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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Josephine!  Goodness, dear!” the elderly woman gasped, even placing a hand on her chest.  “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Josephine smiled warmly as she embraced her grandmother, Emeline.  “I’m here because something is going on,” Jo replied as she stepped back.  “Where’s Gramps?”  
 
    Emeline waved towards the back of the deli, their mom and pop store that they’d run since the two of them had bought the store three days after their wedding, over fifty years ago.  “Oh, he’s somewhere in the back.  I think he’s working on a new sauce.” 
 
    Jo watched her grandmother’s eyes and knew she was lying. Turning slightly, Jo watched her grandmother’s facial expression, testing the waters.  “Why don’t I go say hello?”  
 
    Emeline’s eyes widened and she shook her head.  “NO!”  When Jo paused, Emeline tried to appear casual.  “Dear, you know how he gets when he’s cooking up a new sauce.  He puts a great deal of pressure on himself to make it just right for our customers.” 
 
    Jo’s eyes narrowed.  “Yeah.  I also know that he loves to have someone test out his crazy recipes.”  She shifted the tote bag on her shoulder.  “So are you going to tell me what’s going on?  Because I’m here now.  And I can help.” 
 
    Her grandmother did another one of those hand flutters, which only increased Josephine’s worry.  “Nothing dear!” she replied.  “You should just head on back to your job in Philadelphia.  Everything is fine.  We’re fine.  The business is…fine,” she asserted, but that last word was weak, and Emeline couldn’t look Josephine in the eye.   
 
    Jo shook her head as she leaned a hip against the teal blue counter, tilting her head slightly as she watched her grandmother.  “Gran, you are never vague.  You never do that hand-flutter-thing,” she added, tilting her head slightly.  “You are strong and capable, and always direct.  But you are obviously nervous right now.  Which only confirms my suspicions that something is going on that you don’t want me to know about.”  She took her tote bag off of her shoulder, dropping it behind the counter and gently led her grandmother over to one of the sets of chairs scattered around the eating area of the deli.  The tables were for customers so they could relax while eating the most amazing deli sandwiches, each made with love and care. The meats and cheeses were high quality.  The toppings were locally grown, whenever possible, and the bread was made fresh every day.  But it was her grandfather’s special sauces that made the sandwiches incredible! 
 
    “Oh,” Emeline sighed, looking at her hands.  They were trembling.   
 
    Jo wrapped her hands around her grandmother’s fingers, squeezing them gently.  “Talk to me, Gran.  What’s happening?  Why is Gramps doing something you don’t want me to know about?  Why are the flowers outside all messed up when I know that you baby those flowers every morning?  Why are there no customers at the moment, when normally there’s a line out the door at this time of the day?  And,” she paused, looking into her grandmother’s terrified eyes, “why are you trembling?”  
 
    Emeline couldn’t hold back any longer.  With that last question, her face crumbled and she pulled her hands away, hiding her face with her aging fingers.  “Oh, Jo!” she whispered. “It’s horrible!  Just horrible!” 
 
    Josephine was so startled by her normally strong grandmother’s breakdown that she shifted off of the chair and came around to kneel at the distraught woman’s side, taking her wonderful, amazing grandmother into her arms.  “It’s going to be okay, Gran,” she promised.  “I’m here.  I’ll help!” 
 
    “You can’t help, child!” she whispered through the sobs.  A fraction of a second later, she lifted tear stained eyes.  “You have to get out of here. Get away from this place!” 
 
    That only terrified Jo more!  “What’s going on?” she asked, patting her grandmother’s back.   
 
    “I…can’t tell you!”  Emeline’s arms tightened around Jo.  Not sure what else to do, Josephine continued to try to soothe her grandmother.   
 
    They remained like that for several moments while Josephine imagined all sorts of horrible problems.  Cancer.  Alzheimer’s.  Health inspection issues.  Financial problems.  That last one Jo doubted because her grandparents were savvy with their money.  They’d made a profit on their deli from the first month they’d opened up, mostly because Gramps knew how to make the best sauces and customers clamored for the recipe.  But also because Gran pushed half of their income into investment accounts, twenty-five percent went back into the business for either improvements or marketing – and she was a whiz at both – then they lived off of the other twenty-five percent.   
 
    Josephine had seen their retirement balance last year and had asked them why they didn’t retire and move to Hawaii.  Their massive retirement account could fund that move without even blinking!  Gran had scoffed and asked what they’d do in retirement.   
 
    So what was going on now?  
 
    The possibility of either grandparent having health issues terrified her.  They were all she had.  As an only child of an only child, she didn’t have aunts and uncles, cousins or second cousins.  With her parents gone now, she only had her grandmother and grandfather. 
 
    “Are you sick, Gran?” she asked, whispering the words because they were just too terrifying for her.  
 
    “No, love.  We’re getting old, but we’re still hopping,” Emeline replied, sniffing as she pulled back.  Looking into Jo’s eyes, she affirmed, “We’re not sick.”  She knocked her knuckles on the plastic table and said, “Knock on wood, we’re still hale and hearty.”  The “knocking on wood” was an old joke.  Usually, Gramps would tap his knuckles on his head as a joke while Gran just knocked on anything nearby, pretending it was wood.  
 
    Predictably, Jo laughed, relieved by that small gesture of silliness and normalcy.   
 
    “Okay, so if you and Gramps are healthy, what’s going on?”  
 
    Gran sighed and shook her head, placing her weathered palm against Jo’s cheek.  “Nothing we can’t handle, love,” she replied.  
 
    Josephine could see the fear lingering in her eyes and shook her head.  “Right.  Well, guess what?” 
 
    Gran pushed herself up from the chair and smiled as Josephine stood as well. “What’s that, dear?”  
 
    “Since I can work remotely, I’m staying here in your spare apartment for a while.” 
 
    Gran froze, then slowly turned to look at Jo.  “You’re…what?”  
 
    The fear, no, the terror, was back in her Gran’s eyes.  More confirmation that something was seriously wrong.   
 
    “Yep!” Jo replied cheerily with a shrug.  “You mentioned that your tenant moved out, broke their lease.  So the apartment over the shop is empty, right?”  
 
    “Yes…but…!” 
 
    “So I’ll stay there until you and Gramps tell me what’s going on and let me help fix it.”  She bent down and hefted her tote bag back onto her shoulder.  With a spin, she whizzed her keys in the air.  “I’ll just go dump my stuff upstairs, then I’ll come down to help you guys around the shop.  She looked around and spotted a group of men getting out of their vehicles, heading into the shop.  They all had hardhats hooked onto the back of their trucks and were wearing reflective vests, indicating that they were most likely road construction employees taking a break for lunch.   
 
    Jo leaned down and kissed her grandmother’s cheek.  “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    With that, she turned and headed out to the parking lot where she’d parked her small SUV.  It was late autumn, one of her favorite times of the year.  There was a crispness to the air that never failed to energize Josephine, especially after the heat and humidity of the summer months.  And the mosquitoes!  Good grief, she hated those blood suckers!   
 
    She walked out to the parking lot, smiling to the four men walking into the deli.  They all nodded politely in her direction and headed into the store, even holding the door for her.   
 
    That was the thing about Elsa, Pennsylvania.  Everyone here was so nice!  Jo lived in Philadelphia, which was about two hours from Elsa.  It was an easy drive, so she could get back to Elsa to visit her grandparents whenever the need arose, but it was far enough that she had distance and independence.  Her grandparents were awesome, but they tended to baby her a bit.  Jo understood.  They’d lost their daughter and son-in-law too soon and Jo was all they had left.   
 
    She popped the lock on her trunk just as another SUV pulled into the parking lot.  This was a big, black SUV, impressively powerful. But it was the man behind the steering wheel that captured her attention.   
 
    He was huge!  With dark, almost black hair, and hard angles making up his jawline.  His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, but…goodness, the man had some impressive shoulders!  That was all she could see of him through the driver’s window but, for some odd, reason, Josephine couldn’t move, couldn’t pull her eyes away from him.  Her head actually swiveled in order to watch him as he pulled into a parking space.   
 
    Only when the SUV shifted past her and she could no longer see the man did she realize that she’d been holding her breath.  When she breathed in, it was to suck oxygen into her starved lungs.   
 
    “Silly!” she whispered, then turned to haul her huge suitcase out of the trunk.  She’d packed a lot of her clothes because Jo wasn’t sure how long it would take to resolve the problems that were making her grandparents sound so stressed on the phone.  She was just about to thunk it onto the ground when it was lifted out of her grasp by tanned hands.  Hands that were attached to muscular forearms, lightly sprinkled with dark hair.  That’s all the skin she could see, but her eyes slowly traveled higher, noting the bulging biceps underneath the sleeves of a cream-colored Henley shoved up to the elbows.  And oooh, those shoulders again!  They were even better up close!   
 
    And still, her eyes traveled higher.  This was the man from the SUV!  He was ridiculously tall.  Ridiculously good looking.  Those hard angles of his jawline made her fingers itch to touch it.  To touch those angular shapes and see if his skin was soft or rough or prickly.   
 
    Higher still and Jo wondered if the giant man would be offended if she reached up and pulled those dark sunglasses off.  She desperately wanted to see his eyes.  What color were they?  Blue?  No.  He was too tanned for blue eyes.  Although, what a person’s tan had to do with eye color, she wasn’t really sure.  Brown.  She’d bet they were brown.  Yes, most likely brown.   
 
    A soft, chocolatey brown!   
 
    No, not soft.  There was nothing soft about this man!  He was hard.  Hard and muscular and…and drool worthy!  Goodness, he was hot!  She remembered an author who consistently posted a picture on Fridays to her Facebook page showing a good looking man, usually without a shirt, with clearly defined muscles all over his arms, chest and abdomen.  This man would be perfect!  And yet, she knew that this male specimen was…soooo out of her league!   
 
    “Where are you taking this?” the Hot-Guy-Friday guy asked, his voice deep and rumbly.  Was ‘rumbly’ even a word?  Jo certainly hoped so.  Because it perfectly described this man’s voice.   
 
    A dark eyebrow lifted and Jo suddenly realized that she was staring.  Yes, she was rudely and pathetically staring up at the man’s hard, handsome features.  Good grief!  The poor man! 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she gasped, jerking out of her contemplation of other adjectives to describe the man.  “I’ve completely objectified you and that’s so rude!  Goodness, if some man had done that to me, I’d be livid!  I’m very sorry!”  
 
    The man laughed and stepped closer.  “I don’t mind being objectified by you,” he replied, extending his hand.  “Bart Hudson.”  
 
    Jo jerked her eyes away from his deliciously handsome features to gawk at his hand.  He wanted her to touch him?  Dare she?  Oh, good grief, it was a simple handshake! 
 
    Slowly, as if in slow motion, she lifted her own hand carefully, almost tentatively placing her fingers into his.   
 
    His massive paw closed around her fingers and she almost gasped at the jolt of electricity that flashed through her body.  Yeah, she’d read about the heat between two people sometimes being this intense, but in all of her twenty-eight years, she’d never experienced it herself.  It was…shocking!  And so sad.  Because this man…he probably dated professional cheerleaders or female body builders.   
 
    Josephine occasionally went for a walk as exercise.  Others might describe that “walk” as “getting the mail”, but she counted it as exercise.  Every once in a while, she got a crazy niggle in her brain to join a gym and maybe lift some weights.  But then she’d see a coffee shop along the way and…well, she always had a good book on her phone and the allure of a chai latte and an hour’s escape from the world was a stronger temptation than a gym.  And poof!  Her niggle vanished, not to be acknowledged for several more months.   
 
      
 
    Special Agent Bartholomew Hudson stared down at the gorgeous woman, his fingers tightening on her soft hand and he had to resist the urge to lean forward and smell her.  He’d gotten a whiff of her shampoo a moment ago, lavender, and couldn’t seem to stop staring.  She was lovely, he thought.  Definitely not like the other women he’d dated in the past.  They’d been very pretty.  However, there was something different about this woman.   
 
    Her long, dark hair lifted softly in the cool autumn breeze, sparkling in the early afternoon sunshine.  And her pale skin was…incredible!  Surely it couldn’t be as soft as it looked!  Not possible!  Because he suspected it would feel like the velvety texture of a rose petal.   
 
    A…rose petal?  What the hell?  He was a tough, hard-core, mean, and grumpy FBI agent!  He was here to do a job!  There were criminals in this city who were most likely setting up a racketeering campaign.  He definitely didn’t have time to explore this woman’s skin texture or discover what her hair felt like as it ran through his fingers.  
 
    And yet, he couldn’t seem to pull his eyes away.  She was soft all over.  Not fat, just curves.  He’d noticed her delectable curves when he’d pulled into the parking lot.  He’d watched her walking towards her car and had almost hit another vehicle in his effort to park and watch her at the same time.  Plus, she had a slow, confident, easy gait that drew a man’s eye and held it.  He’d noticed the men heading into the deli turning around to admire her.  
 
    What’s more, this woman had no idea how incredibly beautiful she was.  She was oblivious to the other men’s stares.   
 
    Her soft, blue eyes…they stared up at him, warming him.  No, heated him up!  Hell, his body was reacting to her scent and those amazing blue eyes.   
 
    He should probably release her hand, Bart thought.  But he didn’t.  In fact, his fingers tightened around her fingers, feeling the slender, delicate bones.  Damn, she was soft!  And she smelled so good!  She was like a dessert that he wanted to explore and lick until he found all of her sweet spots!   
 
    Down boy, he told himself firmly.  Bart had to remind himself, again, that he was here in Elsa merely to do a job.  He had to find the bad guys, lock ‘em up and then head back to Philadelphia and move on to the next investigation.   
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked, instead of following his mind’s instructions to walk away.   
 
    “Jo,” she replied.  Then blushed, stammering out, “Josephine Clairmont,” she clarified.  “But most people call me Jo.” 
 
    Josephine.  He tossed her name around in his mind.  It was a beautiful sounding name.  Lovely and soft, just like the woman.  “Named after the empress?” he teased.  
 
    The woman nodded. “Actually, yes,” she replied with a self-conscious laugh.  “All the women in my family are named after historical figures.  My mother had just finished reading a book about Empress Josephine before I was born.  Hence, the name.” 
 
    “It suits you,” he replied, charmed by the story as well as her laugh.  She wasn’t just beautiful, he thought.  She was cute, too.  That was hard to do.  In his experience, women were either beautiful and knew it, used it to manipulate men.  Or they were cute and vivacious.  Bart wasn’t the kind of man who discriminated.  He liked both.  Women were always lovely and soft, a wonderful distraction when he needed a break from the tension of a rough case.  But he’d never actually felt charmed by a woman.   
 
    Until Josephine.   
 
    “Where do you need this?”  
 
    The confusion was in her eyes…he almost laughed with relief.  She felt it too.  That sexual awareness, that blurring of the world around them.  Right now, it was just him and Josephine. Nothing else existed.   
 
    That was probably dangerous.  Bart was trained to notice everything.  But not at this moment.  Not when Josephine was staring up at him with those big, blue eyes, pleading with him to…he wasn’t sure.  Possibly because his brain had been shorted out as soon as he’d watched her walk across the parking lot.   
 
    “Need what?” she asked, her full, red lips opening slightly while her eyes…those blue eyes surrounded by long, dark lashes, blinked up at him.  
 
    “The suitcase?” he reminded her, then cursed himself for that reminder.  It pulled her eyes away from his and she stepped back.  He wasn’t able to smell her shampoo anymore and he almost growled, as if he were some sort of savage beast!   
 
    She looked down at the enormous suitcase that, okay, perhaps his FBI mind was a bit warped, but the suitcase was large enough to hide a body!   
 
    “Yes!  Um…!” she looked around, as if she had to remind herself of where she was.  He liked that!  “Right!”  She pointed towards the second story of the small building.  “I’m going to be…” she stopped, and he recognized the issue.  
 
    “I’m not going to stalk you,” he vowed, turning serious now.  “I’m one of the good guys.” 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief and Bart wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her that she was safe, but also grab her arms and shake her.  Just because a man said he was a good guy, that wasn’t always the truth.  He could have quoted the number of serial killers and serial rapists who looked and acted like a good person, but their souls were pure evil.  
 
    Didn’t matter, he thought. He’d look out for her.   
 
    “Just moving in?” he asked as he lifted the suitcase and carried it towards the stairway that led up to a small balcony.   
 
    “Only temporarily,” Josephine replied, glancing at him over her shoulder as she led the way towards the stairs.  She started up the steps and he had to pause because…holy hell, the woman had a great ass!   
 
    Good guy, he reminded himself.  Bart was one of the decent, respectful guys!  And good guys did not ogle a woman’s ass when he was trying to be helpful.  He shouldn’t lust after the woman either, but that was a lost game already.  Bart definitely lusted after the very lovely Ms. Josephine Clairmont!   
 
    She was saying something about…he had no idea.  All he could think was that she was gorgeous!  Front and back!  Okay, he probably hadn’t checked out her front well enough.  But he would get to that very soon.  Once he was able to stop looking at those stunning blue eyes!   
 
    “…something weird,” she said as she unlocked the door to the small apartment.   
 
    He stepped inside and looked around.  It was a one bedroom apartment with a small kitchen, but everything here looked…cozy!  It was nice!  There was a sofa and two chairs situated around a low coffee table.  End tables and lights sat at both sides of the sofa and a small table with four chairs around it was in the corner.  The door to the bedroom was open so he could see the queen sized bed topped with what was obviously a hand-made quilt.  Everything in this apartment was used, but it was warm and comfortable.  The sofa even had another hand-made quilt folded over the back.   
 
    “This is nice,” he commented, looking around.  “How long are you staying here?”  
 
    She turned, flicking the keychain around her fingers over and over again.  “I don’t know.  As long as it takes.”   
 
    He lifted a dark eyebrow at that reply, pulling off his sunglasses.  “As long as what takes?”  
 
    She started to say something, then changed her mind, shaking her head slightly.  “Just…I need to fix some things.” 
 
    A mystery.  Oh, the lovely Josephine had no idea what she’d just done.  Not only did he want to know every secret about her delicious body, but now he wanted to know what her secret “things” was all about.  If there was one thing he loved, it was solving mysteries.  It was one of the reasons he was such a good FBI agent.  He wasn’t just good at connecting seemingly random clues, he was tenacious about discovering the truth and finding the bad guys!   
 
    “Do you have time for dinner while you’re ‘fixing things’?” he asked, trying to be casual, but her answer to his question was important.  More than he’d realized moments before.  
 
    “Dinner?”  
 
    He smiled, thinking she was delightful.  “Yes.  Dinner.  It’s a meal, usually with a protein and a starch.  Sometimes a vegetable if you want to go crazy.” 
 
    She laughed, just as he’d intended, but then she shook her head. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “Don’t think, Josephine.  It’s just dinner.  We can share the meal together, or alone.  Usually, those kinds of activities are more fun together.” 
 
      
 
    Josephine’s whole body tightened with awareness at the smile that eased onto his handsomely rugged features.  Were they still talking about dinner?  Surely they were, right?   
 
    But for some reason, she suspected that he’d moved on to a more intimate subject and, at the thought, her cheeks heated.  Gad!  She prayed that the blush wasn’t showing on her cheeks.  But the sly grin and the amusement in his green eyes…green, she hadn’t expected that…warned her that he was also thinking about other things people do together.  Or alone! 
 
    “I’ll probably be very busy helping my grandparents,” she replied, feeling as if she needed to give the man an escape.   
 
    “Okay, you just arrived in town today.  How about tomorrow night?” he offered.  “That will give you enough time to help your grandparents, then you can tell me about it tomorrow night and maybe I can help.”  He moved closer, bending slightly as if he were telling her a secret.  “I’m very good at solving problems.”  
 
    She laughed and he noticed that her eyes sparkled with her amusement.  Damn, she was gorgeous!   
 
    “Seriously, I should…” 
 
    “Seriously,” he interrupted, moving closer.  He took her hand and lifted it to his lips.  “I’m very attracted to you, Josephine.  I want to get to know you.  If I’m reading you correctly, then I think you feel the same attraction.  So unless you tell me that I’m wrong, that you don’t feel this too, then I’m going to keep asking you until you give in.”  He moved even closer.  “Not to be stalkerish or anything,” he teased.  
 
    She laughed, but it was a soft, almost desperate laugh.  “Fine.  Yes.  I feel it but…,” she paused, looking up at him.  “Are you sure?”   
 
    “Yes.  Dinner tomorrow night.  I’ll pick you up here at six o’clock.” 
 
    She let her breath out in a woosh, but she nodded her agreement.  “Six o’clock.”  
 
    “Good.  Until tomorrow,” he said, then turned and walked out of the apartment, pulling the door closed behind him.  He noticed that her locks were a bit flimsy and made a mental note to get her something more solid.   
 
      
 
    Josephine stood very still, wondering if she’d just agreed to have dinner with the man.  Mentally, she reviewed the conversation in her head, but everything was a bit fuzzy.  The man…he was a powerhouse of testosterone and masculine charm!  Good grief, surely…yep, she had!  She’d just agreed to have dinner with a man that made her stomach go all fluttery and images of him naked doing things to her that…well, she never thought about things like that!  Never!  She was the calm, serious one of her friends!   
 
    “Good grief!” she sighed, pushing her hair off of her forehead as she looked around.  Everything in the apartment looked the same.  Green dishes, home-made quilts, soft colors and a few scratches on the table.  The furniture wasn’t new, but it was solid and of good quality.  Her Gramps had restored several of the pieces over the years, but everything still looked nice.   
 
    So why had the previous tenant left in such a hurry?  Why had they abandoned such a great apartment?  The space was larger than average and the rent was lower than what her grandparents could charge.  Plus, if anything broke down, Gramps rushed over to fix it.   
 
    Pushing the thought of Mr. Tall, Dark, and Mysterious out of her mind, she focused on the reason for her temporary return to Elsa.  It was such a cute, quirky town.  But something was definitely going on.  She’d noticed small signs of something strange happening to the city as she’d drove through the streets this morning.  Jo couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but there was a strange sort of…almost neglect.  No, it wasn’t neglect.  It was more like…well, a tension.  Yes, that was it.  There was a tension.   
 
    No, she was just imagining things.  The whole town couldn’t be bracing for something bad to happen.  It was just…crazy thoughts.   
 
    Turning, she rolled her suitcase into the bedroom and started unpacking.  She hurried, knowing that her grandparents would need help with the lunch rush.  She changed into a pair of leggings and a long sleeved tee-shirt, knowing that a sweater would be too hot and she didn’t want to get any of her work clothes dirty.  Working in a deli was fast paced during the lunch rush.  In the midst of preparing made-to-order sandwiches, the space sometimes got a bit crazy and food tended to go everywhere while hurrying to make the meals as fast as possible.   
 
    She walked down the back stairs that led directly into the storage room of the deli.  Her grandfather wasn’t back here at the moment, which made sense.  It was nearly noon so that meant he’d need to be out front, helping customers.  
 
    Jo grabbed one of the flowered aprons her grandmother sewed, tying it around her waist as she stepped out into the brightly lit area of the store.  Sure enough, a line of customers had formed and she stepped right in, pulling on plastic gloves so she could make sandwiches for the customers.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Good, you’re back!” Maddox grumbled.  “I’m starving.” 
 
    Bart stopped, stunned as he looked around at the three expectant faces.  “I…uh…forgot.” 
 
    Maddox, the FBI agent in charge, as well as Slater and Lex, the other two agents on the team, stared at Bart for a long moment.  Even Tink, his adopted shiny grey, pit bull buddy, stared at him, his tail still for once.  The beast tilted his head as if Bart had betrayed him in some way.   
 
    “You went out to grab sandwiches for lunch and…” Maddox stopped, unable to complete the sentence because the possibility was just too insane.  
 
    “How the hell could you forget to get lunch?” Slater growled.  Of the four agents, Slater was the most laid back.  But not when someone messed with his food.  They were all tall men who competed with their workouts on a regular basis.  So their tall bodies were impressively muscular.  That meant that food was pretty much always on their minds.  
 
    “I just…Uh…” he rubbed the back of his neck.  “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Lex stood up, putting a hand to Bart’s shoulder.  “Nope.  You failed in your mission.  We’re not trusting you again.”  And he snatched the keys to the SUV out of Bart’s fingers, paused to pet Tink, and headed out the door.  “I’ll be back with lunch,” he turned to glare at Bart, “and it won’t take me an hour!”  
 
    The other three men grunted, then turned back to the large white board where the evidence that they’d gathered over the last few weeks was pinned up.  Tink turned, his claws tapping on the floor as he padded back to the doggy bed that Bart had brought in for the big guy.  Bart and the team worked long hours, sometimes needing to continue into the evening and night.  So they all agreed that Tink should come to work with Bart.  The poor dog had been abused by an ass who had kept the pit bull in a basement.  Tink had some abandonment issues and was very happy to be around the four, large men, all of who spoiled him ridiculously.   
 
    Bart sighed and walked over to the white board, trying to put Jo out of his mind.  Pictures of the known suspects were taped along the top, but with a large question mark at the top of a pyramid.   
 
    “Okay, so after Slater interviewed Emilio Edgarten again yesterday,” Maddox continued what he was talking about before Bart had come back into the conference room.  “We discovered three more towns where this same process has taken place.”  He wrote out three more names to the ten that were already listed there.  “That means that there might be other towns out there.”  He fisted his hands on his hips.  “This is bigger than we’d thought when we started out.  Ben,” he said referring to their boss at the Philadelphia FBI headquarters, “has assigned four more agents to start investigating in these new towns.”  He pointed to the new names with his dry-erase marker.  “Depending on what these new investigations discover, they will hold off on intervening just yet.  We’re still trying to find this guy,” he said, using the end of the marker to point to the question mark at the top of the pyramid.  “Unless we stop the leader of the group, then the plan is to merely slow things down and protect the victims of the racketeering scheme.  Once we know who is orchestrating the operation, then we’ll take down the entire organization. 
 
    They were deep into brainstorming when Lex came back in with sandwiches.  Bart didn’t realize how tense he’d been until he saw the name of the other deli.  This one wasn’t as good as Jo’s deli, but it probably wasn’t as busy.  “Gramps’” was well known throughout Elsa as the best deli to grab a quick sandwich.   
 
    Tink smelled the treats and hurried over, placing his head on Bart’s thigh.  Bart automatically reached down, petting the big guy, but there was no way Tink was getting any of his sandwich.  “Not healthy for you, Tink,” he warned the dog.  Tink snuffled once, then moved over to Slater, who was more of a softy and often gave in when Tink used his “I’m starving” gaze on the federal agent.   
 
      
 
    “What happened to Endgarden?”  
 
    Jason DeFila glared at the man sitting across from him.  “Why do you care?” he snapped, tapping a pen against the immaculate, slickly modern desk.  “I’m not hiring you for your bull-in-a-china-shop expertise.”  He waved his hand in the air.  “Just as always, you’re coming in for the second phase of the operation.” 
 
    Stanzo Baridan chuckled, shaking his head.  “Right.  Me and my guys go in and pretend to be white knights, offer our services as protection after Emilio roughed ‘em all up.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason replied, the pen-tapping slowing now that he was back in control.  “Emilio Endgarden was good at his job, but he’s moved on.”  Jason didn’t add that he had no idea where the idiot currently was.  That was an issue, he thought.  A very big issue.   
 
    Jason wondered if his most recent threats to Emilio had caused the idiot to head out of town.   
 
    That would be unfortunate.  Emilio might be an idiot, but, perhaps because of his brute-force method, the man had been extremely good at…softening up…the neighborhoods and businesses.   
 
    Jason thought about installing Stanzo and his team in the house where Emilio had lived, but the place was a pigsty now.  Emilio hadn’t cleaned anything, barely mowed the grass and hadn’t bothered to weed the gardens.  The place had been pristine when Jason had bought it to serve as a local headquarters several months ago.  Now…well, he’d put it back on the market and just pray that it would sell quickly.  He could price it as high as he could, then accept whatever amount some sap offered for the place.  There’s no telling what had gone on in that house.  The dog…yeah, the dog in the basement had been pretty nasty.   
 
    He wondered where that dog had gone.  Probably to the same place that Emilio was now.  Florida, if the idiot had any sense.  Which he didn’t, Jason thought.  Which meant that Emilio was probably around town somewhere.  Damn, if the guy showed up, Jason might…eh, whatever.  He’d decide later.  Perhaps there was a way that Emilio might be useful at a later date.   
 
    “So...same threats as usual?” Stanza asked, leaning forward as if he were about to get up.   
 
    “Same as usual,” Jason replied, smoothing a hand over his white hair.  “Just…be faster about it this time around.”   
 
    Stanza hesitated.  “Why the rush?”  
 
    Jason’s smile was slow and lethal.  “Because I have unique plans for this town.  It’s…special.” 
 
    Stanza shrugged, unconcerned with how Elsa, Pennsylvania might be special.  It seemed like any other sort of town.  Lots of factories, businesses, and schools.  Whatever Jason DeFila had in mind, it wouldn’t be good for the people who lived and worked here.   
 
    Not his concern, Stanza thought as he walked out of the office.  He had work to do, but he was going to drive around for a bit before he came up with a plan.   
 
    Emilio had been a mere thug, a heavy hand that slashed tires and broke windows, stole petty crap that no one wanted, cut off electricity so that food spoiled and other stupid stuff like that.  Stanza’s approach was much more strategic.  He had a team of six men and all of them understood the agenda.   
 
    After leaving Jason’s office, Stanzo drove through the streets, noting the wary glances of the people hurrying along the sidewalks.  Not as many people out and about right now.  That was good.  It was easier for his men to work their magic when there weren’t any witnesses.   
 
    Not that it would matter if there were witnesses. He smiled as he turned right.  Damn, he loved his job!

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “So you see, dear, it would be better if you…” Emeline glanced over at her husband, both of them worried.  “Just go back to Philadelphia, dear.  We’re fine here.” 
 
    Josephine felt the cold anger burning in her chest.  Anger and fury!  “You’re telling me that someone has been harassing you, damaging your business, your home, your cars…and you want me to just go back and pretend like nothing is wrong?”  
 
    Emeline and Marty glanced at each other again.  When they looked at Josephine this time, they nodded.  “Yes.  We need to know that you are safe.” 
 
    Josephine reached across the small table in her grandparents’ kitchen, trying to understand.  “How many times have the tires of your car been slashed, Gran?” she asked gently.  
 
    “Just twice,” she replied.  
 
    “And what did the police say?”  
 
    Gran’s shoulders slumped slightly.  “Nothing.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because we didn’t report the incidences,” Gramps replied, his bushy eyebrows low over his eyes now.  “We were warned to keep the police out of it.” 
 
    Jo wasn’t sure what to say.  “But…Gramps, the police…that’s their job.  To be in the middle of situations like this!” 
 
    “Yes, but…” he shook his head.  “Josephine, you don’t understand.  Something is wrong in Elsa lately.”  He turned his hand to clench his granddaughter’s fingers.  He also put an arm around Emeline’s shoulders, as if they needed to be touching during difficult situations like this.   
 
    “You’re right, Gramps,” Jo replied softly.  “I don’t understand.  So why don’t you explain it to me?”  
 
    Her grandfather sighed.  “We don’t completely understand it ourselves, dear,” he said.  “We just…we’re trying to lay low.  Maybe, if we just…I don’t know…play along, things will be okay.” 
 
    Josephine shook her head.  “I don’t think so, Gran.”  She looked over at her grandfather.  “And I suspect that you both know it.”  They sighed.  “Maybe there’s some way I can help.  But you need to be honest with me.  Tell me everything that’s happened to you and what anyone has said.”  She pulled her computer out of her bag and opened it up.  “Let’s do this strategically.  Let’s start with just listing out a timeline of the harassment.” 
 
    For the next hour, the three of them worked on typing up a timeline of the events that they’d experienced, but after a while, Jo started adding in issues their neighbors and fellow business associates had endured.  By the end of it, Jo looked at the information and her heart ached.  They’d endured so much over the past several months!  What did it all mean?  This was much bigger than what she’d dealt with in the past and she wondered if she could find a professional to advise her on how to go forward with a plan of attack.   
 
    Instantly, a tall, broad shouldered man with dark hair and a scruffy jawline popped into her mind.  Bart.  Why did he keep coming up in her thoughts?  She’d spent five, maybe ten minutes with the man.  She had a dinner date with him tomorrow night and…well, she needed to focus.   
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure how to contact the man to cancel their date.  Not that she would.  As she got ready for bed that night, Josephine acknowledged that she was really looking forward to having dinner with the man tomorrow night.   
 
    Dinner wouldn’t go anywhere.  They’d just enjoy a good conversation and then that would be it.  But goodness, it would be nice to sit down with a handsome, buff guy for a while and just…forget about all of the problems in the world.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Are you seriously not going to do anything about this?” Jo asked, stunned by the haggard expression on the police officer’s face.  
 
    “Ma’am, this,” he gestured tiredly to the spreadsheet of all of the issues her grandparents had listed yesterday, “isn’t evidence of a crime.”  He stared into her eyes as he said, “Once you have evidence that someone is doing something criminal to your grandparents, then we can act on it.” 
 
    Jo stared, unaware of her mouth hanging open until she actually had to speak again and it took her a second to organize her thoughts.  “I’m sorry, but isn’t it your job to investigate crimes?”  
 
    The man sighed, leaning forward slightly.  “Ma’am, we don’t have the personnel to investigate everything someone reports.  We are…” he paused, shaking his head.  “We’re trying.” 
 
    Josephine was stunned.  She leaned forward and said, looking right into his eyes, “Try harder!” then she grabbed the spreadsheet, turned on her heel, and walked out of the police station, still shocked that the police wouldn’t even take a report about a crime.  No statement.  Not even a pat on the back with a “poor you” type of attitude.  Just dismissal.  The guy wasn’t overly concerned about anything that was happening in Elsa.   
 
    “This is crazy!” she hissed as she ducked into her SUV and backed out of the parking space.  She needed to get back to the deli and help with the lunch rush.  Again, the image of Bart popped into her mind.  She wondered if he’d come in for lunch today.  And if so, what would he order?   
 
    It was crazy busy when she arrived back at the deli so she parked her car in the back lot, vowed not to even think about Bart until later this afternoon, and rushed through the storage area.  She grabbed a clean, flowered apron and pulled it on, tying it around her waist as she gave the next customer a smile.  “What can I get for you?”  
 
    The next several hours were a whirlwind of customers.  When it finally slowed down around two o’clock that afternoon, she leaned back against the counter, taking a small breath as she surveyed the chaos.  She needed to empty the garbage, repack some of the meats and cheeses, clean the slicing machines, and mop the floor.   
 
    Looking over at her grandparents, she was astonished at how energized they appeared.  This, she thought…this was why they didn’t retire and simply relax.  They loved their shop.  They thrived on working at their small business, making sandwiches and sauces, giving their customers the best sandwiches in town.   
 
    That only made Josephine even more determined to solve the problems they’d been enduring.  Someone was harassing her grandparents and there was no way she was going to let this just keep going.  It wasn’t fair!  Her grandparents had worked hard over the years.  They deserved to have a life free of the terror that had been happening lately.   
 
    “I’m going to head out and get some stuff,” she announced, then pushed away from the counter and tossed her apron into the laundry bin.  Her grandmother had about twenty aprons, but she still washed the ones they used every night, along with the dishtowels.  They refused to use paper towels because…well, paper towels were very expensive, but also because cloth rags were so much cheaper, could be washed so they didn’t add to the landfills, and they worked so much better than a piece of paper.   
 
    So Jo also picked up all of the cloths that had been used to clean areas of the deli during the lunch rush and tossed those in as well.   
 
    After starting a load of laundry, she was out through the back door.  She didn’t drive to the computer store in Elsa.  Instead, she drove to the next town over.  It was a thirty mile drive, but she suspected she’d be safer there.  Plus, her purchases would be harder to track.   
 
    Thankfully, the computer store was well stocked and had everything she needed.  Back in her temporary apartment, she grabbed her small case of tools, opened up several of the cameras and attached the small microchip and uploaded a few tweaks that she’d come up with herself, then reattached the back of the cameras.  It took her less than a half hour to upgrade the equipment, then another forty minutes to place the cameras in areas that were inconspicuous.  When she was done, she went back to her apartment and logged in to make sure everything was working properly.   
 
    The cameras she’d bought were just off the shelf spyware.  But she’d gotten a master’s degree in computer science.  Josephine knew how to program and loved the power it gave her.  Hence, the “tweaks” she’d programmed into the hidden cameras would allow her to watch several additional corners of the deli, plus the front and back parking lots.  She’d bought enough of them that she could watch, and record, every angle of the parking lot and store as well as giving her views of the road in both directions.   
 
    After another two hours, she’d written an AI algorithm that would flag any odd activities on the outside of the deli.  This was merely so she didn’t have to watch ten or twelve hours of boring parking lot footage every night.   
 
    Satisfied, she walked into the small bathroom and took a shower.  Date night, she thought!  She pulled on a red sweater, black leggings and black leather boots.  After blow drying her hair and putting on makeup, she felt…pretty.  Okay, so she wasn’t going to stop traffic, but she felt pretty good!   
 
    When the doorbell rang, Josephine hesitated to answer the door.  For a moment, she stood very still in the bedroom and took a long, slow deep breath.  “Just a guy,” she whispered to herself.  “He’s just a guy like all of the other men I’ve dated in the past!” 
 
    With those words ringing in her ear, she moved out of the bedroom and went to answer the door.  Pasting a polite smile on her features, she pulled the door open and…! 
 
    “Not like any other guy!” she whispered, staring up at the tall, incredibly gorgeous man.   
 
    “I’m not?” Bart asked, looking down at her with piercing green eyes that moved over her body like a warm, tingling caress.   
 
    Jo wasn’t sure how to respond.  “You’re…uh…taller!”  
 
    A dark eyebrow arched up with those words and she felt the blush heating up her cheeks.  “Let’s get out of here,” she urged, grabbing her small purse and tucking it under her arm.  “I’m starving!”  
 
    She wasn’t, actually.  How could a woman think about eating when a man like Bart was around?  He was just too overwhelming for normal activities.  Her brain…well, it wasn’t processing hunger or cold.  All she could think was…Yum! 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he commented as he stepped back, allowing her to precede him down the stairs.  “What are you in the mood to eat for dinner tonight?”  
 
    The next few hours were a blur of laughter and conversation, arguments over the best ingredients to put on a pizza and, she had no idea how, but they were actually debating the best way to change a tire.  
 
    When he walked her to the doorway, Josephine wasn’t surprised when he pulled her into his arms.  The only term she could apply to that kiss was…incendiary!   
 
    When she turned off the lights that night, Josephine smiled into the darkness, eagerly excited for their next date.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Josephine gasped as she looked at the four slashed tires on her SUV.  It had been sitting in the back parking lot so it was more isolated than usual, but she’d parked so that the light shined down on it from both the street lights as well as the flood lights her grandfather had installed a few years ago to light up some of the darker corners of the area.   
 
    Someone was brazen, she thought.  “This is nuts!”   
 
    She walked over to her car and looked at the tires.  There were long gouges in the rubber, so it was very obvious that this was done by a knife.  And all four tires?  Seriously?  Why not just one tire?   
 
    “Ridiculous!” she growled and turned around, walking right back into the deli, then up the stairs to her temporary apartment.   
 
    “Josephine?” her grandmother called out, peering up the stairs.  “Is everything okay?”  
 
    “Nope!” she called back down, leaving the door open as she hurried over to her computer.  Her fingers flew over the keyboard and moments later, images popped up on her monitor.  Using the mouse, she quickly scanned the video feed until…!  “Yes!” she hissed, pressing more buttons.   
 
    “Idiot!” she muttered as she printed out the image of the person moments before he bent down.  There was even a flash of light as the knife caught the overhead street light.  The knife sunk into the side of her back tire and the poor little SUV sunk down as if suddenly brought to its knees.  The same thing happened to the front tire, then the man moved around to the other side and, although she couldn’t see the flash of reflected light, the sinking on the other side indicated that the other two tires were slashed.   
 
    “Got ya, you jerk!”  
 
    “Jo, what is all this?” her grandmother breathed as she gently laid a hand on Josephine’s shoulder.   
 
    Jo didn’t turn her head as her fingers flew over the keyboard, ensuring that the video downloaded to a flash drive, then she backed up everything onto her secure cloud storage.  Even if the computer and flash drive were stolen, she’d still have the evidence.   
 
    She didn’t bother to answer her grandmother as she jerked the flash drive out of the connection.  She simply stood up and stuffed the flash drive into the pocket of her jeans.  “I have to go,” she said to her grandmother, leaning down to kiss her weathered cheek.  “I’ll be back very soon!”  
 
    Then she hurried out and…came to a stop.  “Duh!” she muttered, staring at the deflated tires.   
 
    Rushing back inside, she was just about to call out, but her grandfather lifted a set of keys in the air.  “Need a ride?” he teased, his blue eyes, so like her own, twinkling with mischief.   
 
    “You’re the best!” she gushed, then leaned forward to hug him.  “Thanks!”  She said as she pulled back, grabbing his keys.  Then she was gone, out the door again and stepping into a twelve year old sedan.  It might be old, but this baby was well maintained.  Her grandfather could fix just about anything, she thought with appreciation.   
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot of the police station.  As soon as she stepped inside, she smiled to the same police officer that had been staffing the front desk yesterday.   
 
    “Good morning ma’am,” the officer greeted, but there was no enthusiasm in his tone.  “How can I…?” 
 
    “You said you needed proof of a crime?” she interrupted, then smacked the flash drive down onto the countertop.  “Here’s proof.” 
 
    The man didn’t even pick up the flash drive.  He sort of stared at it for a moment, then lifted his gaze to stare into Jo’s eyes.  “What’s this?” he asked.   
 
    Jo pulled back, startled because his tone had gone from bored to angry.  What in the world…? 
 
    She nudged the flash drive closer to him.  “I told you yesterday that my grandparents and their neighbors were being harassed for some reason.  And you said that I needed to bring you proof of a crime.”  She jerked her chin slightly.  “That’s proof.” 
 
    He snorted, shaking his head.  “It’s a piece of plastic.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes.  “Okay, so you don’t know what a flash drive is.  How about if you let me speak to your supervisor?”  
 
    The man rolled his eyes and sighed, but he picked up the flash drive and stuck it into the computer on the reception desk.  For several moments, he only stared at the screen, acting as if he was bored with the whole process.   
 
    Josephine knew the exact moment that the screen showed the man who had slashed her tires.  The officer stiffened, his eyes widening slightly.  He glanced at Jo for a moment, then nodded.   
 
    “Fine,” he replied, his tone not as bored but still not enthusiastic about evidence as perfect as this.  He bent down and pulled out a clipboard, then attached a piece of paper to it.  “Fill out this form with as much information as you can.  Then I’ll get someone to look into this.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Jo replied, smiling as she pulled a pen out of her purse since he obviously wasn’t going to give her one.  She took the clipboard and sat down in one of the plastic chairs and started writing.  It took her less than five minutes.  Then she carried the clipboard over to the officer who was typing something on his cell phone.   
 
    “I’m done,” she announced when the officer didn’t stop texting after she put the clip board down on the top of the counter.   
 
    “Just a moment,” he snapped, and continued typing.   
 
    Jo shifted her weight from one foot to another, then looked around, hoping to spot a different officer. But the reception area was closed off from the rest of the police station and this guy was the only person she could see.  Not encouraging, she thought with increasing impatience!  
 
    When he was done typing, he shoved his phone back into his pocket and looked at the form.  “Looks good,” he replied, barely taking enough time to read everything.  “I’ll get this processed and someone will contact you as soon as we have more information.” 
 
    Josephine stared at the man, shocked that he wasn’t doing more.  “That’s it?  That’s all you’re going to do?  Just process the statement?” 
 
    The man acted as if he were restraining himself from rolling his eyes.  Barely.  “Ma’am, would you like me to send police cars over to the site of the crime with lights flashing?  Maybe a forensic team?  Perhaps they could measure the length of the slash and document the width of the knife?” 
 
    His tone was sarcastic and Jo struggled to keep her temper under control.  “Actually, both of those ideas sound pretty good.  At the very least I need a police report for insurance purposes.” 
 
    The man didn’t restrain himself this time.  Jo got a full eye roll now.  “Ma’am, the longer you talk to me, the less time I’ll have to process this statement.”  That’s it.  He didn’t say anything else.  He simply stood there holding the clipboard, staring right back at Josephine.   
 
    “Right,” she sighed, shaking her head.  “I’m outta here.”  She turned and walked out of the police station.  She thought about going back in and getting the flash drive, because obviously, the officer wasn’t going to do anything with her statement.  It would end up in a file folder for several days, then it would most likely go into the circular file, also known as a trash can.   
 
    Stepping out into the bright sunshine, she looked around, wondering what she was going to do now.   
 
      
 
    Bart tapped his finger impatiently on the steering wheel.  He’d seen Josephine going into the police station ten minutes ago and needed to know what she was doing there.  He and his team already knew that there were officers on the force that weren’t…well, completely honest.  The guy working the reception desk was one of them.  Maddox and Lex had already gotten a warrant from a federal judge that had allowed them to install secret cameras to watch the guy.   
 
    So when she reemerged from the police station, looking furious and almost stomping over to an older model sedan, he knew that the guy had struck again.   
 
    Quickly, he pulled out his phone.  Maddox answered on the first ring.  “What’s up?”  
 
    “Check the camera feed for the police station.  Anderson is on duty at the moment and I suspect that he’s about to botch up another reported crime somehow.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end, but Bart knew that Maddox was most likely logging into the live feed.  “The guy is throwing something into the trash.” 
 
    Bart rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “Yeah, that’s most likely a statement about something that happened.”  He sighed and shook his head.  “I’ll get more information.  Back later.” 
 
    He ended the call and stepped out of his vehicle.  “Jo!”  
 
    She froze and looked around, but her sunglasses were now hiding her stunning blue eyes.  Didn’t matter, he thought as he hurried over to her.  Without her eyes to distract him, he could enjoy the view of her soft, full breasts pressing against the fuzzy sweater.  And jeans!  Damn, the woman looked hot in jeans!   
 
    She waited for him and he noticed her full lips soften, her body stiffen and…he had to focus on what she was doing here instead of ogling her body.  But those breasts!  She was…he remembered those breasts pressing against his chest last night when he’d kissed her.  Or when she’d leaned forward, talking to him or laughing about something he’d said, that gave him an enticing hint of the cleavage hiding underneath that red sweater.  He still wondered if she’d worn red as an enticement.  Did Jo have any idea of how much men loved the color red?  It was like… they were bulls and a red sweater was like a red flag to his raging lust.   
 
    Although, he hadn’t felt this way when other women had worn red.  In the past, red had always drawn his eye, but he’d never felt an overwhelming need to…woah, boy, he told himself firmly, pushing the red sweater out of his mind.  Too soon, he warned himself.  Too soon and too fast.   
 
    “Bart!” she gasped, halting and looking a bit breathless when he caught up with her.  She looked around, glancing over at the police station before looking back up at him.  “What are you doing here?  I thought you were working today.” 
 
    “I am,” he replied, and paused because she was just so damn pretty!  He loved the way her long, dark hair fluttered in the wind and…!   
 
    Nope, concentrate!  Investigation.  Corrupt police officer.    
 
    “I was just driving over to make a delivery,” he lied.  Sort of.  He supposed his reason for being here was a delivery of sorts.  “I saw you coming out of the police station.  Are you having a problem?”  He fisted his hands on his hips, unaware of how the stance came across as challenging.  All he knew was that Josephine had gone into the police station looking cute and confident and come out looking like she wanted to kick someone.   
 
    Sure enough, she huffed, then turned to glare at the doors to the station, confirming his suspicions.   
 
    “I can’t believe the idiot at the front desk in there,” she started, gesturing with her free hand.  She turned and glared up at him as she continued, “I brought him a video of someone slashing all four of my tires and he barely even glanced at it!” 
 
    He lifted a hand, stopping her tirade.  “Wait.  You have a video of someone…slashing your tires?  When did this happen?”  
 
    She pulled her angry gaze back to him, blinking as she tried to concentrate on his question.  “Um…,” she pushed her hair behind her ears.  “Yeah, remember I mentioned that I’m only here because I knew that something was going on with my grandparents’ business?”  
 
    “Yes.  And this…?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t fully explain last night.”  Her lips quirked slightly as she continued.  “In reality, I think my grandparents are being harassed.  I call them pretty often and I heard the stress in their voices.  But they wouldn’t tell me what was going on.  They just kept saying that everything was okay.  But I knew something wasn’t okay, so yesterday, I sat them both down and asked them to list out everything that had happened to them.  The list was pretty long!”  She looked up at him and sighed.  “I took that list to the police yesterday, but they ignored me.  The guy in there,” she gestured again to the doors to the station, “is useless!  He said that I’d need to bring him proof of a crime before they could investigate.”   
 
    Her eyes lifted once more.  “I always thought that the police were around to investigate crimes as well as prevent them!  But according to that useless waste of oxygen, I had to bring him proof of a crime before he’d do anything.”   
 
    “And you got proof?” he asked, his stomach tightening as Jo explained.  This wasn’t good, he thought.  Not good at all!  If Jo went to the police yesterday and her tires were slashed last night, that meant that someone had gotten word of her police visit and had given her a warning.   
 
    She grinned and he knew he wasn’t going to like what she said next.  “Oh yeah.  I have proof!  I installed cameras last night and I have a video of the person taking a knife to my tires.  I even have a good image of the guy as he’s doing it!” 
 
    Damn, she was in the thick of it now.  “And you…brought that video to the police?”  Definitely not good! 
 
    “Absolutely!  I brought him the video on a flash drive and even forced the jerk to watch it.  He saw the proof!” 
 
    “What did he do?  Did he bring you to a detective?”  He doubted it.  That was what should have happened but…the guy at the reception desk.  His phone buzzed and he glanced down at it.   
 
    “Officer Jenkins trashed the statement.  Get info.”   
 
    Damn, he thought silently.   
 
    Another text came in.   
 
    “She’s pretty.” 
 
    Oh hell!  They’d seen Josephine on the video as well.  They would have had a very nice view of her incredibly perfect ass and long, sexy legs in these jeans.  Now Maddox, Lex, and Slater were all ogling his woman!  He’d have to kick their asses as soon as he got back.  Maybe he could train Tink to…nah.  Tink was a teddy bear now that he wasn’t being abused.   
 
    It was up to him to deal with his ogling co-workers!  Not a problem, he thought.  Bart knew that he was up to the task.  He’d take on all three of them in order to protect Josephine.   
 
    “She’s yours,” came a third text, this one from Lex.   
 
    Instantly, Bart relaxed.  They understood.  How they understood, Bart had no idea.  But they got it and would stay away from Josephine.  Well, not “stay away” but they’d respect his claim.  Yeah, it was a bit Neanderthal-ish to put a “claim” on Jo.  But right at the moment, Bart was feeling very cave-mannish.   
 
    “He just handed me a form and told me to fill it out.  Nothing else!” 
 
    It took a moment for Bart to figure out what she was talking about.  Then it clicked and he felt his shoulders tighten again.   
 
    “So you filled out a statement and he did nothing?” 
 
    She huffed a bit.  Damn, she was cute when she was angry.   
 
    “He said that someone would get back to me if they had any additional information.”  Her eyes narrowed. “I’m going to head back to the deli and see if the cameras I installed caught anything else.  Like maybe a license plate or something that would allow the police to actually track down the person who slashed my tires.”  She sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “Plus, I need to talk to my insurance company.  They’re not going to be happy about forking over the money to replace all four of the tires, but the knife gouge is too big for even a patch.” 
 
    There was one big red flag in that statement that caught his attention.  “Jo, can you hold on a minute?”  
 
    She blinked, but nodded.  “Yeah.  Sure.  What’s up?”  
 
    He lifted a finger, silently asking her to wait as he dialed a number.  
 
    “What?” Maddox demanded.   
 
    “She has additional cameras.” 
 
    There was a muttered curse, then Maddox said, “Check out her system and then let’s talk to her.  Maybe she…” 
 
    “No.  You’re not bringing her in!” he stated firmly, then glanced at Josephine, caught the startled look in her eyes and knew that he’d messed up.   
 
    “She might have some useful information.  If she has cameras up around her grandparents’ deli, then she might…” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    “And she might be in danger,” Maddox finished.  “Obviously, she gave the video to the police.  So the guy that we’ve suspected as being the gatekeeper for the police now knows what she’s been doing.”  
 
    Bart knew that, but he didn’t like it.  Rubbing the back of his neck, he looked over at her.  She looked very confused and with a hint of concern in her lovely blue eyes now.  She tucked her hair back behind her ears again, but the wind picked up, causing it to blow around her face.  Damn, he was falling for her!   
 
    “I’ll be there soon.”  And with that, he hung up and turned to face Josephine.  “We need to talk.” 
 
    She blinked, then shook her head slightly.  “Aren’t we talking?” 
 
    He chuckled, then took her arm, leading her over to his big SUV.  “In private.” 
 
    She started walking alongside him, but then pulled back. “I have my grandfather’s car.  Where are we going?”  
 
    He stopped, looking over at the vehicle he’d seen her drive up in.  Nodding sharply, he said, “Fine.  I’ll follow you in your car.  Go directly back to the deli, okay?”  
 
    “Fine.  But what’s…?”  
 
    “Not here,” he assured her, then bent down and kissed her.  It was just a soft kiss, but it was enough to make him groan as the need roared up inside of him once more.  Hell, he’d barely managed to tamp it down last night!   
 
    “What’s going on, Bart?” she asked, lowering her voice even though no one was even close to them.   
 
    “I can’t discuss it here.”  He glanced over at the police station and the hairs on the back of his neck tingled.  So instead of tugging her over to his SUV, he kissed her.  He was definitely appreciating the sacrifice!   
 
      
 
    Jo gasped as soon as she felt the hard muscles on his chest press against her breasts.  But a fraction of a second later, his mouth covered hers, absorbing her next gasp of sheer pleasure.  Bart knew how to kiss.  Well, a lot of men knew how to kiss.  But Bart KNEW!  His kisses made her mind blank and her body shift against his, needing that elusive something that she craved, but didn’t quite understand.  
 
    Whimpering, she let her hands slide up against his chest, clutching at his shirt as if she needed to keep him close, keep him kissing her.  If she let go, he might stop and then where would she be?   
 
    His hands moved against her waist, pulling her in closer and Jo couldn’t seem to stop shifting against him, needing to be closer, needing…something!   
 
    “Will you come with me?” he growled, pulling his mouth away, but using his lips and teeth to tease her neck.   
 
    “Yes!” she sighed, melting when those teeth nipped at her earlobe.   
 
    He groaned again, but a car horn blasting in the distance pulled Josephine out of her kiss-induced sexual haze.  Looking around, she realized where they were and, not that anyone would recognize her, but anyone could see them making out in broad daylight.   
 
    “Right!” she replied, stepping back further.  She adjusted her sweater, then realized that it needed adjusting because he had slid his hands underneath and glared up at him.  
 
    He laughed.  “I’m a simple man and you’re a beautiful woman, Jo.” 
 
    She huffed a moment, but as he started walking her to her car, he said, “Don’t get too far ahead of me, okay?  I need to be right behind you while we drive back to your place.” 
 
    She stopped just outside of her car and turned, his arm sliding around her so that his hands rested against her waist now.  “Am I in danger?” she asked, not really worried.  But when he hesitated, that worry reared its ugly head.  “I am!” 
 
    “Just…drive back to your place, okay?  And let me be behind you.  If you come to a yellow light, stop.  Don’t go through it.” 
 
    She pulled her lips back into a cringe, but nodded.  “I will.  And you’ll explain what’s going on?”  
 
    “Yes.  Just…be careful.” 
 
    With that, he waited until she was in her borrowed sedan before he walked back to his SUV.  There, he took a moment to watch the doors to the police station. Sure enough, he caught a glimpse of someone moving just inside the doors.  He pressed a button on his phone.   
 
    “What?” Slater snapped.  
 
    “What’s Officer Jennings doing now?” he asked, pulling into traffic right behind Jo.   
 
    “He’s making a phone call.”  Both men muttered a curse.  “You’re bringing her in?” Slater asked.  
 
    “Yep.  I’m going to stop by her place first.  I think we should convince her grandparents to take a surprise vacation.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ll bring her in once I’ve seen what kind of setup she has.  I’ll also bring in any recordings she might have gotten that will show us what’s going on around the streets.  I know we have cameras up around the town, but we’re not getting anything important.  Maybe her equipment has better images.” 
 
    “Good.  Out now.”  It was the best conversational ending anyone might get from Slater.  Bart knew that the other agent had already started focusing on the next task now that Bart had this current issue under control. 
 
    Bart shoved his cell phone into his pocket and followed Josephine out of the parking lot, using his peripheral vision to check on anyone else that might be trying to do the same thing.  The hairs on the back of his neck were still tingling, indicating that someone, somewhere, was watching her.  The danger was still present.   
 
    He vowed then and there that he’d rip anyone to shreds who dared to touch Jo.  Yes, after only one date, she’d reeled him in.  Now he just needed to convince her that he was worth the effort to be with him.  Forever!   
 
    Bart mentally paused after that last thought.  What the hell?  Hadn’t he scoffed at the idea of Maddox falling so hard for Ashley?  Hadn’t he, Slater, and Lex gone out drinking the night of their announcement to laugh at how hard their esteemed leader had fallen for a woman he’d known for just a short period of time? 
 
    And yet, here he was, following a woman that he’d known for just over twenty-four hours and he knew that Josephine was the woman he wanted by his side for the next fifty or seventy or one hundred years!  He wanted to know her in the most elemental way.  He wanted to be the person she turned to whenever there was a crisis or a happy event.  He wanted to grow old with this woman, to see her soft, beautiful features ease into wrinkles.  He wanted to hold her hand as she gave birth to their children.  He wanted….all of it!   
 
    Hell, had he lost his mind?   
 
    Yes, Bart thought as he followed her into the parking lot of the deli, moving to a small garage in the back that he hadn’t even noticed the last time he’d been there.  
 
    Parking right next to her sad looking SUV, he got out and waited until she came out of the garage.  She smiled up at him and Bart wondered if she’d run away if he told her what he wanted from her.  That he wanted her for the rest of their lives!   
 
    “Why do you want to know about my cameras?” she asked, pulling out another set of keys.  He recognized these as the keys to the upstairs apartment.  
 
    “Let’s go have a look at your setup and then I’ll explain.” 
 
    Bart was very aware of how vulnerable she was at the moment.  If any of the bad guys knew that she had cameras, actual video of the guys or guy who had slashed her tires, possibly recordings of more than just slashed tires, then she shouldn’t be out in the open like this.  She was in danger and he knew it.  The tingling at the back of his neck was gone, but that didn’t mean that she was out of danger.  It could mean that his senses were askew because of her presence.   
 
    “I have a feeling that you have something pretty important recorded on your system.” 
 
    She smiled dreamily up at him and his body tightened even more.  Damn, she could do that to him so easily.   
 
      
 
    Josephine walked up the outside stairs to the apartment with a silly grin on her face.  She’d felt like that last night after he’d kissed her goodnight.  But could last night’s kiss really be considered a goodnight kiss?  It had felt like so much more.   
 
    And even now, she felt as if her feet were barely touching the ground as she hurried up the stairs.  This was ridiculous.  Bart was just a man.  He was a normal, human male.  There was nothing special about him. 
 
    Except there was.  He was special. What’s more, he made her feel special.   
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t so bad of her to keep thinking in terms of “forever” with Bart.  Yes, she was going to get her heart broken when he went on his merry way.  But until that moment, Josephine didn’t think she could deny the man anything.  And yes, she was going to weave fantasies about long, white dresses and adorable children with green eyes and dark hair.   
 
    She’d deal with the pain of losing him as soon as it happened.  Until then, she doubted she had any defense against the man’s magic touch.   
 
    Jo unlocked the door to the small apartment, then pushed through, acutely aware of Bart right behind her, so close she could feel the heat of him against her back.  He was like a furnace, always there, always heating her up!  It was crazy how aware her body was of his.  It was like she could sense him, could feel him even when he wasn’t touching her.   
 
    Crazy, but she couldn’t deny how sensitive she was to the man’s presence, as well as his touch.   
 
    As soon as the door closed, Jo felt the tension increase.  Slowly, she turned, looking up at the man who had invaded her dreams since the first moment they’d introduced themselves in the parking lot.  Surely it had been longer than just yesterday.  It seemed as if she’d known Bart for her whole life.  Or maybe, she’d just been waiting for him all her life! 
 
    Bart was looking down at her, a foot of space between them.  Nothing existed outside of these four walls.  In fact, nothing existed outside of the few inches that separated them.  She could feel his heart beating, feel the throbbing of the tension in the air as it vibrated between them.  Lifting her eyes, she stared into his green gaze, felt the heat emanating from him as if it were a living force.   
 
    When he reached for her, Josephine couldn’t hold back.  She might have cried out, but there was no knowledge of anything other than his hands pulling her in, holding her close as his mouth covered hers.  This wasn’t a soft kiss.  This was brutal possession.  This was imprinting of himself onto her.  Or maybe, it was the other way around.  Jo didn’t know, nor did she care.  All she knew was that he was finally kissing her again, touching her.  In the back of her mind, she felt his hands slide under her sweater and reveled in his touch, in the way he felt against her body.  It was as if he were the antidote to her shivering.  He was all hardness and passion and she was softness and giving.   
 
    No, that wasn’t right.  He was giving her so much!  Everywhere he touched her with his hands, she felt as if she were on fire!  Every touch caused her to shiver with need, with a wanting that she’d never known she was capable of experiencing.   
 
    So when he lifted her into his arms, Jo didn’t protest.  In fact, she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, trying to touch as much of him as she could.   
 
    “I’m going to make love to you!” he growled, lifting her up and carrying her through the door to the bedroom.  
 
    “Promise?” she gasped, shifting when he placed her on the bed as she stared up at him.  Jo watched as he pulled the shirt off over his head, dumping it onto the floor.  He was even more muscular than she’d thought.  The muscles literally rippled against his body as she watched him, his hands moving to the zipper of his jeans.   
 
    Unfortunately, he stopped and she looked up at his face, her stomach tightening as she watched his lips curl into a salacious smile.  For a brief moment, she thought about pulling back, running away from him.  But then she remembered who this was.  Relaxing back, she shifted so that she could pull her sweater off, tossing it onto the floor right on top of his shirt.  
 
    “Josephine!” Bart groaned, looking down at her black bra and smooth expanse of pale skin.  “You’re beautiful!” 
 
    Normally, Jo would have argued with any man who called her beautiful.  But with the way Bart was looking at her, she felt beautiful.  She felt like she was a seductress and no one could ever compare to her luscious curves.   
 
    “You don’t have to just look,” she whispered, terrified of saying things that she never would have said to any man but Bart.  But as soon as the last word was out of her mouth, he lowered his head, kissing her stomach.  Not her breasts?  She thought that all men were obsessed with breasts.   
 
    Not Bart!   
 
    Okay, not at that moment!  He kissed and nuzzled her stomach, running his hands long her skin and making her feel gorgeous and seductive.  He made her feel like she was his siren-song!   
 
    “Touch me, Bart,” she whispered, running her fingers through his hair and feeling the tremor run through him.  She lifted her legs, running her denim clad legs along his hips.  But that wasn’t good enough.  So she pulled her hands away, releasing the snap on her jeans and pushing them down over her hips.  Josephine had no idea where her jeans landed.  All she knew was that Bart was there, kissing her thighs, his hands running along her outer thighs while his lips pressed kisses against her inner thighs.  Closer and closer, his mouth moved towards that seductive spot that was throbbing with need.  She’d never felt this out of control before.   
 
    Whimpering, she tugged at his hair, wanting to pull him back.  Jo wasn’t sure she could handle his mouth there, right at the core of her.  But Bart wasn’t the kind of man to take direction from her.  Well, he probably would if it was what he wanted.  Instead, he took hold of her wrists and pinned them to her sides, then nuzzled the satiny fabric of her panties.  “You smell incredibly good, Jo!” he whispered.  His tongue teased the core of her through the fabric.  It wasn’t enough!  It wasn’t nearly enough!   
 
    “Bart, I need you to…!” 
 
    One of his hands released her wrists, moving to that part of her that was hidden by fabric.  Slowly, he moved it out of the way, his mouth breathing in her scent.  “You smell perfect!” 
 
    She almost laughed at that.  He was crazy, but he was also saying the words that made her feel powerful.  Arching her back, she leaned into him, his mouth nuzzling the pink folds, his tongue darting out to lick her.  
 
    She almost came up off of the bed with that touch.  It was both startling and necessary for her very life.  If he didn’t do that again, she might just whimper and curl into a ball of need.   
 
    He did it again!  And again!  Dear heaven, the man knew what to do with his tongue!  Before she could stop him, he’d licked her so close to the edge of a climax, she was literally vibrating with need.  But just before she might have tumbled over into a happy place, he pulled back, laughing and shaking his head.   
 
    “Oh, no, my dear.  You’re not going to get away that easy!” he warned her.  Then he stood up and pulled off the rest of his clothes, tossing them to the side as he looked down at her.   
 
    Josephine might have been embarrassed at being so open and exposed to him, but by that point, she was so desperate, she couldn’t even think beyond wishing that he’d come back and…woah!  Bart had been hiding something magnificent inside those jeans, she thought.   
 
    Pulling up, she shifted onto her knees, reaching out to touch him, wanting to feel the impressive length of his shaft in her hand.  But before she could touch him, he grabbed her wrist and pushed her back onto the mattress.  
 
    “But I want to touch you,” she told him, thinking that if she simply explained, then she’d have more of him to touch.   
 
    “Not right now. Later,” he promised, then shifted so that his hips were between her legs.  He stopped, freezing as he looked down at her.  “I need…” he didn’t finish that statement while he ripped open a condom and rolled it down over his erection.   
 
    Then he lowered himself over her, one of his long fingers sliding along her inner thigh before testing her, sliding into her heat.  “Jo, you’re so wet for me!” 
 
    She laughed, grabbing onto his wrist but stopped trying to pull him away when his finger moved.  He felt so good!  So incredibly good!   
 
    “Bart, don’t…” she tried to form the word “stop” but his finger curled upwards and she arched into his touch again, her breath catching as her body responded even more to his touch, feeling as if she might explode at any moment.  
 
    But before she could relish his touch, he pulled his hand away.  Her eyes popped open and she glared up at him. “Why?” she whispered, angry and ready to smack him.  
 
    He simply moved his body into position and, with one long, smooth stroke, he shifted into her heat.  Deeper and deeper, he moved into her body, filling her up until she wasn’t sure she could take any more of him.  And yet, her body expanded, making her feel as if her whole mind might explode with the pleasure of him inside of her like this.  
 
    He froze and her eyes opened.  Looking up at him, she whimpered, her fingers moving to his shoulders.  “Please, Bart!” she begged.  Yes, she actually begged!   
 
    That’s when he started thrusting.  Slowly at first, but with increasing pressure and  increasing pleasure.  Every thrust into her body was like a lightning rod touching her soul.  It sparked her mind, her body, her toes!  Everything seemed to sparkle!   
 
    Then it hit her!  The pleasure cascading down over her was unlike anything she’d ever experienced in her entire life.  It was as if the pleasure was a part of her, and yet, still separate, a vibrating force giving her the most intense release that she could have imagined.  It was all too much and Jo simply held onto his shoulders, laughing and crying at the same time.   
 
    She might have been aware of him climaxing as well.  She heard him roar and felt him stiffen.  But she wasn’t completely cognizant of anything other than the pleasure of him being inside of her and the throbbing pleasure surrounding them both.  
 
    Then he pulled back, dropping on top of her and smiling as he buried his face against her neck.  It was…perfect, she thought, wrapping her arms around his neck and smiling up at the ceiling.  She closed her eyes, lifting her legs to wrap around him as well.  
 
    This was…bliss!   
 
      
 
    “Did you find her?” Stanzo demanded, glaring at Bono Titzini, his cousin and a good man to have on his team.                  
 
    Bono lifted the binoculars, looking for movement inside the small apartment.  “Couldn’t get to her.  I followed her home from the police station, just like you asked.”  He sighed, tossing the binoculars onto the passenger seat in disgust.  “But I had to stay back a bit further than I like.  She was being followed by some massive brute of a guy.”  
 
    “Who was he?”  
 
    Bono lifted his cell phone and pressed a few buttons.  “No idea, but I’m sending you pictures of the guy as well as his license plate.  You can run it, right?”  
 
    Stanzo grunted.  “Yeah, I’ll get whatever information I can and will send it back to you.”   
 
    Bono heard his cousin clicking on the keyboard, then almost chuckled when a slew of muttered curses came through.  “See what I mean?” 
 
    Stanzo grunted again.  “Okay, so wait until the brute leaves and then have a little chat with her.”  Papers shuffling came through and Bono waited for further instructions, knowing that Stanzo wasn’t finished.  “In the meantime, there’s a neighbor nearby who is late with payments.  Can you stop by and find out if they are okay?  They might need a bit of encouragement.” 
 
    Bono smiled, his eyes lighting with inner excitement.  “I’m on it.  Just text me the address.”  He started the sedan, eager to do something.  Normally, he didn’t mind sitting around waiting for someone to come out of a building.  If the wait was too long, he’d go in and do some creative conversing.  But the woman in question was with a man who was massively huge.  No way did Bono want to be caught surveilling the pretty woman.  It was better to just move on.   
 
    Bono wasn’t a big man.  In fact, some might consider him to be on the short side.  He was lean and strong though, and used his size to his advantage.  Plus, he had several toys that helped him convince his “customers” to see things his way.  Bono considered himself to be very creative when it came to using his toys.  He liked his job, found a great deal of satisfaction in maintaining a “good” relationship with the people he managed.   
 
    And right now, it was time to manage someone who needed a bit of his creativity!  

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “I need to get back to work,” Josephine groaned.  “I’m working remotely here in Elsa, but I’m also helping my grandparent’s downstairs.”   
 
    She didn’t move.  Jo didn’t want to move.  She was laying on top of Bart right now and his strong, powerful hands were sliding over her back, occasionally dipping lower to tickle her thighs.  She’d had no idea that the backs of her thighs were ticklish, but nor had she ever thought that her body would explode with a pleasure so intense, she’d literally seen stars.   
 
    “Five more minutes,” Bart replied with his rough, gravelly voice.  His hand slid over her back again, stopping at the curve of her butt.  That was another thing.  She didn’t mind him touching her butt.  In the past, that move had struck her as skeevy.  But right now, with his big hand resting there, it felt…good!   
 
    She really needed to get back to work. She had a project due and a meeting later this afternoon with the client.  She wasn’t thrilled with her job, but it paid the bills and let her put money towards the future.  Jo really loved the money!  She loved the freedom and security it gave her.  If she occasionally wished for something a bit more challenging, well…wishing was for dreamers.  Jo’s life was firmly entrenched in reality.   
 
    And besides, she did a bit of exciting work on her own.  For instance, this afternoon, she might just…hack into the police data base and find out if Officer Jennings had actually filed her police statement.  She’d put money on her report not being anywhere other than the trash.   
 
    A thought occurred to her and she lifted her head off of his chest, looking down into his handsome features, smiling inwardly at the satisfied smile she found there.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” she asked, distracted for the moment.  
 
    He shrugged and, because she was laying on top of him, that caused her to shift slightly.  “Just thinking about you and the past hour.”  He pushed her hair off of her face, then tangled his fingers in the messy strands.   
 
    She smiled and kissed his chest.  “It was nice,” she whispered, feeling a shiver as the memories flooded her mind.   
 
    “Nice?” he growled, rolling over so that he was on top of her.   
 
    Jo laughed, gripping his shoulders as she shifted underneath him.  “Okay, it was fabulous!  Fantastic!  Mind-blowing!”   
 
    He nuzzled her neck and she giggled, pretending to try and get away from him but her efforts were obviously half-hearted.  
 
    Unfortunately, a cell phone buzzed, interrupting their moment.  Both of them froze and she looked over at the pile of clothes.  Both of their cell phones were in that pile somewhere.   
 
    “Life interruptus,” she groaned.   
 
    “Exactly,” he sighed, shifting away from her.  He stood up and walked over to the pile before snatching the phone out of the pile.  Thankfully, it was his phone and she could slip into the bathroom.  She heard him talking as she turned on the shower, wondering why he sounded so concerned.   
 
    A moment later, she felt his arms wrap around her waist and his lips against her neck.  Jo smiled, leaning against his chest.  “I thought you were on your phone.” 
 
    “I was.”  He sighed and stepped back.  Instantly, she felt cold and turned around to find his features looking serious.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Let’s shower and then we need to talk.  With your grandparents as well.” 
 
    “My grandparents?” she echoed.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’ll explain everything.  But I need you to hurry up and shower.”  To that, he lifted her up by the waist and set her in the tiny shower stall.  There wasn’t enough room for both of them, and she looked at him with confusion.  But at the grim expression in his eyes, she turned and lathered herself up.  She didn’t bother to shampoo her hair.  She’d done that earlier this morning.  For now, she merely washed the scent of sex off of her, then stepped out into the towel Bart held up for her.  Before she could ask anymore questions, Bart stepped into the shower and washed off as well.  Jo handed him a towel and he quickly dried off, then walked into the bedroom to pull on his clothes.  
 
    This was all very strange, she thought.  But she grabbed her clothes as well, relieved that they weren’t too badly wrinkled after laying in a heap on the floor.   
 
    When she was dressed and her hair brushed, then pulled up into a ponytail, she turned to face Bart, crossing her arms over her chest as her heart started beating a nervous rhythm.  “Okay, explain.  What’s going on?”  
 
    Bart looked over at the kitchen table that she was now using as her “desk”.  There were two computers running and four monitors that she’d set up on the table.  It wasn’t nearly as efficient as her set up at the office, but it worked as a temporary solution.  Just until she’d stopped whatever was happening to her grandparents.   
 
    “What’s all this?” he asked, fisting his hands on his hips as he surveyed her set up.  
 
      
 
    Bart had a bad feeling in his gut.  He wasn’t sure what the sensation was about though.   
 
    He already knew that Josephine somehow had video of a crime being committed by some really bad guys.  But was there more?   
 
    She tossed the wet towel into a laundry basket and came over to stand next to him.  Bart wasn’t satisfied with her merely being close.  He had to have her “next” to him so he reached out and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her in closer so that she was pressed against his side.   
 
    She smiled up at him, kissing his shoulder.  He liked that about her.  She wasn’t afraid to show affection and, damn, he liked her affection!  Even the small, sweet kisses were pretty awesome! 
 
    “I set up cameras all over the deli and parking lot.  I told you that my grandparents were having some issues?” she prompted, then continued when he gave her a sharp nod.  “Well, when I went to the police station the first time, they didn’t do anything.  At least, Jerk Jennings didn’t,” she grumbled.  “So I figured that, if he needed evidence, then I’d get him some evidence.  And voila!” she splayed her free hand over the set up. “I bought five cameras at the computer store and installed them around the parking lot and deli, but I added a bit of my own tweaking to their software.  So now I can actually get several different views from each camera, plus,” she pulled away from him and tapped on the keyboard, entered a complicated password and all four monitors came to life.   
 
    “What the hell?” he growled, as soon as his eyes focused on one screen.  In the corner was a man in a black sedan lifting binoculars, and if he had the angles right the man was looking right at Josephine’s apartment.   
 
    “When was this recorded?” he demanded, taking control of the mouse and moving it around while at the same time pulling his phone out of his pocket and dialing a number with his thumb.   
 
    “That’s a live stream,” she replied, her voice tight as she realized what was happening.  “That man is watching my apartment, isn’t he?”  
 
    “Yes,” he snapped, then focused on rewinding the recording as he spoke into his phone.  
 
    “Lex, run a plate for me.  I’m over at the deli and we have a guy…” he drove off and Bart muttered an expletive.  He rewound the tape further, then zoomed in on the man’s license plate.  “Someone’s been watching Jo’s place.  Can you run this plate number?” he asked, then spewed out the numbers and letters without waiting for the person at the other end of the conversation to reply.  Then he said, “Yeah.  I’m bringing her in.”  Another pause and Bart said, “We had a delay.  Deal with it.”  A moment later, he disconnected the call with his thumb while still rewinding the recording.  “I want to find out how long he’s been watching you.” 
 
    “If you’ll step back,” Jo commented casually, but he could feel the tension radiating off of her and knew that she wasn’t feeling casual in any way.  “I can do this much faster than you.” 
 
    She nudged him out of the way and sat down in the chair.  Her fingers were a blur as she typed some commands into a different screen.  A moment later, the monitor whizzed through images, then they both watched as, first Josephine’s sedan pulled into the parking lot of the deli, then Bart’s SUV, and a moment later, the man with the binoculars pulled to the curb outside and just sat there.  The recording showed him occasionally lifting the binoculars up to look at the apartment.  He made several phone calls.  He ate a candy bar and tossed a soda can out the window of his sedan.   
 
    “It goes on without any other movement by that vehicle for…” she paused and typed in something else, then nodded and said, “he’s been there the entire time we were…um…well, here.  And he drove away three minutes ago, which we saw.” 
 
    Bart relayed that information to the person on his cell phone and they must have come to some sort of conclusion because he ended the call and put a hand on her shoulder.  “I need to speak with you and your grandparents.  Can you call them and ask them to close down the deli?” 
 
    Josephine’s eyes widened as she turned to look up at him. “Close the deli?  What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you and your grandparents are in danger.  If you’ll call them,” he paused to hand her the cell phone, “and tell them that they need to close down the store, then I can explain everything.”  He nodded to the view of the store before saying, “It looks like the last of the morning patrons are just leaving.  If you call them right now, they can…”  
 
    Bart didn’t have a chance to finish his sentence because Josephine was running towards another door in the apartment.  He didn’t know where this one led to, but he muttered another curse and followed her.   
 
      
 
    Josephine raced through the boxes in the storage area and out to the brightly lit deli.  She knew she had startled both of her grandparents, but she ignored their queries and hurried over to the front door.  Thankfully, there weren’t any other customers here in the store right at the moment.  But she flipped the lock and peered out into the street.  At this time, there were no dangerous strangers with binoculars peering into their deli, so she breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Come away from the front door, Jo,” Bart called out, standing near her grandparents in the back of the store behind the counter.  
 
    Jo sighed and pushed away, walking more slowly towards him.  She looked scared and angry now, and he understood.   
 
    “What’s going on?” she demanded.   
 
    He shook his head and jerked his head.  “This way,” he told her.  He leaned down and whispered into her ear.  “Just walk out to my truck and get in.  Don’t say anything else.” 
 
    Josephine nodded, then took her grandmother’s hand, putting a reassuring hand on her grandfather’s shoulder.  “We can trust him,” she whispered. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Gramps and Gran were startled and obviously confused, but they walked out of the deli towards the back.  Bart took a moment to flip the “closed” sign on and turn off all of the other lights.  He then led the way to the back parking lot, lifting a hand to hold them back while he looked around.  No one appeared to be waiting for them, so he turned back to everyone.  
 
    “Walk directly towards my SUV.  I’ll be right behind you.  Don’t hesitate, but don’t run either.” 
 
    They all nodded and climbed carefully into the big, bad SUV.  When Bart stepped into the driver’s seat, he slipped his sunglasses on and started the engine.  Slowly, he backed out of the parking space.  Even though she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew that he was looking at everything, noting details of the neighborhood that she wasn’t aware of.   
 
    He was…she didn’t fully understand who he was, but Jo would bet money that he was actually undercover law enforcement.  Yes, that made so much more sense.  It would explain his hyperawareness, his muscles, and her instant flash of trust the moment he’d told her to get her grandparents out of the deli.   
 
    “Who are you?” she asked.  But in that same moment, he turned into an underground parking garage.  They were outside of the Elsa city limits, but not far from the center of the city.  Thankfully, Elsa was large enough that a person could get lost in the city, but small enough that it was easy to get around.  It wasn’t nearly the size of Harrisburg, Lancaster, Philadelphia, or Pittsburgh.   
 
    It was just a friendly, blue collar town where people smiled and waved at everyone.   
 
    “I’m someone you can trust,” he replied, turning off the engine.   
 
    They both turned, suddenly remembering Gramps and Gran in the backseat.  Gramps had his arms crossed over his chest, but he had a happy smile to his weathered features.  Gran…she looked smug.   
 
    “What?” Josephine demanded, unlatching her seatbelt.   
 
    Both of them chuckled and shook their heads.  “Nothing, dear,” her Gran replied.  They stepped out of the vehicle as well and, not for the first time, Josephine reveled in how spry they were.  There would come a day when their age would slow them down, but that wouldn’t be today.   
 
    Gramps came around, taking Gran’s hand and placing it on his elbow, just like the old-fashioned gentleman that he was.  “So, young man.  How about you show us what evidence the FBI has gathered about this mess that is happening in our little town?”  
 
    Josephine’s mouth dropped open, stunned at her grandfather’s crazy question.  But when she turned her head to apologize to Bart, he merely nodded.  Okay, she’d figured that Bart was in law enforcement, but the FBI?  Wow!  That was…kinda hot!  
 
    “This way,” he told them, and backed up, opening his arm to indicate an elevator.  It just goes to show how off kilter Jo was because she hadn’t even noticed the elevator.  But she stepped inside as soon as it opened up, not sure if she should move behind her grandparents, or…? 
 
    The decision was taken away from her when Bart threw an arm around her waist and hauled her against his side.  “I’ll explain everything,” he promised.  
 
    She glared up at him, not sure if she was mad or…comforted?  Yes, she felt…good…knowing that he was an FBI agent or person or…whatever he was.  Was every employee that worked in the FBI an agent?  Or were they special agents?  What made an agent special?  Maybe they just had special underwear that reclassified them.  She snorted at that idea, bringing Bart’s gaze down to look into her features. 
 
    “Sorry!” she replied, but ruined the apology by trying to stifle another laugh, which once again turned into an inelegant snort.   
 
    Bart’s only response was to lift a dark eyebrow in inquiry. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” Gran replied, waving her hand slightly.  “She laughs when she’s nervous.  And because she’s nervous, she tries to hide her laughter because she knows that it isn’t always appropriate.  But then she makes those weird sounds.” 
 
    “Gran!” Josephine hissed out.   
 
    Emeline merely shrugged slightly.  “Well, it’s true!” 
 
    “Yes, but he doesn’t need to know all of that.” 
 
    Gramps harumphed.  “If you’re going to spend the rest of your life with a person, it’s best that he knows the worst parts of you first, dear.” 
 
    Once again, Josephine’s jaw dropped and she could only stare at her grandfather as her cheeks heated up.  “We’re not…Bart and I aren’t…” 
 
    “We are,” he countered.  
 
    She turned, looking up at him with gaping mouth but she had no idea what to say to him.  She wasn’t even sure she understood what he was saying to her!   
 
    Fortunately, the doors to the elevator opened at that point and he dropped his arm from around her waist and took her hand.  “This way,” he said, but held back, allowing Gran and Gramps to exit first.   
 
    The four of them stepped out into a large room where several other people were busy working.  But as soon as the group realized that strangers were in the area, they all froze, looking up over the tops of their computers.   
 
    “This them?” a big guy called out.   
 
    Two other big men, about the same size as Bart, but big in different ways, all stepped out from behind…things…and came towards them.   
 
    “Emeline, Marty,” he said to Jo’s grandparents, “this is Special Agent in Charge Maddox Turner.”   
 
    The big guy with fascinating dark eyes reached out a hand, greeting both of her grandparents with respect and a polite nod.   
 
    Then he turned to Josephine, speculation glinting in his eyes.  “And you must be Josephine Clairmont,” the big guy said, turning to look down at her.   
 
    “Knock it off, Maddox,” Bart growled.   
 
    The special agent ignored Bart and continued to stare down at her.  Meanwhile, Bart introduced the other two giants to her grandparents.  Josephine tried to peer around the man called Maddox, but he was just too big.  And immovable!  
 
    Suddenly, Maddox was pushed out of the way and the other two men were standing in front of Josephine.  They grinned and took her hand.  “I’m Slater,” the big, fuzzy haired man said.  Okay, his hair wasn’t fuzzy.  It was just dark and curly and in need of a haircut.   
 
    “Ignore him.  He needs a shave,” the other man said, taking her hand away from Slater.  “I’m Lex.  He needs a rabies shot before he can be greeted properly.”  His grin widened as he continued, “I’m very well trained.” 
 
    Bart sighed and stepped behind Jo, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against his chest.  “Down, boys,” he ordered.   
 
    Neither man seemed to be overly concerned by the warning tone.  They just laughed and stood with their feet braced apart, their arms crossed over their equally massive chests.  “So you’re the woman who caught one of the bad guys on tape, huh?” Lex commented, nodding his head as if he admired her somehow.   
 
    Jo wasn’t sure how to respond to the other men.  Nor could she figure out what was going on.  So she leaned back against Bart, covering his hand on her stomach with her own.  “It’s a …pleasure…to meet both of you.” 
 
    Slater sighed, bowing his head and shaking it a bit.  “She’s lost to us, man,” he said, slapping Lex on the shoulder.  “The old man got to her first.”   
 
    “Damn!” Lex replied, but winked at Jo.   
 
    She laughed, shaking her head because she could tell that these two men were only flirting with her in order to rile Bart.  And it was working, she suspected.   
 
    Maddox once again stepped forward, rolling his eyes.  “Behave!” he growled.  Then huffed when both men merely laughed.  “We’ve heard that you’re a computer guru.  You’ve done something to your cameras that make it easier to find criminal activity in the recordings?” 
 
    Josephine twisted so that she could look up at Bart, but his face was completely neutral.  So instead, she turned and looked at Maddox once again. “It’s a system I developed a while ago.  I just put in certain…uh…parameters, and my algorithm figures out the rest.  If I know what you’re looking for, then I can program my system to find it in the recordings.  It’s just a matter of deciphering which pixels the system needs to search for.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant,” Slater burst out.   
 
    Even Maddox and Lex were nodding their heads.  “Can you demonstrate?”  
 
    She pulled back, not sure she wanted her program to be incorporated into the FBI systems.  “If I had my own computer, then yes.  I can demonstrate what I’ve created.” 
 
    Maddox’s eyes shone with approval.  “Perfect.  We’ll have someone get over there and retrieve your system for you.”  He sighed and turned.  “In the meantime, can I get anyone a really bad cup of coffee?”  
 
    Lex grumbled.  “If we were still at Ashley’s place, she’d have good coffee for us.” 
 
    Slater nodded.  “And probably a coffee cake too.” 
 
    Maddox glared at both men, but Bart only laughed, taking her hand to lead her over to a work table.  “I’m going to get your grandparents settled into a waiting area.  I’ll be right back.” He kissed the top of her head, then walked away, leading Emeline and Marty to a comfortable sitting area with soft couches and a television.  She could see everything through the clear half walls, and that reassured her that her grandparents were being taken care of.  
 
    But then she turned to Bart and asked, “Care to tell me what’s going on?”  
 
    Bart looked over at Maddox who nodded.  Bart took her hand and pulled her back to her feet.  “Here’s what we’re looking at,” he explained and positioned her in front of a long white board where several pictures were taped up with writing underneath everything.  “This guy,” he started off, pointing to a guy with a double chin and ugly scruff covering the lack of a jawline, “was the initial stage in what we suspect is a larger racketeering scheme.  From what we were able to get him to admit, he comes in and ‘softens’ up the residents and businesses.  He commits petty crimes, nothing truly horrible, but enough of a nuisance so the residents and business owners start paying attention.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that guy,” Josephine blurted out.  “Not recently, but he came around to the deli several times last summer.” 
 
    “Exactly.  He gets to know everyone and relays information to his boss.” 
 
    “Who is the boss?”  
 
    Bart pointed to the question mark at the top of the white board.  “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.  So far, we have no clue, but we’re starting to get an idea of the people who work for him.” 
 
    “I’ve seen this guy too,” she said, pointing to another man.  
 
    “Where?” Maddox demanded, his dark eyebrows low over his dark eyes.  The guy in the picture looked a bit sinister, but there was also a boy scout sort of vibe to the man.  
 
    “I don’t know exactly.  But maybe in some of the recordings I’ve seen over the past couple of days.” 
 
    “Good.  We’ll use whatever recordings you have, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    She turned to look up at the man, nodding her head.  “If it will stop what’s going on, then yes.  You can have anything I have.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, almost bowing with his appreciation. 
 
    The elevator pinged, announcing that another person was arriving.   
 
    “Is that Ashley?” Bart asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” the big, bad wolf said, his features lightening as he turned to greet a tiny woman who stepped out of the elevators.  Instantly, he pulled her into his arms for a kiss.  It was just a light kiss, but Jo could tell that the embrace was much more than just a kiss.  It was a promise.   
 
    The cute woman pulled a paper bag out of her leather purse, handing it to him.  She whispered something up to him and he smiled, then kissed her again.  A moment later, the woman peered around the man’s big shoulders, spotted Josephine, and grinned.   
 
    “Hello!” she exclaimed, coming towards Jo with an outstretched hand.  “You must be Bart’s woman!  It’s great to actually meet you!” 
 
    Jo wasn’t sure what that meant since she’d known Bart for…well, just a couple of days now.  “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “I’m Ashley.”  She pulled a paper bag out of her leather purse and handed it to Bart.  “Please don’t be jealous,” the petite woman said.  “I’ll stop making him lunch now that you’re here.” 
 
    Jo’s eyes widened, because a flash of jealousy really did spark inside of her.  Jo didn’t like another woman feeding Bart.  It just…pissed her off!   
 
    Ashley continued to smile at Jo, unaware of the roiling anger inside of her.  “I have to get back to work.  Would you mind giving these bags to Lex and Slater?  They probably haven’t eaten yet today and are most likely starving.”   
 
    “I’ll do it,” Bart assured her.   
 
    But the woman immediately pulled the two other brown bags back out of his reach.  “Not a chance!” she hissed, her eyes narrowing on Bart’s falsely innocent expression.  “The other guys won’t see these lunches if I give them to you!”  
 
    Bart chuckled, grinning unrepentantly. “Probably not.  Depends on what you made us.” 
 
    She sighed, shaking her head.  “I tossed a chicken into the crock pot last night along with a bit of sauce.  So I made barbeque chicken sandwiches.  Low sugar.  And a fruit salad along with potato salad.” 
 
    Bart pulled out the three containers and Jo could already tell that he was drooling over the meal.  “Sweet potato salad?” he asked.  
 
    “Of course!” she replied.  “Sweet potatoes have more fiber and potassium.  They’re excellent, heart-healthy food.” 
 
    He laughed, but nodded his head.  “Thank you, Ashley.  I’ll enjoy it.”   
 
    Jo glared at the tiny, lovely woman, fury burning in her stomach like an acid drip.   
 
    Ashley interpreted Jo’s expression correctly and lifted her hands.  “I promise, I have no designs on Bartholomew,” she assured Josephine.  “In fact, I have my hands full on that one over there,” she said, pointing to Maddox who was currently on the phone saying something to someone, but he must have felt his woman’s eyes on him because he turned and winked at her.   
 
    When Jo looked back, Ashley was blushing and sighing as if the man had just thrown her a kiss.  It was sweet, and the jealousy flitted away.   
 
    “See?” she said to Jo.  “I’m smitten!”  She lifted her hand, revealing an enormous diamond ring.  “We’re getting married soon.” 
 
    “Have you set a date yet?” Bart asked, taking a spoonful of the potato salad, then handing another scoop to Jo for a taste.   
 
    “No, not yet.”  She looked through the windows and noticed Jo’s grandparents. “Who’s the other couple?” she asked.   
 
    “That’s my grandparents.  They are…?”  she turned to Bart, lifting her eyebrows.   
 
    “Jo has evidence of the person who is working on the second phase of the operation.  She and her grandparents are in danger.” 
 
    “Goodness!” Ashley gasped, then grabbed the two paper bags of food that she’d prepared for Lex and Slater.  “They are probably hungry too!” She started walking over to the room, calling over her shoulder, “Tell Slater and Lex that they need to grab their lunch on their way back here.” 
 
    Then the woman disappeared into the room, handing Gramps and Gran each a bag of food.  The trio laughed and talked for several minutes while Jo watched, warmed by the sweet gesture.  It hadn’t even occurred to her that her grandparents might be hungry.  That was just how off kilter she was!   
 
    “I’d better…” 
 
    “We need your expertise, Jo,” Bart interrupted.  “Will you stick around and help us?”  
 
    She glanced up at Bart, then over at her grandparents.  They were happily devouring the food as they chatted with the lovely woman.  “Yes.  I’ll do anything to keep my grandparents safe.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.   
 
    A moment later, Lex and Slater stepped off of the elevator, both of them carrying parts of her computer system.   
 
    It took her less than twenty minutes to link everything up, then she put in her password and started working her magic.  
 
      
 
    “Where the hell are you?” Stanzo demanded as soon as his cousin answered his cell phone.  He was pacing back and forth across his office, furious about the call he’d just received.  
 
    “I just finished with the group that you asked me to chat with.  Their payment should be made within the next few minutes.” 
 
    “Why the hell haven’t you answered my calls?” 
 
    “Because I was working,” Bono replied, angry now.  “And you know I don’t like to be interrupted when I’m working.” 
 
    Stanzo sighed, rubbing his face.  “Get out of town!” he growled.  
 
    “Why the hell would I do that?”  
 
    “Because there are cameras all over the place!” 
 
    “You said that the police cameras were under your control.  What’s changed in the last twenty-four hours?”  
 
    “They were!” he growled, his frustration rising as his idiot cousin continued to ask stupid questions.  “They are! Which is why I know that…” 
 
    Even as he explained, he watched another one of his guys pull a shop owner out of the man’s building and punch him in the stomach.  If he was watching this, then the police were as well.  And whoever was watching the police was seeing everything too!  Someone had hacked into the police cameras!  The cameras that he’d previously set on a loop to avoid anyone actually seeing what was going on within the city! 
 
    A second later, a police car came screaming to a halt in front of the building.  Thankfully, his guy realized what was happening and dumped the shop owner.  Unfortunately, there were two police officers in that cruiser.  One of them went over to the shop owner, apparently radioing in for an ambulance.  But the other officer chased after his guy.   
 
    The chase went off camera, which meant that Stanzo had no idea what was going on.  Muttering more expletives, he pounded his fist onto his pristine desk, then muttered more curses when he realized that he’d not only broken his phone, but he’d probably broken his hand as well, if the intense throbbing was any indication.  
 
    Bono listened to the terror in his cousin’s voice and suddenly lost a great deal of respect for the man.  Still, Stanzo had great instincts.  Looking around, he thought about what Stanzo had said about the cameras.  Somehow, Stanzo had hacked into the police cameras and paid off several of the police officers who monitor the streets via those cameras.  For the past several weeks, he and the others on his cousin’s team had felt invisible because of Stanzo’s manipulations.  Now, however, if someone else had hacked into the hacked video feeds…no one was safe.   
 
    Turning his car around, he started cruising in the opposite direction.  Not driving fast, but not too slow either.  Just fast enough to look as if he were looking for a new address.  This pace allowed him to peruse the others walking on the sidewalks.  The woman he’d been assigned to watch out for wasn’t in the deli, nor did it look as if anyone was in the upstairs apartment.  Damn her, where had she gone?  Had she left in the short period of time when he’d gone to take care of the non-paying couple?  That’s when he noticed the “closed” sign in the window of the deli.   
 
    Stanzo was right.  Something was going on.  They’d lost control and…this wasn’t good.   
 
    Making a quick decision, he headed left.  That would take him onto Route 30 and then he could just keep on driving.  He’d get out of town, then call his cousin to get more information.   
 
    Too bad, Bono thought as he picked up speed.  This had been a very lucrative gig.  Maybe there was some way he could contact Stanzo’s boss and offer his services in another capacity.   
 
      
 
    Jason tapped a pen against his outer thigh, glaring at the man sitting in front of his desk.  “This is very bad news, Stanzo,” he finally replied.  “I am very disappointed in you.  You’ve done an excellent job so far in other towns.  What was different about this one?  Why did you fail this time?”  
 
    His unnervingly light blue eyes were hard as he contemplated the man.  He’d been such an excellent employee in the past.  He’d been so good, Jason had promoted him several times.  Perhaps those promotions had been too soon.   
 
    “I did everything the same way I always do, Mr. DeFila,” Stanzo replied.  “In every town, all of them, I followed the same pattern. Your guys came in initially and softened everyone up.  I’d come in with my team and they’d start organizing collections.” 
 
    The scary blue eyes stared back at him, white eyebrows lifting in question.  “Did you pay off the police?” 
 
    “Yes!” Stanzo replied vehemently.  “I had four officers on the inside.  I even hacked into the street cameras this time and paid off the officers watching those cameras!  I hacked the surveillance cameras so that none of my team’s activities were caught on camera.”  Stanzo shook his head in confusion.  “They were good right up until yesterday!” 
 
    The pen continued to tap.  Jason knew that his silence was making Stanzo nervous, but he didn’t care.  He was working things out in his mind, trying to come up with a solution.  “I’ve spent too much time and money on Elsa.  I’m not giving up on the town.”  He stood up, tossing the pen down on the desk.  “Go back and figure out what you’ve done wrong.”  He braced his hands wide as he leaned forward.  “Then fix it!”  
 
    Stanzo stood as well, nodded nervously, then turned and walked out of Jason’s office.   
 
    Jason glared at the man until the door closed behind him.  Idiot!  Jason walked over to the window, looking down at the busy streets of Philadelphia.  This wasn’t his main office.  This was just the office where he met with his team members when he needed to speak with them personally.  His real office was hidden in a small town near the mountains.  That’s where he did most of his business.  Laundering the money was sometimes a challenge, but the payments that came in from the businesses of the towns already under his control had to be cleaned.  Jason took great pride in cleaning his own money.  He didn’t go to others and lose ten percent off the top, not to mention another ten percent that was stolen by his collection goons.   
 
    Picking up his pen, he contemplated the next steps.  Obviously, the collections efforts weren’t going very well.  Which didn’t make any sense.  The payments seemed to be coming in on time and at the levels he expected.  So what was actually going on?  And why was Stanzo so freaked out?   
 
    Perhaps it was time to visit the lovely little town of Elsa again.  He’d see for himself what was happening and maybe it was time he took a more personal role.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to help them?” Emeline demanded, crossing her arms over her chest as she glared through the windows of the small waiting room.  When there was silence, she turned around to look at Josephine, lifting her eyebrows in question.   
 
    “Help them?” Jo asked, dropping the potato chip back into the foil bag and wiping her hands on the napkin.  “How would I help them?”   
 
    In all honesty, Jo knew that she could make all of the computer searches go faster.  Her programming skills, plus her ability to hack into just about any database or system, would allow her to answer all of their called out questions faster.  Not just faster, but with a higher level of certainty.   
 
    “You know you’re itching to get in there,” her Gramps replied with a soft chuckle.  
 
    He was right, but Jo was trying very hard not to interfere.  Plus, if the FBI knew what she could do, how fast she was, they might, maybe, track down the other systems she, perhaps, might’ve hacked into.  She never ever changed any data.  Jo never sold any of the information she saw.  But…well, there was a certain exhilaration to hacking.  It was a competition thing.  She loved finding ways to get through firewalls and digital locks.  However, if Bart was an agent with the FBI, her…expertise…could be an issue.   
 
    Sighing, she leaned forward, resting her elbows against her knees.  “Gran, Gramps, the problem with me offering my services is that…well, I might get in trouble for some of the stuff I’ve done in the past.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” a male voice demanded.  
 
    Jo jerked backwards, twisting to look at the man who had just come in through a side door.  Maddox!  Oh dear heaven, the boss man!   
 
    “Umm…well…” 
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    Jo’s head swiveled around and she stared at Bart.  He was standing in the other doorway, his hands fisted on his hips and his feet spread wide.   
 
    “Nothing!” she gasped.  She waved slightly towards her grandparents.  “They were just talking about my computer skills.” 
 
    Maddox turned and looked over at Bart.  “Apparently, if she offers her help to our current,” he paused and glared at the computer guy typing frantically at his keyboard, “frankly subpar, computer assistant, then we might need to investigate her past.” 
 
    Bart stepped forward, every inch the warrior now.   
 
    Jo stood up, lifting a hand to stop Bart but she directed her attention towards Maddox.  “I’ve never done anything illegal!”  
 
    Maddox’s stance didn’t shift, but his eyes softened.  “Fine.  What have you done?”  
 
    She shrugged slightly.  “I just…well, challenge myself to see where I can…” she lifted one shoulder, “get into.”  The last two words were spoken a bit more softly.   
 
    Maddox stared at her for a long moment.  
 
    “You’ve already done a background check on her!” Bart snapped.  “You know that she doesn’t even have a parking ticket!” 
 
    “That we know of!” Maddox growled.   
 
    “NO!” Jo interjected.  “I don’t ever change information.  I swear!” 
 
    Emeline sighed and stood up.  She stepped in front of Josephine and poked a finger at Maddox.  “She’s good!  She’s better than the nitwit tapping away in there.  She’s never done anything illegal.  I can guarantee you that.  But she’s fast and she’s sharp.  Just look at the program she built that allowed her to find the culprit on the video recording!  How long would you and your team have wasted watching hours of the video feed if she hadn’t applied her magic…whatever,” she wiggled her fingers in the air, implying that Jo’s efforts were magic instead of science, “…to that video?  Days!” she asserted adamantly.  “Hours of your time and hours when the jerks who are terrorizing the streets would have been hurting someone else!”  She moved closer to Maddox.  “So how about if you test her out and let her show you what she can do before you judge her?”  She glanced over at the other man.  “She’s just been bored at her current job for too long.”  She turned and smiled at Josephine before turning back to Maddox.  “Her computer skills are seriously wicked!”   
 
    Maddox, to his credit, didn’t laugh at the elderly woman spouting slang lingo.  Instead, he merely lifted his eyes and once again glared at Jo.  She blushed, embarrassed by her grandmother’s defense of her past.  But Jo didn’t bother to deny her grandmother’s claims.  She really was that good.   
 
    “No denial?”  
 
    “None,” Jo replied, lifting her chin in the air.  “The people who hacked into the police cameras are using a Trojan horse virus.  Essentially, one of the officers opened an email on the police computers that opened a back door.  That allows them to watch the feed through what’s called a genie app without anyone knowing that they are there.” 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    She grinned slightly.  “Because I’m better,” she replied, stating that as a fact.  “And I know how to detect viruses like that.”  
 
    “How do you know?  You work a full time job in Philly with a computer software company.  When do you have the time to work on your hacking skills?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Puhleeze!  The tasks my boss gives me to do barely take any time at all!”  she shifted on her feet, glancing at both men before lowering her eyes to the floor.  
 
    “Tell me!” Maddox ordered.   
 
    Slater and Lex must have realized that something was going on because both men stepped into the room.  Four enormous men in the small room made it even more claustrophobic.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Slater asked, leaning a shoulder against the wall.  Lex, The Quiet One, in Jo’s mind, merely glanced at everyone before letting his curious dark eyes gaze down at Jo.   
 
    “We could feel the tension all the way in the other room,” Lex explained, glancing at each person, looking for answers.  
 
    Bart suddenly chuckled and Maddox’s eyes snapped over to him.  “What the hell is so funny?”  
 
    Bart shifted so that he could look down at Jo’s blushing features.  “You created the genie app, didn’t you?”  
 
    She was startled that he’d figured out the truth so quickly, she couldn’t hide her surprise.  But the nervous look she shot at Maddox only confirmed Bart’s suspicion.   
 
    Jo shrugged, crossing her arms over her chest.  “I might’ve,” she muttered, then lifted her eyes over to her grandmother.  “I needed a pair of shoes for that wedding last summer, remember?” she said, then paused only when her grandmother nodded.  “I’d already asked my boss for more work.  He said he’d give me more, but he didn’t have anything at the moment.  So I was bored!”  
 
    Maddox’s mouth dropped open and he shook his head.  “Are you telling me that you created an app to hide your shoe shopping efforts?” 
 
    There was only a slight hesitation before Jo nodded again.  “Like I said, I was bored and needed some shoes.  The genie app allowed me to shop online without my boss knowing about it.”  She looked over at Bart.  “The company I work for monitors our computers.  The software they installed on everyone’s computers was initially developed to check for employees looking at porn.  But they expanded it.”  
 
    “With your help?” 
 
    She chuckled, shaking her head.  “Never.  Spying on employees is horrible and breeds distrust on both sides.”  She sighed, pushing her hair back before continuing, “But that’s one of the reasons I was able to build the genie app.  Because I didn’t help build the original system, they didn’t have enough protections in place.  There were caverns I could go through in order to hide what I was doing!” 
 
    She looked over at Maddox again.  “I released the app, for free, to others.  I didn’t think that someone would use it to hide their illegal activities.  But I should have known they would.” 
 
    “Can you stop them from using it?”  
 
    Jo looked at the man for a long moment, then grinned.  “Of course I can.  You don’t think I’d build something and not be able to control it, do you?” 
 
    For another long moment Maddox stared at her.  But a moment later, he chuckled.  “Get over to that computer and see what you can do.” He stepped out of the room and called out, “Tom, you’re free to head back to Philly.  Tell them we said thanks for loaning us your services.” 
 
    Tom looked up, his thick glasses sliding down his nose.  He wore the usual office attire of a white shirt and dark tie, but his jeans were loose around his waist and he looked…well, he looked like the typical computer geek.   
 
    “Are you sure, Agent Hudson?”  
 
    Maddox nodded, waving his hand towards the exit.  “Yeah.  You’ve done a great job.  I’ll send a message to your boss thanking her for loaning us your expertise.” 
 
    The guy, only in his mid-twenties, grabbed his canvas bag and hurried out of the area, not asking again.  He looked as if he were eager to get back to systems that he understood more easily.   
 
    Maddox then turned to Josephine.  “Okay, let’s see what you can do!” 
 
    Jo stared at the setup for a long moment, biting her lower lip in a ridiculous effort to hide her eagerness.  When she looked up at the four men, they were all staring right back at her as if they knew she could handle this.   
 
    At their expressions, her confidence increased and she nodded.  “Right,” she whispered, then pulled out the rolling chair.  Carefully, she lowered herself down into the chair, then let her fingers slide over the keyboard.  It was one of those super high powered, newfangled ones that she’d drooled over about a month ago. But it was too expensive for her, so she’d satisfied herself with a different keyboard several levels down from this one.   
 
    She tried not to purr as she touched the controls.  Her finger slid over the roller ball, watching the six monitors to discover where the cursor was at the moment.   
 
    Then her eyes lifted, glancing over at the white board. “What information do you need immediately?” she asked, looking at Bart, then at Maddox, Lex and Slater.   
 
    “We need to know which members of the police force are corrupt.  We’re aware of five officers so far that have some suspicious activities.  But we need to know if there are others.  Any ideas on…” he stopped as Jo’s fingers started typing.  Immediately, she blocked out the sounds around her, her eyes moving from the keyboard to the screens.  The systems that the FBI used were dramatically different than what she was used to, but they were pretty simple to understand.  It was what she could do with them that was her magic.   
 
    An hour later, she leaned back in the chair, a satisfied smile tugging on her mouth.  
 
    “What is this?” Maddox asked, looking at the pictures she’d just sent to all of their phones.   
 
    “You said that you’d already found five officers that you suspected were corrupt.”  She nodded her head towards her computer screen.  “Those are four additional police officers that are on the take.” She waved to one of her monitors, then realized that her grandparents were no longer in the small waiting room.   
 
    Lex anticipated her question and said, “We took them over to a hotel about fifty miles away about an hour ago.  They will be on a flight to Florida tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Jo blinked, then smiled at their efficiency.  “Florida should be far enough away from here.” 
 
    Slater nodded.  “They’ll be safe.  We have a safehouse down there where they can relax by a pool and have a few days off.” 
 
    She sighed, relief swelling through her.  “Thank you for that!” she gushed, happiness and relief racing through her.  
 
    Then she turned and pointed to her screen.  “I sent all of you copies of the emails that I’ve dug out of each person’s personal accounts.  It shows them talking about the money they just received and how they are going to spend it.” 
 
    “They talked about it on their personal accounts?” Lex demanded, his eyes narrowing on the screen.  
 
    “Not the accounts they use for their general personal communications.  They each set up dummy accounts.  They were smart enough to keep their conversations off of the police email system.  They also didn’t text about it. That’s one of the ways a lot of people get caught these days.  They don’t realize how easy it is to monitor text and chat groups.”  She sighed, shaking her head at the stupidity of some criminals.  “They think that there are just too many text messages to sift through.” 
 
    Bart lifted a dark eyebrow.  “But you have a way?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I have a way.  Thankfully, there are only about fifteen officers on the Elsa police force.  It would have taken me a few more hours to figure out the corrupt guys on a larger force. Using IP addresses instead of names, I found the other emails.  I applied some additional coding to my program in order to detect sketchy language in emails just to speed things up, and voila.” 
 
    “You’re good,” Maddox replied, nodding as he read through the messages.   
 
    Lex grunted and Jo took that to mean that he agreed. “We’re not going to bring them in though, right?”  
 
    Bart crossed his arms over his chest.  “I think we should just leave them out there.  Now that we know who to monitor, it should be easier to manage them.” 
 
    Slater nodded his agreement.  “We still need to find the person who is bribing the officers.” 
 
    “I should get back to the video feeds, right?” Jo asked, her fingers already moving towards the keyboard.   
 
    “Jo,” Bart interrupted, lifting her fingers off of the keyboard.  “You need sleep.” 
 
    Sleep?  She looked around, startled to see that it was dark outside of the windows.  “What time is it?” she asked, looking at the time located at the bottom corner of one monitor.  “It’s after midnight!” she gasped.  
 
    “Exactly,” Bart replied, pulling her out of the chair. “I’m going to take you to a place that’s safe,” he assured her.  “You’re going to sleep and then you can come back tomorrow and play with your toys again. Okay?”  
 
    He said that with a teasing voice, as if promising her a lollipop.  But she laughed along with the other three men, allowing Bart to lead her away from the computer.  “I really love your system,” she said to Maddox.  “Do you promise that I can come back tomorrow?’ 
 
    Bart rolled his eyes, lifting her tote bag onto her shoulder.  “You’re coming with me.  I’m getting you some dinner and then we’re going to get some sleep.” 
 
    She held her breath, thinking about sleeping with Bart.  Or…not sleeping with him.  Goodness, had it just been earlier today that they’d made love?  It seemed like days ago. Normally, her body didn’t care if there was a possibility of sex.  But right now, she craved his hands on her bare skin.  She wanted to feel his hard chest against her body. She wanted to feel every inch of the man against her.  And she wanted to experience that pulse-pounding joy when their bodies found a beautiful release.   
 
    Yes, she wanted Bart. She wanted all of him!   
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked as soon as they stepped into a hotel room.  He closed the door and looked at her.   
 
    Josephine’s eyes did a quick sweep of the room, then turned and looked directly at him.  “How do I feel?” she asked, almost laughing at the question.   
 
      
 
    Bart could sense the tension now.  “Yes.  Are you…tired?” he asked.  
 
    Josephine tilted her head slightly.  “Tired?  No.”  she glanced at the time on her cell phone, her lips curling slightly into a smile.  “I suppose I should be tired.”  Her eyes lifted once again and he saw the heat in those blue depths.  “I’m not.”   
 
    She stepped forward, resting her hands on his chest.  “Are we sharing a hotel room?”  
 
    He grunted.  “Yes.”  He put his hands on her waist, feeling the energy vibrating through her.  She was like a live wire now! “Is that a problem?” 
 
    Her lips curled slightly.  “I feel…alive, Bart!” she whispered, tilting her head back so she could look up at him.  “Thank you for today.” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “You believed in me.  You stood up for me.  You instantly believed that, anything I might have done in the past was okay and not criminal.”   
 
    “You’re a good person, Jo,” he replied, his voice husky because she was touching him.  Her hands were sliding up and down over his chest and it felt damn good! 
 
    “Yeah, but some people might have considered my talents to be less than savory.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “You found out who we needed to avoid in the police department faster than any other tech analyst I’ve ever worked with.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help.”  She stared up at him, hope burning in her eyes.  “Will your boss want me to help again tomorrow?”  
 
    “I can’t see why not.” 
 
    She grinned, lifting onto her toes.  “That’s exciting.  I felt more alive today than I have in a long time.” 
 
    He kissed her then.  It started off slowly, but as her hands moved up over his chest again, her fingers lighting his body on fire, he couldn’t hold back.  He’d watched her all day and knew that she was brilliant.  But now, feeling her energy after today, he wanted to…he didn’t know what he wanted to do other than make love to her.   
 
    Lifting her up, Bart carried her over to the bed and laid her down, then stood up and slowly, with deliberate touches and merciless caresses, he stripped off all of her clothes.  Piece by piece, he revealed the whole woman underneath the layers.  When she was completely naked, he grabbed one leg and kissed his way higher, enjoying her soft gasps of surprise.  After every kiss, he moved higher until he was nearly to his goal.  Jo’s fingers tangled in his hair while he spread her legs wider.  Then he kissed her, right there at the core of her and he breathed in her feminine scent.  Sliding his finger into her heat, he realized how hot and wet she was for him.  Twirling that finger while his mouth sucked on that nub, he pulled all of her pleasure to that one point, feeling her hips rock and shift.  Her fingers were now tugging at his hair, but he didn’t relent.  He didn’t stop his intimate caresses until she screamed out her release, her fingers no longer tugging but holding him in place.   
 
    When she sighed, her body collapsing back against the bed, he stood up and stripped of his own clothes while looking down at her.  She was completely relaxed now with a beautiful smile on her lovely features.  Yes, this was his woman, he thought as he grabbed a condom and came down over her.   
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, wrapping her arms and legs around him as he shifted against her.  
 
    “We’re definitely not done,” he replied, then captured a nipple with his mouth, not giving her any warning of his intent and he savored the gasp of surprise. She was so damned responsive!  He loved this about her.   
 
    Then she did something he wasn’t expecting.  Pushing against his back, Jo shifted so that she was on top of him, straddling his hips.  “Woman, I was…” he stopped, unable to speak because she’d wrapped her hand around his shaft.  With soft, slow movements, she stroked him, their eyes watching each other and he couldn’t hide the intense pleasure he felt as her hands drove him wild.  
 
    She must have seen the intent in his eyes, because she smiled, grabbed the condom still in his hand, then tore it open and rolled it down over his shaft.   
 
    “You think you’re in charge?” he asked, putting his hands on her hips, prepared to flip their positions so that he was on top again. But she merely smiled and shifted against him.  In that moment, he couldn’t move, could barely even breathe!  Then she lowered herself on him, taking every inch of his erection into her tight sheath!   
 
    There was a brief pause as they both savored the moment, then she started moving.  Slowly at first, but with increasing vigor as they both climbed higher and higher, the intensity heating up.  Her hips shifted and wiggled, but he could tell that she was close.  With his thumb, he reached down and helped her, rubbing that nub with every stroke of her body against his shaft.  Moments later, he felt her body tighten, then shudder and she threw her head back as she rode him while her climax shattered over her.   
 
    He waited, tightening his control until he couldn’t hold back any longer.  She just felt too good and his own orgasm hit him with the force of a tidal wave.  The waves crashed over him as he throbbed with the most intense climax. He’d thought this morning was good?  He would have laughed, if he could catch his breath.   
 
    Jo tumbled down, draping herself over his chest and he wrapped his arms around her, savoring the aftermath of the most incredible sex of his life!   
 
    “You have to marry me,” he groaned.   
 
    He felt her stiffen and even he was a bit shocked by his words.  Still, the silence after that command didn’t bode well.  
 
    Then she lifted her head, pushing her hair out of her eyes as she looked at him.  “Marry you?”  
 
    He tossed those words around in his mind. They felt right.  Absolutely, completely right!  “Yes.  Marry me, Josephine Clairmont.  I want you in my life forever.  I want to know that you’re with me, no matter what happens to us.” 
 
    Her smile was slow in coming, but moments later, she was laughing and kissing his chest.   
 
    “Is that a yes?” he asked, shifting their positions so that he was on top now.   
 
    She laughed, then nodded. “Yes.”  A brief moment later, she sobered.  “But we’ve only known each other for a few days, Bart.  Is this crazy?”  
 
    He nodded.  “Yeah.  Pretty crazy.” His hand smoothed down over her shoulder and arm, then he let his fingers lace with hers.  “But it also feels right, doesn’t it?”  
 
    There was only a slight hesitation before she nodded. “Yeah,” Jo whispered.  “It feels very right.” 
 
    He chuckled, thrilled that she felt the same way. So he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bathroom. There, he washed her body very thoroughly before lifting her up and impaling her with his shaft against the wall of the bathroom.  In the end, Bart was pretty damn impressed with the amount of hot water available at that time of the night!  

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Stop it!” Lex growled.  
 
    Bart looked over at his friend and coworker, not sure what the man was asking him to stop doing.   
 
    Slater walked by, slapping a thick file folder down on the table that was currently being used as a desk.  “He wants you to stop grinning, you ass,” he explained and proceeded on to his “desk”.  Because this space was only a temporary headquarters, specifically for this investigation, they’d only brought in folding tables for desks.   
 
    They were going through pages of data looking for discrepancies.  Bart glanced at Slater next, shaking his head.  “Can’t do that.”  Then he looked over at Jo who had a pair of headphones covering her ears as she whipped through…something. He had no idea what she was doing but he was fairly certain that it would help them.   
 
    Last night, Maddox had received emergency permission to bring Jo on as a temporary employee.  He’d even called her current employer and gotten her a leave of absence.  She was thrilled when they’d walked into the headquarters earlier today.   
 
    Her grandparents were on a plane, heading to Florida.  They’d probably already landed.  Their safety allowed Jo the mental relief that allowed her to fully focus on the investigation.   
 
      
 
    Over the next five days, Josephine worked with Slater and Lex to get more cameras set up.  Maddox simply laughed when Bart demanded that he be the one to accompany Josephine to set up the cameras saying, “We wouldn’t see you until the next day,” and walked away.  
 
    So Jo, Lex, and Slater drove around town, setting up cameras that were amplified with Jo’s new programming.  When they got back each afternoon, Jo worked on analyzing the newest images coming through to them.   
 
    It was amazing how many images they captured of five different men walking through the business section of the small town.  Unfortunately, they didn’t get any images like that first day when she’d caught one person roughing up a local business owner.   
 
    On the morning of Jo’s sixth day working with the team, all of them were sitting around the folding table that they unofficially called a conference room table with a platter of still-warm muffins in the middle.  Maddox had already eaten three while Slater and Lex were smacking each other’s hands for another one.  Bart’s hand was resting on the back of Jo’s chair, but she knew what his hands were capable of and they were much more talented than a muffin-thief’s.   
 
    Lex leaned back in his chair, pulling the top off of a blueberry muffin as he contemplated the latest images on the white board.  “I think we should pull all of them in for questioning.” 
 
    Slater wadded up the paper wrapper to his muffin and tossed it into the trashcan.  “If we pull them in, they leave and might alert the head honcho.  Then we lose the head guy.  He’s always the guy that we want to catch.” 
 
    Bart shook his head. “I think we should pull these guys in, one by one, with each of them seeing that the other four are in custody.  We do a perp walk with each of them, ensuring that they each see the other talking.” 
 
    Maddox nodded his head.  “All of you are right.  I think if we show each of them that the other might be talking, we could get more information from the whole group.” 
 
    Bart sighed, shaking his head.  “Yeah, but they’ll simply blame each other.  If we don’t have details, if we don’t know who is actually directing the money collection, then we have nothing.”  He stood up and walked over to the white board.  “We know that these four are harassing the business owners and about fifteen prominent residents, not to mention the slew of other residents that we know are experiencing harassment but haven’t come forward yet.”  He pointed to the question marked blank head on top of them.  “But we don’t know who this person is.” 
 
    Maddox rubbed the bridge of his nose, agreeing with all of them.  “You’re right.  We’ve got a new manager.  But we don’t know if he’s the top dog in this racketeering empire, or if he’s merely directing the new stage of harassment activities.” 
 
    Jo lifted her hand tentatively, not sure if she would be allowed to speak or if she was here merely for technical advice. 
 
    Maddox nodded towards her.  “You don’t need to raise your hand, Jo.  You’re part of our team now.  Just speak up.” 
 
    She flushed at his comment, feeling a warm glow at being included.  “That’s nice of you to say.  However, I still…” 
 
    He lifted a hand, stopping her next words.  “We’ll discuss your employment status another time.  Right now, you’re part of our team.  What are you thinking?” 
 
    She rested her hands on her knees, trying to formulate her thoughts into some sort of cohesive message.  “Well, I was thinking that, you really don’t know the full problem, do you?” 
 
    “We know what has been reported to the police.” 
 
    She nodded, taking a deep breath. “Right.  But, like you said about several other residents, my grandparents didn’t report anything to the police until I arrived.”  She looked at each man, noting that they were all watching her respectfully.  “You’re right, that there are most likely several other business owners and residents who have been victims of this crime group and didn’t report something, anything, to the police?” She ended her comment as a question instead of a statement, then realized what she was doing and decided to be just as assertive as she would in her other job.  Standing up, she walked over to the white board.  “We’ve discovered five men who are doing the collections.  I haven’t seen any other evidence of others that are performing these…uh…” she wasn’t sure what to call the intimidation tactics, “crimes.  But what if you brought in a group of residents and interviewed them?”  
 
    “What would that give us?” Lex asked, not in a negative way.  He was more curious as to where she was going with her comment.  “We all agree that the crimes are under-reported.  That’s not an issue though.  We’re trying to stop the problem.” 
 
    She looked at each of the men, tilting her head slightly as she continued.  “So far, you guys have been focusing on trying to find the perpetrators by tracking their movements through the cameras.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” Slater asked.   
 
    “What if you find all of the victims?”  Maddox started to say something, but she lifted her hand, stalling him.  “I suspect that there might be a pattern that we’re missing.” She turned and looked at the board.  “You have details about the perpetrators, their descriptions and their past histories.”  She turned away from the board and looked at the four men, pointing with her finger towards the mystery leader of the team of harassers.  “I remember watching this mystery show and,” she laughed when all four men rolled their eyes in annoyance.  “I know!” she laughed, lifting her hands, palms out to stop their objections.  “Television crime shows aren’t the same as real life.  If nothing else has taught me this, the past week has proven that.”  She smiled at their adorably grouchy features.  “Hear me out, okay?” she asked, then continued without their agreement.  “This one show, I can’t remember the name of it, but this guy was the brother of a law enforcement person.  The younger brother was a mathematician.  What he explained in the first episode was that, when watching a lawn sprinkler disperse water to a grassy area, no one can predict where a singular water droplet might fall.  But once we are able to gather data on where a great many of the water droplets fell, we can calculate where the droplets originated from.” 
 
    All four men’s eyes sharpened and she took courage from their intent expressions.  She drew a picture of a sprinkler with droplets spewing in a circle.  “See, if you can tell me how many people have been…” she paused, at a loss for words.  
 
    “Sprinkled on?” Slater offered and the other three chuckled.   
 
    Jo smiled, nodding her head.  “Yes, for lack of a better word, if you can tell me how many people have been…sprinkled on…I can work on an algorithm that calculates the probable origination of the sprinkles.  In other words, If I know enough of what’s happened, I can maybe give you a better understanding of where the team of thugs start.  That might give us additional information on where, and why, each victim is chosen and who is directing the choosing.” 
 
    “How in the world would you be able to do that?” Maddox demanded. 
 
    Eager now that no one had told her the idea was ridiculous, she continued.  “Well, think about any sort of dispersal system.  Like the postal company, all the trucks start off in one place.”  She drew more lines.  “Every truck starts off at the place where they pick up the mail.”  She turned to ensure that they were listening.  “The trucks then drive out and deliver the mail.” She drew more lines. “There’s a calculation to how efficiency is produced when delivery schedules are made.  For instance, you wouldn’t have a truck driver go from here,” she made an X at one point on the board, “then deliver something here,” she put a mark on another place, “then come back over here,” she made a new mark closer to the first one, “and so on.”  She turned and looked at the men.  “You deliver in any way that minimizes fuel usage and personnel time.  It’s just basic logic.” 
 
    Maddox stood up from where he’d been leaning on the table.  “So you’re saying, if we bring in enough of the residents and business owners, get their information, you can put their data into one of your programs and tell us where the men are coming and going from?”  
 
    She lifted her shoulders slightly.  “Potentially,” she clarified.  “Not just that, but if you get more of the residents and business owners in for conversations, you’ll find out more about the way these thugs are working.  You don’t just want these men,” she said, pointing her marker towards the faces of the men they already knew about.  “You want this guy,” she said, pointing to the question marks.  “It’s the leadership you’re after.” 
 
    “She has a damn good point,” Slater commented in the silence that followed.   
 
    “Damn,” Lex laughed, slapping Bart on the back.  “You’re in trouble!” 
 
    Bart didn’t seem worried.  In fact, when Jo looked over at him, he looked…proud!  Her heart swelled with love for the man!  She’d spent the past six nights in his arms and he hadn’t mentioned marriage again. Maybe he didn’t want marriage any longer.  And that hurt her somewhere deep down but she pushed the pain away.  If nothing else, he’d given her a glimpse into this world.  Now Jo knew that she wanted the excitement of finding bad guys.  Jo also wanted him.  She wanted the thrill of coming home to Bart every night, of being with him and knowing him and growing old with him.   
 
    But he’d showed her what she wanted to do with her life.  No more boring computer programming jobs.  This was it.  This was her life.  No, it was her calling!  She was good at this!  She loved developing code that helped these men find the bad guys.  
 
      
 
    Bart wanted to stand up and pull her into his arms. He was do damn proud of her.  Everything she was saying was absolutely right.  It was a whole new way of working the problem and it might really work!  
 
    “Plus, if we bring in the people who have been victimized, then we can show residents that someone is listening.  The more people who feel as if there’s hope, the more they’ll realize that they’re not alone.  And that gives them the psychological power to fight back.  To not be afraid any longer.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Jo breathed, smiling her approval at all of them.   
 
    Bart had to restrain himself from pulling her into his arms and kissing her.  Hell, he wanted to toss her over his shoulder and carry her into the nearest closet so that he could make love to her, show her how damn proud he was of her.  She fit into their team better than even he could have anticipated!   
 
    He loved her!    
 
    Plus, as soon as they could catch this latest guy, he was going to take some time off and convince Jo to fly out to Vegas with him. He couldn’t wait to marry her.  Granted, she’d agreed to marry him and then hadn’t said anything more about it.  Weren’t women supposed to start planning weddings as soon as they were engaged?  Shouldn’t she have a dozen bridal magazines already?  Shouldn’t she be flipping through them and making notes?  
 
    He wasn’t sure, but that’s what Ashley had started doing as soon as she’d agreed to marry Maddox.   
 
    Jo wasn’t going to change her mind, was she?  
 
    Oh hell no!  He watched as she spoke to Maddox about something, though he wasn’t sure what because his mind was too preoccupied wondering how he could get her onto a plane to Vegas immediately.  Now that the idea was in his mind, he couldn’t stop himself from fantasizing about a quick wedding where he could get his ring on her finger. 
 
    Oh hell!  Why hadn’t he thought about a ring?  Where the hell had his mind gone?   
 
    “Damn it!” he muttered, then realized that the others were now staring at him.  “Nothing,” he replied, shaking his head as he leaned forward, pretending to listen to whatever the others were discussing when, in reality, all he wanted to do was head out and find a ring.  An engagement ring was a strong enough signal to other men, he thought.  But only until he could get a wedding ring on her finger. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, the FBI sent over a fresh team of agents that would conduct the local interviews, allowing Slater, Lex, Maddox, and Bart to maintain their undercover roles. The statements were slow in coming initially, but once word started getting around to the other residents, the flow of digital reports started to increase.  It became so busy that the new agents were swamped.  Jo was scanning transcripts of all of the statements, flagging keywords through her new program and coming up with various angles and ideas.  The four agents took those ideas and looked into each of them.  So far, they’d come up with blanks, but she was getting closer.  Jo was good!  Damn good!  She’d given Slater and Lex two locations to check out and they’d come up with a bunch of garbage from those locations that she then used to pinpoint additional possible headquarters for their racketeering headquarters.   
 
    Every time, they kept getting closer and closer, but still nothing.   
 
    Finally, one Friday afternoon, Maddox called everyone into the conference room.  There were about twenty people, agents as well as analysts, now working on the case.  They were all exhausted and burned out.  
 
    “I’d like to thank all of you for the relentless work all of you have done over the past several weeks.  I know we’re all frustrated.  We keep getting closer, but we’re still not finding the actual person directing the criminal activity.” He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck.  “That’s why I want everyone to go home this weekend.  See your kids and your spouses.  Everyone get some sleep and be back here on Monday morning.  We’ll look at everything from a fresh perspective.  Okay?” 
 
    There was a communal groan of appreciation as everyone stood up and slowly trudged out of the conference room.   
 
    Bart walked over to Jo who was still typing on her computer.  There were dark circles under her eyes and she had about four pens holding up her dark hair.   
 
    “Jo,” he called out.   
 
    She didn’t hear him.  “Josephine!” he said, a bit louder this time.  
 
    She looked up, blinking at him.  Her eyes were most likely blurry from focusing on the six monitors for the past fourteen hours on too little sleep.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, suddenly noting that the room was quiet now. 
 
    “We’re going back to my place,” he told her.   
 
    “Your place?” she asked, leaning back in her chair.  It squeaked slightly, but she didn’t move to stand up.  
 
    “Yes.  We’re taking the weekend off.” 
 
    Jo’s mouth fell open and she stared at Bart.  “Why would we do that?  We’re so close!  I know that I haven’t gotten the location of their headquarters yet.  But I know it’s there.”  She pointed to her computer.  “I can just…” 
 
    “No,” he replied, interrupting whatever she was about to say.  “You’re not doing anything more for the next forty-eight hours.  Longer, if I have any say in it.” 
 
    She stared at him, his words obviously not computing in her brain.  “But we can’t stop!”  
 
    “We’re not stopping,” he replied, taking her hands and pulling her out of the chair.  “We’re pausing.  We’re going to take a long, much needed break.”  He took her tote bag, slinging it over her shoulder as he put an arm around her waist.  “I’m going to make you some fettucine alfredo and maybe some chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    “Chocolate?” she whispered reverently.  “It’s been a while since I’ve had any chocolate.” 
 
    He nodded, pressing the elevator button.  They were the last ones to leave and he flipped the lights off, entering the code into the security system.  “I’ll let you nibble on the chocolate chips while I bake.  Does that sound good?”  
 
    She laughed, leaning her head against his shoulder.  “I’d like that very much.  But I can hear the patronizing tone in your voice.  Why?”  
 
    “Because you’re too exhausted for my regular tone,” he explained, pulling her against his side as they waited for the elevator to open.   
 
    She yawned, nodding her head, one of the pens slipping in her hair when her head brushed against his shoulder.   
 
    “Can I have beer?  I’d really love a beer!”  
 
    Bart looked down at her, surprised. “Not wine?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I can do wine if you’d prefer wine.”  
 
    Her eyes were closing and Bart suspected that he had about ten minutes before she was sound asleep.  “You like beer better than wine?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed.  “I like beer.  It’s…good.” 
 
    Maybe ten minutes was too optimistic, he thought with a mental laugh.  She was almost sleep walking right now.  
 
    No shopping for rings tonight, he realized.  But that was okay.  It was a two hour drive from here to Philadelphia.  He suspected that Josephine didn’t realize that they were heading to his house and not the hotel room they’d shared over the past few weeks.  She’d realize that when she woke up in his arms tomorrow morning.  Then he could make love to her in his own bed.  He’d propose to her again.  She’d say yes and then they’d go shopping for rings right after he made her pancakes for breakfast.   
 
    As soon as the elevator doors opened up, Bart knew that his plans for the weekend were shot all to hell.   
 
    “Well well well!” a man of medium build sing-songed as he stepped off of the elevator, pointing a snub nosed pistol at them.  “I have finally found the source of all of my problems!”  
 
    Bart instantly felt Jo stiffen and her head popped off of his shoulder.  Backing her up, he tried to push her behind his back.  But Jo was trying to do the same thing to him.  The daft woman was trying to protect him!   
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Bart demanded.  
 
    “My name isn’t important,” the man replied, looking smug as he shifted on his feet, never moving the pistol away.  “I’m here so that you will tell me what evidence this damn woman has found and then I’m going to kill both of you.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting idea,” Bart replied smoothly, literally lifting Jo up and placing her behind his back.  “You have no idea who you are dealing with though.” 
 
    His eyes shifted to Jo and Bart moved his body to better shield her.   
 
    “That’s Josephine Clairmont.  And you,” the pistol moved higher, aiming right for his heart, “are Special Agent Bartholomew Hudson.”  Bart’s features must have shown his surprise because the man’s smug expression turned into outright laughter.  “What?  Did you all think you’re the only people who could hire a computer specialist?” He laughed again, the sound a bit maniacal.  “They’re a dime a dozen.”  His pistol moved higher, pointing over Bart’s shoulder at Jo.  “Your woman, however, is a bit better than the average nerd, isn’t she?”  
 
    Bart growled.  “Leave her out of this.  She’s a civilian.” 
 
    The man with the gun rolled his eyes.  “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he said, waving the pistol towards the conference room.  “Get in there!’ he snapped, not laughing anymore.  “I need both of you to be quiet while I sift through the information here.” 
 
    Bart continued to move, still trying to keep Jo behind him as he assessed the situation, evaluating his options for taking the man down.  “You know that you’re in a secure FBI facility, correct?”  
 
    He snorted.  “Shut up or I’ll kill you right now.  I only need you both here for passwords.  Otherwise, I’d already have killed you both!” 
 
    He ordered them to sit down in one of the metal folding chairs that had been brought in to the conference room. “Handcuff him to the chair!” 
 
    “Not gonna happen,” Bart announced, although, he knew that he wouldn’t have a choice.  The guy was right to have Jo handcuff him to the chair first.  Obviously, Bart was the bigger threat.   
 
    The man lowered his pistol, aiming at Bart’s knee, then looked over at Josephine.  “Handcuff him to the chair, or I’ll put a bullet in his knee!” 
 
    Bart felt Jo’s fingers slide into the leather pocket attached to the back of his belt where he kept his handcuffs.  A moment later, the rattle of metal against metal sliced through the tension.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” he replied back, still glaring at the man.   
 
    “Toss me the key!” the guy with the gun commanded.   
 
    Josephine stepped back, tossed him the key, then placed her hand on Bart’s shoulder.   
 
    “Excellent!” he smirked, pocketing the keys to the handcuffs.  He tossed another set of handcuffs to her.  “Put these on and sit down in that chair!”  
 
    Josephine quickly caught the cuffs, pulled her hands behind her back and attached them before quickly sitting down in the chair.   
 
    The ass smiled, nodding his approval.  “Now just sit tight here, while I peruse the area.  I’ll be back for passwords in a moment.” 
 
    The man moved away, going out into the main area where all of the victims’ statements were stacked up, then looked at the white board with all of the information that had been confirmed.  The information laid out on that board must be pretty damn accurate, because the bastard shot at it.  The man bellowed his anger, then shot four additional holes in the white board.  He paused to glare at Jo and Bart, then shoved the pistol down into the waistband of his slacks and started flipping through all of the statements.  
 
    “Jo,” Bart whispered.   
 
    “Tell me you have a plan to get us out of here,” she whispered back at him, neither of them daring to take their eyes off of the man who was now sitting down at her desk as he read through the reports.   
 
    “I have a plan.  Take my hand and I’ll pass a key to you.”  
 
    “You have a key?” she asked, trying not to move her lips too much.  She didn’t want the guy to realize that they were talking.   
 
    “Just a sec,” he said, then huffed for a moment, then a small snick was heard.  They both froze, both of them watching the man with the pistol.  Fortunately, he was too absorbed in reading through the statements, so he hadn’t heard the click of the handcuffs coming undone.  “I’m free,” he said.  “I’m not going to move, except to pass this key to you.  Be careful, and don’t move too quickly.” 
 
    She nodded slightly, then felt his strong fingers pressing something cold into her hands.  The man lifted his eyes, glaring at them for a moment, obviously suspicious, but Jo and Bart simply stared back at him.  Because only half of the wall was glass, he didn’t see their hands, just the upper half of their bodies.   
 
    As soon as the guy looked back down again, Jo wiggled until she was able to get the key into the lock.  It wasn’t hard since she hadn’t tightened the handcuffs all the way. “I’m free,” she whispered.   
 
    “Don’t move.  Not until I tell you to, okay?”  
 
    She laughed slightly, the sound coming out a bit hysterically.  “I promise I’m not a hero.  Just tell me when to duck and I’m flat on this floor.” 
 
    “Excellent plan,” he growled.   
 
      
 
    “What?” Slater snapped in answer to his phone.  He was tired and irritated.  All he wanted to do was sleep for the next twenty-four hours, then maybe get drunk.  What he didn’t want to do was answer his phone and have Maddox tell him to look into yet one more damn connection between the bastards who had been terrorizing the neighborhoods of Elsa, Pennsylvania.  He didn’t even want to hear that name until he drove back on Monday morning.  So whoever was on the other end of this phone call needed to hurry up and speak, or he was going to hang up the damn phone! 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I was trying to reach Agent DeBrasio?   Did I call the wrong number?” 
 
    Slater loved the sound of the feminine voice, but though he’d never thought he’d say this, he was actually too tired to do anything about the soft female voice with the sweet, southern twang to it.   
 
    “Yeah.  This is Agent DeBrasio.  What can I do for you?” he asked, gritting his teeth and swearing he was going to toss his phone into a drawer once this call was over.   
 
    “This is Kali Olinzer.  I’m the deputy mayor of Minnow, Pennsylvania.  I’m sure you’ve never heard of it, but I got your name from a friend of a friend.  This friend said that you could be trusted.” 
 
    The feminine voice might sound like sweet tea and porch swings, but the words were completely businesslike.  A voice that pretty and sweet should be whispering sweet nothings in his ear as he licked champagne off of her stomach.    
 
    Now where the hell had that image come from?  Slater was even more exhausted than he’d realized if he was creating sexual fantasies just from a voice.   
 
    “Yes.  What can I…” he stopped, something triggering in his mind.  “Did you say you’re from Minnow, Pennsylvania?” he demanded, suddenly on high alert.  Minnow was one of the other towns that was on their radar.  It had gone through the same process that Elsa was currently experiencing.  They were scheduled to head over there next to question some of the town’s leaders.  
 
    “Yes.  You know of the town?” she asked.  
 
    Her voice…damn, it was so soft and he absolutely loved the lilting accent!   
 
    Focus, Slater mentally reprimanded himself. “Yes. I’ve heard of Minnow.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    There was another long pause and he pictured a lovely blond woman biting a full lower lip.  Long lashes and red heels, tight black leather skirt and a low cut, chiffon shirt with one of those skimpy lace things underneath.  No bra.   
 
    Yeah, he was bone tired.   
 
    “I have some information that you might need.  It’s…well, I have a video. Would you have time to meet me somewhere?”  
 
    Well hell!  There goes his free weekend, he thought.  However, if this woman had some information, it might help them move this case along.  They were getting closer to finding out who was at the top of the pyramid, were a hell of a lot closer now that Josephine had joined the team, but they kept missing the culprits of the terror campaign by what seemed like moments!  It was almost becoming like a game of whack-a-mole!   
 
    “I can meet you,” he replied, thinking about the drive from Philly to Minnow.  “I can be in Minnow in about three hours.  Will that…?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “Here?” he asked, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.  “Where is here?”  
 
    “I’m in Elsa at the moment.  I’d heard rumors of your investigation in Elsa, Pennsylvania and…well, some other sources…that the FBI was…perhaps, maybe…investigating and…” She sighed and he pictured her rubbing her forehead just as he was doing to the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “Look, lady, if you’re here in Elsa, why don’t you just come over to the Hilltop Inn?  I’m in room four oh three.” 
 
    Another long pause and he smiled, wondering if she was curvy or slim.  Tall or short.  Probably tall, he thought.  Yeah, he liked tall women!  And blonds!  He’d never thought about a lady with a southern accent, but he wouldn’t throw her out of bed for eating crackers!   
 
    He chuckled at his joke, thinking he’d really gone off the deep end of exhaustion.  
 
    “You want me to come to your hotel room?” she demanded, a sharp bite to her tone now.  But her vowels lengthened and drawled, which he sort of liked!  “And you’re laughing at the idea?  Are you some sort of creep?”   
 
    “No,” he quickly backtracked, rubbing his forehead and trying valiantly to find a small bit of patience.  “Look, Ms…I don’t remember your name, but I apologize if my exhaustion is coming across as rude or dismissive.”  Wow, that almost sounded sincere!  “I’ve been working this case for the past several weeks and…” he stopped, knowing he couldn’t tell her anything more.  “You’re right,” he closed his eyes as he resigned himself to pulling himself together again.  So much for his plans.  Sleep and a bottle of whiskey would be nice, but perhaps he hadn’t been a good boy lately and karma was taking away his pleasures.  “How about if I meet you at the hotel lobby in say…” 
 
    “I can be there in five minutes.”  And then she ended the call, not bothering to wait for him to reply.   
 
    Slater pulled the phone away from his ear, glaring at the device.  Unfortunately, his eyes didn’t have laser beams that could shoot through the phone lines and…and do whatever it was that laser beams did to rude women.   
 
    It didn’t matter how tall this woman was, he paused because he realized he still didn’t know her name!  Damn!  He was really losing it if he was about to meet a stranger and he hadn’t even caught her name!   
 
    Sighing, he stood up and ran a hand through his hair.  It was still a mess.  Had it been this scruffy this morning?  When was the last time he’d gotten a haircut?   
 
    Slater couldn’t remember, but promised himself to get it cut as soon as he woke up this weekend.  He could stop by the barbershop right before stopping at the wine and spirits store to get that bottle of whiskey.   
 
    Stuffing his weapon back onto his belt, he grabbed his jacket before heading out of the room again.  He dialed Lex’s number as he pressed the elevator button. 
 
    “I’m not alive.  Go away.” 
 
    Slater laughed.  “I know, I know!” he replied to his friend.  “I’m just letting you know that someone just called, someone from Minnow.  She says she’s the deputy mayor and has some information.” 
 
    “Is she for real?” he growled.  “Because I have a hot date tomorrow night and I really don’t have time to deal with some idiot who just wants to get close to an investigation.” 
 
    Slater agreed.  “She says she got my name and number from a friend of a friend.” 
 
    “What friend?” Lex demanded, obviously sharper than Slater at this time of the night.  
 
    “I don’t know.”  He stepped into the elevator.  “I didn’t get details, but I’m just letting you know that I’m heading down to the hotel lobby.  I’ll hear what she has to say and will check in later.  I doubt she has anything that’s worth hearing, but I’ll listen just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    There was a silence and Slater knew what Lex was thinking.  “No, you don’t need to come down.  Just letting you know.” 
 
    “Good answer.  Call me when you get rid of her.” 
 
    Slater didn’t bother to reply.  He simply ended the call and stepped out of the elevator.  Looking around, he saw a short woman stepping into the hotel lobby.  She was cute in a dynamo-balls-to-the-walls kind of way.  No black leather skirt.  She wore a boring skirt.  Not tall, leggy, or blond.  She was petite with dark, curly hair.  Short hair.  He loved long hair on a woman.  He loved tugging a woman’s hair and feeling her shiver as he kissed her neck.  This woman’s dark curls…they framed her face but…hell!  This couldn’t be the woman on the phone!  Impossible!  The woman on the phone had a tall voice. This woman was barely five feet, two inches tall.  Five four because of the kitten heels she wore.  The heels were paired with a black skirt that came down below her knees and the prim white blouse.  The whole outfit should seem prim and proper, but for some reason, the outfit seemed…naughty.     
 
    “Deputy mayor, my ass!” he growled under his breath.  Slater was more tired than he’d realized when he thought that a cute but irritating woman in librarian attire was “naughty”.   
 
    Sure enough, she stared back at Slater and he stood there, daring her to come over.   
 
    She dared!   
 
    Great!  Now he was going to be harassed by a woman who most likely preferred kicking men in the balls to a simple handshake.  Perfect ending to several weeks of a frustrating investigation.  And this was the woman who was keeping him from his bed and a bottle of whiskey?   
 
    “Are you Agent DeBrasio?”  
 
    “Yes,” he replied, pulling out his credentials and showing them to her.  Normally, he flipped his badge and credentials to a person, they glanced at them and nodded, satisfied. Not this petite dynamo!  Nope, she actually took the wallet and looked at the badge, examined the picture, glanced up at him with a suspicious look, then back down at the badge.  Hell, she even examined the hologram.  Smart, but annoying!   
 
    Finally, after an oddly long examination, she nodded sharply and handed the wallet back to him.  
 
    “Fine.  I believe you’re Agent DeBrasio.”  She looked around, whispering now.  “Where can we go to talk and not be overheard?  I’d rather not be seen with you either.” 
 
    Slater looked down at the woman, wondering why he’d thought she was cute.  She wasn’t.  He suspected that this woman was going to be a major pain in his ass!   
 
    “Why don’t we go over there?” he said, pointing to a seating area.  There were others around, but it looked relatively isolated.  
 
    She looked at the area, then shook her head. “No.  I need to be away from the windows.  In fact,” she glanced towards the opposite side of the lobby.  “There!” she said, pointing to a dark hallway.  She didn’t bother to wait for his agreement.  The annoying woman was already walking away from Slater.   
 
    He stared at her for a long moment, then realized he was watching her butt and shook his head.  “Get a hold of yourself, man!” he growled under his breath.  He followed, but sent a message to Lex saying that he would be only minutes.  Slater knew that Lex wouldn’t go back to sleep until Slater no longer needed backup.   
 
    In the hallway, he found the woman glaring at him for daring to be so slow.  Slater never moved fast unless he needed to.  And in this case, he didn’t.   
 
    “Care to tell me your name?” 
 
    He thought she made a rude sound, but sliced her hand through the air.  “You don’t need to know my name, Agent DeBrasio,” she snapped impatiently and pulled her giant leather tote bag open.  She was looking through it and the thing was so huge, she almost ducked her whole head in the bag before she pulled something out.   
 
    “Here.  This is for you.  It has pictures and names of people who are harassing the residents of Minnow.  I’ve checked and rechecked the information.”  She glanced towards the end of the hallway.  “I’m not supposed to have that information, by the way.  So if anyone asks, you don’t know where you got it from, deal?”  
 
    Slater took the envelope and started to open it up.  “Since you still haven’t told me your name, then I wouldn’t be lying.” 
 
    The woman nodded, her dark curls bouncing around her features.  “Good.  I’m leaving.” 
 
    Slater blinked, surprised by that announcement.  “You don’t want...” 
 
    She shooshed him.  “I don’t want anything from you other than for you to follow through on the information in that envelope!  Stop these men!  Fast!” 
 
    Then she was gone.  Slater barely glanced down at the envelope, but when he looked up, she wasn’t anywhere to be seen.   
 
    “What the hell?”  
 
    He stepped out a few more feet, but he still couldn’t find her.   
 
    Muttering expletives, he stomped over to the bank of elevators, thinking to just toss this into his duffel bag and look at it on Monday.  He needed sleep and he needed a haircut.   
 
    And yet, as soon as he closed the door to his hotel room, he pulled the papers out, dumping everything onto the bed of his hotel.  For several moments, he looked at the photo, wondering where he’d seen the man.  He looked so familiar, but…Slater was sure that the image staring back at him, a fuzzy black and white photo of a man leaning against a black, non-descript sedan, wasn’t one of the men that was on the white board back at the headquarters. Because the photo was black and white, Slater wasn’t sure what the man’s hair color was, but it looked very white.  Nor were the eyes visible, however, the man’s features were almost gaunt.   
 
    Who was this guy?  And why did the little dynamo think that he was their main suspect?  Was she crazy?  Was she one of those weirdos that liked to be a part of any investigation?   
 
    He didn’t get that sense.  She’d seemed…scared.  Still, the guy in the photo wasn’t anyone that was on their radar.   
 
    And yet, there was a red arrow drawn on the photo with a sticky note saying, “This is the guy you want to get!”  
 
    A sharp knock on his door jerked him back to the present.  He shoved all of the papers under a pillow and walked over to the door.  For some reason, he was hyper aware right now.  Slater was alert and…he glanced over at the pillow hiding the photograph.  Something was niggling at him.  Something that he was missing!   
 
    He pulled his weapon out, standing off to the side of the door.  “Who is it?” he demanded.  
 
    “It’s Lex.  Let me in.” 
 
    Slater’s shoulders relaxed slightly and he jerked open the door, still standing behind it as his friend stepped through the door.  
 
    Lex glared at him and Slater pushed his pistol back into the holster.  “What the hell?” he demanded, irritated that Slater had pulled a gun on him.   
 
    “Take a look at this,” Slater commanded, as he pulled the pictures out from underneath the pillow.  “This crazy woman shoved this envelope at me and disappeared.  I have no idea if the information here is correct or completely bogus, but…,” he pulled the picture with the red arrow on top.  “Take a look at this man.  Why does he seem familiar?” he demanded.  
 
    Lex looked closely at the picture, his eyes narrowed.  Then he hissed out a curse.  “I saw this man loitering by the gas station as we were leaving the headquarters earlier tonight!” he said, and was already jerking the hotel door open, rushing through it.   
 
    Slater paused only to gather up the rest of the pictures and information before he followed, catching up with Lex at the elevator.  Lex was on the phone with Maddox, filling him in.  “I think he was only waiting for us to leave.” 
 
    Slater felt the adrenaline spark through his system.  He was alert and awake now, the idea of sleeping and a bottle of whiskey completely wiped from his mind.    
 
    “I’m calling Bart.  We’ll meet him back at the office too,” Slater said as they both stepped onto the elevator.  Lex was still talking to Maddox, but he nodded his agreement.  Slater dialed Bart’s number, hearing it ring over and over again.  When there was no answer, only his voice mail, Slater’s sense of something being very wrong increased.   
 
    “Maddox is heading over to the headquarters.” 
 
    Slater dropped his phone.  “Bart’s not picking up.” 
 
    “Call Jo,” Lex ordered.  The elevator doors opened up on the ground floor and both men took off at a run.  They knew something was wrong.  They just weren’t sure what.   
 
    Both men dove in Lex’s SUV, tires squealing as Lex sped out of the parking lot.  The headquarters was only ten minutes from their hotel, but Lex made it there in six minutes.  Maddox was pulling into a parking lot two buildings down the street from their headquarters and Lex shut off his headlights before driving to the back of the building, away from the front where the windows to their headquarters were visible.   
 
    Maddox was out of his SUV before Lex and Slater shut off the engine, all three men had their weapons drawn.  They knew something was wrong – and the dim lights of a computer monitor confirmed their suspicions.  
 
    “Josephine isn’t answering her phone either,” Slater announced in a low voice.   
 
    Maddox nodded his head.  “We’ll go around to the back and up the stairs.  No need giving the person a warning that someone has entered the building.”   
 
    “I’ll put in the override code,” Lex said as soon as they opened the back door to the building.  The override code would stop the security system from alerting the people on the top floor that someone was coming up.  The codes also allowed the people on the upper floors to control the elevators as well as the security doors.  
 
    With stealth and determination, the three men moved quietly up the stairs, taking them two at a time since each of them were aware that something was going on in their headquarters.  It could just be Jo and Bart having…uh…private time.  But…no.  Bart would have answered his phone.  Jo wasn’t as aware of the security protocols, but Bart was and he’d never turn off his phone.  Not during an investigation.  Not even when they weren’t actively investigating a case. They just didn’t do it.  Their phones were always on and always answered. It was just part of the job.   
 
    As soon as they made their way onto the main floor, they froze, hearing the stranger’s voice.  With hand signals, Maddox, Lex, and Slater moved to surround the man who was doing something at Jo’s desk.  He wasn’t on the computer, but he was reading through the victims’ statements that they’d obtained over the past several days.  
 
    “I’m gonna kill them!” the stranger yelled.  “I’m seriously going to kill them all!  They’re gonna die!  And it’s going to be a horrible, slow, miserable death!”  
 
      
 
    Bart noticed the other men as soon as they stepped through the doorway.  They were low to the ground, but he nodded to Lex.  He understood the hand signals and tilted his head, accepting their direction.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked of Josephine.  
 
    “Yeah.”  She didn’t turn her head away from the guy flipping through witness statements.  “The other guys are here, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah.  They’re going to move into a position around this guy.  Give them thirty more seconds.”  
 
    “Bart?” she whispered.  
 
    He guessed what she was going to say and smiled, rubbing the top of her hand with his thumb.  “I’ll be fine.  You just drop to the floor, out of the line of fire.  If you can do that, then I’ll concentrate on not getting shot, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.  But Bart?”  
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, concentrating on his coworkers moving around, low and efficient.  
 
    “I love you!”  
 
    He was startled for a brief moment, then he smiled.  He was just about to reply, to tell her that he loved her too.  But Slater gave the signal to move.  “Down now!” he snapped.   
 
    He paused only long enough to see Josephine dive to the floor, her body curling into a tight ball.  He moved low, grabbing his ankle weapon and diving towards the man pressing buttons on Josephine’s computer.  “On the floor!” he yelled.   
 
    The guy tossing papers around looked up, startled and began to lift his weapon.   
 
    “Don’t touch it!” another voice called out.   
 
    The man looked around, suddenly realizing that he was surrounded.  “Where…?” 
 
    “On the floor!” Lex yelled.  “Hands on your head!”  
 
    The guy hesitated, which was a really bad idea.  He was now surrounded by four extremely tired, extremely pissed off FBI agents.  Maddox growled a fraction of a second before he reached over and plucked the handgun from the guy’s hand.  Obviously, this guy didn’t know that Maddox was directly behind him.  He’d only been aware of Bart not being tied to the chair any longer and two other men pointing guns at him.   
 
    After that, the guy was flat on his stomach with Maddox’s handcuffs slapped on his wrists.  The man was still yelling that he was going to kill everyone who ratted on him.  One by one, they were all going to die.  
 
    Those threats definitely weren’t a good thing to be yelling when four FBI agents were surrounding him.  
 
    Realizing that the crisis was over, Bart rushed to Josephine, pulling her into his arms . “Are you okay?” he demanded, pushing her hair back out of her eyes so he could see her.  “Are you hurt?”  
 
    Jo shook her head, wiggling her arms out from his embrace so she could wrap them around his neck.  “I’m fine.  Are you?” 
 
    “I’m good!”   He sighed, wrapping his arms more tightly around her and laying his head against the top of hers.  “Dammit, Josephine, don’t ever scare me like that again!”  
 
    She laughed, relief hitting both of them while Maddox hauled the other guy to his feet, then dropped him into a chair.   
 
    Bart turned, looking down at the man.  “So you’re Stanzo Baridan?” he asked.  “You’re the guy who was in charge of the second phase of the operation?  The monetary collections from the residents and business owners?”  
 
    Baridan didn’t reply.  He merely stared up at Bart, acting as if his eyes could shoot bullets.   
 
    Josephine’s eyes widened.  “Wait a minute.  If this is Stanzo, then I have…” she hurried over to her desk.  “There are ten different victims’ statements using that name.”  She was down on her knees, sifting through all of the papers that had been scattered over the floor.  “Here!” she said, handing the paper over to Maddox.  “This one talks about how Stanzo ordered a storage shed to be torched.”  She looked around for others. “And this one,” she handed Lex another one.  “It talks about how Stanzo threatened to pull out the guy’s teeth.  He snapped a pair of plyers in the air and laughed.  The poor guy paid the collections fee and he wasn’t hurt, but he and his family put their business up for sale the next day, only for Stanzo to come back and tell the man not to sell or his kids would be…” 
 
    Slater pulled the paper out of Jo’s hands, reading the statement himself.  Then he looked over at the man, shaking his head.  “Sounds like you’ve been a very bad boy!”  
 
    Stanzo shook his head. “None of them will testify against me.” 
 
    Maddox rolled his eyes, shaking his head at the man’s obtuseness. “You took an FBI agent and an FBI employee hostage!” he explained slowly. “We don’t need any other victim’s statements to put you away.  You broke into a secure FBI building. That alone is ten years!  Add in the kidnapping charges and destruction of FBI property, obstruction of justice, plus I can think of about ten other charges, and you’re done, Mr. Baridan.”   
 
    The guy hesitated for a long moment, then shrugged.  “Prison is a piece of cake.  I have friends on the inside.  Ten years will be reduced to four and I’ll be out with good behavior.” 
 
    Maddox shook his head.  “Oh no.  We haven’t even started to discuss the racketeering charges and…!”  His voice faded away as he hustled the man out the door.  Lex and Slater were flanking him.  He wouldn’t be detained at the Elsa jail.  Not with the corrupt police officers still in uniform.  Stanzo would be transferred to the FBI detention facility in Philadelphia.   
 
    As soon as the elevator doors closed on the foursome, Bart turned to Josephine.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” he demanded.   
 
    Jo smiled up at him, nodding with relief.  “Yes!” She slid into his arms, enjoying the way he wrapped her tightly against his wonderfully hard chest.  “And might I add in that you were magnificent?”  
 
    He laughed, shaking his head.  “No, a magnificent agent wouldn’t have been kidnapped in the first place.” 
 
    She snuggled against him.  “I thought you were amazing!”  
 
    He pulled back, looking down at her.  “What was it that you said just before everything broke loose?”  
 
    She looked shy now.  But she sighed and said, “I love you.  I know that you aren’t necessarily ready for that but…” 
 
    “Jo!” He laughed, shaking his head.  “I want to marry you!  I’m madly in love with you!  I can’t believe that you didn’t realize that already!”  
 
    She sniffed, then pressed against him again. “Well, I know that you proposed.  And I accepted. But…well, a woman needs to hear the words!”  
 
    “I love you, you wonderful woman!” he replied.  “When can we get married?”  
 
    Jo laughed.  “As soon as you bring my grandparents back from Florida.  I can’t marry anyone, even you, without them being here with me.” 
 
    “Deal,” he replied, then took her hand. “But until then, you’re coming with me!  We’re going to my place in Philly and we’re getting a ring.  I want a diamond on your finger by lunch time tomorrow! Oh, and you need to meet my dog Tink.  He’s been staying with Ashley for the past couple of weeks.  He gets a bit nervous when too many strangers are around.”  
 
    “I’d love to meet your dog,” she replied.  Jo leaned her head against his shoulder, unable to stop the smile as they once again headed towards the elevators.  But before he could press the button, Jo had a sense of déjà vu.  
 
    “Stop!” she gasped, when Bart’s finger was inches from the button. 
 
    He stopped and pulled back, looking at her curiously. “Sorry,” she told him, biting her lip as she peered around at the empty space.  “Could we take the stairs?”  
 
    He was startled for a moment, then laughed.  “Sure thing,” he said and led her to the staircase.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “I want to make a deal!”  
 
    Maddox stared at the man sitting on the metal chair.  “I don’t think we need to offer a deal.”  He looked over at, Marcia Kinsburg, the assistant district attorney.  “Is there any ambiguity about the charges against this man?” 
 
    The ADA chuckled, sitting down in the chair next to Maddox.  “Not a chance,” she replied.  “No ambiguity.”  She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing.  “In fact, the only deal I’ll give you is if you plead guilty, I might not…” 
 
    “You want my boss,” Stanzo Baridan interrupted.  He leaned back, confident now.  “I give you the freak’s name, and you give me a lighter sentence.”  He shifted slightly.  “And I want my sentence to be carried out in a prison far away from here.” He leaned forward, his eyes hard.  “If the guy who hired me ever finds out that I ratted on him, I’m a dead man.” 
 
    Maddox and the ADA looked at each other, then Marcia nodded her head.  “Okay, tell me what you know.” 
 
    Stanzo relaxed, then jerked his head towards her notebook.  “I want it in writing.” 
 
    A half hour later, Marcia and Maddox came back into the interrogation room and slid a piece of paper towards Stanzo.  “Will this be sufficient?” Marcia asked.  Maddox and Marcia both waited while Stanzo Baridan and his attorney reviewed the document.  Then they nodded.   
 
    “That works,” Stanzo said, his hands still handcuffed to the metal table.  “The man you’re looking for is Jason DeFila.  He’s tall and thin and white, like albino white.  He’s also one of the cruelest sons of bitches I’ve ever met in my life!”  He leaned forward.  “I don’t know where you’ll find him, but he’s a freak!  If you want me to testify against him, then I’ll only do it from a secret location via teleconference.”  He sighed, shaking his head.  “No way am I getting in a room with that man!”  He chuckled, then said, “Oh, and there are lots of private citizens who are helping out.  They’re gettin’ rich too.  So all of those people we’ve been messin’ with?” He leaned back, spreading his feet out wide.  “They ain’t all so innocent.” 
 
    Maddox knew better than to show any sort of emotion on his features.  But he nodded.  “Thank you for that information.”  He stood up and walked out, making sure that Marcia was right behind him.   
 
    “We’ll look into everything he’s told us,” he assured Marcia.  “He didn’t give me a lot to go on, but we’ve always known that there was someone higher up, someone smart enough to run an operation that spans three states and several cities.” 
 
    Marcia agreed, pressing her leather notebook against her chest.  “Look into the man’s information.  Let me know what I can do to help.  In the meantime, I’ll proceed with Baridan.  Never fear, he’ll be put away for a long time.” 
 
    Maddox grunted, relieved that part of the investigation was over.  

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “She’s not going!”  
 
    Josephine smiled up at her big, bad, grumpy husband.  “I’ll be fine,” she said, patting his chest in a reassuring manner.  With her other hand, she reached down and patted Tink’s rough fur.  “Tink knows I’ll be fine too.” 
 
    In response, Tink whimpered, then leaned his muscled body against her leg.   
 
    Bart pulled his eyes away from their dog to look at her.  “Not.  Going!”  He emphasized both words to ensure that she understood.  Then his hands rested on her belly.  “You’re almost nine months pregnant, Jo.” 
 
    She chuckled, absently scratching Tink’s ears. “Thank you for letting me know.  My pregnant state almost slipped my mind.”  Tink whined a bit, looking at both of them.  But Jo and Bart were too intent on their argument. 
 
    Bart ran his hand over Tink’s muzzle as he rolled his eyes.  “Jo, you’re pregnant.  I know that you’re officially an FBI employee, but you could give birth any moment now.  You can’t start in on a new investigation.” 
 
    She smiled, angled her body so that she could wrap her arms around his waist.  “I won’t actually work on the investigation, love.  I’m just going to set up the computer system and train the new guy on my processes.” 
 
    He grunted, then shook his head.  “You’ll be thirty minutes from your obstetrician’s office.”   
 
    Jo laughed softly and pulled back, staring up at her handsome husband.  “That’s true.  But I promise I will be very aware of what’s happening with our son or daughter.  At the first sign of anything changing, I will head back here, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    Bart growled, bending lower.  “Jo, you aren’t aware of anything when you start working!”  Tink whimpered again, shifting on his paws.   
 
    “I’ll be very aware of the baby coming, Bart.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No!”  Tink barked as well, adding his two cents into the argument.   
 
    Josephine laughed and gave Tink a reassuring pet while looking at her handsome, stubborn husband.  “Bart, I love you.  But I’m bored out of my mind right now.  I need something to focus on other than just waiting around for…”  She stopped, her eyes widening for a moment.   
 
    Then she turned around and looked at Maddox, being careful to avoid Tink’s paws.  Lex and Slater had been working at their computers, but at her abrupt stop, they lifted their heads, both of them realizing that something was different.   
 
    “Um…no, I don’t think I can go.” 
 
    Maddox ran a hand through his hair.  “I…get it,” he grumbled softly.  “I can get…” 
 
    “Bart?” she whispered, her lips turning white as pain shot over her belly.  “I think…” she stopped again as another pain streaked over her.  Tink barked again, but everyone’s focus was on Josephine.   
 
    “What’s up, honey?” he asked, his voice gentling as he saw the stunned look in her eyes.   
 
    Lex stood up, his features a bit panicked as well.  “She’s in labor!” he snapped.   
 
    Bart looked at his friend and co-worker, then down at Josephine.  She was still biting her lip now, but was able to nod her head tightly to confirm that Lex’s pronouncement was correct.   
 
    Muttering several expletives, Bart bent down and lifted her into his arms, barely grunting at his wife’s additional baby weight.  “Get out of my way!” he ordered to his boss.  Maddox moved fast, but Lex and Slater were even faster.  Lex was already at the elevator, pressing the call button.   
 
    “I’m getting the car!” Slater called out, and sprinted to the stairway.   
 
    “I’ll take care of Tink!” Lex announced.   
 
    Five minutes later, Bart lifted Josephine out of the SUV again, carefully placing her into the wheelchair that a hospital employee had waiting for them since Maddox had called ahead.   
 
    Twelve hours later, Josephine gave birth to their daughter, a seven pound, three ounce little girl who came out screaming, arms and legs flailing in protest.   
 
    After swaddling the baby in a cotton blanket, the nurse brought the infant to Jo’s arms and Bart leaned over, his arms cradling his new family.  “Told ya that you weren’t going to go,” he teased.  
 
    Josephine snorted, then smiled down at her tiny girl.  “I guess she had other plans for both of us.”   
 
      
 
    A message from Elizabeth: 
 
    When I originally wrote this story, I didn’t put in Tink’s progress.  I almost didn’t include Tink in the last story because dogs (and cats) are precious and wonderful companions.  But Tink was so much a part of Bart’s world, that I had to include him again in this story.  I personally don’t have a dog or cat in my life because I travel back to Virginia several times a year and I can’t stand the thought of leaving a little guy alone for too long.  So I have to live vicariously through my character’s pets.  However, I have a fantasy of living on a “farm” with foster dogs, foster cats, lots of chickens and goats.  I know that several of you also live in farms and ranches and I’m fascinated by the lifestyle.   
 
    However, I digress!  If you wouldn’t mind, could you leave a review?  Here’s a QUICK LINK to the review page – and I thank you!  
 
    As usual, if you don’t want to leave feedback in a public forum, feel free to e-mail me directly at elizabeth@elizabethlennox.com.  I answer all e-mails personally, although it sometimes takes me a while.  Please don’t be offended if I don’t respond immediately.  I tend to lose myself in writing stories and have a hard time pulling my head out of the book. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth 
 
      
 
    Keep scrolling for an excerpt to “Slater”- the next story in the FBI Protectors series!  
 
    

  

 
   
    Excerpt from “Slater” 
 
    Coming March 24, 2023 
 
      
 
    Click HERE to get Slater’s Story! 
 
      
 
    “Why are you here?!”  
 
    Slater stared down at the petite woman with dark, curly hair, amused by her fury.  
 
    “And a very happy good morning to you, as well, Rebecca James!” Slater replied, trying to irk the woman.  She’d certainly driven him crazy enough over the past couple of weeks.  Ever since meeting the woman with dark, curly hair and a get-out-of-my-way attitude, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her.   
 
    “Good morning,” she grumbled, obviously irritated at the idea of societal niceties.  “What are you doing here?”  
 
    He laughed, delighted with her grouchy disposition.  “Well, you gave us information.  And now we’re acting on it.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Acting on the information…how?”  
 
    He wanted to reach out and…not kiss her.  Definitely not kiss her!  This woman was so different from the women he normally dated, she was almost a completely different species!   
 
    So why did he keep thinking about kissing her?  Why did her soft, rosebud lips continuously wake him from his dreams, hot and bothered, aching for her?  And why did all of the other women he ran into lately seem so…boring?  Compared to this woman, the other women that crossed his path should be a balm to his ego.  The lovely…no, not lovely! The irritating Rebecca James was definitely not lovely!  She was cute in an odd sort of way.  That nose…definitely cute.  Button-like nose excluded, she was…cute.  Okay, all of her was cute.  She was just…cute!   
 
    But Slater wasn’t attracted to cute.  He liked tall, sultry blonds.  Not short, grumpy brunettes with an attitude problem.   
 
    “Well?” she prompted.  He looked down and, sure enough, the cute woman was tapping her booted foot with impatience.   
 
    “I’m here,” he replied finally, leaning closer, enjoying the flush that covered her cheeks, “because I’m an FBI agent.  And there is a racketeering ring going on in Minnow, Pennsylvania, similar to other towns in Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey.”  He watched those pretty brown eyes narrow to slits of anger.  “That’s what we do, Becca.  We investigate. We protect and serve.  And right now, it’s Minnow’s turn to be protected.”   
 
    “We’re fine!  You caught the bastard who had organized the racketeering ring.  Everything is fine.” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked, tilting his head as he watched her carefully.  Sure enough, her eyes dropped and he knew that something more was happening.  “Care to share so we can help you fix things here in Minnow?”  
 
    “We’re fine,” she asserted again.  “As the deputy mayor, I can assure you that everything is going smoothly now.  Business is picking back up and, now that fishing season is underway, the tourists are even coming back.  The economy is thriving.” 
 
    “Okay, well, then this will be a short stop.  But until we’ve assured ourselves and the powers-that-be in the FBI that everything is copasetic here, then me and my team will be here.”  
 
    “Your team?” she echoed, pulling her eyes away from him and looking around.  “Who else is here?”  
 
    “My boss, Agent Maddox Turner, Agent Lex Murdock, Agent Bartholomew Hudson and our tech guru, Josephine Clairmont.  Any objections?”  
 
    Her lips pressed together at his question, but she feigned a casual air and said, “None,” with a swift shift of her shoulders.  “Have fun!”  
 
    “We will,” he replied, watching as the too-lovely Rebecca James turned and walked…well, stomped…away.   
 
    If his eyes lingered on her cute ass for a bit too long, well, he was a man and she was…too short, he reminded himself.  At six feet, four inches tall, a woman who barely hit five four was not a good candidate.  They simply wouldn’t fit properly.  He liked tall women who wore high, sexy heels.  Heels that brought them up to his height.   
 
    He definitely wasn’t attracted to a petite woman more than a foot shorter than he was!   
 
    So why was he still watching her as she entered the diner across the street?  
 
    Hell if he could figure it out!  Slater couldn’t even figure out how to sleep through the night! Ever since Rebecca James had contacted him and dumped evidence into his hands last month, he’d dreamed about her, waking up with his body so on fire for her, it was making him crazy!   
 
    So when Maddox had announced that they were heading to Minnow to ensure that the DeFila racketeering scheme was thoroughly cleaned up and all of the remnants of the operation swept away, Slater had thought it would be a good time to get the woman out of his mind for good.  
 
    “Is that her?” 
 
    Slater turned to glare at Maddox.  “Is that who?” he demanded, irritated to find his boss staring at Becca.  She was his, damn it!  Until he could work her out of his system, he didn’t want any other man ogling his woman.  
 
    Not that she was “his woman”.  Nope, this was merely a cleansing exercise!   
 
    Maddox chuckled and slapped Slater on the back.  “Give up, my friend.  Stop fighting it and your life will be a hell of a lot happier.” Maddox walked away, heading into the police station where they were set to speak to the chief of police.   
 
    Slater sighed, rubbing the top of his head.  He was normally the laid back member of their team.  But over the past three weeks, he’d had the craziest need to…tear something apart!   
 
      
 
    Rebecca slumped down into her chair, pulling herself towards her desk.  Once settled, she laid her hands down on top of the files, trying to calm her racing heart.   
 
    Goodness, that man just…he made her so furious!  His arrogant smile and his too-handsome face, those overly muscled shoulders and…well, all of him!  He was just too arrogant, too sure of himself.  And he needed a haircut!  From the first moment she’d met the man a month ago in Elsa, she’d known he would be trouble.   
 
      
 
    Click HERE to get Slater’s Story! 
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