscoe put Savvy in my path for some reason and it’s not just to protect her. With everything going on I’m even amazed she’s doing so well with picking up her life and enjoying every minute of her time here as if she’s on vacation. No, not just vacation, enjoying a life here with me how it’s supposed to be. But there are still a few things pulling her off balance. 

For sure she can’t talk about it but I want Savvy to know she can lean on every single one of us. My ma has been a rock for all of us, she just has her way of getting to the core of what’s troubling a person and knows what to do or say to fix it or give a push in the right direction. It just makes my chest squeeze to see the burden in Savvy’s eyes, I need to get rid of it any way possible.

“There,” I grunt. “All done.”

Dale admires the work and picks up the toolbox. I reach forward to let the hammer slide into it and stroll out of the habitat, holding the door open so Dale can follow me out before I close and lock it.

“You guys heading to your folks’ place later on?” Dale questions.

I let my fingers slide through my beard. “Yeah, Savvy followed the vet in my truck so she can swing by the house to take a shower and then she’s gonna head to Ma’s place.”

Dale’s eyes widen a fragment. “You let her go by herself? Aren’t ya supposed to keep an eye on her?”

Fuck. I’m an idiot. It’s because of the raw fucking, blowing my brain, slide into normal life shit we have going on between us. It absolutely slipped my mind she’s here because of effin’ shit going on back home.

“I gotta go,” I rumble.

Dale grabs my arm and holds out his keys, “Here, take my truck, I’ll grab a ride with Cyrus and Bertie.”

“You sure?” I croak, thankful he’s giving me a way of going after her to check.

“Absolutely or do you need me to go with ya? Say the word, and I will,” my brother-in-law tells me, and in this moment, I appreciate him even more.

“Nah, man. You’ll be here for the next twenty minutes or so, right? It gives me time to drive to Marie and see if they’re ready with birthing the horse. If I missed her and she’s at my house I’ll drive there next. If she gets back here, gimme a call and I’ll do the same if I find her, okay?” Panic is running a monster truck race through my veins and it makes me freak the hell out.

“You got it. And, dude, take a breath, man. I’m sure she’s fine. Go check,” Dale orders me and smacks my shoulder.

I nod warily and jog to the parking space where Dale’s truck is parked. It only takes me eight minutes to drive to Marie’s which normally takes a solid twelve minutes. When I arrive, I see Agatha getting ready to climb into her truck.

I roll down my window. “Did Savvy leave yet or is she still here?”

Agatha gives me a beaming smile. “That woman did a good job in assisting me, and I’m pretty sure she’s gonna talk you into buyin’ the foal.” The woman chuckles and shakes her head. “That’s all the heads up I’m giving you. She went home for a quick shower, you just missed her. If I were you, I’d chase her down, and when you catch her, Earle? You better not let this one slip through your fingers. She belongs here. I could use her caring hands, ‘cause the way she helped me out these few weeks? She’d be one hell of a vet herself one day...and when that happens, I’ll retire so she can take over the business.”

I smack my flat hand on the outside of the truck’s door. “I hear ya, Agatha. Loud. And. Clear.”

I back up the truck to make a U-turn and head for my house. My heart is still beating in my throat while the words Agatha said roam through my head. Catch her; don’t let her slip through your fingers. How the hell am I going to do that? It’s not like I can tie her up and keep hold of the rope to drag her with me everywhere I go. Pretty sure that shit’s illegal, even around here.

Marry her? Propose? Would she say yes? Could I bear having her reject me? Effin’ hell. Why are these things so hard? I mean, I find two puppies who someone dumped on the side of the road, I save them, have them checked, bring them home and I can keep them. It’s all about love and choices and...why the hell am I trying to compare a woman—who I have head over heels feelings for—to a dog?

Fucked. I am truly not right in the head and this woman has gotten underneath my skin so deep, she’s rooted into my damn heart. Ever since I first laid eyes on her—going through my damn trash—she struck me with her soul and snagged a piece of mine in return.

What if something happened? What if the thing she ran from tracked her here and...shit. I can’t think straight. Adrenaline is pumping when I make a left and ride up to the house, seeing my truck parked out front, I hit the brakes and turn off the truck. I jump out and slam the door shut and head into the house.

“Savvy,” I bellow.

Not a single reply.

“Savvy,” I repeat while I stalk through the living room, the kitchen, out back...nothing.

I head for the stairs and hear the shower running. I don’t call out but instead stalk right inside the bathroom, making her yelp when she sees someone entering.

“Oh. My. Gosh. You scared the shit out of me, Earle! What’s wrong?” She pants, her hand over her heart while her perfect breasts rise and fall.

I’m both distracted and captivated by her naked beauty—but most of all relieved she’s safe and well within my grasp—I snatch my phone from my jeans and shoot a text to Dale, letting him know I’ve found her.

My jeans hit the floor, but not before I grab the condom from my wallet and lose my shirt. I rip open the foil package and cover myself. All while Savvy is breathing hard and not uttering a word.

Pretty sure she can see all the lust, need, and desire—as raw as it will ever get—burning in my eyes and it’s all for her. Stalking forward, she steps back and hits the wall; no way out. My fingers dig into her ass cheeks, lifting her easily while balancing her between my body and the wall. Her legs wrap around me and my dick flawlessly lines up with her pussy.

One push and I easily slide inside. The way it’s being welcomed inside her body can only be explained by longing equal to mine as she’s drenched with desire. Her nails dig into my back while she moans my name. Damn music to my ears and it’s for that exact reason I lose it.

My sanity and the restraint of keeping my orgasm at bay that is. My hips start pounding—like one needs it to make the world go round—but my woman takes everything with grace. Hell, she bites down on my shoulder, demanding more.

There’s no fighting when two people unite in battle with the same goal before their eyes. Pleasure consumes us simultaneously. I shove deep to the hilt and stay there while her pussy clamps down on me. Euphoria. A damn word but there is not one description to label the kind of pleasure this woman consumes me with.

Damn right I won’t ever let this woman slip through my fingers. Not now, not ever. I will follow her to the end of the world if needed; she’s mine.
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Chapter Eight
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***Savvy***

It’s hard to drag my eyes away from the man sitting across the table from me. Good thing he’s sitting across from me again, though. Even with all his family members sitting around the table along with us—during another family dinner—I’m not sure I could contain myself from jumping him. And the way he is eyeing me? Exactly the same.

We can’t get enough of each other. It’s like we opened Pandora’s box and are unable to close it. Yesterday, after we had sex in the shower, we went into the bedroom to get dressed but ended up having sex again on the bed. We finally got dressed and headed downstairs but when we were about to leave, we ended up having sex against the wall in the hallway.

See? No limits and it’s like we’re bunnies; getting some action at every turn. Good thing Earle seems to have an endless supply of condoms. And I don’t know how he can even remember to put one on because once we start...we’re consumed with lust. But he does. It took me all day to gather the nerve to ask, but I finally asked him on the ride over to his parents’ house.

He pinned me with his gaze and told me he would ditch the condoms if I agreed to marry him. Marry him. I was stunned into silence while Earle just kept talking about how his wife would only have the privilege since you can’t fuck around with lives. Ours. Future kids. It’s all about being safe and throwing caution to the wind when it comes to creating a shared future.

A shared future. My heart cries when I think about the future because I have little to no choice. I have to return home to my family, to my responsibilities. Just the mere thought of leaving Earle tightens my throat and tears threaten to fall. I quickly excuse myself and hurry to the bathroom.

All the tissues in the world can’t stop my inner tears from falling. Shit. Maybe it’s an emotional breakdown from the sex high Earle put me on. Maybe I need to drag him into this bathroom with me so we can have sex, so I can forget what’s to come and just drown myself in pleasure.

There’s a rash of knocks on the door and I freeze. I can’t do this. I can’t do this...I can’t...

“Savvy, sweetie, it’s me, Jo. Is everything okay in there?” Earle’s mother asks.

I reach for the door and open it, not even bothering to clean up my tearstained face first.

“Aw, sweetie, what’s wrong?” Jo croons, causing my breakdown to spike even more.

Her arms reach around me and she pulls me into a tight embrace and softly rocks us while murmuring sweet French words. I sag against her and take in the comfort she offers until I finally manage to feel like I can get a hold of myself.

Stepping back, I reach for some tissues and blow my nose. A deep sigh rips from my body. “Thank you,” I tell her. “I needed that.”

“Bet your ass you did.” Jo smiles and crosses her arms in front of her chest. “Come on, girl, tell me what’s gotten you all tied up in knots because one moment you were shooting hungry looks over my dinner table, and it had nothin’ to do with the darn fine food I put on there, and the next you’re rushing off in tears.”

I close the lid on the toilet and ungracefully plant my ass on it and take my head in my hands. 

Jo releases a deep sigh. “Ever since I was a little kid people would confide in me. They would share their trouble and I’d just listen. When they get it off their chest I ask if they want my advice or if they want me to forget and say nothin’. I always act accordingly and I’m standing before you offering the same thing. Even if this concerns my son, in this bathroom, in this moment, my loyalty is yours.”

I glance at this woman through the tears that well up in my eyes. Her sweet, open and caring gaze hits mine and understanding slides through me how people confined in her because of the way she holds herself.

I decide to take her up on her offer because what else can I do? I feel like a wreck and all of the weight on my shoulders is getting too heavy. There’s no way out, I know this, but maybe she has some kind of magical advice. Advice that can make me see through my emotion and give me some guidance for all of it.

“I’m a princess,” I wail, my throat blocking every word I want to add along with it.

Jo wasn’t kidding when she said she’d only listen because I sob for a moment and she just stands there...wide-eyed but not saying or doing anything. She lets me set the pace and doesn’t put any pressure on me and it gives me the strength I need to continue.

“I live in the Netherlands and am the second daughter of the king and queen. I’m a princess, I really am. The reason I had to leave my country was because of a threat. First there were weird letters, and someone going through my stuff, but then they killed my bird and it got out of control so they needed me somewhere safe so they could find out who was doing this without worrying about me. There were only five people who knew I left and only two knew where I was going. Well, only one since my bodyguard lost me and Roscoe scribbled the address for me on a piece of paper so I’m guessing only Roscoe knows where I am. My point is, I need to return sometime soon, and then I’ll lose Earle. And I don’t want to lose him. But I will, because I’m a princess, and because he’s going to think I lied to him or that I think less of him while Earle is all I could ever want and need in my life. And it doesn’t matter if I tell him because he wouldn’t believe me and...and...and he’d never want me,” I bite my lip to prevent from crying out and swallow the sobs that come next.

Time passes along with more tissues until I’m finally able to look at Jo who’s just staring at me with warmth in her eyes. I swallow hard and decide what I want; what she offered me. Because if there’s someone on this earth who knows Earle, who could give me some words to pull through this, it’s her.

“I’m ready now. I’d like to hear your advice,” I tell her.

Her breath rushes out and her hands go up. “Woman, why have you been keeping all of this to yourself? Such a heavy burden and what was Roscoe thinking? That boy needs to have his brain rattled into place with his whole matchmaking concepts.” She shakes her head and sees my forehead scrunch up because I have no idea what she’s talking about. “The scribbled note. I bet he was going to send you somewhere else for safe keeping but when he saw you, he might have thought you and Earle would be a perfect match. Because everyone can see it when they see the two of you together. But Roscoe has always been known to be very observant. He can take one glance at a person and know their intentions. Probably why he went into law enforcement. But also, why he sent Laudy back to Zeke and you for Earle. Giving his brothers the happiness they need. And you need it too, Savvy. It doesn’t matter if you’re a darn princess or someone who snatches their food out of a garbage bin. What matters is what’s in your heart and what you need to live your life the way you want to live it. Don’t let your happiness depend on roads others want to pave for you because they already designed the maps to go along with it. Tear them up and...take a dirt road. You might get stuck, you might find stones to pave a cul-de-sac, or you just might find a highway leading to the best destination life has to offer.” She reaches out and cups the side of my face. “And don’t get me started about thinking you lied. You didn’t, there was a reason you couldn’t tell anyone about the trouble you had to escape from for a while and the life you were born into along with it. Earle has a good brain in that thick head of his and even if others think he doesn’t like to use it, he will when push comes to shove. And what I see here before me is a strong, beautiful woman with a big heart who’s already on the right track, she just doesn’t realize it herself yet.”

Jo doesn’t say anything more but places a kiss on my forehead and turns to leave. When she’s standing in the doorway, she glances back one more time. “Oh, and hurry with cleaning yourself up. Desert is always gone in a blink of an eye with these savages. And isn’t it always this way?” She gives me an all telling smile. “Never wait too long with grabbing the best things life has to offer.”

It takes me a few breaths to process the things she told me and even if I’m still ripped apart inside and the fear for losing Earle isn’t diminished, she did give me hope. And maybe that should be enough for now. 

When I stroll back into the room I’m taken aback by the fierce and worried look in Earle’s eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I try to give him a reassuring smile in return but I also have to be honest. “Not really, but I hope to be soon enough.”

His gaze swings to his mother and he glares at her.

She rolls her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic Earle. She’s a strong, sensible woman who knows exactly what she wants and if you ask me, I’d say she has all the right and means to do so. Now let her be since she said it herself how she’s not really okay but hopes to be soon.”

Jo stands, strolls into the kitchen, and comes out with a large plate she puts on the table. It’s filled with squares but I swear, I blink and half is already gone. It looks delicious and everyone at the table is shoving a piece into their mouths while eying the pieces still lying on the plate.

I snatch one up and take a bite. Oh. Gosh. This is too good to be true, it’s an explosion of taste rocking my mouth.

“Good, huh?” Earle chuckles. “Ma makes the best desserts. Bayou brownies are my favorites.”

“Mine too,” I mumble between bites.

I glance at the plate to see if I can snatch up another piece but it’s all gone. Shit. My eyes slide to Jo and she raises one of her eyebrows to make her point. And I do remember what she said about never waiting to grab the best things life has to offer. I give her a slight nod; point taken.
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Chapter Nine
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***Earle***

My siblings and their life partners leave the table, as do my parents. I stalk around it and go to Savvy, holding my hand palm up. When she sees I’ve saved her a Bayou brownie, her whole darn face lights up.

“You snatched one up for me?” she gasps. And the way she presses her hands to her chest and gets all teary-eyed...it’s as if I just handed her an effin’ wedding ring.

“Yeah,” I mutter. “Ma always says you shouldn’t...”

“Wait too long with grabbing the best things life has to offer,” she croaks and it makes my head swing back to watch Ma sashay her ass into the kitchen.

I knew she talked to Savvy when she was in the bathroom. When Savvy left the table all upset I wanted to go after her but Ma wouldn’t let me. It was hard as hell to follow Ma’s order to let her handle it. 

Yes. You heard correctly; Ma’s order. She has a way in life to help people who struggle and I’ve thought about asking her help to talk with Savvy, but shit, this is my darn woman. Correction...she isn’t yet, but I hope she will be one day. If she only realizes what I have to offer...what we have to offer each other; a future.

“Stop effin’ moaning,” I croak. “It reminds me of something else the both of us enjoy.”

She gives me a knowing look and takes another bite, only to repeat the moan. Darn minx. I wrap my fingers around her upper arm and guide her out of the house, making sure to yell, “We’re headin’ home,” over my shoulder but I’m pretty sure my family knows Savvy and I need to have a little private time together.

Instead of taking the truck I decide to take a shortcut through the swamp. The both of us could use the fresh air and the sunset instead of the confinements of the truck. Besides, I’m too weary to drive anyway. With her leaving the table and seeing her tearstained eyes when she returned? My chest tightens, I want to help her so darn bad...if she’d only let me.

“I love it here,” Savvy says on a soft whisper as she glances up to watch the trees gently sway back and forth through the evening breeze.

I try to see things through her eyes. “When you grow up here and have been adulting for decades, and decades, and decades...it’s hard to see the beauty nature graces us with.”

“You’re not that old,” she chuckles, the sound like bells yanking my dick to attention. “You make it seem as if you’re fifty, going on seventy and missing out on everything.” She rolls her eyes.

“I’m not that old,” I grumble. “But yeah, sometimes it feels like it. As if my whole world has already passed by and I missed out on the most crucial elements life has to offer.”

“I have moments like that...a lot of times...not so much since I got here, though.” The way she steals a glance at me makes me stop and cup her face.

“You’re not even hitting the forty mark, Savvy. You’re gorgeous, strong...hell, the whole world is at your feet, ready to enjoy every darn second of it. Don’t ever let anything or anyone hold you back.” My words end in an angry growl because I feel as if she thinks she doesn’t have a choice in anything in life and it just doesn’t sit right with me.

“The whole world, huh?” She whispers while a vulnerable look slides over her face. “How about you, Earle?”

I let my thumb slide over her bottom lip. “What about me, love?”

She swallows and says in a tiny voice, “Are you at my feet? Go down on one knee while you’re at it?” 

Say.

What?

“Are you sayin’?” Effin’ hell, I can’t even process what she’s saying so before she changes her damn mind or switches the topic, I drop to my very knees in front of her. I take her hand, and ask, “Savvy, I knew when your eyes hit mine my soul was meant to spend eternity with yours. Will you please allow me to become your husband so we can spend the rest of our lives together?”

She looks down at me with such longing, warmth, and adoration. So. Damn. Much. I know it’s love. Even if it’s been a handful of weeks, I feel the exact same way. Maybe she was upset at my parents’ house because she felt overwhelmed by her feelings. It makes sense now and she never should feel overwhelmed.

And dammit, “I’m doing this all wrong. I should have a ring to put on your finger yet here I stand empty-handed.”

Her eyes well up with tears, spilling to slide over her cheek. “I don’t need you to spend money on a ring. Or if you really want to you can buy me one later.”


I get to my feet and cup her face with both hands. “Right. You wanna tag along and pick one with a big rock of a diamond, huh? Careful, love. I might think you’re trying to marry me for my money.” 

A bark of laughter rips from her body and it’s a damn fine sound, way better than the tears that were sliding down her face.

“If you only knew how much money was in my name...you wouldn’t dare say such a thing.” She bites her bottom lip as if she’s nervous. “Money doesn’t mean you can buy everything you want or need in life.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” I croak and feather my lips against hers. Knowing damn well she didn’t say yes yet.

“You’d still marry me if I didn’t have a dime,” she whispers, making me chuckle.

“I’ve found you going through my trash lookin’ for something to eat. So, hell yes.”

“You’d still marry me if I had all the money? Money enough to live in a palace?” I have to strain to hear the whisper of words.

“Sweetness,” I croak. “You could be a damn queen for all I care. Hell, you are; you’re my queen. And I intend to always treat you like one. Now for effin’ sake, say yes.”

“Yes,” she squeaks. “A thousand times yes!”

Her mouth crashes over mine while her arms slide around my neck, pulling me closer against her. Our tongues dance around each other, searching, tasting, reveling in the fact we fit so well together.

Not just the way our bodies are in sync with one another but it’s everything. The comfortable silence while driving home from a long day at work. Enjoying a movie either one of us picks, and cuddle close. Learning to cook a decent meal and can laugh together if we fail. Teaching two young pups not to pee in the house or bite our calves. Like I told her, I knew we were meant to be together the first time our gaze collided. And now she’s mine. All mine; she said yes.

I don’t care if we’re on a tiny wooden bridge in the middle of nowhere, I need to be inside her soon or I’m going to lose my mind. And the way she’s digging her nails into my skin? She’s thinking the exact same thing.

I’m not trusting the railing to lift her on it and pound into her; I don’t want us to end up in the swamp and risk gators take a bite out of us. So instead I untangle, lace her fingers with mine and jog off, taking her along with me. 

Suddenly I realize I need to show her the beauty of the swamp. Up ahead is a clearing with a straight view of the water. The sunset is breathtaking when we reach it. Trees all black from the shadows while the yellow sun is radiating an orange glow that spreads through the grayish blue sky until it goes down and leaves day to turn into night, dipping everything into shadows.

“Breathtaking,” Savvy gasps.

But my eyes were already on her when the sun said goodnight. I’ve been to this exact spot so many times and each time I’d vow to myself I’d be bringing my wife and kids to this exact same spot to enjoy the beauty of the swamp. 

And now this one part of my vow came true. Well, my soon to be wife, whatever. It’s not like I planned this. It’s the timing, opportunity, the once in a lifetime where everything lines up and you grab hold and enjoy.

“So are you,” I reply cornily and squeeze her hand. “Let’s go home.” I don’t wait for her reply but instead pick up my speed to drag her along with me.

We reach the house through the back yard and knowing we’re alone out here is enough for me to plaster her against the house and cage her in with my body. Taking her mouth in a rough kiss to let her know what’s to come. Control has slipped and there’s no need to hold back. My fingers find the hem of her skirt and slide it up the same time as she raises her leg to hook it around me.

My other hand fumbles in between us and I unleash my throbbing dick. Grabbing her ass with both hands to keep her in place. My head drops to the crook of her neck where I start to suck and nip her skin. The little moans and pleads tumble from her lips and are spiking the lust that’s already coursing thickly through my veins.

The tip of my dick nudges against her slick entrance and it only takes one thrust up to connect our bodies on a deep level of intimacy. Even if I’ve had her before this, it’s nothing compared to the last few times. Intense. Raw. Bursting with the adoration we have for one another and the need to consume everything life has to offer.

My hips start a rhythm where the tone is set by her nails digging into my skin and the little sounds of pleasure ripped from her body. I’m lost. Lost in pleasure and I’ve passed the point of wanting to be found. The same goes for Savvy; lost together to the point where we found our life’s connection. 

It’s not just sex or the need to release, it’s like a king taking his queen, placing the crown on top and claiming the right to rule our lives to the full extent. I love her. I love her so damn much and realizing she feels the same way makes me combust. Cum rips in hot jets from my body and into hers while her pussy grips me like a vise.

My name spills from her lips and even if we’re both panting like crazy, I feel the need to kiss her. I take her lips in a slow and sensual way and pour every inch of feeling into it. Disconnecting our mouths, I place my forehead against hers.

“I love you,” I whisper.

The way she stares into my eyes touches me right in my heart when she replies, “As I love you.”
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Chapter Ten
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***Savvy***

For the first time in my life my heart is full. I’ve never known it could be empty or missing something as crucial as this. But as I stare into Earle’s eyes, I know this is who my heart belongs to. Is this the ultimate dream that’s bound to shatter? Am I going to wake up in my own bed back in the Netherlands at any second? Fear runs cold through my veins but I try to shove it down.

There’s no way I’m going to leave him—leave what we have—I just can’t. We need to get married as soon as possible. I don’t care if I see it as my escape. I’m old enough, this is my life and even if I’m very aware of the rules and boundaries that have been set by my country and family...I have the right to dream and live.

Now if I was born six minutes before my sister it would have been different, but I’m the second in line for the throne and I have a little sister too. Besides, my father will be king for another solid five years at least. 

I’ll gladly step aside—give up my rights without any regrets—and let my little sister be second in line. Hell, I suddenly realize my uncle gave up his rights for the crown when he married the love of his life so why can’t I?

“Any chance we can swing by the courthouse tomorrow?” I ask while he pulls out of me.

The corner of his mouth twitches. “Quite anxious to get hitched, are ya?”

“Why wait when you’ve never been sure of anything in your life except for this?” I grumble somewhat agitated.

“I’m fine with whatever you want, darlin’. You don’t want a big wedding? Fine. You want to head over and get everything set in the courthouse and plan a huge reception later this week? Fine. You want to wait a few months and plan something big or small? I’m yours no matter what way you want to handle this. You said yes, no way out, you’re mine, and I don’t need it in black and white. There’s no way anyone can see into my heart and know it belongs to you. This bond between us is linked through our souls and it’s for us to feel, enjoy, and accept. No darn signature needed for that.”

“I love you,” I breathe. The only reply possible for the words he just gave me.

The smile he gives me in return is just as hot as the kiss that follows. He drags me into the house and takes me on the stairs. Uncomfortable much? Maybe. But there’s something carnal in the way this man needs to have me in every room and inch of space of this house.

After walking the pups—and a nice long shower—we end up on the couch enjoying a movie and each other’s company while the puppies are draped over the floor near the fireplace. So mundane and yet it’s the riches feeling I’ve ever experienced.

It’s early morning when I make my way downstairs. Earle left early after a phone call from Dale. Something about a fence from a habitat not holding the way they fixed it so they needed to replace the whole fence.

I wanted to come along but Earle told me to relax, sleep in, and spend the morning with the pups since he would be busy working for at least five hours straight. So here I am, wearing just his flannel shirt, buttoned up, bare feet and pouring myself a second cup of coffee to enjoy on the front porch.

The pups follow me out and when I open the door, I see a black SUV driving up. My heart plummets like the cup that’s hitting the floorboards, spilling hot coffee over my feet. My time is up. I want to shut the door, dive into bed to hide beneath the covers. I need to have a do-over or just block everything out but I know it won’t change anything.

My throat closes up due to all the emotions fighting through my body. The door of the SUV opens and I see a red high heel appear and the hot coffee on my feet is long forgotten as I dash forward, running straight to my friend. 

Febe’s arms go around me and she hugs me tight. It’s all so twisted because I’m happy to see her and yet I’m not; I know she’s here to take me back home. And I can’t because my home is here now, with Earle.  

“Dammit, Savvy. Why the hell did you make me come all the way to this end of the world, huh? You know how I hate to get my pumps dirty. Well, unless I’m on vacation in my own house the next town over. Ugh. I should have worn boots but I came straight from the airport and didn’t have the time to change,” Febe grumbles but I hear the laughter in her voice.

She’s happy to see me for sure and not even bothered she had to travel miles to get to me. Now, if I can only convince her to stay here with me and all will be right in the world. I pull back and look into her eyes.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Febe tells me with a stern voice. “Don’t give me that look. I have no clue what you’re about to say but I don’t want to hear it. I can’t. We’re leaving. You’re gonna sashay your ass back into that house, grab your stuff and get in the SUV because we’re on a timer here. Our plane leaves within the hour.”

Shit. I did mention she’s my best friend and knows me through and through, right? Not to mention she’s a PI and a former federal agent, meaning she’s a pain in my ass and the only one who knows how to handle me. Well, next to Earle since he might be the only one who really knows how to...

Febe snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Focus woman. Ass in the house to grab your stuff or I’m throwing you in the car as you are.”

“I can’t. I’m getting married,” I blurt.

Her eyes go so wide I’m afraid I need to cup my hands in front of her just in case they fall out.

“Diana Victoria Helena Beatrice Van Haghen, you are not getting married. You are getting in this SUV. Right now.” Febe pushes me in the direction of the SUV.

Spinning around on her I stand strong. Well, slightly strong since I was cringing when she threw out my full name like the never-ending train it is. “And I said I’m not going. I’ve met a man. I’m in love, and we’re getting married.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Febe grumbles.

“I’m serious!” I growl.

“Yeah, me too, babe,” Febe growls right back. “Now get in the SUV so we can sort all of this out later because right now we need to get back to the Netherlands because if we don’t, they will officially put your little sister under arrest since they think she’s involved in the stuff that sent you hiding out here. You and I both know that little shit won’t do anything to harm you and I’m pretty sure it’s her idiot boyfriend, but I’m standing here talking to you instead of clearing that shit up. Now can you please do as I say and put your ass inside the SUV?”

My world comes crashing down with everything she just said. I know she’s right; I have to go with her, but I will come back with the next plane. “I need to lock up the house and put on some pants. And I swear, Febe, I’m only going with you to sort this out and then I’m on the next plane heading back here.”

She tilts her head. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Duh, haven’t you been listening? I’m engaged. I’m happy. I have two dogs. I freaking live here and I’m an intern. Seriously, Febe, I’m actually studying to become a vet, going back to school to become one. I really want this...so freaking much.” My voice gets smaller with every word I spill.

Febe’s face softens. “A vet, huh?”

“Yeah,” I sigh.

“Well, get your ass moving so I can deliver you back here to chase your dream.” She smacks me on my ass and I glare at her while I rub the sting away, making her laugh.

And to be honest? I’m smiling inside because she’s my true friend. Even if I hate that she’s here to bring me back but she’s also right. I’m needed in the Netherlands to sort all of this out so I can wrap things up and come live here. I’m now more determined than ever to see it through.

I dash into the house and put the pups in their room. Finding a piece of paper and a pen, I scribble a note where I tell Earle my friend came to bring me back to the Netherlands to clear something up but that I’m going to take the first plane back here. I also end the note with “We are going to get married next week.” Making the promise to him and to myself to be back here within seven days.

I quickly dress into jeans, sneakers, and a comfortable shirt and leave the rest here. I’ll be home soon enough anyway. I grab my phone and keys and lock up before I get inside the SUV. 

We’re barely five minutes on the road when I see an upcoming vehicle. I recognize it and tap Febe’s shoulder who’s sitting in the front. “Stop, that’s Earle. I need to talk to him and explain.”

Febe shakes her head at the driver. “Keep going or we’re going to miss the plane.” She turns in her seat and looks at me. “Sorry, Sav. I already called it in and they’re waiting for us. There’s no time.”

My heart breaks when I see Earle’s truck pass, knowing he’s getting home to get his heart shattered when he finds me gone.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Eleven
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**~FEBE~**

Dammit all to hell, I can clearly see my friend’s heart breaking. I hate that I’m the one who has to drag her back but she needs to be there for her sister and the rest of her family. But seeing her like this? She loves him, all the signs are there and screaming out loud. 

She’s finally found something romance books are written about and I don’t even have to know the guy or hear what she’s been up to these last few weeks. Everything I need to know is written all over her face. 

I take a deep breath and reach into my bag for the documents I brought with me. Mainly for the sheet with the list of siblings of the asshole federal agent who sent her to this tiny dot on the US map. I find what I’m looking for and take out my phone to punch in the number, he picks up on the second ring.

“Who is this? Never effin’ mind, I don’t have the time, I’m hanging up now.” An annoyed voice snaps.

“If you really care for my friend you wouldn’t hang up on me, Earle,” I snap, and with it, Savvy is now leaning over in between the two car seats, wide eyes from the fact I called Earle.

“You took her?” Earle growls. “Now you listen to me, you bring her back or I swear I’ll...”

“Okay, swamp head, shut up for a bit and let me do the talking. Savvy needs to get her ass back to the Netherlands and our plane leaves within the hour. We just passed you on the road so if you’re fast enough there’s a seat on the plane for you. But you have to realize one thing and I’m not sure she’s told you this,” I glance back and Savvy is shaking her head and pleading with me. Tough luck. Her being with me in this SUV has to be a wakeup call, for both of them. “Savvy is the second in line for the throne in the Netherlands. She’s a freaking princess, Earle. This means that if you want to be with my girl here...you’ll be in the spotlight, front page magazines, TV, gossip, you name it. Understood?” Nothing. Absolutely no sound coming from the other side of the line, but I continue because I know he’s still listening. “You have a choice to make, Earle. And do not take it lightly because it won’t end well for both of you. I don’t have to tell you how much she cares because it’s all over her face so I’m sure about that part...but you? Yeah, think hard and think fast. If you’re not at the private airport within an hour, we’re leaving the continent. Then you will either see her if she decides to return to you here or she’ll realize how much you really care about her, huh?” I don’t wait for a reply but hit the end call button.

Savvy sags back into her seat and releases a deep sigh. “You’ve ruined it. You scared him off with blabbering it all out like that. I was supposed to be the one to tell him—who should have told him.”

I turn to face her. “Sweetie, if you’ve spent all this time with this guy and haven’t told him yet? You’re scared of his reaction. Sometimes you need to rip off that bandage and let the wound breathe. Well...I do hope Earle’s still breathing after the bomb I just dropped.” I can’t help but snort, remembering the silence after I told him she’s a princess.

The rest of the ride to the airport is quiet. I hate how my friend is hurting. Even if I’m the one who laid it all out to her boyfriend and am pulling her out of the country. I have to admit that I almost lost my mind when I got back from a case I was working on and found her gone.

I mean, I got the file from the head of security and the debriefing about how this was needed—to put her on a plane and ship her off to an unknown location—because they wanted to guarantee her safety while they checked into a threat that revolved around her.

I gave them hell for not contacting me. The royal family uses my services on a regular basis. Normally I would have handled it but at first, they didn’t think it was priority enough to involve me and when things escalated, I was already out of the country on another assignment.

Shitty timing and shitty problems. Even more because Savvy’s little sister is involved. All of this is wreaking havoc on Savvy’s life. Not to mention she found a person who stole her heart to add to all of it.

“Ready for takeoff?” The flight attendant asks.

Savvy is slumped in her seat when I divert my gaze toward the guy who asked me the question. 

“Another fifteen minutes, please,” I tell him.

If I read the file correctly with the background check I ordered on of all of Roscoe’s siblings—the federal agent who sent Savvy to this town—his brother, Earle, is a good guy who needs to be given the benefit of the doubt. Even more because he’s holding onto Savvy’s heartstrings.

I glance out the window and see a truck speeding toward the airport. Since it’s a tiny, private airport there aren’t that many planes, people, cars, or roads for that matter and I recognize the truck from when it passed us earlier.

A smile tugs my lips. Earle. He came for her. 

“Savvy,” I place my hand on her forearm and give it a gentle squeeze. She doesn’t react at all but instead, she’s one sad bundle of human. “Sav,” I snap. “Get your chin up because I can’t have you looking all miserable and defeated when there’s no reason for it. Let alone have your man thinking you doubt him.”

I’m on the receiving end of a fierce glare but her gaze slides over my shoulder and I know exactly when she notices Earle’s truck. Ugh, she’s got it bad for this guy.

“And for real, don’t you dare go all sappy on him. I’d rather shoot you in the leg and deal with your father than witness the mushy crying stuff.” I roll my eyes as a beaming smile crawls across her face.

She dashes up and rushes toward the door when I hear the flight attendant greet Earle. I watch how Savvy pokes a finger against his chest, “You’re late. What took you so long?”

I smile with pride for my friend as I see Earle’s head rear back but there’s a twinkle in his eyes. He leans into her space and growls, “Someone neglected to tell me I had a plane to catch. And the fact I was engaged to an effin’ princess.”

“I asked you various questions. You said I already was your queen so why are you fussing over details,” Savvy asks with both hands raising away from her body.

I can’t help but bark out my laughter causing both of them to glance my way. “You two are quite the pair.” I shake my head at how well these two seem to spark their connection. “But please, sit, because we need to take off. We’re already delayed due to your mushy stuff.”

It takes a few minutes to get everyone settled but when we’re all buckled in, Savvy suddenly grabs Earle’s forearm. “The pups! Where are the pups?”

Earle gently slides his hand over Savvy’s and laces their fingers. “I called Laudy. She’s on her way to our house as we speak to pick them up. She told me she’ll keep them till we get back.” Earle leans in to whisper something only meant for Savvy’s ears but I manage to pick it up anyway. “Or put them on a plane if we decide to live in the Netherlands.”

My chest squeezes. Yikes. I can’t spend too much time in the presence of these two. Way too sappy for me, thanks. I guess I have to brace myself and endure until I’ve fixed the situation with her sister. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy she seemed to have found her special person but it’s not something in the cards for me, and especially not something I want to have flaunted in front of my nose at every turn.

It will be best if I dive into another case—after clearing this mess up—to get my mind off of things. Another few minutes pass and the plane is in the air, and with it takes me off US soil. 

There’s a sting in my heart for leaving so quickly because I was born here. My dad was born and raised in the swamp and hit off with mom when she was here for a student exchange program. It resulted in me—an unwelcome surprise pregnancy—and they decided to stick together and make it work.

Until I was a teenager, when my mom got tired of my father’s egocentric asshole ways—her words, not mine—and dragged me with her to the Netherlands. Seeing how my mother’s Dutch, I was brought up learning many different languages. 

It was also something that intrigued me and when you’re given the choice as a teenager to get on a plane and live somewhere other than the swamp...yes, no need to mention I left with my mom. I did visit my father frequently and stayed in contact through weekly phone calls until the day he died.

Every now and then I’ll get on a plane and spend some time in the house I grew up in. Sort of like my own personal getaway, but also to remember my dad. He wasn’t as bad as my mother always accused him to be, that was more her train of thought. I have great memories growing up and if I’ve learned anything from this man...it’s all about personality and how you deal with each individual situation to let you move forward in life.

Personalities. We all have them and it’s in the tiny details. Especially the ones who some seem to take with a grain of salt while others put that grain underneath a microscope. My mother did that in the end; put everything my dad did under a microscope and got annoyed by it, causing her to explode at every turn.

I never blamed either one for getting a divorce. Believe me, being caught up in the middle isn’t fun and it’s not like you have a choice if people grow apart; you chose the lesser evil and take the easy way out for all involved.

Turned out to be the hard way nonetheless since both my parents never remarried and they were more miserable apart than they were together. Needless to say, it’s the reason I don’t do sappy shit and mostly not the whole relationship thing. The only relationships I have are with my job and my one true friend; Savvy.

Once she moved in next door in college, we became fast friends. With me not being very outgoing and her always having a bodyguard as a watchdog, we had many similarities and enjoyed the easygoing friendship and it’s been that way ever since.

Once we’re in the air, I take the opportunity to switch seats and move a few rows forward to have some space to myself. When I got back from the case I closed successfully, they brought me up to speed about everything going on with Savvy. 

I chose to dive right into finding Savvy first because the timeframe they wanted her away for safe keeping had passed its limit and I needed to know she was okay. Even if Roscoe let his contact know Savvy eventually arrived safely to her destination.

So now I need to focus on the mess at hand. And what a mess it is. They took both Savvy’s younger sister, Magdalena, and her boyfriend into custody. Well, the boyfriend is under lock and key but they’re holding Mag in a special room at my request. 

Like I said, I need to get to the bottom of this before they charge her for something my gut tells me was all her boyfriend’s idea. And seeing I have at least ten hours in the air I’m determined to have this case edged out in detail by the time this bird lands.

I’m deep in my thoughts and have been working nonstop on this messed-up situation when I feel someone watching me. I glance up to see Earle standing near me.

“Can I help you with something?” I question while I wonder why the man is studying me.

“Nah.” Earle shakes his head. “But if I can help you with something, just let me know. I figured I owe you one the way you allowed me to get to my girl.”

My girl. The way he says these two words with loaded emotion triggers my gag reflex. Obviously, I’m excited—and absolutely happy for my friend and her newfound love—but there’s only so much I can stomach.

“You don’t owe me a thing, Earle. I did it for her. Don’t make me regret it.” Uh huh, I’m an absolute bitch to those I don’t know.

Well, I’m only nice to my friend Savvy so basically, I’m just a mean bitch but when you handle cases of infidelity or corporate espionage on a regular basis...people start to suck at a whole different level.

“Still, I won’t forget it. You ever need a favor, lemme know.” Earle gives me a nod and just as he’s about to turn around, a question pops through my mind.

“What’s the deal with your brother, Roscoe?” I blurt, absolutely unprofessional but his brother is a ghost, a legend in his line of work, but a ghost nonetheless.

Roscoe is a legend when it comes to undercover work, and getting the most notorious underworld figures down to their knees. But for some reason, they contacted him to pick a safe place for Savvy to stay a few weeks. That to me is intriguing on a very high level.

I get the decision to do so, don’t get me wrong, since they didn’t trust anyone. And the link was easily made because the head of security in the Netherlands contacted a good friend in the US who knew only one person could guarantee a solid safe place no one could find. Well, ‘no one’ could be my middle name because it only took me half a day to figure it all out.

Earle shrugs. “No deal, he’s just the egocentric asshole he always is.”

Egocentric asshole. Sounds familiar and most definitely something I’m very equipped to handle. Earle keeps staring at me and gets a creepy smile on his face, making me snap, “What?”

“You know...” He starts, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Every now and then life throws something in front of your feet that makes you go ‘huh.’ I just got that, and I’m liking it, but I haven’t quite figured out how I’m gonna run with it.”

Can anyone be any more confusing? “Okay then. Good talk. I have to work. You know, try to prove Savvy’s sister had nothing to do with the trouble her boyfriend dragged her into...find the right...”

“That’s what you do, correct? Find what you’re hired to find?” Earle interrupts. “Like how you found Savvy when no one knew where she was.” 

“In some cases, yes.” I narrow my eyes and try to think where he’s going with this.

He leans forward and lowers his voice.  “If I would want to have...say a message delivered to someone. You could track him down and give it to him?”

“I’m not going after your brother,” I state, knowing very well where he’s heading with this discussion.

Though my heart is galloping in my chest at the mere thought. Crap. I really can’t. I’ve met him once in the US—from a distance—it was work related and not exactly meeting him since he was in the office a few feet away. He didn’t even spare me a glance because to put it in his words; I was way beneath him. Yup; egocentric asshole.


“I’ll pay you to deliver a message since I know for a fact no one can get him to go somewhere.” Earle clears his throat. “Well, if it’s not work related since clearly the man moves around when it suits him and his job.”

“Nothing wrong with being a workaholic,” I mutter since clearly, I am one as well, and I do respect Roscoe in some way. Or at least the legend that’s him with all the cases he’s solved. “I’ll think about it. First I have to focus on this.” I wave at my computer.

Earle nods. “It’s all I ask.”

I ignore him and dive back into my work. By the time I have to buckle in for landing, I hit send on the email with the evidence I’ve found so far. And it’s a lot. Enough to clear Mag but I also found some stuff to be concerned with. It seems the boyfriend forged a screwed up plan so he could get rid of not only Savvy, but her twin sister as well.

He targeted just Savvy to throw all of us off his move to eventually kill the both of them in one go and blame it all on an obsessed stalker. Then his girlfriend would be first in line for the throne. I’ve written a report about my findings and also my suggestions on how to handle the issue at hand.

Meaning I’m pretty sure Savvy and Earle will be on the next plane back to the swamp. I overheard Savvy mention how she already misses everyone she met, and the life she built up there. It’s going to be hard for her to face her father and stand up for the things in life she wants, but it’s her life. 

Her father is reasonable, and the man always had a soft spot when it comes to Savvy. Not to mention, I’ve also got her back with whatever she decides. Now I only have to decide if I take Earle’s request to deliver a message to his brother, and that is going to be one hell of a challenge. One that might involve going in undercover and risking my own life in the process.

Though I never was one to shy away or take life for granted. What’s the fun in waving off a challenge when adrenaline pumping through your system is such an amazing high? Right...I guess my decision is made...time to deliver a message to Earle’s egocentric asshole of a brother.
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***Roscoe***

The music and voices are loud and yet my mind is at peace as I scroll through the images I just looked up in the search engine on my phone. The last of my siblings also found the one to share his life with. Earle caught a damn princess and reeled her in, who’d ever thought that would happen? 

Okay, I’m practically the one to blame since I shoved her in his direction. I wasn’t planning on sending her his way but when I met Savvy there was something about her that screamed she’d be the perfect fit for Earle. Glad to know my instinct still works because the article along with the picture I’m looking at—from three weeks ago—states they’re engaged to be married. Good for him.

“You starin’ at porn or some shit? ‘Cause that damn phone’s been holding your attention more than the beer in front of you and it’s turning into lukewarm piss.” The annoying voice of the fucker I’d much rather snap the neck off, instead of drink a beer with, states.

With a few quick thumb strokes, I delete my browser history and tuck my phone back into the front pocket of the leather cut I’m wearing. A leather cut with the Helios Darkness MC patch stitched on the back. I hate it but there’s a solid reason I’m here and wearing it.

I’ve been undercover for a while now. Almost a year I’ve invested in this undercover operation. First infiltrating in another chapter and then transferred to this one; the founder’s chapter with the first fifteen original members. These fuckers kill for their own benefit. They deal drugs, women, and are not shy about using minors.


Hence the reason they need to be taken out. The task force I’m a part of has spent years keeping track of these guys and collecting evidence and so on as they went but nothing seems to stick. Some of the charters of Helios Darkness MC in other states have been eliminated but we need to bring this one down; and that’s where I come in. 

I’m dead set to bury these guys with all the evidence I’ve been gathering in the time I’ve been with them. I’m close. Close but not quite there yet. I need to get my hands on the USB stick the President of this MC keeps in his office but if I just walk in and grab it...I have no way to get out alive and in time.

The way I’m balancing the line of the law when I’m with these guys? It eats me alive. In fact, my job has been eating me alive for the past few years. And I’ve even hurt my family along with it.

I’ve already let my superiors know; after I close this one...I’m out. No. More. I’m gonna retire. Buy a house in the next town over from where the rest of my family lives. I simply can’t return to my hometown, too much shit has happened. So, I’ll settle with the next town over—just to be near them—and live the rest of my life in solitude ‘cause people repulse me. 

Believe me, if you’ve seen and lived through what I’ve been confronted with on a daily basis concerning my job? You’d slice your own throat. It’s no wonder I’ve turned my back on my own family for their sake and out of self-preservation. I’m broken. Life—and this job—has sucked every piece of humanity right out of me.

“Then order me a fucking new one ‘cause I ain’t drinking any lukewarm beer,” I growl at Lector, the President of Helios Darkness MC.

See, what did I tell you? Rude communication, it’s the only sanity for them. Anger is running through my body so thick it’s like a nonstop substance added to my blood. I hate it. I hate everything. See? It’s the very reason I’m done with this job and will spent the rest of my life alone somewhere deep in the woods in total silence.

I grab my glass and slam it on the bar in front of Lector, intentionally letting the lukewarm beer slosh over, but his attention is on something behind me. The man is almost drooling and the glint in his eyes is telling me it’s either money, a load of drugs or...hot pussy. And this might be it—some nameless hot chick—since the other two aren’t something they can flaunter around in this bar we’re sitting in.

I’m surprised as hell when a tiny hand slides over my side right over my abs and goes down to grab my junk but I manage to catch it in a tight grip to stop it from happening. Spinning around, I’m about to faceoff with full-blown anger and yet life itself stops when I look in the eyes of who the hand belongs to.

Holy hell this woman is way too hot to be in this shithole. Her eyes are the kind of green that reminds me of home; swamp green. Even her eyeshadow is a glittery green so her eyes light up even more. Fucking hell. 

The rest of her face is all-natural beauty, delicate features, cute lines around the eyes showing her age. I think she might be eight or ten years younger than me but who’s counting? The way her hair is colored pitch black with fierce, flaming red streaks gives the kind of attitude my dick is fighting attention for.

She’s wearing a tight, dark blue, jean skirt along with knee-high black high heeled boots. A black tank top is hugging her tits and I take a moment to asses these beauties before my gaze lands back on her face.

I’m about to say something but Lector beats me to it. “Yo, Ross, you gonna let her pass? ‘Cause if she ain’t your Old Lady you’ve been hiding from us, she’s mine to fuck.”

Anger spikes my veins at a dangerous level but the woman’s other hand is now sliding around my neck while she leans against me. Her gaze is locked with mine and I know I’ve seen her somewhere—I have no clue where—the words she says aren’t directed at me.

“Sorry, handsome. This ass belongs to my Old Man,” she croons and rubs her fine tits against me.

Shit. My mind is reeling. Choices are limited at this point. Do I shove her away? If I do Lector won’t think twice and snap her neck because she just lied; I ain’t her Old Man. And Old Ladies aren’t supposed to screw other bikers. 

Bikers are allowed to take every available pussy but an Old Lady? Her loyalty belongs with her Old Man. I did mention this MC is insane, right? Yeah, no morals at all. Now this chick might be hot and I’m all for protecting women, but I can’t blow my cover.

The woman’s tongue trails my neck. Effin’ goose bumps spread over my skin as she bites down on my earlobe. Her hot breath spread the words only my ear reach. “Earle says hi.”

Motherfucker. That’s where I’ve seen her. In the picture I was glancing at a moment ago. She was standing next to the princess. This woman here just screwed herself because this gives her only one option; to be my Old Lady.

“I told you to stay at home and wait for me naked and in your damn bed,” I growl.

Lector chuckles—thank fuck—and smacks my shoulder. “Good thing she slipped out, brother. About time I met your Old Lady.”

Brother. Every time Lector or any of the other bikers uses that term on me instant bile rises in my throat. These guys might form a brotherhood but it’s one that needs to be extinguished. The woman leans past me and I have to grab her around the waist so she doesn’t crash to the floor. Damn woman, what the hell, expecting me to catch her like that?

“Hiya, I’m Febs. And you are?” Her voice drips sex.

Or it might be my imagination because of the way I’m holding her. Fine curves, her tits pressed against me while I’m staring down one great ass. I’m pretty sure she’s feeling my boner growing hard against her but she doesn’t mind one bit by the way she’s rotating her hips.

Focus. I gotta focus. This is dangerous, I don’t even know who she is. The only thing I know is the fact she mentioned my brother’s name and I recognize her from a photograph to link her with my brother. But still, she’s jeopardizing my cover, her life, and mine along with it, dammit.

Wait. What the hell? My fingers skim over a small knife she’s got stashed in a sheath at her back—underneath her tank top I’m trying to shove down to hide it—and the way she’s rotating her hips? Pretty damn sure my boner isn’t the only hard thing in between us; she’s packing steel. Another agent? A civilian with a death wish? Who the hell is she?

“Lector, your Old Man’s Prez. Now, as I mentioned...about time I met you ‘cause Old Ladies are given two choices when they come into the MC and since we missed out on your presence...we’re doin’ this right here and now.” I’d like to plant my fist into this fucker’s throat and rip out his vocal cords.

When a biker in this MC claims an Old Lady, he has to either share her one time with the rest or fuck her in front of a few...brothers. Again, I did mention these guys are insane, right?

“She’s mine, I don’t share,” I growl, and dammit, the words were out of my mouth before I had time to think.

The woman plastered against me chuckles as if she’s carefree and doesn’t understand what’s about to happen.

“You heard my big ol’ grumpy bear...so I guess he’ll have to show you why I decided to come to him to get what I need instead of waiting for him to get home and give it to me, huh?” The way she purrs? I’m holding my breath to prevent my body from detonating. 

Holy hell I could come in my pants from the mere sound of her voice alone. Wait. She knows how this MC works? This is getting weirder by the damn second.

“I need to have a word with my woman,” I state and start to turn away but Lector’s words stop me dead in my tracks.

“No such thing. Right here, right now you’re gonna prove she’s your Old Lady or I’m taking her tight...”

Scratch ripping out his vocal cords, I’m gonna rip off his head. Except my head is the one in a tight grip. Nails are sliding through my hair before the woman slams her mouth over mine. 

Her tongue slides over my lips and I can’t help to automatically give her access. Liquid fire sparks my veins the moment our tongues start to battle. We’re no longer in a filthy bar surrounded by outlaw bikers but instead we’re in our own personal space consumed by one another.

It’s for this reason I hoist her ass up on the bar and step between her legs, sliding her legs open to grant access to the vision that lies before me. And with it block it from any other prying eyes. The black lace thong she’s wearing is getting more soaked with each breath I take to stare at it.

I hook my finger around the edge and slide it to the side the same moment my mouth covers her pussy. Her arousal is teasing my nose while her taste coats my tongue and again, I’m drawn into our personal space where only she exists along with our mutual need for pleasure.

My arms slide around her to grip her hips and lock her in place while my mouth devours her sweet, hot pussy. No music, no voices, no other sounds except for her moans and the occasional “yes” and “oh, God” spilling from her lips are entering my brain.

Her taste intensifies right before screams of pleasure rip from her body while she trembles through her orgasm, rubbing her pussy tighter against my face.

I grant her a few more lazy licks before I put her back on her feet. My dick is dying inside the confinement of my jeans but there’s no damn way I’m taking her here in this bar in front of all these fuckers. This has already gotten way out of hand.
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Chapter Two
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***Febe***

Holy heavens, what just happened cannot be real. I knew walking in here was one hell of a risk but this? A near death experience by orgasm was absolutely not what I was expecting.

When I found out Roscoe was undercover in an MC, I contacted his superior, Raymond Aldens, to request a meeting with Roscoe next time he’d reach out. Raymond surprised me by requesting a face to face meeting with me instead, one where we were going to discuss Roscoe.

Of course, it helps I have contacts in some very high places to be able to find out about Roscoe but it most definitely backfired when Raymond demanded I infiltrated along with Roscoe to give the kind of backup they needed for Roscoe.

They found out Lector killed three of his own guys because he suspects there’s a rat in his MC. Lector might not suspect Roscoe, but Roscoe needs this piece of information and it’s crucial he gets this intel. Only they had no way to reach out without raising suspicion because Lector put them on semi-lockdown. No one is allowed to go in or out of the clubhouse alone, every biker has another one tagging along.

With me being a woman and trained to handle any situation, they wanted me to go in and give him the intel and help Roscoe needs. I wasn’t all too crazy about doing this and I highly doubted myself when I actually stepped foot in this biker bar, yet now? Still riding my orgasm-high? Yeah, pretty damn good decision.

Roscoe wipes his mouth and beard with the back of his hand. “That’s all I’m willing to show off. My woman is my damn woman, she and all her sounds and pleasure, belong to me and no one else.”

Roscoe grabs my biceps—a little too rough for my liking—before he yanks me protectively against his body. I can’t help but slide my arms around his waist while peering up at Roscoe. 

For a moment I wonder what it would be like to have this man’s dick slide inside me, because if he manages to plunge me into a delirious sensation of euphoria by only using his mouth? Yeah, riding this man from dusk till dawn would be my new life’s goal.

“Lucky bastard,” Lector groans, dragging my attention toward him.

I instantly regret taking my eyes off Roscoe because I’m now watching Lector rub his denim covered dick. Ugh. Gross.

“What I wouldn’t give to have an Old Lady with spunk and beauty glancing at me the way your woman has her eyes on you. Fuck.” Lector shakes his head. “We’re good, brother. Take your Old Lady back to the clubhouse and give her what she needs. Remember, we have church in the morning.”

Roscoe stiffens but gives Lector a tight nod before he spins us around and starts to push me out the door. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” I grumble and manage to stalk back to where I left my backpack and tell Roscoe in a sweet voice, “I wanted to make you your favorite food, would be a waste if I forgot the ingredients, huh?”

Lector rips the backpack out of my hand while Roscoe has his arm around my waist and pressed against his body the next instant. Lector is digging through my backpack but all he finds are—like I said—the ingredients. Gotta built trust and I’m thankful the plan is going smoothly so far. Okay, not counting the orgasm, no way in hell was that planned.

My backpack is being held in front of Roscoe while Lector says, “Make sure she uses the club’s kitchen, and save me some.” The creepy man gives me a wink and returns back to his beer.

Roscoe guides me out the door. We need to talk but with the biker following us out and, eying us as Roscoe leads me toward his bike, we simply can’t. Not one of these bikers can be trusted and if things go well, every single one will be behind bars this time tomorrow.

Well, if Roscoe is able to supply the USB stick which holds the ledger along with some other data from Lector. Roscoe has already supplied some other things but when it comes to these dirty scumbags, you’ll need more than one thing to put—and keep—them behind bars.

“How’d you get here?” Roscoe grumbles.


Even if the man gave me the best orgasm of my life, I still need for him to treat me with some respect and for sure know how to address me properly.

“Febe.”

“Come again?” He says, confusion spreading his handsome face.

“No, I’m still good from the first time you made me come. I just like to remind you of being polite. I know how rude you get when your dick skips action.” I shoot him a grin while Roscoe replies with a growl rumbling through his chest.

I connect my gaze with the biker whose eyes are locked on us. I’m sure Lector told him to keep an eye on us but right now he’s snickering and shakes his head at our banter. Roscoe shoves my backpack into one of his saddlebags. 

His hand reaches out in a flash, he grips my hair and tilts my head back to slam his lips over mine to...shut me up? I have no idea but it stuns me into silence and leaves me in a haze while I try to catch my bearings.

“Get your ass on the bike, Febs. Times a wasting, time I could use to pump my dick into your tight hot pussy,” Roscoe breathes the words into my face and the volume? Pretty sure the other biker didn’t hear shit, so why tell me?

Should I be scared? Is the man so deep undercover he’s become one with the personality he created? Oh. Damn. I’m in so much trouble and it doesn’t have anything to do with the outlaws of the MC we need to bring down but everything involving the man who spikes my blood and makes my belly flutter.

Needless to say, I jump right on...his bike, while we take the long road to the clubhouse that’s located thirty-five minutes away. The last few days before I walked into this bar, I spent time learning every piece of information they had on these guys and the club.

I never dive into something without knowing everything there is to know. It’s stupid to go in blind and not only did I gather every piece of intel about this operation, the MC, the bikers, but also everything they had on file about Roscoe. Even if I’ve heard all the stories about this man where his reputation proceeds him, it all falls flat without knowing the real man behind it. The one I had my arms wrapped tight around a breath ago and is about to guide me into the lion’s den; the MC clubhouse filled with outlaw bikers and the risk of death hanging over the two of us.

There are crucial things Roscoe doesn’t know and I have to tell him before we step inside but the biker who tagged along is walking in front of us. Without thinking things through I place a hand on Roscoe’s chest and slide it up to his neck. Preventing him from going up the steps leading to the clubhouse. Digging my nails in, I drag his head down the same time I rise on my tiptoes and connect our lips.

There isn’t one split second of hesitation before his tongue goes in search for mine while his hands cup my ass and easily brings our bodies close, allowing me to wrap my legs around him and lock my ankles.

I hear cursing behind us when the biker who tagged along says, “Fuck this, we’re home, go fuck out here for all I care. I need a beer and some piece of ass to entertain my dick.”

The slam of the door makes me break the kiss and bring my lips close to his ear to hush out my words on a whisper. “There are cameras inside every room except for the bathrooms and kitchen. You have till tomorrow morning, Ten AM before they’re gonna raid this place, date and time is locked.”

His body locks tight but it lasts a fragment of time, and I can only gasp when one of his hands fists my hair and tilts my head to the side as Roscoe starts to suck the skin of my neck. Holy hell. I can’t help the moan from escaping and hearing how loud it is with my own ears, I sober up some and start to relay some more information he needs to know. 

“Lector killed three of his own in his hunt for a rat. He knows there is one but he doesn’t know who,” I bite my lip to prevent another moan from slipping. “Roscoe,” I moan softly in an effort to get some reaction from him instead of his mouth on my neck, giving me a damn hickey for sure.

He stops abruptly and growls low, “Ross. Don’t call me anything other than Ross.” A few curses follow along with a “fucking rookie” added to it.

Asshole. I nip his earlobe. Okay, with the loud hiss coming from his lips, it’s not so much a nip but more like biting down because... “Watch it, asshole, don’t make my inner bitch come to play. She’s got more years on your level of expertise than anyone you’ve ever encountered.”

I let myself drop from his body and push his chest in aggravation. I get a glimpse of his face before I spin around, grab my backpack off the ground, and head inside the clubhouse. And the look on his face bugs me more than the comment he made about me being a rookie by calling him by his name.

He was wearing a damn smirk as if he was proud. Asshole. It prevents me from feeling satisfied by putting him in place with him acting like he won this round or something.

And by no means was it a slip of my tongue calling him Roscoe. I’ve read his file, he went in as Ross, short for Roscoe so me using his name? Had more to do with the reminder of me mentioning his brother and nothing with slipping up. I never slip up. Not even during an insane undercover like this one where sex seems to be the main line of communication.

The scene I’m walking in on when I step inside the clubhouse is echoing my previous line...sex being the main line of communication. The smell of stale beer, cigarettes, and sex assault my nose while I witness bikers left and right either screwing a chick or have one on their knees in front of them bobbing their head up and down.

Act normal. I tell myself, but seriously, reading files, and even used to witnessing people committing adultery doesn’t make my head comprehend what seems to be the norm around here. What was I thinking agreeing to deliver Earle’s message and then get talked into taking this undercover job to warn Roscoe, and to pull him out safely?

Zebra, the Vice President of this MC—due to the knife scars he decorated his body with—steps toward me. I recognize him from his mugshot and he is just as intimidating in person. His gaze leaves nothing to the imagination with what he wants to do with me. Clearly, this asshole wants to throw me to the floor and screw me until he’s done or dead, whatever comes first.

I’m calculating my next move but I’m grabbed by the waist, turned, and thrown over Roscoe’s shoulder the next instant. I don’t even make a sound however as I was already palming my knife Roscoe is damn lucky I didn’t stab him.
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Chapter Three
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***Roscoe***

I’m still smirking as I watch her curvy ass sashay inside the clubhouse while she straps the backpack on her back. With the stuff she just said? I should be worried and yet there’s something about this chick walking into a damn undercover operation who handles herself as fierce and stable as this one.

I know I falsely accused her of slipping up like a damn rookie when she whispered my full name on a moan, but it just rubbed me the wrong way. Her gorgeous swamp green eyes remind me of home, and add the fact she mentioned my brother? Yeah, I don’t like to be reminded of things I can’t have in my life. Burned bridges aren’t things to mess with.

I shake my head and follow her inside, immediately noticing Zebra’s eyes on her and fury spikes my veins with the burning need to protect my woman. Even if she walked into my life—our undercover operation, whatever—barely an hour ago. Lector knows she’s my Old Lady so I have to act accordingly. Febe too, and she isn’t supposed to reach for the knife she’s got strapped to her back. Shit. 

Stalking forward, I grab her around the waist, spin her around, and throw her over my shoulder before I hightail out of the main room and head down the hall to the four walls I’ve been staying in for the last few months. I wouldn’t call it home because if you knew what shit goes down here? You’d burn it to the ground with every single soul—including me—in it.

My room is right next to the kitchen. I can feel her fist grabbing hold of my leather cut to raise her body up some to check what I’m doing. When I’ve fished the keys out of my front pocket, I unlock my door, step inside, and lock us both in before I let her slide down my body.

I remember very well what she mentioned to me when we were standing outside, and I hate the fact we can’t discuss shit due to cameras in every damn room. I had no idea Lector had cameras installed in every damn room. Add it to the other things she mentioned and shit slides right into place.

I didn’t know Lector killed three of the bikers in this MC. I did know two have been missing since Monday but guys in this MC rotate quite a bit and seeing Lector is the one in charge along with his Vice President, Zebra, no one else knows what the hell is going on other than to follow Lector’s every order.

“What the hell were you thinking? Seriously, reaching for your damn knife inside the clubhouse?” I growl, needing the anger to release some tension and with it put on a show for the cameras.

Not only am I angry about my superior bringing in another agent but an agent as hot as this one, throwing me off my game with the growing need to protect her. And I’ve never had feelings this strong. For one because I always work alone, but also since it has been mostly guys I’ve worked with, and who I know are very capable of handling themselves.

I know nothing about this woman and yet she holds her own. I mean...who the hell walks in to do her job by letting a damn stranger suck an orgasm from your body on a damn bar counter?

“An Old Lady is allowed to make her point about hands-off to other bikers. Even if he’s the damn VP. I don’t like to be eye-fucked,” she simply states, rolls her eyes and shoves me in the chest again. She really needs to stop doing that. She shrugs the backpack off and throws it on the floor. “You know this.”

She adds those three words in a ‘duh’ tone of voice and I know very well it’s only for show in case someone wants to check the camera feed she informed me is everywhere. Well, except for the bathrooms and the kitchen. Makes me wonder why but I make a mental note to drag her into the shower to either fuck her or talk some sense into her.

Shit. I can’t screw an agent, even if I can still taste her on my tongue and never have been drawn to a person so...fuck. No. This can’t be happening. She can’t be mine. I’m all screwed up in the head. Damn family curse of love at first sight...I never in a million years thought would hit me.

Why? Why now when I’m on my last undercover job that might very well be the last thing I do in life with things going south as they are with the President killing off his own men one by one in search for a rat; me.

Damn joke’s on me if this is some kind of life’s twist to throw a woman in my path who’s set to save me. Save me. I internally snort. I am beyond saving. Hell, I’ve always had my own back and for sure don’t need this ‘sex on legs’ to swoop in and save the day. My days are numbered as it is. 

Possibly the last ones on this Earth but most definitely the last ones on the job, and with it the last ones of my life, because I’m leaving everything behind to expel my last damn breath in solitude.

Seeing we’re both very aware of the cameras and the way she sets me off—even if my family’s curse of falling for the right woman at first sight isn’t her fault—I need something to distract my mind. Besides, I’m pretty sure she read my mile-long file and knows what an asshole I am. One who gets results and closes every damn case I’ve ever worked on.

Even the one that got away and I carelessly risked the life of my brother’s true love—along with my other family members—to end the fucker who got away with multiple murder years ago, along with his father; a dirty sheriff who covered it all up. Also, the reason why my family hates me, but I did mention the asshole part, right? 

As I said, I am beyond saving, my soul is tainted with the dark holes my job has burned into me from the OCD driven need to bring down the scum, turning me into the self-absorbed bastard who only craves justice; no matter the cost.

There’s fire in Febe’s eyes and the heat is flaming my dick. “Bend over, hands on the mattress, hothead. Punishment follows; you know this.” The gravel in my voice is laced with lust as I throw her very words right back at her.

I’m about to smirk but she kinda steals my thunder when a sexy smirk slides on her face. Her fingers go to the hem of her tank, throwing it over her head and onto the floor, leaving her in a black lace bra that damn well shows off her magnificent breasts. Her fingers go to her back and I know she’s about to lose the bra but something deep inside me is revolted by the knowledge of the cameras that might be on us. 

“Leave it,” I snap. The harshness in my voice makes her eyes widen a fragment.

She swallows visibly but turns toward the bed and puts her hands on the mattress, jutting her curvy ass out. 

“Nice try, Febs, but I’m not seeing a bare cheek my handprint needs to be imprinted on.” 

Yes. I want her in nothing more than her lingerie along with knee high heeled boots. She throws a glare over her shoulder but follows my demand flawlessly. The smart woman disarms herself unseen to the naked eye along with it. Sweet curves on display and yet it’s nothing more than what she would be wearing on a sunny day at the beach. 

But this is different. I’ve told her what I demanded of her while she walked into my life to tell me something crucial about my job—about my life while risking hers. And still she plays her part perfectly. Though it’s the way her body speaks to me, the fire in her eyes, the way her pussy welcomed my touch. These things are crucial in a way that balances the life in your hands when you play with the heat of being undercover.

Taking on a role, a part you need to play to get things done. Something I’ve done uncountable times. Yet she throws me off my game by sparking shit inside me I didn’t know was possible. Add the intel she gave me? It could all end tomorrow. 

Hell, lights out for me is a very vivid possibility if I need to get the crucial info within a few hours tomorrow morning. Something I’ve worked years for needs to be done in a few hours with a timing where none of us will know if I can pull it off.

My hand slides over her skin. So. Damn. Soft to the touch and I can’t help but squeeze my hand before lifting and bring it back down while the smack fills the air and her gasp added right after. Music to my ears and the sight of my red handprint makes my dick strain against the zipper.

I lean forward and cover her back with my body, bringing my mouth close to her ear. “Fake or real? Your choice, but we need to give them a little show.”

She turns slightly to look me in the eye and murmurs, “I’ve always liked the term ‘go out with a bang’ and when you add the show and tell back at the bar...I’m baffled you even give me a choice here.”

Shit. If I’d have met this woman any other place, but mainly a decade ago? I’d drag her to the courthouse and slap a ring on her finger. Her attitude, whole demeanor, the feistiness, and the guts to do the shit she’s doing? And I’m not talking about the things she offers me freely, even if it’s to save face.

My fingers reach for my belt and I mentally curse myself I have a condom stashed in the bathroom and not in my jeans or near the bed ‘cause I never get my dick involved when I’m working. And here she goes, changing the one thing I’ve never done while undercover; get involved with a woman. Hell, get involved with a coworker. 

Loud knocking on the door stops me from burying myself into heaven and I curse loudly as I stalk to the door. “Don’t move,” I growl at Febe.

I swing the door open and am surprised to see Lector standing in front of me. His gaze goes over my shoulder and I see the moment he catches sight of my woman in the pose I told her to stay in.

“You mind taking your eyes off my property?” I snap the words in the way I’d rather snap his damn neck.


The smirk the man gives me—take note his eyes are still on Febe—is annoying. “I envy you, brother. But she needs to keep that ass in the air and wait a few hours. Church. Now. This can’t wait till morning. Hell, we might still be there in the morning or head out and decide some other crucial shit early morning.” His tongue traces his bottom lip before his eyes meet mine. “Church in three minutes, enough time for you to fill her up. Five, tops if you need to give her an orgasm too.”

I can still hear the fucker’s laugh through the door as I shut and lock it. 

“Asshole,” I grumble but my mind is already working overtime.

Leaning over Febe, I wrap my arms around her curvy body and bring her back up. Holding her close, I let her head fall onto my shoulder, giving me the opportunity to skim kisses along her neckline while whispering words. Words no one but her can hear.

“I can’t risk getting it now so I’ll wait till five to ten in the morning. Weapons aren’t allowed in church and locked up when we enter the room. I’ll go out and enter his office and you,”

She spins around and digs her nails into my hair to guide my head. Her hush of words...no...instructions take me a moment to process but the kiss she gives me right after? All consuming. Insane if you ask me. It’s like she’s saying hello, goodbye, thanks for the fuck we couldn’t have but it would have been mind-blowing for sure. 

Knocking on the door breaks our connection. Zebra’s voice barks through the door. “Now, Ross, stop pounding your Old Lady and get your ass in Church.”

Febe places her forehead against mine. “Shower in the morning, I’ll get one too...and remember, you can find me in the kitchen.” She reminds me and I can’t help but feather my lips against hers to feel her soft lips on mine once more, just for the hell of it.

“Lock the door behind me, don’t open for anyone other than me,” I tell her and walk out.
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Chapter Four
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***Febe***

My heart is pounding in my throat. All morning I must add. Hell, ever since I walked into the bar late last night. But this is it. This is what I’ve rehearsed for three days straight along with Roscoe’s superior, Raymond. He had the blueprints of the clubhouse and made Roscoe’s room—along with the kitchen located right next to it—and the ventilation crawlspace above it.

I’ve timed myself many times and the longest it took me was thirty seconds but I didn’t realize I had to shove something in my...oh, crap. I manage to close the vent in time to jump out and get behind the stove where my chili is already done but I’m stirring it anyway. It’s part of the whole cover I needed for when...shit, they’re here.

Gunshots ring out at the same time I hear loud pounding and a door breaking while shouts bellow through the air from the federal agents who are storming into the clubhouse. My heart is beating out of my chest and I’ve got a spoon in one hand but I’m gripping my gun in the other just in case.

There’s a blast and I know Lector just hit the button to create a small blast to blow up the inside of his office, ruining all evidence in the process. A contained blast like the last four times they tried to get this asshole. 

And this is exactly why I needed to swoop in and work with Roscoe to get the USB stick within the tiny window we created before Lector blew it all up. Lector is walking backward and passes the kitchen but freezes in place as he aims the gun at something.

“Too late,” I hear Roscoe taunt Lector from the hallway. “I already got all the intel out.”

I’m frozen in place and I can see the anger on Lector’s face. “You,” he growls. “You’re the fucking rat all along. I should have killed you and your bitch...” 

His head swings toward me at the same time I hear Roscoe yell, “Noooo.”

But he’s already pulling the trigger and so am I as I sidestep to dodge the bullet. My ankle twists and I feel the impact of the bullet slamming into my shoulder, but I’m glad to see my bullet struck the fucker between the eyes. So much for taking him in, but I guess with all the evidence we have it’s safe to say the Helios Darkness MC founder’s chapter is dead just as their President.

“Dammit, how could I be so damn stupid,” Roscoe curses and rushes toward me to kneel down next to me.

“It’s nothing,” I grumble and hiss when he presses a towel on my shoulder.

“We need an ambulance here, come on, now, dammit,” Roscoe calls out and I finally see the federal agents rush through the hall I heard coming into the building mere minutes before.

One of the federal agents steps into the kitchen and speaks into his headset, demanding medical attention for me. Yeah, officer down sounds accurate since I’m on the damn floor and my shoulder is really starting to bug me.

“Can you turn off the gas?” I grumble at Roscoe. “I’m fairly sure the chili is done and no one here’s hungry right now.”

I know it’s silly to ask but really...who would notice the pot of chili until it burns down the building because they’re focusing on everything else. Right. Roscoe doesn’t move so I start to rise to do it myself. He curses but reaches out to turn off the gas.

I’m about to say thanks but am robbed from doing so when I see Roscoe’s superior, Raymond Aldens, stroll into the kitchen. “Aw, dammit, Blanchart, I thought I’d told you not to get hurt.”

I wince at the incriminating tone of his voice or hell, it also might be from the way Roscoe is putting pressure on my shoulder. Raymond leans back and shouts through the hallway for the paramedics to hurry. They come rushing into the kitchen and Roscoe steps away so they can take over.

“It’s my fault, sir,” Roscoe starts and I should have known he’d feel guilty for taunting Lector when he was standing near the kitchen. Since Roscoe damn well knew I was in here because we were in the bathroom together mere seconds before.

It was the moment he gave the USB stick with all the intel to me in case Lector caught him. It all went according to the plan Raymond made and yet the getting shot part clearly wasn’t part of the plan. And I’ve still got the USB stick wrapped in a condom in my...yeah, let’s just say hiding place.

“Can you just wrap up and leave the room for a bit?” I grumble.

The paramedics ignore me so I address Raymond. “Tell them to back off, I need to get the USB stick and hand it over to you.” 

Roscoe’s eyes widen since he very well knows where I’ve got the thing stashed. Since I might have told him before I jumped into the vent, earning me a chuckle. And that’s why I told him; to put a smile on his face to make him relax before everything went to shit.

“Out,” Roscoe snaps and starts to shove the paramedics out of the room before locking us in.

“Uhm, pretty sure you need to stay out there too so I can,” I try to stand but the pain in my shoulder must have distracted me from the pain in my ankle because I’m on my ass with my next breath and in some serious pain.

“Shut up,” Roscoe snaps.

“How sweet; totally comforting words, asshole,” I grumble while I swallow back the burning need to release a sob from the pain.

Roscoe leans his face forward until it’s a breath away from mine. One of his hands is cupping my face while the other is sliding up my leg. “I knew you were special the first damn time I laid eyes on you. You’re fierce, capable, and damn gorgeous.” 

His lips touch mine and right when I’m about to deepen the kiss, I can feel his fingers brush the lips of my pussy, a little pull and both his lips and his fingers disappear from my body.

“You really are something,” Roscoe murmurs and turns his attention to the closed door. “Get back in here and attend to her wound.” 

Wow. Talk about drawing away my attention while getting robbed of something. And by this I didn’t mean the darn USB stick...but more the hot kiss I missed out on.

Paramedics hurry back inside and Roscoe lets one of them know I’ve also hurt my ankle. Then he steps out of the kitchen to talk to Raymond. It’s the last time I see him before I’m rushed to the hospital.

After hours and hours of medical attention and lots of rest I’m finally able to leave the hospital in a wheelchair. Raymond made arrangements for me to have someone pick me up and help me check into the hotel where I’ll be staying a few days. I need to take it easy with my arm in a sling because of the bullet that was luckily a through and through with minimum damage, but I’ve also sprained my ankle which will take a few weeks to heal properly.

But within a week my ass is on a plane as I head for the swamps. I take a cab to the house where I grew up in and inherited from my father. I used to come here every once in a while, for a week or two of vacation time, but this will now be the house I’m going to live in.

Yeah, I know, it’s quite the change going from a solid job as a PI in the Netherlands, to living in the middle of nowhere. But I am on sabbatical to figure out what I’d like to do for the rest of my life.

The main reason for me making the change to leave the Netherlands and live here? Savvy. She’s my best friend and the one I consider family, the only person I have left so when she decided she wanted to live here with Earle...I decided to come back to the home I grew up in.

My house is twenty minutes away from the small-town Savvy now lives in but it’s better than the thousands of miles and the big ocean between us, right? It kinda annoys me I didn’t get the whole message delivered to Roscoe, though. Earle did want me to say hi for him but he also requested for Roscoe to return home. How things shouldn’t be left the way they were between them. Family is family.

But I’m also sulking. Never in a million years did I think my body would connect with Roscoe the way we did. I mean, I had the hots for the guy when I first saw his picture. Silly, I know, but don’t we all have a moment when you see a picture of a hot guy and think “I need to lick this one, he’s mine.” Right. Don’t judge me.

I thought with the way we connected and what happened he could at least swing by for a talk after or come visit me in the hospital. Well, no talk, no card, no nothing. It’s been two weeks since I helped him bring his undercover operation to a successful closure. Two. Weeks. Two full weeks of sulking. 

One week between the hospital, hotel, and getting here, and one week in this house. I’ve been living on crackers because my ankle is still bugging me enough that I’m too lazy to cook myself dinner. And I don’t even need to because Roscoe’s family has been here off and on to bring me food and leave right after.

Not because of Roscoe or how I helped him work-related...nope, because Savvy is a part of their family now. Savvy was here the first two days and she knew she had to hightail out of my house at day three, otherwise I would have kicked her out. Sore ankle or not. 

I need to sulk in my own misery. Strangely enough, I’m more hurt in my heart and head for a man I’ve known for only a hand full of hours and don’t know personally at all, instead of hurting over the injuries my body took.

“Shake it off, Febe,” I grumble to myself and debate if I should shove another cracker into my mouth or take a shower since I’ve been sitting on this couch since last night and the morning sun is hitting my face.

The knock on the front door rips me away from shoving a cracker into my mouth. Yes, I decided the hell with a shower, no need to impress anyone, right?

“Go away, Sav. Go bother that soon-to-be-husband of yours and those two icky dogs.” Dogs aren’t icky but I’m sulking and anything happy and cuddly is not what I need right now.

“I’m not Sav,” a male voice rumbles, laced with laughter.

My head swings to the door and I’m seriously rethinking the whole ‘no need to have locks in this part of town’ moto. Roscoe is standing in my living room. Trimmed beard, white Henley, and ripped jeans. Looking like a million bucks while I’m sitting here looking like the few one dollar bills you pull out of your pocket after a night of heavy drinking; rumpled and stinky. 
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Chapter Five
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***Roscoe***

Dammit. I should have gone with her to the hospital two weeks ago and stayed with her. The way she’s huddled on the couch? Doesn’t look like anyone is there for her. Even if she called out for Savvy, her friend, my brother’s woman...she’s here alone.

As screwed up as it is, I had to go through a whole process of paperwork and meetings to wrap everything up. I’m done. Retired. I’m walking away from everything. I want peace and quiet...and yet I ended up here on her doorstep.

And how could I not? This woman allowed me to breathe in the essence of life from the first time our eyes met. She flares up emotions inside me I thought had disappeared with all the shadow and darkness my life has been wrapped in. I felt lost and out of place for years on end and it’s as if she grabbed my hand and pulled me back on the road that’s called living.

But fuck. “You look like shit,” I blurt.

“Glad you came to check on something I’m well aware of. Good talk, bye now, don’t let the door hit your ass on your way out because I’m right behind you to make sure it’s locked.” Febe pushes herself off the couch.

It’s funny how I wanted to buy a house the next town over as my own folks live and to my damn surprise Febe has a house at the exact spot I had in mind. Coincidence my ass, it’s a little too convenient and too good to pass off so when I realized where she lived when I asked my supervisor for her address so I could thank her—I had to drive a hard bargain since he didn’t want to give it to me—I didn’t think twice and made my way to her house.

The way her face pinches from discomfort is spiking anger inside me. I drop my bag to the floor and point in her direction. “Sit. Do you want coffee or a cup of tea?”

Her eyes narrow but her ass is saved from me smacking it when she sinks back on the couch and says, “Coffee.”

I let my eyes wander around the living room. It’s clear she chose for comfort when she picked out the interior. Large couch with pillows, two comfy chairs left and right along with a table in the middle and a flat-screen TV on the wall across from the couch. The wooden floor looks old but the carpet on top of it is pristine.

To my left, there’s a doorway and my guess is it will lead me to the kitchen. I was right when I stroll inside. Talk about a serene place to create a fine meal. Because this kitchen? It looks like a picture-perfect shot from a cooking magazine. If my curiosity wasn’t already spiked for this woman, it would be now. 

I check the cabinets and find them stocked to the brim with food and the fridge is filled with fresh products. I’m guessing her friend, Savvy—the one she thought I was when I stepped inside her house—has kept an eye on her. But instead Febe did nothing with the damn food.

I was going to check in on her to say thanks for what she did; risking her life to end this mission and with it saved mine—and a fuckload of others—in the process. Not to mention she gave me a way to get the intel we needed in a safe place before all hell broke loose. And that safe place is still on my damn mind since she wrapped the USB stick in a condom and shoved it up her damn pussy. Talk about being inventive.

I keep my hands busy with making coffee and decide to add some sandwiches along with it. When I stroll back into the living room along with two cups of coffee and a plate with sandwiches, she gives me a full-on glare. I’m not bothered by this at all. I’ve had worse and she’s not getting rid of me that easily.

Like I said, I was thinking about buying a house around this area. It’s close to home and yet far enough away from it. And Raymond gave me something to think about—a job as the sheriff in my hometown—though I declined the second he offered. He did give me the file and three weeks to decide.

Normally new recruits have to be first hired by a city police department or a parish sheriff’s office, but seeing my reputation and how I’ve started out as a deputy in this town, along with all the strings Raymond can pull and the support of the mayor’s personal request, they can make an exception and get things started.

So, I damn well know how much everyone puts on the line to give me something to do with my qualities and the value of this opportunity. Though, I don’t need time to rethink my decision because all I want to do is buy a house and ignore every one and just be by myself. But now that I look at how Febe is slumped into the couch—even if she’s giving me a feisty glare—I might need to rethink the complete solitude I thought I wanted.

But then again...the job offer Raymond had in mind? Become sheriff of my hometown. Meaning I’d have to interact with people and not to mention run into my family members on a frequent basis. And this last detail is a huge dilemma. With the things I’ve done, I’m fairly sure our ties that were once strong and fundamental have shattered into unrepairable grudges. To be honest, I knew I was doing it but, in my head, it needed to be done in order to protect them and every one else in my hometown.

Maybe Raymond is right to give me the three weeks to think this through. It might be my own personal torture to face my family and pay my dues by facing my sins. Not something I’m looking forward to but I’ve still got three weeks to decide.

And those three weeks? I need to get my shit together; look for a house and take steps to line out my future plans. Other than solitude because I’m about to spank this woman’s ass for the exact same thing I had planned to do myself and that’s smacking the pot with the kettle.

“Do you have a spare room in this house?” My voice tumbles through the empty room, making our gaze connect.

I keep her eyes pinned with mine and she eventually huffs and breaks the connection to snatch up a sandwich. “Upstairs, take your pick.”

“Good. I’m gonna crash here for the next three weeks if that’s okay with you. As you know your best friend is living with my brother in my house and I can hardly kick them out, right?” Oh, yeah. I’m not shy with throwing some good ol’ fashioned blackmail in her face. Even if she already offered me a room. 

Her friend, my brother, my house. Satisfaction runs through me and it’s not from me acting like the asshole I’ve grown into, it’s from rubbing the woman who spikes my blood the wrong way.

Her eyes flare with anger and her tiny fists clench. I know she’s fighting an inner battle not to chew my head off because she knows it’s my home they live in; it’s my right to throw them out.

“Fine,” She snaps and devours the sandwich I made.

I grab a sandwich myself but stop from taking a bite when Febe asks, “Are you going to take the Sheriff’s job Raymond offered you?”

What the hell? How would she know about that, unless...? “Why do you care? Is he offering it to you if I won’t take it? Or better yet, I’ll take it and have you become a deputy so you can come work under me, like last time.” I add a wink and shit; her cheeks finally spike with color and it’s a better look than the dullness that surrounded her when I got here.

“Excuse me? I do not have an interest in working with you—or under you for that matter—ever again,” she sputters and huffs. “Such a dick move to remind me of the first and last time working together revolved around my pussy.”

“Hey,” I snap. “Work or not, best damn pussy I ever worked with...business or pleasure. Come to think about it, it might just be...”

“No,” she snaps back. “You will not think about it ever again. And don’t think we’ll be best buddies or something because we have weird stuff to bond over. You coming here weeks later—out of the freaking blue as if nothing happened—and blackmail me into letting you crash here for three weeks. That’s awesome, fan-freaking-tastic and not at all weird and insane, but it stops right there. No chitchat, no sexual innuendos; just a place to crash while treating one another respectfully. Now shut up and let me drink my coffee.”

The corner of my mouth twitches and all I can say in return is, “Yes ma’am.”

Time passes where we both eye each other over the rim of our cups. It’s her that finally caves as she leans forward to place her cup on the table. “Okay, as I said...no more weirdness between us. Just forget...”

Hell no. “That I had my mouth on your pussy? You can talk all you want but I won’t ever forget tasting a slice of heaven.”

Her eyes widen. “Well then, not at all weird and totally professional.”

There’s a knock on the door and both our eyes hold for a few breaths more before we glance at the door. Fuck. It’s my brother, Zeke, entering and anger overtakes his whole features when he sees me.

“What the effin’ hell are you doing here? Get out. Leave her alone, you’ve done enough. As always with your selfish ways. We don’t need you and your trouble tainting everything,” Zeke growls.

Taking a slow, deep breath into my lungs, I try to control my body. Shoving away emotions I don’t need and didn’t even know could rise within me at seeing my brother. A brother I willingly put in the line of fire—along with his woman—to solve a cold case.

“Let’s all calm down here,” Febe’s soft voice rings through the room as she stands up from the couch. She takes a step and winces. Apparently, her ankle is still bugging her.

Flashing up, I’m in time to grab her elbow to help her find her balance as she stumbles. Shit. Did she hurt herself even more than just a twisted ankle? I guide her back to the couch and turn on my heels to grab my backpack.

“I’m here for her. Clearly, so are you. Though we’re both here for different reasons. I’m gonna go upstairs and take a shower and try to get some sleep,” I tell Zeke but don’t wait for a reply because I know how stubborn he is. Hell, I’m pretty sure he won’t even acknowledge my words if I stayed around to face him.

I jog up the stairs and glance inside the rooms left and right as I stroll through the hallway. One room catches my eye, knowing it’s Febe’s bedroom. And just for the sake of rubbing her the wrong way, I stalk inside and throw my bag on the bed. My room now.
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Chapter Six
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***Febe***

“What the heck is he doin’ here, Febe?” Zeke repeats while he points in the direction Roscoe just left in.

I release a deep breath and shake my head. “How would I know? About a half hour ago there was a knock at the door and I thought Savvy would stroll inside but it was him instead. And now you’re here. Where is Savvy? She was supposed to...”

“She was called in to help the vet, Earle asked me to swing by because he was working. You’re missing some details, Febe. What is he doing here? Here, in your house acting like he’s living here or somethin’,” Zeke growls and plunks down next to me on the couch.

“Hey,” I snap. “Don’t throw anger meant for your brother at me. Even more when I don’t know what he’s doing here. Roscoe didn’t mention why he ended up on my porch. Other than the fact he couldn’t go to his own house because Earle and Savvy live there. And then he kinda blackmailed me into staying here instead of throwing those two out.” My shoulders sag because I’m tired. 

It’s early freaking morning but I’m tired. Why can’t people fix their own problems? I’m having a break from solving dilemma’s and now I’ve got this thrown into my lap. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ Slips through my head but the thought of the man with scars on the inside currently taking residence in my house actually makes my chest ache. Even more with his brother growling next to me.

“That effin’ selfish bastard,” Zeke growls and flashes up.

I barely manage to grab hold of his wrist. “No, wait. I agreed, okay?”

Angry eyes hit mine and I can tell Zeke’s about to flip his shit.

“Could you just zip it for a moment and listen?” I whisper with a stern voice and yank him down next to me. “Did it ever occurred to you that your brother might be lost and broken? You don’t do the job he’s been doing for years without losing a part of yourself. You chase a high with the victories you have by locking monsters away but in the process, you get tainted. And from what I’ve heard and read...the case involving Laudy? It’s a classic ‘the one that got away’ and that also eats at a person.” Zeke’s face morphs with more anger. “Okay, you might not see it the way I do but all I’m saying is ‘leave the man be.’ The pumped-up anger you have cooking inside you isn’t doing anyone any good, mainly yourself because the way your vein on the side of your head is throbbing, I’d say you’re signing up for one hell of a headache. Now I’ve got enough food in the house to last me a few weeks. I’ve got someone around to keep an eye on me if I need something and my phone is within reach. Tell Savvy I’ll be okay and I’ll call her or swing by in a week or two.”

“I don’t like it,” Zeke sighs.

I roll my eyes, getting tired of the fact this stubborn man probably didn’t listen to a word I’ve said. “Yeah, well, life sucks all the way up to the last breath you take before you leave this screwed up world. You just have to enjoy the moments where happiness makes life more bearable.” 

Zeke stands but turns to look at me. “He’s dangerous, Febe.”

“Compared to me getting shot two weeks ago? I’m pretty sure I can handle one asshole roaming around my house.” I shrug. “But what I don’t need is bulls going head to head over stuff that needs to be handled a whole different way. Not to mention I’m not a hundred percent yet so I can’t hit any stubborn assholes over the head with lightning speed when needed. So, like I said...avoid us, coming here, all of you. It’s the best solution.”

“For now, but I’ll be back to check in two weeks and you’d better keep Savvy updated with calls and texts because I’m fairly sure she’s gonna be pissed. Not to mention Earle will give me hell...darn...pretty sure the whole family is gonna give me shit,” Zeke groans.

“Then don’t tell them. I’ll call Savvy right now and let her know what’s up.” I offer, because no one needs this ramification.

Zeke nods thoughtfully and stalks into the direction of the door. He turns and points a finger at me. “Call Savvy. I’ll be back in two weeks.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” I mock, making the corner of his mouth twitch before he closes the door behind him.

My gaze goes to the stairs and my mind wanders to the man who’s upstairs, picking a room to stay in the upcoming few weeks. And this reminds me of the fact I’ve been sulking way too long on this couch over the turmoil of the last two weeks. 

Even more because it’s twisted and tangled with the guy upstairs. It’s time. Even if my ankle is giving me some discomfort while my shoulder is healing nicely. Who knew my ankle would take longer to heal? Ugh. Like I said...time for a shower and stop sulking.

Besides, I get a feeling I have a job to do. One involving the family who has been taking care of me this last week. Even if I’m only friends with Savvy, if she can’t swing by Earle or one of the other family members does. Even Roscoe’s mom has dropped by.

Hence the reason my kitchen is stocked to the brim with food. Even if their visits are short, and not at all intruding, they make me feel welcome. It’s unbelievable the grumpy, hardened man upstairs is a part of them. 

Maybe it’s the lack of being among them that makes him detached and rough. But no, it’s the job that carved him into the cold, dark, soul-crushed man he is. I wish there were no issues keeping that family apart. They’re all a united front with Roscoe on the sidelines.

Tragic. My chest squeezes for Roscoe. Every one of his siblings has found their one true love. Oh, yes, his mother made sure to explain in full detail how she, and each one of her kids, found their true love. She hinted about Roscoe and me since I was the last one to see him. I couldn’t help my cheeks heat at the thought of what happened when I came face to face with him.

That man stirs emotions inside me no other man has ever been able to. And it makes me wonder why he’s here. The way he looked at me, the way he faced his brother and stepped out of the room but stayed inside the house. Maybe we could use each other to get back on our feet. And I strongly believe a dark heart is hard to love, but not completely undoable.

It all depends on the type of person, the connection, and the determination. Needless to say, Roscoe has the determination and how he detached himself from his family also shows he puts them first. Sounds weird, I know, but by stepping out of their lives he prevents them from getting hurt.

Ah, yes. My brain is on overload due to the why, how, when, and where. Questions I always ask when I take on a case. Yet Roscoe isn’t a case but I’d like to bring both him and his family together. Maybe even more because I can’t stand to see them apart, since my own family is nonexistent.

Ugh. Not something I can solve with a twist of my hand but absolutely something to keep my mind occupied with while I slap myself back into the land of the living. And like I said...I need a shower.

It takes some effort but when I’m standing underneath the hot spray—washing away all aggravations and little discomforts—I start to feel more like myself with each breath.

When I’m all done and rubbed myself dry with a huge fluffy green towel, I wrap it around my body and stroll into my bedroom. The door is open and I notice Roscoe who took a shower in the bathroom of the bedroom across from mine. Though his bag seems to be on my bed.

I know why he took a shower in that bathroom though instead of mine. It was my dad’s old room; it’s got the biggest bathroom and shower. I’m still in the same bedroom that was mine when I was growing up here. Even if I redecorated it...it’s mine and picking another room doesn’t feel right.

Both our doors are wide open and he’s standing there with a towel wrapped low around his waist. From this distance I can see drops of water sliding down his muscled chest dripping down over his abs. Or I’m totally adding it to my imagination because this man looks too good to be true.

Shit. What is it with this man to make lust spike my veins? I take a step forward, as does he. I want to jump at him and climb this man until I’ve found the right angle and impale myself on his...holy shit, this needs to stop from escalating. I reach out, grab the door and swing it shut, flipping the lock as an extra barrier.

I don’t know if it’s me, him, or the connection we have but it’s one spark and an inferno overtakes both of us. Having him here is either a bad or one hell of a good idea. Dive in or drown, both have to do with surrendering to pleasure where the risk of putting my heart on the line is set in stone.

The risk? He’ll either grab hold or shatter my heart...but for sure he will leave it for no other man to make it come alive the way he does. Yeah, I might already be too far gone. I blame his mom and the wild stories of her family involving the whole love at first sight thing. I can see the hunger in Roscoe’s eyes, and why else would he come here?

Dammit, talk about confusing emotions. Simple. I need to keep things simple. Spend the upcoming days acting like he’s just a roommate and keeping my door locked at all times. I might need to tell him to do the same so we won’t get tempted.


I roam through my clothes and decide to wear something casual. The last few days I’ve been neglecting everything and being in sweats was needed. Now? I’m going for black yoga pants along with a red, long-sleeved button up casual shirt. My feet stay bare because I can’t wear the shoes I normally wear; high heels.

I’m sure I won’t be able to for a few more days and it’s not doing anything good with my mood. I love shoes. I have over thirty pairs of high heels and I’ve been told by Roscoe’s siblings how I could be related to Hallie Mae. She seems to share the same shoe addiction. And as soon as my ankle is healed, we’re teaming up to go shopping.

She’s the only sister I haven’t spent a lot of time with yet because of her tight schedule. She and her husband run a company and it’s a busy time for them right now. Seeing I’ll have all the time in the world ahead of me, I’m sure everything will happen when the time comes.

I hop down the stairs and I’m glad Roscoe isn’t in sight. I decide to head into the kitchen to make some more coffee and go through the cabinets to see what I can do for dinner. I’m in the mood for some slow cooking now that I’ve got the day ahead of me.

I can barely keep the yelp from slipping out when I see Roscoe bent over in the refrigerator in nothing more than a towel wrapped around his waist. Dammit. I think we’d better set some rules between us otherwise I don’t know what might happen if I keep seeing him like this.
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Chapter Seven
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***Roscoe***

I can tell her gaze holds both lust and struggle. I know it was a low blow to go down without putting clothes on but the woman smacked a door in my damn face. Not to mention my bag with clothes was still in her room. 

Having this whole lust-love at first sight hit me when I first saw her is one thing, but the level of taunting since is shredding my last wall of defense. I need to have her. Selfish, I know, but have you seen her? 

I’m not just talking about the outer stunning vision but her whole demeanor and character that surrounds her is a completely different level from the women I’ve met in life. At this moment in my life—where I’ve stepped away from my job and the danger it comes with—I’m allowed to hit pause and enjoy myself.

She sets her hands on her hips and I know she’s about to blow out some steam but I beat her to it. “Don’t get awkward on me. My face has been between those gorgeous legs to taste your damn fine essence. And if you’re talking about dressing appropriately while I’m here? Take a look around you, we’re indoors, be glad I don’t let it swing freely ‘cause since a long damn time I don’t have the pressure of having a full weight on my shoulders. Grant me some leverage here, I think I’m allowed to have some. Especially after giving everything yet in the end, I’m the one standing here empty-handed.”

Shit. Where the hell did all that come from? I only wanted to tell her I could walk around naked if I wanted to. One damn sentence would have been enough and yet she gets me to blabber out stuff I didn’t even realize was on my mind.

Her eyes soften before they narrow. “Fine,” she snaps. “But limit the time with swinging it freely when I’m in the same room.”

Her gaze slides down to where my dick is tenting the towel and I can’t help but smirk. “Believe me, not much swinging around when you’re in the same room. If you don’t mind me pointing out the fact that it’s kinda hard to do.” No need to mention my dick is hard as steel and pointing right at her.

Her cheeks flush while she sputters and waves at dick level, “No pointing out either.” Before she leaves the kitchen, followed by my barks of laughter. Damn this woman.

I grab the bottle of water from the fridge I was looking for when I went down here and stroll into the living room. Febe is sitting at the dinner table with a laptop in front of her. I can tell she’s aware I’m here and yet she tries to ignore me. She can try...but I won’t let her. I’ll give her a few days of playing nice to settle at the thought of having me around but the reality settles; in the end, I will have her.

The next few days pass in a blur. Polite conversations, easy banter to settle who’s making dinner, and the quiet nights of drinking a beer while sitting outside or watching a movie on the couch. Sexual tension between us is building but both of us try to ignore it. Not that I intend to ignore it for long but for things between us to settle for the long run...going slow is the best choice. 

My body likes to disagree but my mind is set. It’s the same way with every job I took on...look at all the angles, get all the intel, let it soak before you strike. I’ve closed every case I’ve ever worked on and I’m not about to fail now; Febe is my end goal, I’m determined to capture her heart.

Knocking on the door disrupts the quiet surrounding just the two of us for the last few days. We’re both in the living room and while Febe is behind her computer—like always since she seems to have quit her job but still takes on stuff she can help with to preoccupy her brain—I’m on the couch reading a beat-up paperback of an interesting horror story.

“You expecting someone?” I ask while Febe stands and strolls through the room.

She shakes her head before she opens the door and I see my sister, Elsie, and my brother, Cyrus. Shit. Though it’s good to see them, I’m very aware of the mess I’ve made and I’m sure they’re not happy to run into me.

I hold up my book to Febe and tell her, “Take your time, I’ll be upstairs.”

But I can’t even take one step before Elsie’s body crashes against mine, her arms catching me in a hug while she buries her head against my chest. The air rushes out of my lungs and in this moment, I don’t know if I should run or engage so I freeze in place.

Her voice cracks when she mumbles, “I’ve missed you.”

“Dammit,” I growl, angry at my own feelings overtaking me.

I throw the paperback on the couch behind me and hug my sister’s delicate body. She always was a pain in the ass growing up. Such a tender soul underneath that feisty attitude of her. I place a kiss on top of her head—her hair long and as white as snow—and give her a tight squeeze before I glance up to catch Cyrus eying us from across the room with a huge smile on his face.

This is not what I expect. With how I handled things between me and my family over the years I expected all of them to hold a grudge and push me away. Needless to say, my throat is closing up and my eyes burn. Shit. Anger I can handle, fucked-up situations I can handle...kindness and welcoming arms from my family? 

“Okay, that’s enough,” I croak and untangle myself from my sister’s arms.

I’m glad to hear Febe’s voice when she takes the attention away from this—for me—awkward situation. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Cyrus? Because I’m fairly sure I answered your text, email, and explained on the phone this morning that I have no intentions to take the job.”

What? “What’s going on, Febe?” I question, making all eyes land on me.

Instead of Febe, it’s my brother who starts to explain. “We’ve had a few break-ins at the gator farm over the last week in the small veterinary clinic, and this morning I got word from Agatha that someone broke into her practice and stole some veterinary drugs.”

My gaze bounces between Cyrus and Febe. “And why ask Febe?” My mind starts spinning and then it hits me. “You want her to take on the sheriff’s position?”

“Not exactly since I think someone else would be a better fit for the position...well, it’s more of a tie since both of you are more than worth the job. But both of you turned it down and now it’s only getting worse with this shit happening this past week alone,” Cyrus sighs.

I ignore his comment about me and Febe both declining the job because something spikes my interest. “Why does the town need a new sheriff? The dude is only...what? Thirty-eight years old? He stepped in when I finally managed to get rid of the dirty fucker who was doing a piss-poor job before him. And the things happening, break-ins...anything more going on?”

“They have legit concerns this sheriff is also dirty.” Febe stalks to the table and grabs the notebook she always has around and scribbles shit in. 

She hands me the notebook but leans in to whisper in my ear, “I could give you my typed-up report about my thoughts but that would mean I care and show interest in a job I don’t want.”

I have to reign in the smile she ignites and instead give my attention to her notes. There are similarities and Febe highlighted them as well as the stuff that was stolen. Frustration rises inside me because they’re right, all arrows point at the sheriff being either in on it or the one responsible for the break-ins.

“Agatha called the sheriff to report the break-in?” I question.

“Yeah, that’s the reason I came here to ask if Febe would go there too. I don’t trust the effin’ idiot to do his job. It’s more like he has opportunity to wipe away evidence he missed or something, then telling the people he’ll get right on it...while in the end, he doesn’t do shit,” Cyrus sighs in frustration.

I turn my attention to Febe. “Put your shoes on, we’re heading over to Agatha’s.”

Agatha has been the town vet for as long as I can remember. All three people in the room with me have the brightest of smiles, making me uncomfortable with all this cheerful appearance.

“What?” I snap, my discomfort getting the better of me.

“Nothing,” Febe snaps back and dashes away to get her shoes.

I turn to my brother and sister. “We’ll let you know how things went when we get back.” I hold my hand palms up toward my sister. “Don’t think so, sis. Once was enough hug time for today.”

“Aw, shucks,” she pouts and her shoulders sag.

Her whole appearance is a reminder of how things were between us when we were teenagers and everything was careless and easy between all of us. It hits me straight in the chest how things turn back into easy and familiar in a blink of an eye. It’s for that reason I smile bright and ruffle her hair as if she was a kid.

Now she’s huffing and glaring while Cyrus barks out a laugh. He smacks my shoulder, “Good to see you, mon frère.”

I don’t get to say anything in return because he turns on his heels and drags Elsie out of the house with him. And I can’t do anything other than stand there and let the last few minutes roam around in my head. What a whirl and pull of emotions.

“You ready?” Febe’s voice fills the air along with the rattle of keys.

I turn to grab my jacket and let her take the lead because I suddenly realize I’m nowhere near ready and need to get my bearings before I can face everything head on.
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Chapter Eight
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***Febe***

It’s always gutwrenching to see victims no matter what happened to them. Agatha is an older woman who’s keeping her head up and shows strength, but it’s in the eyes. They tell a whole different story. And right now, they also show a glimpse of anger.

Roscoe has been listening to Agatha’s answers as I question her about what happened while he roams around. The door clearly shows a breach, indicating the point of entrance. They didn’t make a complete mess but it’s as if they headed for the locked cabinet where all the meds are kept. 

I don’t have any more questions for her and the way she sighs, takes a seat, and starts to fiddle from distress is heartbreaking. Though Roscoe stalks up to her and squats down. He doesn’t say anything but just keeps staring at her.

Hell, even I get uncomfortable but he suddenly asks, “What are you not telling us, Agatha?” The woman’s eyes fill with panic. Roscoe catches her distress flawlessly and softens his voice. “It’s okay, Agatha, it’s me...you’ve known me since I was a little kid. Hell, you’ve grabbed my ear and told my Ma on me when I ruined those bales of hay for no reason other than stirring trouble.”


Agatha snorts a laugh but it quickly turns into a sob. “I called the sheriff when I saw the damage. I also called Cyrus because the gator farm also had break-ins where meds were stolen. I mean, what else is a person to do but call the sheriff? But when he came here and walked through the room...there were a few bottles of Tramadol I have to treat dogs but they were stolen...well, all except one since it rolled underneath the desk. I picked it up and placed it on the desk and when I turned to grab my phone when I heard the sound of an incoming text, it was gone. He took it, I’m positive. I mean...I feel like I’m going crazy but I’m not imagining things.”

“Makes sense,” Roscoe muses.

“Right,” I mutter and think it through. “I’ve read how it’s discovered more and more how animal owners are abusing their pets to gain access to opioids. Maybe the sheriff has some kind of addiction.”

Agatha nods warily. “It’s something we report immediately when there’s suspicion about people coming in with injured dogs, owners asking for Tramadol, and then returning weeks later for more because the dog sustained another injury.”

“Seems the sheriff doesn’t fuss with animals but instead goes straight to breaking and entering, and theft,” Roscoe growls.

He grabs his phone from his pocket and stalks outside. I need another minute or two to talk with Agatha before I can follow Roscoe outside. He’s waiting next to my truck. Somehow the truck I bought a few years ago to get around when I’m here for a few weeks of vacation time looks so much better with him leaning on it. I snicker at my own train of thought.

I sober up quickly when I see Roscoe’s fierce look. A split second my mind freezes with the thought that this plan wasn’t a good idea, but then I remember the man I’ve come to know over the last few weeks and with it every piece of information I gathered. 

Not to mention the people I’ve talked to; Raymond and every family member. Roscoe needs this and I only hope he never finds out about the plan we all forged to bring him back home where he belongs, and to do what he loves on a normal level.

“Get in the truck,” Roscoe growls.

My head rears back at the angry way he addresses me. “Do you mind using a different tone of voice when you talk to me?”

He sighs and the corner of his mouth twitches. “Febe, would you be so kind as to get your sweet ass in the truck?”

“Wow, asshole to slimeball in less than two seconds. Nice. You’ve got skills,” I mutter and stalk to the truck.

“Skills I’m going to put to good use...being the new town sheriff and all,” the man casually says while I freeze in place.

“What?” I gasp, totally stunned by the fact Roscoe seems to have taken the job we wanted him to have.

He would be perfect for the job because his heart belongs to this town and to the people living in it. Outsiders might not notice but everyone who really knows who Roscoe is can see it. He’s protected his family all his life, sheltering them from the danger of his job and even from himself as he grew distant and cold. His job made him that way but the man lives for his job.

Not to mention he came back to this town to finally nail the dirty sheriff whose son killed Laudy’s family while the sheriff protected his son and with it covered up murder and got his own hands dirty in the process. And now in a way history repeats itself in this town with a dirty sheriff, even if it’s stealing opioids wherever he can.

Roscoe steps closer to me and leans into my personal space, “Come on now, pretty girl. Do you really think I didn’t see this coming? I’ve been doing undercover work for years, watching people, knowing their actions, their trades, little telltales, I can smell a plan to lure someone in from miles away. I’ve been under your roof for a few weeks now, Febe...nothing goes past me unnoticed. So, your job is done, call Cyrus or whatever family member of mine put you up to this and tell them you’ve done your job. I just sealed the deal by calling Raymond. Now I need for you to get your ass into the truck so I can head to the sheriff’s office and set things in motion.”

Hurt slams through me. I didn’t want to do this at first when Earle and Cyrus came to me to ask for my help. Hell, I didn’t even want to do this when Raymond talked to me when he visited me at the hospital. I knew Roscoe would be angry if we pushed him into taking this job, even if he would do the right thing and step up because he’s the kind of man who would never pass up something he can make right.

But now I feel as if my heart has been ripped out of my chest the way he voiced his words as if spending the time at my place was undercover work to find out what was going on. I know he’s not happy with how things went and I’m absolutely aware of the part I have in this. But this man has crawled underneath my skin and his words somehow hit me harder.

I step away and throw the keys to the truck at him. “All yours.” 

“What the hell? Get in the truck, Febe,” He growls, again.

I hear Agatha calling Roscoe from inside the house. Roscoe’s eyes lift over my shoulder to the building. His phone starts to ring and I’m actually happy at all the things that are pulling for his attention. Turning, I start to walk away with a heavy heart.

“Come back here, Febe,” Roscoe shouts.

I wave over my head but don’t turn around. “Weeks of undercover told you I was only doing my job, right? Well, I’m off to tell my employers my job is done. I need some fresh air and a little walk to let my brain travel over what I’m gonna do with that big fat bonus I’m off to collect since my job here is done. Bye, Roscoe, leave the truck at my house when you’re done using it. Oh, and get your shit out of my house when you move into the apartment above the sheriff’s office, will ya?”

I can hear Agatha’s voice clear as day so I’m sure she’s standing outside now too when she scolds at Roscoe, “What did you do?”

I quicken my pace and am out of earshot soon enough. I need to clear my head because clearly, Roscoe figured it all out and thinks he was only a job to me. Asshole. He was the one showing up on my doorstep out of thin air with no reason whatsoever. Everyone—even him—knew he was the only one fit for this job, and now he blames me for giving him the final push in the right direction? Fine. Whatever. 

I was lying of course about the whole bonus money thing. This wasn’t so much of a job; it was more like helping someone find their way. Though looking at it from Roscoe’s side it might feel like everyone was ganging up on him. 

Turns out, I really did need the fresh air and walk. Good thing it’s a long walk back to my place. Oh, and let’s not forget the fact my ankle healed over the past few days and only gives a slight twinge every now and then. But when I get home, I don’t feel like going inside.

His cologne still lingers in each little part of the house and even if we spent the time as roommates—enjoying each other’s company—I feel it was so much more. Until he easily supplied he saw right through me, thinking I was doing a job, observing me right back as a job too. How long has he felt this way? All along? All lies and yet it feels real.

Hurt slams through me and it’s all because of my own stupidity. How could I not have seen this coming? I stroll straight past the house and walk down the path I used to follow when I was a little girl. The countless times I went looking for my dad I would find him here just sitting in a small clearing with a view to the wide lake. 

My mother being the career driven person she always blamed me and my father for taking it away from her, holding her back at every turn. Hell, I realized around the time I was a teenager—in one of the many fights my parents had—she would have rather had an abortion but she discovered the pregnancy too late.

They stayed together even if they would never have had a long-term relationship if it wasn’t for me being born. Maybe it helped that my mother threw herself back into her work the second she could after I was born.

My dad practically raised me on his own in between the few weeks my mother would return from her job. As a kid, you don’t question it much, other than the occasional ‘where’s mom?’ But as a teenager, I knew. I knew, and in the end, I still left with my mother when she asked me to come with her to the Netherlands when she moved there for good.

As a teenager you don’t skip an adventure like that when you’re living in the swamps and want to rebel against your father. Even if we stayed in close contact...I knew I’d hurt him with that decision. He never held a grudge but it always made my chest hurt when I think back about leaving him like that.

How come you feel you know everything there is to know as a teenager and do stuff without thinking twice and when you get older you look back and shake your head at your own stupidity? Knowing the wisdom I carry with me today is only a fragment of what I had back then, I would do stuff so differently. Yet we can’t change history.

A lone tear slides down my cheek. Damn, I miss my dad so much. I’ve always felt close to him when I come here to look for a quiet moment. I’ve even installed a wooden swing bench a few years back to spend time here comfortably. Reading, solving crossword puzzles or just staring over the lake and let it take away all my struggles and worries.

Yet now it doesn’t calm me or take away anything. Quite the opposite. I get hit by every emotion that I seemed to have piled up inside me for years and now it all overwhelms me. No one actually realizes the moment life decides to catch up on you. My moment is now and I’m glad I’m hiding from the rest of the world so no one sees when I open up enough to let all the tears flow out in waves.

Screw being the strong woman in heels who can handle each case thrown her way. Screw being the daughter who needed to stand in between her parents at a young age to keep them from slicing each other’s throat. Screw being seen as a job by a man I fell for when our gazes collided weeks ago. Just...screw it all.
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Chapter Nine
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***Roscoe***

I am so damn pissed. The anger consumes me and it’s not only because of the dirty sheriff ruining this town but it’s me. Specifically, how I handled Febe. Let’s just say I wasn’t in the best of moods when I ended the call to Raymond to take him up on his offer to become the town sheriff. 

You can say my mouth ran away with my mood swing. I don’t like to be pushed into things but somehow it all fell into place when I saw Agatha standing in her practice where someone who was supposed to protect her—and her business—came in to rob and ruin it. 

Not to mention Febe has crawled underneath my skin ever since I laid eyes on her. The one woman who managed to reach inside my chest and burst through the wall I’ve built to protect my heart. She cracked it. She stole it. And hell if I don’t want it back. No damn way, it’s hers. And somehow deep down I know it was always meant to be hers, waiting to be snatched up at the right time.

Agatha prevented me from rushing after her because she suddenly realized the cameras her son installed a few months ago and forgot all about. She mentioned something about shock and old age but to be honest? In the turmoil people tend to forget these things. 

Hell, I didn’t even spot a camera in that room but she mentioned it was installed for safety measures by her son who lives in Florida and comes by every once in a while. For whatever reason he installed it for her, we’re reaping the benefits now because we’ve got the fucker stealing on camera...twice. Once when he broke in and once right underneath Agatha’s nose when he snatched up the bottle she placed on the desk.

But all of this leaves a sour taste in my mouth because the only thing on my mind is the hurt I saw on Febe’s face when my mouth vomited those angry words. I’m driving up to the house and when I check, she’s nowhere to be found.

My feet automatically follow the path to where I’ve found her a few times earlier this week. She thinks I don’t know about the place she goes when there are emotions edged on her face, but I do. I’ve followed her to the open space looking over the lake. It’s serene, an escape. Clearly, it’s special to her, and it’s itching my brain to find out why.

But when the gut-wrenching sobs hit my ears, my whole body tightens at the realization she’s hurting. I did this. I’m the asshole who pushed her away and said things that were far from the truth.

Her surprised gasp is just as fast as the way she dashes up in an effort to wipe her face and make herself presentable. As if she’s caught doing something she shouldn’t be doing. What the actual hell?

“Sit,” I snap and point at the wooden swing bench. 

Yeah, I’m wincing at the tone of my voice but yet again my anger is not directed at her, but at myself. The way her upper lip rises I know for sure anger is overtaking her and it’s her full right.

I hold up my hand, “You’re right. I’m out of line...the same as when we were at Agatha’s. I’m the one lashing out at the wrong person and I’m here to apologize. It’s just that this whole thing gets to me on a personal level. It’s no excuse but in the end, it kinda is. I should have taken the job when Raymond offered it to me. I knew I wanted it but I also wanted you. I get lost in a job...and all I wanted was to get lost in you.”

Great, now she starts sobbing again. I step forward and my heart squeezes when she lets me take her into my arms. I scoop her off her feet and sit down onto the wooden swing bench. Pushing with one foot on the ground I hold her close while we gently swing back and forth.

My gaze is set on the lake and it’s the way the sun hits the water, the life in and around it, the sky of blue with a hint of clouds. The purity of nature and the serenity it surrounds us with is breathtaking. Not to mention the righteousness of holding the woman close who I damn well know is the one and only person who is my equal in all ways.

I wasn’t kidding when I told her I watch people, know their actions, their trades, little telltales. And I have been watching her for days. Every passing second makes me adore her a fragment more. Even if she opens products by ripping open the package and not follow instructions on the damn package. It drives me insane along with it since I’m a little OCD with how things should go correctly and as it should be.

But it’s her, the little knickknacks strewn around melts my soul and can make me watch her for hours on end, knowing she’s unique in her little ways. I’m drawn to her in all aspects. I meant what I said about getting lost in my job and it’s not something I want for her. I’d rather protect her from me than have my own brand of happiness by taking her down with me.

“Balance is an aspect in life everyone craves for but is hard to achieve. It’s the picture-perfect that people see on billboards and TV commercials. The romance books who have relationships, men and women, carved into perfection while we all know it’s a mirage. It’s when you look into the mirror and see all the imperfect things about yourself that makes your skin crawl. While others see you as the good, carefree friend you are to them. It’s the same with a job you crave to be the best in while in the end it will suck you dry enough until there’s nothing left to give. It’s admirable in most professions and I have to say your reputation proceeds you but it doesn’t define you. Those who don’t know you stand on the sidelines and see how you rise but never fall...while every job you took, it chipped off a piece of your soul. And yet it never damaged the inside, Roscoe. Your heart is golden and untouched. You know why?” She doesn’t expect me to answer, her face is still buried against my chest as she rambles and bares her heart and mine along with it as my throat closes up. “Because you protect the ones you love and by doing so you either push them away or face things head on because you know you can never fail them. You fight. You fight the only way you know how. You did so by giving Zeke the love of his life back and making this town safe again. Even if you knew you’d damage the trust between your brother and the rest of your family. But that’s just the thing with you, right, Roscoe? There is no balance because you never think about yourself...it’s always others who need saving. But who has your back, Roscoe? Who is there for you?”

Her arms tighten around me and I can’t do anything else but hold her close. My head drops to her shoulder while all my insides liquefy. She’s right. The woman who captured my heart sees straight into my soul, as bare as it is with all the scars inflicted through the years, and all the pain I’ve locked inside along with it.

Tears burn in my eyes, the sting sharp but real. All of it hits me hard but at the same time it’s a wall being knocked down and it leaves a wide-open space with so many options. She’s the one shaking me into awareness, seeing how it is and what it’s been like; she sees me. 

And at the same time, she’s letting the future simmer through in her words. I might be risking my very heart but like I said...she’s already got it so in reality, it’s not so much of a risk. 

“You,” I croak. “I hope to hell you have my back.”

She snorts a laugh through her tears that stain my shirt. “Quite cocky, aren’t you?”

“Not so much cocky, more like determined. You bargain a hard deal with throwing the truth in my face as you did just now...as if you’ve known me for years so I’m kinda counting on the fact that you know what you’re getting into and are ready for the long run.”

Her head tips back and her eyes meet mine. Future. I can see the future in her eyes. The way she glances at me with so much emotion and determination. It shifts into heat when they lower to my mouth and it’s a point of no return. I’m taking what’s mine, what she’s offering and damn well realizes what she’s in for; what we’re in for...the long run.
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Chapter Ten
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***Febe***

Our mouths connect and everything around me falls away and yet it heightens the serenity this place surrounds us with. His tongue demands entrance and takes lead. How scorching and raw this kiss is, it’s also wrapped with the patience to preserve this moment between us. A connection building where both of us give in.

The time we spent together and the words we just now exchanged has shifted our bond into a solid connection. Of course, we don’t know how things will go from here on out but we’re both very much aware how the other functions; what we see in each other and our mutual goals. Relationships have started off on much lesser things.

When I think of how my parents were pushed forward together because my mother became pregnant with me, it’s forced and even if it’s admirable to be together for those reasons...and even if it does work for some people? The connection between me and Roscoe is different and on a much deeper level. 

Nothing in life is certain and one should never take things for granted. But at this moment? I revel in the way I’m cherished by this man. His hands stroking up and down my back while his kiss is captivating. I get lost in him completely, an overload of senses I gladly surrender to.

Roscoe disconnects our lips and murmurs, “I need to be inside you.”

The very thought makes me moan and it seems to be all the agreement he needs as he stands from the wooden swing bench, struggles with his belt, zipper, and then he sits down as he wraps his fingers around his thick girth. It’s mesmerizing, watching this strong man stroke himself while his lust filled gaze is eating me up.

“Straddle me,” he orders, and all I can do is rip the sundress over my head and do as he says.

He slides my silk thong to the side and I can instantly feel the tip of his dick slide through the lips of my pussy. Sliding back and forth with ease because his kiss already prepared me for this moment.

We both moan when he starts to enter me with slow thrusts until he’s fully inside me. There’s a slight burn due to the fullness but when I start to move it ignites sparks of pleasure soaring through my veins.

His fingers dig into my ass cheeks, guiding me up and down in a punishing rhythm. For a moment his hand leaves to drag down my bra on one side to let my breast escape before it’s back. His mouth captures my nipple. Teeth nipping while his tongue swirls to soothe the sweet bite of pleasure.

I’m surrounded and overwhelmed by this man. All I can do is let him lead and follow right behind. His hips push up as he pulls me down, the contact hard but oh so good. I can feel his dick swell even more at the same moment my heart lurches and white-hot pleasure overtakes me. My orgasm spikes his and we both dwell into our own world of pleasure.

Out of breath and hearts racing we hold onto each other while Roscoe makes the wooden swing bench slowly swing back and forth. My head is spinning at how things turned out today. Not something you can prepare for I guess, but still. Wanting something, dreaming, and then have it thrown in your lap while being swooped away is the stuff fairytales are made of. 

Truth and reality are what you work for. Both of us live to work and work to live. Knowledge is power and when you know the flaws and strengths in a person you learn to adapt and to rise together. Even if you lash out, you need to shift and take perspective, to come out on the other side of things.

We’re far from perfect and we never will be if you set goals out of your reach. We will build a world for ourselves, one both of us can settle with. But at the same time, one can’t ever let a dream fade. Relish in the colors and the elements you can have right now rather than save them for later and have them fade.

And right now, I’m holding the man who I was meant to spend the rest of my life with. It’s a gut feeling. The way he can infuriate me while at the same time touch my heart and makes desire spike my veins. You just know when you find the one person who’s it for you. And for me...it’s Roscoe.

“You feel like a dream,” Roscoe hums and lets his nose slide up and down my neck as if he needs to breathe me in and can’t get enough.

“You are my dream,” I automatically reply.

Roscoe chuckles, the vibrations go through my whole body as he says, “More like a nightmare.”

“Meh.” I shrug. “Nightmare for some, wet dream for others.”

His chuckle turns into full blown laughter as it echoes over the serene lake. I relish in this intimate moment where we share so much more than just the intimacy of our bodies.

“You know what you’re getting into, huh?” The line might sound carefree but the strong undertone shows his vulnerability.

“Eyes wide open, both feet on the ground so you’d better buckle in. I’m asshole proof if you haven’t realized that little detail yet,” I tell him in a fierce tone.

“Oh, I realize what I have on my hands, baby. And I’m just making sure you know because there’s no damn way you’re ever getting rid of me now,” he growls and takes my mouth in a scorching kiss.

He completely robs me of replying but there are no more words needed; we’re both in it together...for the long run.
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Epilogue
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***Roscoe***

There’s nothing more satisfying than cleaning house; putting the bad guys behind bars while keeping the good guys safe. Not to mention rebuilding something and making it stronger while you’re at it. Meaning I had to dig through every single case file the dirty sheriff in this town handled ever since he took the job. 

Lousy ass sonofabitch. Good thing we had the camera proof and more evidence to lock him up and keep him there for a long time. But it left me with a lot of cleaning up, with the mess he left this town in. Mainly the trust people of this town have in the sheriff. 

I mean it’s not peanuts when the town sheriff is a dirty scumbag who only cares about his own personal benefits. Not once, but twice. I guess I’ll have to prove them the third time is a charm, because I’m dead set to support and work for this town as I see fit and accomplish what it needs.

It’s taken me a while but I’ve managed to steer everything on the right path. The best thing about all of this? Coming home every night to an amazing woman who also comes into the station every now and then to help out.

The two of us fell into a nice routine that works for us. Pretty sure not many would be able to handle our kind of relationship but she understands me completely. Even if I can sometimes smack my own head for lashing out due to amped up frustrations, but she’s not one to shy back and tells me exactly how it is. It’s all about keeping it real.

Nothing in life is smooth sailing and every person who tells you they have the picture-perfect relationship is either lying or being lied to. But that’s a whole different story. You know what else’s a different story? My family.

I’ve run into Elsie and Cyrus a few times and as before, it’s easy contact. A wave here, friendly conversation there. Even Elsie’s husband, Dale, and Cyrus’ wife, Bertie, have shown nothing but kindness.

To be honest? I’ve been avoiding my other siblings and my parents. I do know Febe talks to them but she tries to keep it from me. As I mentioned to her before, it’s hard to slip something by me.

But it shows she cares. And I know I’m a hardhead—like my siblings and my parents—and have to work up to the confrontation. It’s my fault and I take full responsibility but I can’t live up to facing the look in their eyes. It eats at me knowing they blame me and think about my selfish ways and how I put Zeke, Laudy, and everyone else willingly in danger.

“Are you ready?” Febe asks.

She’s standing in the doorway with her black slacks, red high heels, along with a flaming red button up blouse. She has a lot of those but the color suits her personality. Her hair is in a tight bun and I want to reach out and set it loose, but I can’t. We’re all dressed up to leave and head on over to a barbeque. 

A barbeque organized by my parents. One where the whole family will be present and I don’t feel like eating at all. I’m close to throwing up as it is, knowing everyone will be there, all eyes will be fixed on me. Conversation? Lashing out? Awkward situations? Hell, what is to be expected?

“Stop being nervous,” Febe murmurs and stalks toward me to slide a hand over my chest.


I lean in to take her lips but she dashes away. Cursing, I follow her ass out the door while she giggles. She knows exactly how to handle me and even if I’m still amped up with every mile I get closer to my parents’ house...there’s warmth settling in the pit of my stomach, knowing Febe has my back no matter what.

And even in this, that’s enough. There’s nothing better than family but I hope to have kids of my own one day. Febe will make one hell of a mother, something I’m one hundred percent sure of. Her birthday is next month and I’ve already been shopping for a ring.

That’s right, I’m going one knee in the dirt and hope she’ll deem me worthy enough to pick me up and drag me along for the rest of the ride that’s called living. If the look she’s giving me right now is any indication? This woman loves me with all her heart, just as I love her with every inch that’s me.

But at this very moment, my heart is beating rapidly in my throat. I’m about to step foot inside my parents’ house and face all my siblings along with my parents. All of them in one place. No more hiding; confrontation. And even if I’ve been in situations where there was a gun pressed to my head...it doesn’t compare at all but the level of fear and failure is tainting the air around me.

“Stop worrying,” Febe says and squeezes my hand. 

Unknowingly she takes away some of my anxiety. I throw my arm around her waist and pull her close, planting a kiss on the top of her head just in time before the door swings open. My Ma is standing there and even if she’s older than the last time I saw her...she still has the same warm, welcoming look she’s always had on her face.

“My boy,” she croaks and throws her arms out.

My throat clogs up again and there’s hesitation overwhelming me. I don’t deserve this. Not the warm welcome after all these years while I’ve pushed them away and neglected them in the process. There’s a hard shove between my shoulder blades, making me stumble and before I know it, I’m wrapped in my Ma’s arms.

I can feel her body shake and hear her sniffle but when she pulls away, she’s wearing one hell of a smile aimed straight at my soul. “I’ve missed you,” she tells me and drags me inside the house.

The room falls silent as we enter and all eyes are locked on me. I don’t have time to say something because Zeke steps forward. “I need a word with you, outside.”

I know what’s coming. He’s earned the right and it’s something we’d do ever since we were old enough to throw a punch. Moans of complaints ring out but my father’s whistle brings silence. Also, something he’d used to do to control a room of raging teenagers. 

Seems not much has changed and it’s the very thing that makes the corner of my mouth twitch. And I damn well wish things could be as easy as they were when we were kids. Go head to head and get it all out so we can continue with a clean slate. 

Yet now we’re all grownups and our issues are a hard reality where life and death are not something one can throw in the balance for the sake of yourself or others for that matter. I know it was wrong of me, and I have to make amends somehow.

I glance behind us and see the rest of the family pressed against the window. Swinging my gaze back to Zeke—who’s standing across from me in the garden—he only shakes his head and mutters, “Always ready for a nice show.”

“Well, you’ve earned the right, so give ‘em one,” I tell him and add, “This is all on me and I’m sorry for putting her in danger...putting all of you in danger. But I couldn’t let her stay away from you. Not when I found out where she was. You two belonged together and that asshole needed to pay for what he did. Him and his father.”

“You have an asshole way of dealing with shit,” Zeke states and punches me right in the jaw. Fuck. That hurts.

Another punch in the guts makes me double over and I can barely dodge the knee aiming for my face. Okay, he’s got enough punches in...my turn. I growl and slam into him, wrapping my arms around his waist as I take him down to the ground.

Both of us roll and try to get on top while throwing punches. I manage to get a few punches in and so does he. We’re both panting for our breath, adrenaline high while we’re now back on our feet, circling each other. We’re completely lost in our surroundings and when he lunges at me both of us stumble to the ground and start to roll and roll until we hit mud and water. Dammit.

The both of us are very aware of the lake at the back of our parents’ house where the gators swim freely. I get my footing and hold out my arm for Zeke to take. He glances down at the mud that’s sticking to every inch of his clothing. Hell, even his hair and beard are covered in it and I can’t help but snicker.

“Hey, don’t you dare laugh, asshole.” Zeke says, the lines around his eyes crinkling from laughter. “You got mud comin’ out of your ears, Mon Frère.” 

Mon Frère, my brother. As soon as the words spill from his mouth, he grabs my hand and pulls me to his chest, slapping his other hand on my back. 

“I effin’ well missed you all these years, ‘bout time you allowed me to kick your ass.” He chuckles.

I tighten my arms and relish in the fact I’m holding my brother, and the forgiveness he’s giving me. I kiss my brother’s cheek but instantly regret it and by the laughter rumbling through his chest, he knows I just got a mouth full of mud.

“Come on, let’s get out of here ‘cause I swear I felt something slip by my leg just now,” Zeke grumbles and we drag our bodies out of the muddy bank of the lake and head for the house.

“You know what’s gonna happen now, right?” Zeke grumbles but I can’t help but feel a spark of joy.

“Yeah,” I drag the word out as if I’m in pain, making Zeke’s head fall back while laughter slips out.

“I swear the old man loves doin’ it,” Zeke states as we reach the house, our parents, our women...the whole family complete and whole standing in the yard.

“You boys got it all out?” Our Pa questions.

Zeke’s head swings my way as he points a finger at me. “But he started it.”

“Oh, for effin’ sake,” Pa grumbles and switches on the hose hitting Zeke straight into his gut.

“Told ya,” Zeke huffs, “He loves it.”

I can’t help but laugh at the familiarity of all of this. I would say it’s a warm welcome home but in reality? Cold as hell water hits my body to clear away all the mud. Doesn’t matter though, ‘cause my heart is filled with all the warmth a body can hold.

My siblings each got the love of their lives, including me, and both my parents are still healthy, together, and enjoying what life throws their way. And there’s nothing stopping me from enjoying my family and our lives together from now on.
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