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Careless – Book Eight 


 


Detective,
Mike Cooper, loves a challenge. So when his father, Josh, ask him to consult on
a tough case, he can’t resist the temptation. He agrees to take a brief leave
of absence from the police force to accompany country singer, Tori Warner, on
tour. His objective? To find the crazed fan who’s been stalking her. If only
Tori wasn’t so determined to play hard and fast with the rules. 


Tori
is tired of living in a bubble. She’s been allowing this stalker to control her
life for months, and she’s sick of it. So when some hotshot detective decides
to become her self-appointed bodyguard, she’s determined to show him that she’s
the one calling the shots. 


Tori
is the most infuriating woman Mike has ever met. She refuses to take orders,
even when her life is at stake. He’s tempted to let her fend for herself, but
Mike can’t walk away knowing some maniac is out to get her. Especially not
after one explosive night makes him lose his objectivity. Suddenly, this case
is personal, and Mike can’t rest until he knows Tori is safe. 








 


Read What the Reviewers Are Saying About Nashville Nights…


 


“Shameless
has wonderfully flawed characters that have to fight to get back what they
lost, but when they get it right, it is absolutely fantastic.”


Cocktails and Books


 


“This series is very emotional and I can’t wait to
pick up a new book after its release.” 


Book Travels


 


“I read the whole series and let me tell you, I love
it. I read all four books in two days. I couldn’t put them down.”


My Eclectic Bookshelf


 


“Shameless
is a sensual story packed full of passion, temptation, and forbidden love.”


For the Love of Reading


 


“Shameless
drew me in heart and soul from the very first page to the satisfying conclusion
after the final page was turned. Those wanting an emotional roller coaster
ride, climb on board and add this one to your bookshelf.”


Wow from the Scarf Princess Blog


 


“There were times throughout Shameless where I was actually overcome with
emotion. It made me cry and smile, and sometimes gasp or laugh out loud; a
piece of art that couldn’t have come at a better time. Simply a must read. I
give this book a solid five stars!”


Read2Review


 


“The flow of this story (Fearless) was perfect. I cannot wait for the 3rd
installment.”


Insightful Minds Reviews


 


“I really adore all of the characters in this series.”


Autumn Review
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Two Years Earlier 


 


Detective Lieutenant Mike Cooper didn’t know what possessed him to
accept a ride from the little hellion in heels, but he was wedged in the cab of
her big custom truck nonetheless. Must have been all those shots he knocked
back messing with his mind. Making him want things he had no business wanting
from a girl he didn’t even like… much. 


Tori Warner, country music’s favorite rough-around-the-edges bad
girl, rocked out to an old Bob Seger tune as though she didn’t have a care in
the world. She rolled the window down and the wind whipped through her long
blond hair, tangling it, making it look unkempt, the way it might if he’d been
running his fingers through it all night. 


He cursed the direction of his thoughts. Five minutes in a room
together and he and Tori were taking cheap shots at each other, so why did the
mere sight of her always illicit images of hot, dark bedrooms and deep guttural
moans that echoed in his mind at the most inopportune times? He knew why; the
woman oozed sex from every pore. The way she looked, dressed, danced, and sang.
It was all part of her image, and according to her publicist, Avery McCall, if
she wanted to compete in the big leagues, she’d have to use every weapon in her
arsenal. 


Mike glanced at the cleavage spilling out of her sparkly black tank
top and shifted in his seat. He cracked his own window, barely resisting the
urge to stick his head out, like a golden retriever who’d been cooped up in the
house too long. 


Tori laughed. “Is it gettin’ too hot for ya, Lieutenant?” 


She enjoyed mocking his rank with Nashville’s finest, knowing how
much it irked him that she was one of the few people who didn’t show him the
respect he felt he’d earned the hard way. 


Mike allowed his eyes to roam over her body while she was busy
making a lane change. She was a tiny little thing, but she had lush curves in
all the right places. 


“See somethin’ ya like?” she asked, shifting gears as she pulled up
to a stoplight. 


Even watching her maneuver that stick shift was turning him on. “Why
don’t we quit playin’ games?” 


She licked her lips as she shifted gears and stomped on the gas. “I
love playin’ games, so long as I win.” 


His head snapped back and he knew he should lecture her about the
speed limit, but he couldn’t get her out of this truck and upstairs fast
enough. “I think we can both come out winners if we play our cards right.” 


Tori turned the music down and shot him a sidelong glance. “You
flirtin’ with me, Coop?” 


The nickname was one his buddies on the police force favored instead
of his given name, but a woman had never called him that before. Of course,
Tori was more like one of the guys downtown than any of the high-maintenance
women he usually dated. She liked to drink beer from the bottle, go line
dancing at crowded honky-tonks on Saturday night, and hustle the old boys
around the pool table while her friends were chatting up the handsome cowboys. 


“How’d you get to be such a tomboy?” he asked, anxious to learn more
about the woman who’d stolen viewers’ hearts when she won a televised singing
competition almost five years ago. Mike wasn’t big on TV, and he didn’t read
tabloid gossip, so he didn’t know a lot about her, outside of what he’d
observed at the social gatherings they’d both attended. 


The two things he did know about her: she had an incredible voice,
and men, young and old, seemed to love her. 


“I grew up on a ranch with four older brothers.” She chuckled.
“Believe me, bein’ a girly-girl wasn’t gonna fly in our house.”


Mike smiled. He could picture her growing up in that environment,
giving as good as she got. “You still close with your family?”


“Hell yeah! Why wouldn’t I be?”


“I don’t know. I’ve heard fame changes people.”


“You know a lot of famous people: Trey, Ty, Nikki… has fame changed
any of them?”


“No, but I’ve known them all my life.”


She turned down his street and hit her signal without having to ask
for directions. “Listen, winnin’ that competition just meant I get to do what I
love up on a stage instead of in a dive bar, see a bit of the world, and the
creditors don’t call askin’ for the minimum payment on my credit cards anymore.
Other than that, not much has changed.”


“How’d you know where I live?” he asked when she turned into the
parking lot and pulled up to the main doors of his luxury condo building. 


“Me and Jay have gone out for dinner and beers a bunch a times.
Sometimes he drives, sometimes I do. He mentioned you guys live in the same
building.”


“You and my brother?” Mike didn’t know why the thought of Tori
dating his twin brother should piss him off, but it did.


She rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that. We’re just friends.”


He unfastened his seatbelt and shifted to face her. “With benefits?”


“What the hell’s it to you?”


He moved in closer. “I want you, but not if my brother’s already had
you.”


She hit him hard enough to make his head snap back. “I suggest you
get out before I kick you out and back this thing up over your sorry ass.”


Mike tried to hide his smile as he rubbed his cheek. “You know,
assaulting a police officer could get you in a mess of trouble.”


She narrowed her eyes at him. “You think you scare me, Lieutenant?”


“If you were smart, you’d take it as a friendly warnin’.”


Tori threw her head back and laughed, not a lady-like giggle, but a
gasping for breath fit of hysteria. 


Mike scowled. He was getting tired of this game. If she wasn’t going
to let him pass go, he was going to have to resort to a cold shower
instead. “What the hell’s so funny?”


“You… talkin’… to me… about bein’… smart.” She wiped the tears from
her eyes. “God, that’s funny. The last few women I’ve seen you with couldn’t
have shared a brain between them.”


Mike loved beautiful women, but he couldn’t deny she was right; they
were often sorely lacking in the I.Q. department. “Shut the hell up.” He
couldn’t help joining in her laughter; it was infectious. 


The laughter died when she raised her head and their eyes locked.
“Ah hell,” she whispered. “Why do you have to be so damn good lookin’?” 


His hands were in her hair, his mouth on hers, before she could take
her next breath. He was pressing her into the seat, damn near climbing on top
of her, when they finally came up for air. “You better pull this into the lot,
sweetheart. This may take a good long while.” 


She bit her lip, her tongue flicking out to soothe the mark her
teeth had left. “This is a bad idea.” 


“You’re right.” He knew if he had to wait one more minute, he’d have
her tank top over her head before she could think to object. “Does that mean
you wanna leave?” 


Her eyes fell to the bulge in the front of his jeans. “I should…
but… damn it, I’ve never been very good at stayin’ on the right side of wrong.”



He smirked. “Does that mean you’re comin’ up?” 


She sighed. “Yeah, you go on ahead. I’ll meet you up there in a
few.” 


“Like hell.” 


Tori couldn’t have been more than five foot two and a hundred and
ten pounds. Not to mention the fact her face was usually plastered all over
every magazine and TV screen in the country at least once a week. He had no
intention of letting her walk through a deserted parking lot by herself late at
night.


“You been watchin’ too many of those late night cop shows, Coop.”
She grinned as she whipped the truck around and headed in the direction of the
guest parking lot. 


“Pull into the underground,” he said. 


He didn’t want to walk through the building with her on his arm.
It’s not that he wouldn’t be proud to be seen with her, but he knew if the
wrong person caught sight of them together, he’d be the next one to have his
mug plastered all over the grocery store rags. He didn’t need the aggravation.
This was just a simple one-night stand. No sense complicating things by letting
their family and friends in on their secret.  


“Why’s that?” she asked, easing the big truck down the hill toward
the underground parking garage. “You afraid of bein’ seen with me?” 


He sighed. “Honey, it’s not that—


“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. Her grip on the steering wheel
tightened. “Let’s get one thing straight. If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna
play it my way. You don’t treat me like one of the little airheads who follow
you around ’cause they have some stupid fantasy about bein’ handcuffed to your
bed.” 


The image of using his handcuffs on her had him shifting in his
seat. Damn, this girl could heat him up faster than anyone he’d ever known.
“Fine, anything else?” He couldn’t believe he was willing to go along with her rules.
He was usually the one laying down the law, not being dictated to. 


“Yeah, no one can know about this.” 


Now it was his turn to be affronted. “Why? You afraid bein’ with a
cop might hurt your image as a hell-raiser?” 


“It’s nothin’ personal. I just don’t like advertisin’ who I’m
sleepin’ with is all.” 


“Could’ve fooled me,” he muttered, crossing his arms. He knew he was
acting like a petulant child, but he didn’t want to be her dirty little secret.
He wasn’t any more anxious than she was to let the world in on what was going
on between them behind closed doors, but her warning seemed more like a gag
order. 


“Hey,” she said, pulling into an empty parking spot too fast to be
considered safe. “If I wanted your opinion about who I sleep with, I woulda
asked for it. Until I do, assume the subject is off limits.” 


He clenched his teeth so hard he half-expected to crack a molar.
“This isn’t one of my spots.” 


She pulled the keys out of the ignition. “Oh, who cares? Are we
gonna do this or not?” 


If the offense wasn’t punishable by law, he’d be sorely tempted to wring
her sweet neck. “You know what you need, don’t you?” He met her around the rear
of the truck, not the least bit surprised she hadn’t waited for him to open her
door. 


“I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.” She planted her hands on her hips
and stared into the middle of his chest before tipping her head back to look up
him. “Well, I ain’t got all night.” She tapped her flip-flop against the cement
ground under her foot. 


“Girl, I’ve never wanted to…” He grabbed her by the waist when she
rolled her eyes at him. Pulling her hard against his chest, he was satisfied
when the air left her lungs in a soft whoosh. “Tan someone’s behind more in my
life.” 


“I’m not into anything kinky, so you can get that thought right
outta your head.”  


Mike had been fighting his attraction to Tori ever since his
father’s friend, Luc Spencer, signed her to Titan Records, telling himself that
her smart mouth and raunchy image was a turn-off. But when they were this
close, he had to admit he’d never been so turned on. 


“I want you,” he whispered, bringing his mouth down her neck. “Damn,
I want you so—”


“Let’s take this upstairs.” She pushed against his chest. “The last
thing I need is for the tabloids to get a hold of this. Last week they caught
me out with the Cowboys quarterback and this week… you. Even Avery would tell
me to slow the hell down.” 


Mike’s grip on her waist tightened. He didn’t want to think about
her being out with any other guy right now. Tonight, she was his and he didn’t
intend to let her forget that. 


“Let’s go, sexy.” She threaded her hand through his and led him
toward the rear door. “I’m glad you brought me ’round back, less chance of
bein’ seen.” 


“God forbid.” He suddenly wished he’d paraded her in front of the
cameras so the world and her quarterback boyfriend could see them together. “We
wouldn’t want that now, would we?” 


“Hell no! We pay Avery a small fortune to make sure I’m seen with
the right men.” She smiled sweetly. “Sorry, but you don’t fit the bill, honey.”



“Why the hell not?” He passed his access card through the slot and
threw the heavy metal door open as soon as it beeped. 


 “People expect to see me with bad boys. You know, bikers,
professional fighters…” She shuddered dramatically. “Imagine what it’d do to my
image if they saw me out with a cop.” 


She said it like it was a dirty word, incensing him even more.
“They’d probably think I was arrestin’ you for disorderly conduct.” 


“They might at that.” She tried to nudge him, but her shoulder just hit
his lower arm. “You know, I might’ve been wrong about you. I always thought you
took yourself too seriously.” She followed him onto the elevator. “It’s nice to
know not everything is a matter of life and death with you.” 


He punched the button for his floor. “Life and death is my business.
I can’t afford to treat it as a joke.” 


Tori took a step toward him, crowding him against the mirrored wall
at his back. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun once in a
while.” 


“Trust me, I have plenty of fun.” 


“If you’re talkin’ about those silicone-injected Barbie dolls you
refer to as dates, you and me must be from two different planets.” 


“Really? Why’s that?” 


“You can’t tell me you get off on that.” She laughed. “Aren’t you
afraid you might puncture somethin’ if y’all go at it too hard?” 


His eyes fell to her mouth-watering curves and he smirked. “Are you
tryin’ to tell me you haven’t had a little help from a good doctor or two?” 


Just as he was about to fit his key into the lock, she grabbed his
hand and filled it with her breast. “You tell me. I know you’ve felt enough
fake ones to know the difference.” 


Mike couldn’t believe her audacity. But damn her, she was right.
Experience had taught him a thing or two, and there was nothing enhanced about
Tori. “If you don’t want to draw a crowd, we’d best be takin’ this inside.” 


She grinned. “Don’t trust yourself, huh?” 


“It’s you I’m worried about. First, you want me to feel you up out
in the hall. Next thing I know, you’re gonna start takin’ your clothes off,
tellin’ me you’re into voyeurism.” 


“Shut up.” She laughed as she pushed his hand away. “You and I both
know you’re the one who won’t be able to control yourself.” 


“Whatever.” 


He feared she may be right, but he would never give her the
satisfaction of admitting how much he wanted her. If she expected tonight to be
fun and playful with sexy banter to keep her on her toes, he’d be more than
happy to oblige. It was better than worshipping her the way the other men in
her life seemed to. 


“Have you got anything to drink?” 


“You invitin’ yourself to spend the night?” He wouldn’t risk his
pride by admitting how much he was hoping she’d say yes. 


“I told you before, I could drink you under the table on my worst
day.” Her eyes wandered over his body. “I got a couple of brothers just about
your size and I make ’em cry like little girls every time we play a drinkin’
game.”


“Let’s go into the kitchen, see what I’ve got.” He wasn’t planning
on letting her leave his place if so much as a drop of liquor passed those
sweet lips. He reached into his liquor cabinet and found the Jack Daniels
before lining up two highball glasses on the counter. 


“Now we’re talkin’,” she said, rubbing her hands together. 


He poured a splash of liquor into one of the glasses and reached
into the fridge. 


“That’s okay; you don’t have to water mine down, hon. I like it
straight up.”


“So do I.” He pulled a bottle of ginger ale out and filled the other
glass. 


“You’re not gonna join me?”


He threw back the shot and smiled in spite of the burn. “Ah, just
what I needed.”


She scowled at the glass of ginger ale. “What the hell are you
tryin’ to pull?” 


“Since you’re drivin’ home, I can’t let you drink, darlin’. Sorry.”


She practically growled her displeasure. “I told you I’ll be fine,”
she said between clenched teeth. 


Mike shrugged. “That’s not a chance I’m willin’ to take. If you
wanna drink, you need to hand over your keys.”


“I just remembered why I don’t date cops.” She stalked into the
living room. “I think y’all took an oath to quit havin’ fun along with that
oath about servin’ and protectin’.”


He caught her off guard when he came up behind her and pulled her
back against his chest. “I am protectin’… you. Now, how ’bout a little
service?” He nipped the back of her neck and smiled when he felt the thrill
bumps rise on her arms. “Ah, I think I’ve found a sensitive spot.” His tongue
caressed the spot his teeth had found before she turned it around on him by
pressing her back into his arousal. 


“You’re not as cool as you’d like me to believe, Lieutenant.” 


When he felt her hand snaking around to grab her fill, he seized her
wrist. He was not going to let her call the shots, not tonight. 


 


 


Tori was trying hard to act like this was nothing new to her,
engaging in a one-night stand with a sexy stranger. Not that Mike was a
stranger exactly; they’d known each other for some time, but never like this.
He’d made it clear that he could barely tolerate her… until tonight. 


“You’re not gonna make this easy on me, are you, Mike?” His name
felt foreign on her lips. She’d gotten so used to calling him “Coop” or “Lieutenant,”
because she knew it irked him. Calling him by his given name felt so much more
intimate somehow. 


He licked a path up her neck. “You don’t want me to make this easy
for you, sugar.” 


She knew she should reprimand him for trying to sweet talk her with
endearments, but she couldn’t find the words when he was busy distracting her
with that sinfully skillful tongue. 


Tori didn’t know when things had changed, but sometime between his
first and last drink, he’d decided he wanted her, and even though she knew he
wasn’t stone cold sober, she couldn’t help but take advantage of the situation
to get what she’d been wanting for a long time: him.  


Ever since she’d won that competition, people treated her differently,
as though she was untouchable. They pandered to her like she deserved
preferential treatment, and she hated it. The only person who’d acted as though
she was the same girl who used to sing in the church choir and embarrass her
brothers at target practice was the sexy lieutenant with the killer smile. 


She shivered when he pulled her tank top over her head and tossed it
to the floor. So much for playing it cool. She knew he believed the gossip rags
that glorified her sexual escapades, trying to prove to the conservative
country music buying public that change was on its way and she was spearheading
the campaign. Tori didn’t know how she’d earned the reputation as a beer
drinking, man-eating, gun-wielding, poster child for country singers gone wild,
but somehow she had, and Avery suggested playing it up, making it her brand. 


“God, you’re gorgeous,” he whispered, skimming his big hands over
her curves. 


Tori knew she wasn’t tall, stick thin, or ripped, like most of the
women he dated. She was small, curvy, and soft. And she wouldn’t trade her body
for any one of theirs.   


Mike reached for the button on the front of her white cut-offs and
she couldn’t have contained her sharp intake of breath for anything. 


This was really going to happen. After years of teasing, taunting,
and verbal lashings, they were finally going to surrender to the sexual tension
that had been simmering between them since she caught her first glimpse of him
in his father’s pool. That black, low-slung swim suit… those rock hard abs, broad
shoulders, and smattering of hair covering his massive chest became the
standard by which she’d judged every man since. She’d dated an athlete, singer,
race car driver, and even a professional boxer, but none compared to the man
standing behind her, driving every thought of self-preservation out of her head
with his gentle touch.


His hot breath felt like a caress on her sensitized skin when he
said, “God help me, I can’t remember the last time I wanted a woman this much.”



Tori allowed her eyes to drift closed, knowing it was the only way
she had a prayer of surviving this night without saying or doing something
she’d regret tomorrow. He made her feel things she had no right to feel, made
her want to say things she’d never said before. She wasn’t the type of woman
who expected flowers or poetry from the man in her life. She was a straight
shooter, and she expected any man who parked his boots under her bed to adhere
to the same code.  


Her family and music were her life, in that order. Her friends were
a close third. Give her a noisy, crowded honky-tonk that played King George on
a Saturday night, and she was a happy woman. Her needs were simple, and she
sure as hell didn’t need a cop with a God complex trying to complicate things. 


Sex, this was just about great sex. She repeated it over and over
again like a mantra. Praying her subconscious would eventually get the message
and quash all those crazy thoughts of breakfasts in bed and late nights curled
up on the couch watching an old movie in his arms. She didn’t want or need a
relationship with a man like Mike. She liked her men wild and a little crazy,
not guarded and suspicious.   


Mike slid her shorts over her hips and turned her into his arms.
“Let me look at you.” 


The appreciation in his eyes helped to restore some of her usual
bravado, making her believe that maybe, just maybe, she could slip between his
sheets while keeping her protective armor safely intact. 


His eyes devoured her, burning through the black demi bra and thong
decorated with tiny red hearts. 


Tori expected him to laugh when he caught a glimpse of her lingerie.
Hearts and cute little cupids weren’t usually her thing, but every once in a
while she liked to surprise people by doing or saying the one thing they least
expected. “What? No smart-ass remarks?” 


He traced the black lace with his fingertip. “Honey, I’m not
thinkin’ about this.” His finger grazed the swell of her breast. “I’m itchin’
to get my hands on these.” 


She lowered her head and watched the sensual play of his fingers
drawing figure eights on her sun-kissed skin. It wasn’t supposed to be like
this. He was supposed to be a self-absorbed lover who only cared about his
needs. He wasn’t supposed to touch her reverently, like she’d blessed him just by
walking into his life. 


“Aren’t you gonna take that off?” she asked, when his fingers paused
over the little rhinestone encrusted closure at the front of her bra. 


“Relax,” he whispered before licking his lips. “I want to enjoy
every single second of this.” 


She wanted to scream at him to just get it over with already. She
knew the anticipation of feeling his hands and mouth on her, imagining him
stretching her, filling her, taking her to the brink of crazy and back again,
was escalating this fantasy to something reality couldn’t possibly touch. 


Just when she thought he was ready to take it to the next level, he
did the unthinkable. He threaded his hands through her hair, cupped the back of
her head, and made sweet, slow love to her with his mouth until she was a
whimpering mass of need that’d lost the ability to support her own weight. 


When he finally pulled away, his eyes were glazed, and he looked as
stunned as she felt. “Jesus, girl, what the hell are you tryin’ to do to me?” 


Tori knew she definitely wasn’t the culprit, not tonight. She
enjoyed using her sex appeal to taunt men as much as the next girl, but she
couldn’t have engaged in that dance with Mike even if she’d wanted to. He was leading,
and for the first time in her life, she was happy, no, make that ecstatic, to
follow.  


Trying to restore some sense of balance to the equation, she reached
for the hem of his T-shirt and hauled it over his head. Bad idea. If she
thought seeing this man shirtless was going to help her equilibrium, she was
delusional. No man had the right to look this good. “Damn,” she whispered,
gliding her hands over his massive chest. “You don’t play fair.”


“I’m not playin’, baby.” 


The way he said baby made the thrill bumps rise on her skin
again. No man had ever been able to arouse her with sweet endearments or deep,
probing kisses before. She was almost afraid of what might happen when they
finally made their way to his bedroom. 


“Mike, please, I want…” She reached for his belt buckle, stopping
herself just short of begging him to make love to her. She wasn’t that
desperate, was she? Who was she kidding? She’d been that desperate ever since
he walked into his father’s house with another stunning brunette on his arm
tonight. Fortunately, within minutes of talking to his date, Tori realized it
was Mike’s twin, Jay, the woman had her eye on, which left the playing field
wide open for Tori to make her move. 


“You wanna know what I want?” he asked, reaching for her hands. “I
want to lay you down on my bed and lick and kiss every inch of your incredible
body. I want to make you cry out my name when you…” Instead of finishing his
thought, he tipped her head back as his mouth came down on the smooth column of
her neck. 


Tori let her hands fall limply to her sides as his tongue worked its
magic. She felt the heat flow through her, pooling in her erogenous zones as
though that had been his target all along. “Oh God, Mike… I…” She didn’t know
what to say, how to say it. The only thing she knew for sure is that she’d be
content to surrender her body to his expert touch a day past forever. 


He picked her up and carried her down the narrow hallway toward the
master bedroom as he continued to nip and taste her warm flesh in a crazy,
random sequence that had her panting and digging her short nails into his
shoulders.


She watched him as he set her down on the king-sized bed and peeled
his jeans off to reveal black boxer briefs. Every inch of his body was as
impressive as his well-developed chest, not that she was surprised. Lieutenant
Mike Cooper would inspire sculptors to create a work of art that would rival
Michelangelo’s David.


“Should I be glad you decided to let loose and have a few drinks
tonight?” She stretched her arms over her head and tried not to react as he
stripped the rest of his clothes off. Drooling would definitely not be
appropriate, but damn, she was sorely tempted. 


“Baby, this has nothin’ to do with the liquor.” His eyes feasted on
her near-naked body before he said, “This was inevitable… we both know that. We
just have to scratch this itch before it drives us both crazy.” 


That’s all this was to him, satisfying an urge, scratching an itch,
as he so eloquently put it. Any romanticized notion she’d had about being different
or special flew out the window as his harsh reminder brought her crashing back
down to earth. 


 


 


Mike silently cursed himself for being so insensitive. He’d wanted
to remind her that this was just sex, nothing more, but he hadn’t intended to hurt
her feelings. The truth was, he was trying to convince himself as much as her.
He’d had sex plenty of times, but touching a woman had never made him feel like
this. 


Tori Warner, this sexy, sassy little package with the raspy voice
and bedroom eyes, scared him more than any gun-wielding maniac he’d ever
encountered. On the job, he knew exactly what to do, how to diffuse any
situation, but surrendering to the need that had been building in him since
he’d laid eyes on her was a whole different kind of danger.  


She released the clasp on her bra and raised her finger to beckon
him closer. 


“Sweet Jesus,” he whispered. He hadn’t intended to say that aloud at
the mere sight of her full breasts, but he couldn’t help himself. No silicone
infused, bottle blond model or actress he’d dated in the past had ever been
able to bring him to his knees with the mere promise of taking him on that
elusive journey to ecstasy. 


She tipped her legs open and licked her lips as her eyes traveled
the length of his body. 


His cell phone chose that moment to buzz and he muttered a curse. It
could be the station. There could be a break in one of his cases, but his
suspect would have to wait because this couldn’t. 


“Aren’t you gonna get that?” she asked, hooking her thumbs inside of
her lace thong before sliding it down her legs. 


He was speechless as he watched her bare herself to him. “No.” His
voice was little more than a broken rasp as he crawled over her. “I don’t care
who it is or what they want. The only thing that matters right now is this…
you.” 


She moaned and lifted her shoulders off the bed, hinting as to what
she expected. 


Mike licked and kissed her breasts like a man on a mission, which he
supposed he was. His mission was to give her more pleasure than she’d ever
experienced in another man’s arms. More pleasure than she could ever hope to
experience again. This may be little more than a one-night stand, but he
intended to make sure it was one that would live on in her memory forever. He
didn’t know why it was so important to him that he stand out amongst the myriad
of men decorating her arm in those glossy magazines, but it suddenly felt
imperative that he carve out a place in her heart that belonged to him and only
him. 


Tori threaded her hands through his hair, holding his head captive
against her breasts. “Yesss… God, I never thought this would be enough to…
Mike…” 


That was his objective, to hear the sound of his name on her lips as
she came apart in his arms. Nothing had ever sounded sweeter, and he knew he’d
be hearing that echo every time his head hit the pillow for weeks, maybe months.



“I need you,” she whispered, pushing against his shoulders. “Please…
now…” 


He was just getting started. There was so much he wanted to do to
her, with her, for her… “Relax.” 


“No!” She groaned. “I can’t relax. Not until you… please…” 


Mike loved that he was making her as crazy as she was making him.
There were no words, and he knew they didn’t need them as long as their bodies
could convey everything they were thinking and feeling. 


He reached into his nightstand and grabbed a foil packet. 


She watched him tear it open with his teeth, reaching for him as
soon as the latex barrier was in place. 


He came down on top of her, careful to brace his weight on his
forearms. For the first time, he thought about the fact that she was probably
the smallest woman he’d ever been with. It was easy to forget that she was such
a little bit of a thing, since her smart mouth more than made up for her
physical stature. 


“Kiss me,” she whispered. 


There was nothing he wanted more than to experience that elemental
connection with her as he filled her, claimed her, made her his. She
tasted sweet, like liqueur, and he found he couldn’t get enough. It was easier
than it should have been for him to breach that barrier and he knew it was
because she was so aroused that her body was making it easy for them to come
together.  


She gripped his shoulders and held him tight as she tore her mouth
away from his. “Oh my God…” 


He wanted to shut his mind off and let his body take over, but he
wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. “You okay, baby?” 


“It’s not supposed to feel like this.”


He pulled back, trying to get a read on her expression. If he was
hurting her, he wouldn’t hesitate to pull out, but he knew it would take every
ounce of his self-control to do the right thing, because he’d never
wanted anything more than he wanted to make love to her in that moment. “Tell
me what you need me to do.” 


“Make love to me,” she whispered. Their eyes locked and he knew she was
asking him to let go of the pretence that this was just about sex. She wanted him
to take that leap of faith with her. 


He stopped thinking about black or white, right or wrong, and just
let go, surrendering to the need that was gripping him in a fierce fist,
refusing to allow him to retreat until he’d pushed past the boundaries of
control that had been dictating his life for the past thirty years. She was
right there with him, urging him on with her soft pleas until his need for her
stole his breath and infiltrated every pore of his body. 


With strength he didn’t know such a tiny body could possess, she
pulled him down on top of her, wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs around
his waist, as she coaxed him to give her everything she needed. 


There were inexplicable words bouncing around in his head, words
that had no place invading his mind space on a one-night stand. Words like love…
mine… forever. 


“Oh God…” 


His name was a cry on her lips as he pounded past reason straight
into oblivion. “Jesus, Tori, baby… I…” There was no way he could let it end
like this. “Please…” Just as he was bartering with his body to give him a few
more minutes, her release gripped him so hard he lost his sense of where her
body ended and his began. 


He threw his head back and released a guttural moan he was sure his
neighbors could have heard. Good thing he was at the end of the hall. His only next-door
neighbor was his twin brother, Jay. 


“Oh no,” Tori said, sitting up. “He can’t know I’m here.” 


It took a minute for Mike to process her words before he realized
the pounding in his head wasn’t the rush of the most intense release he’d ever
experienced. It was his brother pounding on his front door, shouting his name. 


“I’m gonna kill him,” he muttered, rolling off Tori and making his
way into the adjoining bathroom to dispose of the condom. The only thing he
wanted to do right now was roll over, pull her into his arms, and rest up for
round two. Then maybe, just maybe he could convince her to spend one more night
with him. 


“Whatever you do, don’t tell him I’m here,” she whispered. She
looked around frantically. “Oh no, my clothes… quick, go get them before you
let Jay in.” 


Jealousy and fury played a dangerous game, each warring for
supremacy as he fought a losing battle for control. “Why do you care if my
brother knows you’re here?” 


“Because we’re… friends. Besides, we agreed that no one could
know about this.” 


Mike couldn’t believe she thought the rules still applied after
everything that had gone down between them tonight. “Fine… I’ll get your
goddamn clothes and you can get the hell outta here.” He walked backed into the
living room, grabbed her clothes, and tossed them on the floor of the bedroom
before slamming the door with enough force to rattle the frame. 


“What the hell…” Mike opened the door a
crack and Jay forced his way inside. 


“What were you thinkin’, man?” Jay asked,
getting in his face. “It wasn’t enough to go out with her? You had to bring her
home and do her here, in your apartment, knowing damn well I could hear
everything?” 


Mike put his hand up. “Listen, you’re way
off base.” 


“Of all the women you could have had. Why
her?” 


“It wasn’t her.” 


Jay turned around to see Tori standing in
the hallway, wearing one of Mike’s button-down shirts. Thankfully, it brushed
her knees. “What the hell—”


“Are you happy now?” Mike asked, walking
into the adjoining kitchen. 


“No, hell no. What are you doin’ sleepin’
with Tori?” He followed him into the kitchen and scowled when Mike reached into
the overhead cabinet for a bottle of pain reliever. “You’ve been seein’
Victoria, yet you take off with someone else?” 


Mike popped two pills into his mouth and
reached for a bottled water inside the fridge. “Tori said she was headin’ in my
direction and she wouldn’t mind givin’ me a lift…” His eyes traveled to Tori,
who was standing just outside the door. “Let’s just say a few too many shots,
and I made one hell of a mistake.” 


Tori’s eyes flashed and her mouth fell open
before she snapped it shut again. “You made a mistake?” She snorted. “Hell, you
give new meanin’ to the word.” She turned on her heel and stormed down the
hall. 


“That was harsh,” Jay said, wincing when
she slammed the bedroom door. 


“It never should’ve happened.” 


 


 


Tori’s hand was trembling as she leaned
against the bedroom door, gripping the pewter knob. How could she have been
naïve enough to believe that what happened between them actually meant
something to him? 


She brushed away the tears sliding down her
cheeks, cursing his name as she bent to pick up her clothes. She thought if she
were brave enough to admit to his brother that there was something between
them, he’d be willing to do the same. But the cold, dark look in his eyes when
she ousted him told her she should have stayed behind closed doors, where he
clearly thought she belonged.


The cell phone she’d stuffed in her pocket
earlier buzzed. Avery. She cleared her throat, trying to infuse as much
enthusiasm into her voice as she could muster. “Hey, Avery, what’s up?” 


“I know it’s late, but I just got an email
about that charity event you have scheduled for tomorrow night. There are going
to be dozens of photographers there, and I just needed to find out who you
intended to take as your date.” 


If things had gone as she was hoping
tonight, she may have asked Mike, but obviously that wasn’t an option now. “Um,
I asked Jack to go with me.” 


“Ohhh, you mean that boxer you’ve been
seeing?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Oh, he’ll be perfect.” 


No, Jack and every other man she knew
seemed sadly imperfect, especially now that she’d shared the lieutenant’s bed
and he’d proven himself more than capable of exceeding all of her expectations…
at least as a lover. No matter how good-looking he was, no matter how
impressive his body or his stamina between the sheets, he was still a self-centered
jackass. 


“Glad you approve.” 


Avery laughed. “I can’t wait to see your
gorgeous face plastered all over the Internet with that irresistible piece of
eye candy on your arm.” 


Tori would make sure the photographers took
lots of candid photos of her and her date, talking, laughing, kissing, dancing,
and hopefully Mike would see them and realize what a fool he’d been to let her
go. A girl could dream. 


“I’ll talk to you later, Avery.” She
punched the button to disconnect the call and headed for the adjoining
bathroom. 


Tori wasted no time slipping into her
clothes before splashing some cold water on her face and twisting her hair into
a ponytail. The only magazine cover she could hope to make in her current state
was one that featured ghastly before and after images of celebrities without
make-up. 


It would have been nice to walk out with
her head held high, looking sexy, instead of taking the walk of shame with his
cologne clinging to her damp skin like a skunk’s vile calling card.    


“You can do this,” she whispered to herself
as she threw the bedroom door open, thrust her shoulders back, and walked down
the short hallway to the kitchen. 


She walked into the room and stood on her
tiptoes to brush a kiss across Jay’s cheek. “Nice to see you again, Jay.” 


Jay smirked at his brother. “Yeah, you too,
Tori.” 


She glared at Mike. “I wish I could say the
same about you.” 


“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on
the way out, baby.”                    


Tori wanted to say something smart in
return to put him in his place. Had it been anyone else, she would have, but
his words stung with the precision of an arrow piercing her heart. 


It wasn’t until she’d slammed his door and
stepped on to the elevator that she allowed herself to succumb to regret. Of
all the men she could have slept with tonight, she had to give herself to the
one man who seemed determined to convince her she was nothing special. 
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Mike Cooper stormed into his father’s office. “What the hell is so
important that you had to pull me away from the weekly poker game with the
guys? I was up two hundred bucks.” 


 “Have a seat,” Josh said, gesturing to one of the armchairs across
from his desk. “I have a proposition for you.” 


“What kind of proposition?” 


“We have a situation.” 


When Josh sighed and scraped his hands over his face, for the first
time in a long time, Mike noticed his dad looked stressed and dog-tired. “Hey,
what’s goin’ on?” Mike leaned forward. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do to ease
his father’s burden. This was the man who taught him how to be a man. If he
needed help, of course his son intended to be there for him. “Is it Lexi… or
one of the kids?” 


“No, the family’s good. Work is the problem.” 


Josh was the head of security for Titan Records, Luc Spencer’s
label, and he was responsible for co-ordinating the security teams for all of
their artists and tours, including Trey Turner, Ty McCall, Nikki Spencer, and Tori
Warner. 


“Okay, so let’s hear it. What’s goin’ on at work, and how can I
help?”


“Derek told me you’ve been bankin’ a lot of overtime, not to mention
unused vacation time. According to him, you could afford to take at least
twelve weeks right about now.” 


Derek was Mike’s stepfather and his boss. “Where’re you goin’ with
this, Dad? I don’t wanna take any time off work. I’m in the middle—”


Josh held his hand up. “Just hear me out. I wouldn’t ask if it
wasn’t important.”


“Fine, let’s have it.” 


“It’s about Tori.” 


Every time he heard her name or saw her picture, he still felt it
like a blow to the gut. He knew he’d practically kicked her out the door after
their night together, but she’d retaliated by treating him like a complete
stranger the dozens of times they’d seen each other since that night. 


Mike stood up. “I gotta go. I’m not interested in hearin’ anything
you have to say about that girl.” 


“Someone’s out to get her.”


If Mike thought the mere sound of her name was enough to send him
reeling, that was nothing compared to the news that she was in serious trouble.
He sank back into the chair, not trusting his legs to support him. “What the
hell are you talkin’ about?” 


“She has a stalker.” 


“Shit,” Mike muttered. He didn’t want to know the details, he didn’t
even want to get involved, but if something happened to her, he would never be
able to live with himself. “Okay, fill me in.” 


“It’s personal, real personal.” 


“What the hell does that mean?” 


“This person has knowledge about intimate details of her life, stuff
no one could know unless…” 


Mike didn’t need his father to draw him a picture. “You’re sayin’
this is someone she’s slept with?” 


“Looks that way.” 


“Son of a bitch.” Mike clenched his fist. There was no way he could
investigate every man Tori had ever slept with without going slowly out of his
mind. Just trying to get her out of his head after their one-night stand had
been hard enough, but what his father was asking of him would be torture. He
couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t do it. “I’m sorry, Dad. I wish I could help you,
but I can’t.” 


“Listen, we both know I’ve never asked you for a damned thing. You
think I’d be comin’ to you with this now if I wasn’t desperate?” 


 Mike dropped his head into his hands. “You don’t know what you’re
askin’ of me.” 


“Did somethin’ happen between you and Tori? Somethin’ I don’t know
about?” 


His only chance of getting out of this was telling his father the
truth, no matter how much it might cost him. “We slept together, okay?” 


“I can’t say I’m surprised.” 


Mike’s head shot up and he scowled at his father. “What’re you
talkin’ about?” 


“I always knew there was somethin’ between you two. Ever since…” He
paused, as though he was trying to recall the exact time the shift occurred.
“It was Brianna’s birthday party, wasn’t it? You two left together that night,
and things have been weird between you ever since.” Josh slammed his palm down
on his big mahogany desk. “Damn, I should’ve known.” 


“Look, I don’t wanna talk about my sex life with you. Let’s just
say, I think it’s pretty obvious that I’m not the right man for this job.” 


“Really? Luc and I happen to think you’re the only man for the job.”
He sighed. “Listen. The cops have been on this case for weeks, and they’re not gettin’
anywhere. They just don’t have the manpower to put someone on it twenty-four
seven, and that’s what we need.” 


“Doesn’t she have another tour comin’ up soon?” Mike tried to turn
off the TV or radio whenever he saw or heard a tidbit about Tori, but he never
quite managed to hit the button before the story aired.  


“Yeah, the Down and Dirty tour. It’s gonna be crazy. Ty, Nikki,
Trey, and Tori. Sixty dates in twelve weeks. Every damn city is sellin’ out
minutes after the tickets go on sale.”


Mike wasn’t surprised. Four of country music’s heavy hitters on one
bill. It was bound to be the hottest ticket in any town. “You’re not suggestin’
I hit the road with Tori?” He’d never survive eighty-four nights breathing the
same air as that woman.


“That’s exactly what I need you to do.” 


“No! Hell, no!” 


“Look, I don’t know what went down between you two that night, but
you must have liked her enough to take her to bed.” 


What he felt for Tori went beyond like and therein lay his problem.
“How am I supposed to remain impartial, Dad? I slept with the girl, and now
you’re askin’ me to investigate every other guy she’s ever slept with? It’s
crazy.”


“You tellin’ me you still feel somethin’ for her?”


“Yeah… contempt.” Mike didn’t expect his old man to buy his lie, but
it still felt good to say it. 


Josh pointed at his son. “Listen to me and listen good. I love that
girl like she was my own daughter. It kills me to know there’s somebody out to
get her and I can’t do a damn thing about it.” 


Mike felt guilty for putting his personal feelings above Tori’s
safety. He was a cop first and foremost and he’d taken an oath to serve and
protect the citizens of this city, even those who’d stomped all over his heart
with her designer stilettos.  “When you say out to get her… What are we talkin’
about here?” 


“He seems like a sexual sadist. He sends her these really graphic
letters about what he wants to do to her, and he’s mentioned a…” Josh cleared
his throat, “a tattoo she has.” 


“She doesn’t have a tattoo.” 


Josh cleared his throat, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “I guess
she does now.” 


That meant she’d slept with this dirtbag in the two years since she’d
made love to him. That should narrow it down… some. “Does she know you’re
askin’ me to consult on this case?” 


“No, Luc’s gonna tell her tonight.” 


“I can tell you right now, she’s not gonna like it any more than I
do.” 


“Son, she’s scared, really scared. Once she’s had a chance to think
about it, she’ll realize there’s no one better qualified than you to take on
this case.” 


“Man, this is a mess.” Mike ran his hands over his cropped black
hair. 


“Does that mean you’ll do it?” 


“I’ll have to talk to Derek about gettin’ the time off.”


Josh pushed a contract across the desk. “It’s a done deal. I’ve
already got Derek’s permission.” He smirked when his son raised an eyebrow.
“You know, just in case you said yes.” 


Mike picked up the sheaf of papers. “What the hell is this?” 


“Your proposed compensation package.” 


“Seriously?” They were offering to pay him more for the next twelve
weeks than he made during an entire year on the police force. He hadn’t
accepted the position for the financial rewards, he’d been thinking about
Tori’s safety and the debt he owed his old man, but he couldn’t deny it was a
nice perk. 


Josh handed him a pen. “Just sign on the dotted line.” 


“The police force is okay with me doin’ this?” 


Josh smiled. “You’re my son. You think I’m gonna do anything to mess
with your career?” 


Mike scribbled his name at the bottom of the page and tried to
ignore the little voice inside his head that told him he’d just signed his life
away.


 


 


“No, hell, no, Luc! I don’t care what you say. I’m not workin’ with
that son of a bitch!” 


“What do you have against Mike? I’ve known him forever. He’s a great
guy and hell of a cop.”  Luc held up the bottle of scotch and waited for Tori’s
consent before he poured two glasses. “We need him right now, honey. I’m not
takin’ any chances this psychopath might make good on his threats while we’re
out on the road.”


A wave of uneasiness skittered up Tori’s spine. The threats were
getting more depraved with each letter he sent, and that last one indicated he
intended to follow her wherever she went. She couldn’t imagine that anyone
would be crazy enough to trail her around the continent, but she couldn’t
afford to assume anything until they knew who they were dealing with. “We have
a capable security team. Why can’t we just step it up for the tour?” 


“Believe me, I intend to.” Luc passed her the glass. “That’s not why
we need Mike. I want someone with his skills as a detective to investigate this
case. I know the local cops have done the best they can, but I need someone
experienced, someone objective, who can afford to make this case his sole focus
for the next few months.” 


Tori threw back the shot, hoping it would help ease the tension
coiling in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t know which was worse: the
prospect of working with that pompous ass or having to look over her shoulder
every five seconds. “If you think he can be objective where I’m concerned,
you’re dead wrong.” 


She and Mike had seen each other plenty of times in the two years
since their night together, and each time, it took everything in her to pretend
he didn’t exist. How was she supposed to continue living in denial if the
people around her were determined to force him into her world?


“I don’t get it. Why do you two hate each other so much? You and Jay
get along great.” 


“Don’t compare Jay to his worthless excuse for a brother. He’s a
good guy, a good husband, father... He doesn’t shirk his responsibilities or
make a fool of himself chasin’ after anything in a short skirt.” 


Luc raised an eyebrow as he brought the glass to his lips. “Those are
pretty harsh words, darlin’.” 


“Believe me, he deserves it.” She set the glass down on the counter,
wishing she’d accepted Luc’s offer of a driver. If ever she’d needed another
drink, this would be the time. 


“Regardless of your personal feelings toward him, this is my call.
I’ve made my decision, and Mike is the man I want on this case.” 


Tori crossed her arms. She wasn’t one to go down without a fight,
but she didn’t see how she could win this battle. It looked like her boss
already had his mind made up. “I can’t believe you don’t give a damn what I think
or how I feel about this.” 


“I care about your safety more than your feelings right now,
darlin’.” He poured himself another shot of scotch as Tori licked her lips,
wishing she could indulge. She knew she could hold her liquor, but her boss was
a stickler about his one-drink rule whenever she was driving. 


She knew Luc was only doing what he thought was best for her where
this stalker was concerned, but it didn’t make the pill any easier to take.
“Why can’t we just find another cop with his credentials... someone with the
same kind of experience?” 


“We don’t have time for that. We hit the road on Wednesday. Besides,
Josh just texted me to tell me that Mike’s agreed to do it. It’s a done deal.” 


“I can’t believe he’s doin’ this.” She knew Mike was callous and
insensitive, but she’d never imagined he could be so vindictive. He was just
taking this case to punish her. In her mind, there couldn’t be another reason.
“Why him?” She started pacing across the limestone floor, wishing she could say
or do something to change Luc’s mind. “Why the hell does it have to be him?” 


“Listen, I don’t have time to debate this anymore. I’ve got work to
do. It is what it is. You’re just gonna have to deal with it.” 


She recognized that tone of voice. Luc was warning her not to push
him any further. “Fine.” She raised her chin, hoping he couldn’t read the fear
in her eyes. “I hope he’s as good as you think he is. I just want my life
back.” 


Luc gripped her head between his hands and leaned down to kiss her
forehead. “You’ll get your life back. Just give Mike everything he needs to
find that S.O.B., okay?” 


Oh God, she hadn’t considered how much personal information she
would have to divulge. Mike would want to know the intimate details of her sex
life, every man she’d slept with... Her stomach roiled in protest. She couldn’t
imagine having that conversation with him. “This isn’t gonna work.” 


Luc scowled as he let his hands fall to his sides. “It has to. I
don’t intend to go to your funeral if and when that bastard snaps.” 


Tori felt a shudder move through her as she watched Luc walk down
the hall to his office. She wanted to believe Luc was just blowing smoke to
scare her, but that was a risk she couldn’t afford to take. She had to assume
the worst. If she let her guard down for even a second, it could cost her her
life. 


The cellphone in her pocket buzzed and she quickly retrieved it. One
glance at the screen had her gripping the counter for support. Mike.
Damn, she thought she’d have a little more time to prepare herself before she
had to deal with him. “What do you want?” 


“Well, hello to you too, princess. Long time, no talk.” 


“Yeah, and that’s just the way I like it.” 


“Too bad. Since we’re gonna be workin’ together now, you best get
used to havin’ me around.” 


She would never get used to the idea of seeing that smug face every
day. It was bad enough his image still appeared in her dreams far too often. “I’ll
ask again... What the hell do you want?” 


“I need to see you.” 


“No.” 


“Look, I’m not playin’ around. I need to get all of the info I can get
on this dirtbag if I’m gonna catch him. Where do you want to meet?” 


Even after all this time, she still didn’t trust herself to be alone
with him. “Jimmy’s. Half an hour.” 


“You really think meetin’ in a noisy, crowded bar is a good idea?
Why don’t we just meet at my place?” 


“Are you crazy?” She took a deep breath and counted backward from
ten. If she overreacted, he’d know that her memories of their night together
held more weight than they should. She just had to keep reminding herself it
was a casual one-night stand. It meant nothing. That was the only way she could
get through the next weeks or months. “Look, I’m goin’ to Jimmy’s. If you want to
meet me there, be my guest.”


“Do you have a goddamn death wish? There’s some twisted loser out to
get you, and you wanna walk into Jimmy’s like you don’t have a care in the
world?” 


“It beats the alternative,” she muttered. “You carry a gun, don’t
you?” 


“Yeah, but—”


“Good, then I have nothin’ to worry about. I’ll be there in thirty
minutes. Don’t even think about keepin’ me waitin’ on you.” 
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Mike was waiting by the entrance to Jimmy’s
exactly twenty-seven minutes after Tori hung up on him. He was hyper-aware of
anyone and everyone passing through the doors, lingering in the parking lot, or
loitering by the nearby coffee shop. He wasn’t paid to be Tori’s bodyguard, but
he’d be damned if he let anyone get within five feet of her on his watch. 


It had nothing to do with his personal
feelings, he told himself. He was just doing what any good cop would do, but no
matter how many times he tried convincing himself of that, it still didn’t ring
true. 


A black stretch SUV pulled up to the curb
and a uniformed driver jumped out. 


Mike rolled his eyes as a little blond head
popped out of the backseat, flashing a big grin at the middle-aged driver
trying to take her hand. 


Tori laughed. “I don’t need your help just
yet, Ralph. Now, when you come back to pick me up, I just might.” 


He dipped his head to hide his smile. “Text
whenever you’re ready, ma’am.” 


She wrinkled her pert little nose at him,
as though she sensed a foul odor lingering in the humid air. “You know I hate
it when you call me ma’am.” 


He chuckled. “Sorry, force of habit.” 


Mike cursed when he saw a group of curious
onlookers eyeing Tori’s ride with interest. He beckoned her with his finger,
hoping she was going to follow orders for once. 


She strutted up to him and fisted her hands
on her hips before looking way, way up at him. “I know you’re not expectin’ me
to run when you come acallin’.” 


Mike smirked. He’d take her insolent
attitude over the silent treatment any day. He had to admit he’d missed her
smart mouth. “Yet here you are.” 


She pressed a finger into his chest as she
glared at him. “No, here you are. I told you where to be and when and...” She
snapped her fingers. “Viola. Here you are.” 


Mike grabbed her upper arm, shifting her
toward the entrance. “I’m not gonna stand out here arguin’ with you all damn
night. I’ve got a job to do, and I’d just as soon get started.” Before those
shiny, full lips tempted him to do something crazy, like kiss her. 


“Fine by me.” She allowed him to take her
hand so he could lead her through the crowded bar to a small, empty table in
the rear corner. 


As soon as people realized Tori Warner was
in their midst, the air seemed charged with energy and excitement. Mike had to
put his body between her and overzealous fans countless times before he finally
whipped out his badge and started asking people to step aside to let the lady
through. 


“Jesus,” he muttered, sinking into a chair
across from her. “I don’t know how the hell you put up with that day after day.
It must be exhausting.” 


She shrugged. “You get used to it after a
while.” 


Mike didn’t think he could ever get used to
it. Nor could he get used to the idea of all of those rowdy drunks trying to
manhandle his woman. Good thing his relationship with Tori was strictly professional.
“You want somethin’ to drink before you start fillin’ me in on this case?” 


“Yeah, a dry martini would be great.” She
smiled at the look of surprise on his face. “What? You thought I only drink
beer and the hard stuff? I’ve even been known to enjoy a nice glass of wine or
champagne a time or two.” 


He’d be willing to bet this woman would be
full of surprises if he allowed himself to dig deeper. But he couldn’t go
there. Their relationship had to remain professional, cordial if possible, but
nothing more. After the last time they’d been together, he’d almost put his
fist through a wall when he turned on his TV to see her on the arm of some
boxer at a charity event not more than twenty-four hours after she’d left his
bed. 


She turned around, as though she was
looking for a waitress. 


“Do me a favor. Just try to keep a low
profile. As it is, everyone’s watchin’ your every move, just waitin’ for an
opportunity to pounce.” 


Tori rolled her eyes. “They’re just fans,
Lieutenant. They’re harmless.” 


He smiled in spite of the warning bells
going off in his head that told him to hold on to the anger and frustration
that had been helping him keep his distance from her for the past two years.
There had been dozens of times when he knew she was in town, he’d had a few too
many beers with the boys, and he’d been tempted to pick up the phone and ask
her how the hell she’d been able to walk out on him without thinking twice. He
wanted to know if she ever thought about him when she was winding down from a
crazy day, alone, in her bed, in the dark...


She snapped her fingers in front of his
face. “Hello? You still here?” 


“Yeah, I was just...” Fantasizing about
having you back in my bed.  “Thinking about our best course of action.”


“I don’t know about you, but I do my best
thinkin’ with a stiff drink in my hand.”


 Tori was unlike any woman he’d ever met.
She didn’t try to be someone she wasn’t because she seemed genuinely satisfied
with who she was. And he couldn’t deny that confidence was sexy as hell. 


Mike raised his hand to beckon the
waitress. He wasn’t surprised when she was at their table, pen poised above her
notepad, in record time. Tori was a V.I.P, and he was certain she got
preferential treatment wherever she went.    


She smiled up at the waitress. “Hey, hon.
Busy night?”


The poor waitress’s mouth dropped open as
she struggled to string a complete sentence together. “I… uh... yeah... I
guess.”


“I know what that’s like. I was a waitress
at a burger joint in high school. It was always rockin’ on Friday and Saturday
nights. I’d go home whinin’ about my poor achin’ feet, but of course I didn’t
get any sympathy, just a list of the chores that still had to be done.”


The pretty brunette smiled as she tucked a
strand of hair behind her ear. “Man, do I know what that’s like. I’m a single
mom, and it seems the list of things to do is never-ending. Between laundry,
grocery shopping, ballet...” She blushed when she realized she was rambling on
to a superstar who probably earned more in the time she’d spent bending her ear
than a waitress like her would earn all week. 


Tori propped her chin in her hand, as
though she had all the time in the world to listen to this stranger’s life
story. “How many kids you got?”


“Two, a boy and a girl. He’s ten, she’s
twelve.”


“What’re they up to this summer?”


“A whole lotta no good if I believe
everything the neighbors tell me.”


Tori laughed. “Sounds like me and my
brothers when we were kids. Don’t worry, they’ll outgrow it.”


She blew her long bangs out of her big,
brown eyes. “I sure hope so.”


“They like country music?”


“Sure.”


Tori reached into her pocket for a piece of
scrap paper. “Can I borrow your pen?”


“Sure.” The waitress shot Mike a quick
sidelong glance, as though she thought he might be able to give her some insight
into what Tori was up to, but he was as clueless as she was.  


“Here’s my email. Send me your contact
info. I’ll make sure you get tickets and backstage passes for you and your kids
to our hometown show.” She handed the woman the pen and slip of paper, almost
thrusting it into her hands when she seemed too stunned to accept it. 


“Oh my God, thank you so much. My kids are going
to die when I tell them about this.”


“My pleasure.” She looked at Mike, as
though she’d almost forgotten he was there. “What are you gonna have to drink?”


He was almost as speechless as the
waitress. Not only was she gorgeous, sexy, smart, and incredible in bed, but
he’d just found out she was a really good person. For the first time, he
felt like he was in over his head. “Just a Coke.”


Tori shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She looked
at the waitress. “One spicy Caesar, one Coke, and I’d just about kill for a
bowl of those barbeque peanuts.”


The waitress giggled. “Comin’ right up,
Tori. And thanks again...” She touched her arm as she looked into her eyes.
“Seriously, it means a lot.”


“My pleasure.”


Mike waited until the waitress walked away
before he asked, “Why’d you do that?”


“Because I can.” She propped her feet up on
the chair next to him before she said, “Listen, I’ve been so damn lucky in my
life, it oughta be a sin.” 


“I think talent and hard work had somethin’
to do with it.” 


“Sure, it did, but the talent was
God-given. I had nothin’ to do with that.” 


Mike almost wished she would stop talking,
because with every word she spoke, he was starting to like her more and more.
He didn’t want to like her. He wanted to despise her, resent her... 


“Sure, I’ve worked hard to get where I am,
but we all have. There isn’t a person in the music business who hasn’t paid
their dues. If you wanna know the truth, I kinda feel like I snuck in the back
door.” 


Mike was sure some of her fellow musicians
would probably agree with that statement, but he knew she’d taken the
opportunity she’d been given and run with it. He respected that, and her. More
than he should. 


He looked into her eyes and felt the past
come flooding back... images of her tongue dancing with his, her body writhing
under him, his name on her lips. Damn, he had to get his head back in the game.



The waitress returned with their order,
setting the glasses on the table between them. “Can I get you anything else?” 


Tori glanced at the nametag pinned to the
front of her white cotton blouse. “No, we’re good. Thanks, Debbie.” 


“Okay, just holler if you need anything.” 


Tori popped a peanut in her mouth. “You
know I will.” 


Mike couldn’t fight the urge to say
something to her about the night he kicked her out of his apartment. “Listen, I
think we should talk about what happened between us.” 


She was taking a sip of her drink when he
made the comment, and she had to cover her mouth to keep from spewing liquid
across the table. “Hon, I’d say you’re a day late and a dollar short.” 


He shouldn’t care that she was telling him it
was too late for them, too late to make amends for the mistake he’d made back
then, but he did care. “I just think it would make it easier for us to work
together if we put our cards on the table.” 


“You want me to tell it like it is?” She
laced her fingers behind her head and glared at him. “Fine. I don’t like you. I
don’t respect you. And I sure as hell don’t wanna work with you, but Luc told
me I don’t have a choice. So, here I am, tryin’ like hell to make the best of a
bad situation.” 


He hated that she had the power to hurt him
with a few well-aimed insults. No one had ever been able to cut him down so
effectively with so few words. “It doesn’t have to be this way, Tori.” 


She smirked. “Don’t tell me you wanna be friends?”
She reached her hand across the table as she tried to keep a straight face.
“Come on, take my hand. Isn’t this the part where we start singin’ ‘Cumbaya’?” 


He wanted to reach across the table and
kiss that smug smirk right off her face, but instead he whipped his leather-bound
notebook out and glared at her. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” 


“Finally.” 


 


 


Tori was trying hard to act as though she
didn’t have a care in the world, but with an international tour looming, a
madman out to get her, and an ex-lover glowering at her, it wasn’t easy to
maintain the façade. 


She took a sip of her drink before asking,
“What do you need to know?”


“My dad tells me this guy has been sending
you letters?”


“Yeah.” She tried not to think about the
most recent one. They seemed to get more graphic and disgusting with every
passing day. 


He scribbled something in his notebook.
“How often are you receiving them?”


“Daily.”


Mike raised an eyebrow. “When did this
start?”


“About three weeks ago.” Tori took another
sip of the alcohol to coat her dry throat. She could only imagine how he made
his suspects feel during an interrogation. She was the victim in this case and
still he made her feel like she’d done something wrong. 


“The police have been investigating?”


“I guess so. Luc tried to use his influence
to get them to step up the investigation, but Derek told them he didn’t have
the resources to put another man on it.” She shrugged. “That’s when Luc decided
to hire you.”


Mike frowned. “I’m surprised it wasn’t
given higher priority. Derek knows you, he likes you, and the department sure
as hell wouldn’t want to deal with the backlash if something happened to you on
their watch.”


Tori took a bite of celery and chewed
before responding. “To tell you the truth, I got the impression Derek thought
we were all overreacting.”


“Why would he think that?”


There was no way to sugarcoat the situation,
and she knew he would find out the dirty details sooner or later, so she might
as well come clean now. “I think he just assumes it’s a jilted lover tryin’ to scare
me.” She took another bite of celery, trying to buy a little more time. “He’s
probably right.”


“According to my father, this guy mentioned
a tattoo...” He gripped his black Waterman pen tighter. “In an intimate place?”


She tried to look into his eyes, to pretend
his inquisition wasn’t rattling her, but she couldn’t. “Only someone who’d seen
me in the buff would know about that tattoo.”


He leaned forward, his light blue eyes
darkening with indiscernible emotion. “I trust you didn’t have it when we were together?”


He made the last word sound like an erotic
caress and she had to resist the urge to squirm in her seat. “No, I got it a
couple of weeks later.” 


She’d had a few too many drinks and she was
still reeling from their one-night stand when she and her girlfriends went out
and tied one on. One thing led to another, and she spilled her guts to them
about her night with the sexy lieutenant. When she woke up the next morning
with the brand, she was mortified, but she didn’t have the nerve to eradicate
the mistake, so she simply learned to live with it, hoping her future lovers
wouldn’t question her about the ink decorating her body. 


“You wanna tell me about it?”


“No!” She would die of embarrassment if he
ever saw what he’d driven her to in a moment of weakness. 


“Fine... moving on. I’ll need to see these
letters.”


If there was any way she could have denied
his request, she would have, but she knew the letters were an integral part of
this case, and she just wanted this nightmare to be over. “Fine, but they’re at
my place. I can have them to you tomorrow.” 


“I’d rather get them tonight. The sooner I
can get started on this, the better.” 


She scowled. “Don’t you sleep? Are you
gonna stay up workin’ on this all night?” 


“If I have to.” He brought the soft drink
to his lips. “I take my job very seriously, Tori. Whatever I have to do to
apprehend a suspect, I do it. If it means workin’ around the clock, sacrificin’
sleep, food, sex... that’s what I do.” 


She knew he threw the last part in just to
taunt her, but she wasn’t used to letting anyone one-up her, so she said, “I
seem to recall you let your phone go to voice mail the night you were
entertainin’ me. Weren’t you workin’ on any important cases back then?” 


He gripped his glass tighter. “Yeah, I
was.” His eyes fell to the cleavage spilling out of her denim dress. “But I
couldn’t seem to tear myself away from you.” 


It seemed her plan was backfiring when her
mouth and brain reached an impasse. “I… uh...” 


Mike grinned when he knew he had her.
“What’s wrong, baby? You don’t want to remember, or you can’t seem to forget?” 


She hated him for being so smug and so
intuitive. “You’re crazy. I’ve barely had time to give you a second thought
since that night.”


He threw his head back and laughed.
“Darlin’, you forget I read people for a livin’, and you’re a terrible liar.” 


She knew he was right, she couldn’t tell a
decent lie if her life depended on it. “Think what you want. It makes no
difference to me.” She sipped her drink, wishing he’d stop looking at her like
he was uncovering a salacious secret he couldn’t wait to share. “Why the hell
are you lookin’ at me like that?” 


“Just tryin’ to figure you out.” 


“Well, quit it. You’re pissin’ me off.” 


He stroked the dark stubble covering his
jaw as he regarded her carefully. “Kinda makes me wonder what you’re tryin’ to
hide.” 


“I’m not hidin’ anything, so just back the
hell off.” The only thing she was trying desperately to conceal was the fact he
still had the ability to turn her inside out with little more than a lingering
glance. 


“Let’s get one thing straight, darlin’. If
we’re gonna be workin’ together, you need to understand I’m the one callin’ the
shots, not you. Understand?” 


She could almost feel her blood boiling.
How dare he talk to her like she was some subservient hired to make his life
easier. “Listen, I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but I’m not gonna
kowtow to you or anyone else. Understand?” 


“Really?” Mike leaned back in his chair and
folded his arms. “Then we’re gonna have a problem. Here’s the situation as I
see it... Somebody’s out to get you, and I have the training and resources at my
disposal to figure out who that is. Not to mention the weapons to protect you
should he decide to make a move. I’d say that puts me in a position to call the
shots, wouldn’t you?” 


Tori hated that he acted so damn
self-righteous, but she couldn’t deny he was right. She didn’t want to admit
she needed him, but there was no doubt her life could be in danger if they
didn’t figure out who was behind the threats and why he was targeting her. She
crossed her arms and glared at him, barely suppressing the urge to reach across
the table and smack him upside the head. “What do you want from me?” 


He smirked as his eyes passed over her
body. “Now that’s a loaded question if ever I’ve heard one.” 


She cursed her traitorous body. Why did she
always have to react like a cat in heat whenever she was in the same room with
him? “Just keep your mind on the case and your eyes on that notebook, Coop.”


He smiled. “I’ve missed that.” 


“What?” 


“Your irritating nicknames for me, your
smart mouth...” He leaned forward. “I’ve missed you, if you wanna know the
truth. If you were tryin’ to piss me off with the silent treatment, it
worked.”  


“I wasn’t tryin’ to piss you off. I didn’t
care one way or the other.” 


Mike laughed. “Darlin’, what’d I tell you
about lyin’ to a cop?” 
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While in the restaurant, it had taken
everything in Mike not to thrust his hands into her hair and kiss her like she
hadn’t been kissed in two long years. He only hoped he could resist the
temptation now they were finally alone. 


Pulling into the driveway of her single-story
cedar and natural-stone home, he tried to deny he was impressed. Instead of
being palatial, as he’d expected, it was understated. It seemed to be an extension
of the trees surrounding it, as though the builder attempted to preserve as
much of the natural beauty as possible while invading the space to erect this
gem. 


“You build this house?” 


She smiled the first genuine smile he’d
seen all evening. “I did.” She glanced out at the man-made lake tucked in
behind the house. “I love it here.”


“I can see why.” His only issue with the
place was how secluded it was. She was probably sitting in the middle of a hundred
acres, which would make her an easy target for a stalker. “You bring any men
here in the past couple of years?”


“No, I just finished the place last year.”
She unbuckled her seatbelt. “And since then I’ve been too busy for anything
serious.”


He couldn’t help but ask. “And before that?
When was your last serious relationship?” 


“It’s been a while.” She pulled her keys
out of her purse. “Do you wanna wait here while I get those letters for you?” 


“Is that your not-so-subtle way of telling
me you’d rather I not come in?” 


“Suit yourself.” She reached for the door
handle. “You’re welcome to come in... if you like.” 


He didn’t know if he should. Being alone
with her might prompt him to say things better left unsaid and do things he had
no business doing with her again. Still, he reached for his door handle and
followed her through the side entrance. 


“This place is great,” he said, admiring
the natural plank hardwood floors, slate tile, high ceilings, and floor-to-ceiling
windows. It was natural, earthy, and beautiful. Just like her. 


“Thanks.” She jumped back, pressing her
back into his chest. 


“What’s wrong?” he whispered, reaching for
the gun strapped to his waist. 


“I didn’t leave that door open,” she said,
pointing to a French door leading from the kitchen to a stone patio beyond.
“And the alarm... It wasn’t on when we came in, was it?” 


Mike tried to remember if he’d seen her
deactivate the alarm, but he’d been so enthralled with the sight of her very
fine backside in the tight denim dress, he hadn’t even noticed. He wrapped his
arm around her waist and brushed her ear with his mouth. “Listen to me, don’t
say a word,” he whispered. “I need to check things out... in case he’s still
here.” 


Her eyes were wide and frantic when she
nodded her assent. 


“It’s gonna be okay, baby,” he whispered,
sensing she needed his reassurance. “I’m not gonna let anything happen to you.”



She turned into his arms and pressed her
face into his chest. “I can’t believe he was here,” she whispered, “in my
home.” 


Mike wrapped one arm around her as he drew
his weapon with the other hand. He knew he shouldn’t be standing here coddling
her. He had a job to do, but he couldn’t seem to tear himself away.
“Sweetheart, I need to make sure the house is secure.” He brushed the top of
her head with his lips. He’d never seen her look so scared or vulnerable. Her
reaction made his protective instincts kick into overdrive. “Are you gonna be
okay while I check things out?” 


She looked up at him, her eyes shining with
un-shed tears. “You’re not gonna leave me, are you?” 


“No, I’m not gonna leave you. I just need
you to stay put, so I can make sure it’s clear, okay?” 


“Please, let me come with you.” She pressed
her fist against her lips as she stepped out of his arms. “I don’t wanna stay
here by myself.” 


“Okay, but I need you to stay behind me,
and keep lookin’ over your shoulder, okay?” 


“I will.” 


His directive went against his instinct to
keep her out of harm’s way, but he could understand how unnerving it must be
for her to find out an intruder had invaded her personal sanctuary. 


His training kicked in and he managed to
push her presence to the back of his mind as he moved through the house,
checking doors, windows, closets, under beds, and in hidden crevices. Once he
was satisfied they were alone, he lowered his weapon and pulled her into his
arms.


Tori started sobbing into his chest. “Oh
God, what if I’d been here? Mike, what if he comes back?”


“He won’t. And if he does, I’ll make him
sorry he did.” 


She tipped her head back to look him in the
eye. “What do you mean?” 


“You really think I’m gonna leave you here
alone, knowing there’s someone out to get you?” He cursed softly. “I can’t
believe Luc hasn’t had a bodyguard trailin’ you. He knows damn well this—” 


She pressed her fingertips against his
lips. “Don’t blame Luc. He wanted to ramp up security, but I refused. I didn’t
think it would go any further than the letters. I never thought he’d come
here.” She looked around the open kitchen. “God, how am I ever gonna feel safe
here again?”


“You will, I’ll make sure of it.” 


“I can’t ask you to stay here. That’s
crazy.” 


“No, crazy would be lettin’ you stay here
by yourself.” He took a step back as he looked into her eyes. “We can stay
here, or you can come back to my place. Personally, I’d rather we stay here.” 


“Why?” 


“If he comes back, he’s not gonna be
expectin’ me. Believe me, catchin’ him off guard is our best strategy.” 


Her eyes landed on his revolver. “I don’t
want anyone to get hurt.” 


“Yeah, well, I don’t want you to get
hurt. That’s all that matters to me right now.” He was willing to protect her
at all costs, and if meant someone else had to get hurt in the process, he
could live with that. 


“If you hadn’t been here...” 


“Sssh.” He pulled her into his arms. More
than anything, he wanted to kiss her, hold her, take her to bed, and make her
forget her life was in danger. “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart.” 


“I didn’t want you on this case,” she whispered.
“I practically begged Luc to find someone else, but if he hadn’t pushed the
issue, you wouldn’t be here right now.” She looked up at him. “And I’m so glad
you are.” 


His gut clenched when he heard the tremble
in her voice. She was still terrified, rightly so. “Okay, we need to do a walk
through the house, figure out if anything’s missing or out of place. Maybe he
left a clue behind. Guys like this often do. They’re usually inexperienced.” 


“What kind of clue?” She slipped her hand
into his when he turned into the great room. 


“It depends on what kind of message he’s
tryin’ to send you. Stalkers’ motives can vary from revenge to jealousy to...”
He didn’t even want to think about all of the possibilities. He’d worked half a
dozen stalking cases in his career, and Tori was right, they usually weren’t
considered high priority until the suspect took their depravity to the next
level. 


“Go on.” 


“He may think of you as his. Because
you...” God, he couldn’t even get the words out. “Made love, he may
think he has some kind of claim on you.” 


“We didn’t make love. We had sex.” 


“How do you know that? You don’t even know
who we’re dealin’ with.” 


She held his hand tighter. “Trust me; I
know we didn’t make love.” 


Mike knew her assurance shouldn’t please
him. He was letting his personal feelings influence his professional
objectivity, something he never did, but the thought of her loving someone
else, sharing her body with someone else made him crazy. 


“Tell me if you see anything that doesn’t
look right, okay? I wanna call this in, get a team out here to dust for prints
and collect evidence, but I just need to know what we’re dealin’ with before we
do.” 


She pointed to a small roll top desk in the
corner of the great room. “What’s that?” 


There was a sheet of paper propped up
against her open laptop. 


“He could have hacked your computer.
Anything on there we need to worry about?” 


She bit her bottom lip. “It’s password
protected.” She shrugged. “But I don’t know if that’d be enough to keep him
out.” 


“Depends who we’re dealin’ with. I’ll have
someone check it out.” Mike was able to read the letter without touching it. 


My Beautiful Tori, 


I’m so sorry I missed you. I was hoping we
could spend some quality time together, just the two of us. It would be just
like old times, when we used to make love until the sun came up. I miss those
days. I miss you. I never should have let you go. It was the biggest mistake I
ever made. But don’t worry; it’s a mistake I intend to rectify. We will be
together again soon, my love. I promise. Until then, I’ll be thinking about you
every minute…


Tori slipped into Mike’s arms, burying her
head against his chest. “God, why is he doing this to me?”


Mike had some idea what motivated this guy.
His own thoughts of Tori had bordered on obsessive a time or two. She was a
hard woman to forget. If not for his stubborn pride, he would’ve been beating
her door down trying to get her back into bed too. 


Obviously this guy wasn’t firing on all
cylinders, and Mike hated him for what he was doing to Tori, but he couldn’t
help but feel an ounce of pity for the guy. He knew what it felt like to have
Tori in his bed and then to turn on his TV and see her in the arms of another
man. It was the kind of thing that could drive a sane man crazy. 


“Let me call the station. We need to get
someone out here.” He punched the button on his phone and relayed the
information to the dispatcher before disconnecting the call. “Let’s go wait in
my truck. I don’t wanna risk compromising the scene, in case they’re able to
lift prints or DNA.”


Tori was quiet as she followed him outside.
Once they were in the cab of his truck, she buried her face in her hands. “What
the hell am I gonna do? I don’t feel safe anywhere anymore, not even my own
home. God, I can’t go on like this, Mike. It’s makin’ me crazy.” 


He pulled her into his arms as he told
himself he was doing what he would for any victim, reassuring her, trying to
make her feel secure, but he’d never held another victim in his arms while she
cried on his shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay. Trust me, I’m not gonna rest until
I see this guy behind bars.” 


She tipped her head back to look at him. “I
know. I believe you.”


Her faith in him made him feel like he
could face any challenge. He was confident in his ability as a cop, but Tori
made him feel invincible. “Sweetheart…” He stroked her face as he struggled to
look away. He tried to resist the lure of her moist, full lips, but the memory
of her intoxicating flavor trapped him and refused to let go until he gave in
to temptation.  


“Kiss me,” she whispered, closing her eyes.
“Please.” 


There was no way he could have resisted her
plea, especially when he needed her as much, maybe more, than she needed him.
The second he probed her mouth with his tongue, he was lost. Nothing else
mattered. Not where they were, the trials they were facing, or the lovers who’d
come before or since. She was his again. 


Tori climbed into his lap as he reached
down to force the seat back. She slid her zipper down, and somewhere in the
back of his mind, Mike knew there was a valid reason he should try to stop her.
But as she peeled the fabric down her torso, his sense of reason fled. 


Mike cupped her breasts in his hands,
groaning when she ground into his arousal. He hiked the skirt of her dress up
past her waist as he licked and kissed every inch of bare skin. He hadn’t felt
like this since the last time they were together… out of control, desperate,
frantic to get inside of her head… her body... her heart. “Baby, I need you—”


“Yes…” She pressed her breast into his
mouth, silently begging him to abandon his need for control and yield to the
irresistible allure of what was happening between them. “Oh God… I need…” She
held on to his wrists when he reached for her panties. “No, don’t.” 


“Why the hell not?” If she was intent on
teasing him to exact her revenge for the night he’d thrown her out of his apartment,
he didn’t know how he was supposed to harness his longing now that she’d
unleashed it. 


“I don’t want you to see—” She jumped when
a tap on the window alerted them they weren’t alone. “Oh no,” she said,
scrambling to get off his lap. “How could I forget they were coming?” 


Mike couldn’t believe he’d been so caught
up in Tori he forgot about the case. Never in his career had that happened to
him. Work came first, everything else a distant second, until now. “Relax, the
windows are tinted. They can’t see anything.” At least, he hoped they couldn’t.
The thought of his buddies catching a glimpse of Tori in the buff irritated
Mike to no end. 


When he was satisfied she was decent, he
reached for the door handle. “Just give me a minute to fill them in, okay?” 


She was trying to finger comb her hair in
the mirror behind the visor. “Just look at me. They’re gonna know we were up to
something.” 


“You look gorgeous.” And she did, so
beautiful it caused a twinge in his chest. 


Tori rolled her eyes. “Quit sweet talkin’ me
and get your butt out there.” 


He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.” 


A rookie cop he had seen around the station
a time or two stepped back when Mike climbed out of his truck. “Hey…” His eyes
fell to the young man’s nameplate. “Roberts.” 


He tipped his hat. “Evenin’, Lieutenant.” 


Tony Roma, a sergeant with ten years of
experience on the force, and a good friend of Mike’s, climbed out of the patrol
car. “Hey, Coop, what’s goin’ on here? Dispatch said this place belongs to that
little country singer, Tori Warner?” 


“Yeah, it does.” He hooked his thumb over
his shoulder. “She’ll be out in just a sec.” 


Tony chuckled. “You didn’t tell me you were
seein’ her. Man, it doesn’t get much better than that.” 


Mike knew he should correct his friend’s
assumption about him and Tori being a couple, but he decided to let it go.
“We’ve got a situation here. Some crazy ex has been hasslin’ her, sendin’ her
letters, and he broke in here tonight.” 


“Hasslin’… as in stalkin’?” Tony asked. 


“Yeah, looks that way.” 


“Man, does he have a death wish or what?”
Tony laughed. “Doesn’t he know you’re her boyfriend?”


Tori chose that moment to pop her head out
of the truck and Mike faded into the background as both men immediately turned
their attention to the celebrity in their midst. 


“Evenin’, ma’am,” Tony said, tipping his
hat to Tori. “It sounds like you had a little trouble here tonight?” 


Mike waited for her to diffuse the notion
they were a couple, but instead, she surprised him by slipping her arm around
his waist. “Hey, y’all, thanks so much for comin’ out here.” 


Tony smiled, obviously as taken with Tori
as every other man who’d ever been on the receiving end of one of her
brilliant, dimpled smiles. “It’s our pleasure.” He turned his attention back to
Mike. “Dispatch said you mentioned Smith’s been workin’ this case?”


“Yeah, but I am now… unofficially. I’ve
taken some vacation time so I can devote twenty-four seven to findin’ this
dirtbag.”


“Can’t say I blame ya, Coop,” Tony said,
tipping his hat back to scratch his balding head. “If it were my woman, I
wouldn’t wanna let her outta my sight.” 


Tori looked up at Mike, obviously expecting
him to set his friend straight. Instead, he asked, “When are the other guys
gettin’ out here to dust for prints?”


“Should be soon. We just wanted to take
Miss Warner’s statement. We’ll pass it on to Smith.” Tony frowned. “That is, assuming
you want this to be on the record?” 


“Of course I do,” Mike said. “I don’t care
whether I get him or Smith does, as long as one of us takes him off the
streets.” 


Tony nodded. “You’re right about that.” He
smiled at Tori. “You mind if I take your statement now, Miss Warner?” 


Her grip on Mike’s waist tightened as she
offered the sergeant a tight smile. “No, not all.”  
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By the time her home was blessedly quiet
again, Tori was too wired to sleep. 


Mike slipped his arms around her waist from
behind as she prepared a fresh pot of coffee. “You okay, darlin’?” 


“What do you think?” She knew he was just
trying to help, but the last thing she needed was his kindness and compassion
tonight. How was she supposed to guard her heart against a gorgeous, sexy, gun
wielding man who seemed hell bent on protecting her?


He let his hands fall to his sides as he leaned
his backside against the counter where she was working. His intent to invade
her personal space was clearly a power play, but she wasn’t going to let him
win. 


Tori turned her back to him, feeling a
modicum of satisfaction when she heard him sigh. 


“Can we at least pretend to be mature
adults?”


“I am a mature adult. Too bad I can’t say
the same for you.”


“You wanna tell me what the hell that was
out in my truck?” 


“Call it a moment of weakness… or stupidity.”
She turned around to glare at him. “We’re all entitled to make mistakes. Aren’t
we, Lieutenant?” They both knew she was throwing his words back in face, but it
didn’t give her as much satisfaction as she’d hoped it would. She’d been
waiting two long years to tell him what she thought of his abhorrent behavior
that night, but now that she finally had the chance, she couldn’t find the
words.


“Look, I’m sorry I acted like a jerk that
night, okay? You didn’t deserve that.” 


“You’re damn right I didn’t.” She grabbed a
cloth and began wiping the granite counters down. The cleaning service had been
in that day, and there wasn’t a speck of dirt to be seen, but she needed
something to do with her hands. The alternative was wrapping her arms around
his neck and pulling him in for another one of those bone-melting kisses he’d
treated her to in his truck. 


“In spite of what you may think, I don’t
sleep with every guy I meet.” 


He practically growled as he fisted his
hands on the counter behind him. “I sure as hell hope not.” 


“But that’s what you thought, isn’t it?” 


“You didn’t waste any time goin’ out with
that boxer, now did you?”


Tori tried telling herself he didn’t
deserve an explanation. They weren’t even seeing each other. They’d shared one
meaningless night two years ago, nothing more, but for some reason, his opinion
of her mattered. Too damn much. “I wasn’t sleepin’ with him. Not that it’s any
of your business.” 


“Good.” 


“I hate you.” 


“No, you don’t.” 


“Yes, I do.” She threw her cleaning cloth
down on the counter and crossed her arms when he had the audacity to smirk at
her. “I’m glad you find this so amusing.”


“You’ve had one hell of a night. I’m just
tryin’ to take your mind off your troubles.” 


“By remindin’ me I have lousy taste in men?
First, I sleep with you, then some psychopath who breaks into my house and
sends me obscene letters?” 


“About those letters… I wanna see them.
Now.” 


Tori hated he was so used to getting his
own way, that he just expected her to comply, but she couldn’t very well deny
his demand if she wanted this man brought to justice. “Fine, I’ll get them, but
you pour the coffee. If you’re gonna be stayin’ here, the least you can do is
make yourself useful.” She tried to ignore the husky sound of his laughter as
she made her way down the hall to her study. He made it so damn hard to hate
him. 


When she returned with the letters in hand,
Mike set a cup of light coffee in front of her. She frowned as she brought the
cup to her lips. Two sugars, half coffee, half milk, just the way she liked it.
“How the hell did you know?” 


“Don’t you remember the first time we met
at my old man’s place? You had a coffee, just that way, and I teased you about
it mercilessly.” 


“How can you remember that? I barely
remember what I had for lunch today.” 


He moved in closer to tuck a strand of hair
behind her ear. “Don’t you think I want to forget? I can’t.” 


Tori knew he was talking about the night
they spent together. She wanted to forget too, more than anything, but no
matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t erase the memories. “Maybe you need to
get a life then.” She took a step back, just out of his reach, as the coffee
nearly sloshed over the rim of her mug. “That little twit you were with at
Luc’s house last month, what was her name, Bambi…? She should have been able to
make you forget your own name.” 


Mike smiled. “Her name is Brittany, and we’re
just friends.” 


She rolled her eyes. The woman was carrying
around so much silicone Tori was surprised she didn’t tip over. “Whatever you
say.” 


“What about that drummer you were there
with? What’s his story?”


Neither one of them had attended an event alone
since the night of his sister’s birthday party. Their dates always seemed to
act as a buffer, so they wouldn’t risk getting too close again. Their strategy
might’ve worked, if they hadn’t been watching each other’s every move when they
thought no one was looking.   


“His name is Landon. He’s a nice guy… end
of story.” 


Mike straddled a stool at the breakfast bar
and brought his coffee mug to his lips. “You ever sleep with him?”


Tori covered her mouth when she nearly
spewed coffee in his face. “Excuse me? What the hell gives you the right to ask
me that?” 


“It’s a conversation we’re gonna have
sooner or later. We might as well get it over with.” 


Her stomach tightened just thinking about
it. She knew this was part of the deal. He couldn’t do the job he was hired to
do unless she gave him a list of potential suspects, but just the thought of
Mike investigating and interrogating her ex-lovers about their relationship
made her nauseous. “Do we really have to do this now?” 


He sifted through the dozens of letters
she’d set on the counter. “I’d like to get started on this a.s.a.p.” He turned
the letters over. “The cops have the originals?” 


“Yeah, do you need them?” 


“I don’t know yet.” He reached into his
pocket to retrieve the notebook he’d been using at the bar. “Okay, let’s have
it. Names… dates…” 


“I… uh…” She gripped her coffee mug until
her knuckles turned white. She knew there was no way to avoid giving him the
information he was asking for, but she couldn’t seem to spit the words out.


“Okay, let’s start with something easier.
The tattoo, what is it, where is it, and when did you get it?” 


He thought he’d ease into this by pumping
her for information about a tattoo that served as a daily reminder that she was
his biggest mistake?  “I don’t wanna talk about that.” 


Mike raked his hands through his cropped
black hair. “I know you think you’re punishin’ me by makin’ this difficult, but
you’re only hurtin’ yourself. This guy isn’t backin’ down. I think he proved
that when he broke in here tonight.” 


He was right. Given the choice between her
life and her pride, she had no choice. “Fine, you wanna know about the tattoo.
I went out with some girlfriends, had a few too many drinks, and ended up in a
tattoo parlor. We all got inked. It wasn’t just me.”  


He scribbled something in his notebook.
“You remember the date?” 


It was three weeks to the day after they
made love. “I think it was August thirtieth… two years ago.” 


“Great.” He scribbled the date on an empty
page. “I gotta admit, I didn’t expect you to remember the exact date, but that
helps narrow it down a lot. This guy mentioned your tattoo, which means he’s
seen it, or knows someone who has. We’re definitely lookin’ at guys you’ve been
intimate with since you got inked.” He looked up and their eyes connected. “I’m
not even gonna pretend this is easy for me, Tori. Just thinkin’ about you with
some other dude…” He gripped his pen tighter. “This is gonna be the toughest
case I’ve ever worked. I’ve already broken the cardinal rule… never make it
personal. But this is personal, whether I want it to be or not.” 


She wanted to tell him that she would understand
if he wanted to abandon her case, but she couldn’t. If there was one person she
trusted with her life, it was Mike. “The tattoo is below my bikini line. You
can’t see it when I wear a swimsuit.” 


He raised an eyebrow. “So there’s no
question this guy has seen you in the buff.” He shifted through the letters,
obviously looking for some mention of her tattoo. 


Tori panicked, trying to remember whether
her stalker had ever been specific about the tattoo, what it was, or more
specially, what it said. “Um, what are you doin’?” 


“I’m just tryin’ to get a handle on where
this guy’s head’s at. I mean, he obviously thinks he’s in love with you, but…” 


Tori shuddered involuntarily when she
thought about what that lunatic planned to do in the name of love. She wrapped
her arms around her mid-section. “What do you think he hopes to gain by doin’
this?” 


“He wants your attention. He hates you were
able to cast him aside like he didn’t mean anything to you.” Mike looked her in
the eye, and she got the impression they weren’t talking about the man tailing
her anymore. “He wants to remind you of what you two had, whether you want to
remember it or not.”  


Deciding to play along she said, “Sometimes
it’s best to leave the past in the past. There are times when sex is just sex,
nothin’ more.” 


“And there are times when it could evolve
into a whole hell of a lot more, if you’re not afraid to let it.” 


Why did he have to say things like that,
giving her false hope and trying to make her believe she was more than just a
long-forgotten one-night stand he’d referred to as a mistake? Angry, hurt, and
determined to lash out, she grabbed the notepad and pen from his hand. “You
want names, I’ll give you names.” She scribbled the names of the three men
she’d slept with in the past two years on a blank piece of paper. “Happy now?” 


“Three? Only three?”


The question stung like the slap across the
face she’d taken in the eighth grade when her best friend’s boyfriend invited
her to the school dance. “Nice to see you still think so highly of me.” She
started heading down the hall toward her bedroom when he crossed the room and
grabbed her arm. 


“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” he
whispered, looking down at her as though he truly was remorseful for speaking
his mind. 


“Don’t be sorry. You said what you were
thinkin’. You always do.” That’s what she loved and hated about him. He knew
exactly who he was, stood behind his judgements, right or wrong, and didn’t
fold in the face of popular opinion. 


“Sometimes I don’t think before I open my
big mouth.” His full mouth tilted up at the corners. “This was one of those
times. Just like that night at my place. I was actin’ like a jealous jerk ’cause
I thought you had somethin’ goin’ with my brother.”


“Me and Jay?” She frowned, trying to decide
whether he was serious. “Why would you think that?” 


“You said y’all had gone out—”


“Yeah, as friends. I love Jay, but there’s
never been anything between us.” 


“I’m glad to hear that.” 


His fingers were biting into her skin and
she tried to break free of his grip, but he slipped his arms around her waist.
It felt like a chain she couldn’t break free of… drawing her toward him against
her will. She made the mistake of gripping his biceps, trying to push him away,
but that just reminded her of how incredible it felt when he was unleashing all
of that unrestrained power on her.   


“I need to go to bed,” she whispered,
barely able to look at him. She’d never felt so weak, so powerless. The force
drawing them together seemed too formidable to resist. “I have to get up early
in the morning.” She knew she should offer to show him to the guest bedroom,
but his hands were gliding lower, sneaking into dangerous territory.  


“So do I.” His eyes landed on her lips and
he groaned when her tongue darted out to lick them. “You don’t know what you’re
doin’ to me, darlin’.” 


“Mike…” She pressed her palms into his
chest. It felt like he was stealing the breath from her lungs along with her
objections. 


“There are a million reasons why I
shouldn’t even be thinkin’ about makin’ love to you right now.” 


His honesty tore down the last weak barrier
that remained between them. “What are we doin’… this is crazy. I don’t even
like you, so why the hell can’t I keep my hands off you whenever we’re alone
together?”


Instead of being affronted, he chuckled at
her honest assessment of the situation. “I’ll be damned if I know. I hate the
fact you’re sassy…” He bent his head to swipe his tongue across her sealed
lips. “Opinionated…” Another leisurely stroke of the tongue, this time deeper.
“Insolent…” He grabbed the back of her head and delved in to her mouth like a
man who’d been without a woman’s touch in years. Desperate, hungry… “But no
one, and I mean no one, has ever turned me on the way you do.” 


Tori whimpered, trying to grip his
impossibly wide shoulders for support. She shouldn’t be getting aroused. He was
insulting her, not whispering sweet words of worship in her ear, but she
couldn’t deny she felt the same way about him.  


“This is the reason I didn’t want you on
this case.” Even as she warred with herself about the mistake she was about to
make, yet again, her hands were reaching for the hem of his shirt. “I knew this
was gonna happen.” 


“It was inevitable,” he muttered, lifting
her hair so he would have better access to that secret spot on her neck. “I
can’t keep my hands off you.” 


She tilted her head back, past the point of
caring whether this was right or wrong. It felt too good for her to even think
about stopping him now. She didn’t even hear the sound of her zipper sliding
down her back; she was too busy trying to stop the room from spinning. 


“You don’t know how many times I’ve thought
about this, baby.” He eased the dress down, pushing it past her hips. “You fit
me like a glove, like you were made for me.” 


The protests and fear swirling around in
Tori’s head started slipping away as her intense need for this man made
everything else seem insignificant. She knew what it felt like to get loaded on
liquid poison, but she had no idea a man’s touch could make her feel as
reckless, as though nothing mattered beyond getting her next shot of him. 


He hooked his thumbs inside of her thong
and tugged them down. “Damn,” he whispered, standing back to admire the outcome
of her drunken episode.    


Tori felt the heat rising up her chest, her
neck, infusing her cheeks with color. Oh hell, no, he’s seen the tattoo. 


 


 


Mike felt like he’d just won the lottery.
The sexiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on had his name inked on her luscious
flesh. She couldn’t deny he was the inspiration behind the tattoo even if she
wanted to. The badge with handcuffs and a gun were sweet enough, but seeing his
name in the center of that shield was enough to make him want to drop to his
knees and pay homage to the artist responsible for the masterpiece… and the
woman who’d endured the pain in his honor. 


“I love it.” 


She closed her eyes. “I never intended for
you to see it.” 


He tipped her chin. “Open your eyes.” He
kissed her lips tenderly. “I said I love it. It’s incredible. You’re
incredible.” 


Tori covered her hands with her face. “I’ve
never been so embarrassed in my life. You must think I’m pathetic.” 


“I think you’re gorgeous… sexy… and I can’t
even tell you how much that turns me on, baby.” 


She looked up, peeking through the gaps in
her fingers. “Really? You don’t think I’m a total loser?” 


“No way.” He smiled. “But I’ve gotta know,
why’d you do it?” 


“Like I said, we’d all had way too much to
drink that night, and we got to talkin’ about the guys we’d been with. My
friend, Roxie, said we should get tattoos in honor of the best lovers we’ve
ever had… you know, to remind us that we shouldn’t be willin’ to settle for
less.”


Mike tried to quash the disappointment. He represented
the promise of great sex to her, nothing more. “I guess I should be flattered
you chose me, huh?” But he didn’t feel privileged, he felt insulted. 


“Hey, what’s wrong? I thought you’d be
baskin’ in the glow of your triumph, not sulkin’ like a two-year-old.” 


“You didn’t get that tattoo because I meant
something to you…” He tried to push past her before he said something he
wouldn’t be able to take back, but she was on his heels by the time he made his
way into the kitchen.


“Why does it matter why I got it? The point
is I did.” 


He rolled his eyes. “Most people get
someone’s name tattooed on their body because…” They’re in love. God, he
couldn’t say that. She’d think he was no better than her obsessive stalker.
“Forget it, it’s not important. Let’s just forget it.” 


“Like I can.” She repositioned her dress.
“I’ve had to look at it every day for the past two years. It’s been torture.”


“Why?” He grabbed the letters off the
counter, intending to retire to his room and study them until he had a handle
on this guy’s motives. “You were hopin’ you’d be able to forget you ever met
me?” 


“Yes.” 


He didn’t know why he was surprised by her
brutal honesty. It was her trademark. “Yeah, well, I’m glad you haven’t been
able to forget, ’cause I don’t think I ever will.” He headed down the long hallway
toward the bedrooms. 


“Mike.” 


He didn’t trust himself to turn around, so
he stopped in his tracks instead. “Yeah?” 


“You were more than an incredible lover. I
felt something for you that night, something I’d never felt before.” 


She was constantly catching him off guard.
When he assumed she would be sweet and vulnerable, she was a little tyrant, but
when he expected her to have her back up, like now, she stunned him by letting
her guard down. If she was willing to put herself out there, he decided he should
have the courage to do the same. “I felt the same way.” 


“Really?” 


He turned to face her and immediately
wished he hadn’t. There was no way he could fight his attraction to this woman.
She was everything he’d always hated: loud, obnoxious, opinionated, reckless,
and totally self-sufficient. He hated that most of all. Most of the women he’d
dated were sweet, shy, and content to let him take the lead in the
relationship, but he knew this little vixen would make him fight for every inch
of ground he gained with her. 


“Really.” 


Tori linked her hands behind her back as
she looked up at him under the veil of her long lashes. “So, where do we go
from here?” 


“I want you more than I’ve ever wanted
anyone, but I felt that way once before, and givin’ in to that temptation
caused us both a lot of grief. I don’t want to make that mistake again.” He
winced when he saw the flash of hurt cross her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
it like that. I just—


She held her hand up. “It’s okay. You don’t
owe me any explanations or apologies. We both knew the score. It was supposed
to be about sex, nothin’ more. If either one of us got our hopes up, then that
was the mistake.” 


Mistake. He hated that word. If he never heard it again in his
life, it would be too soon. “You weren’t a mistake, sweetheart.” It was time
for him to lay it all on the line. “In fact, that night I spent with you was
just about the best damn night of my life.”


Tori looked like she wanted to believe him,
but their past relationship had taught her to be skeptical of his random acts
of kindness. He didn’t blame her. He’d never treated another woman as
abhorrently as he’d treated her, and he had to face facts. The road to
forgiveness was bound to be gutted with potholes. 


“I don’t—”


Mike held his hand up. Not that he wasn’t
curious to hear her response to his revelation, but he knew anything she said
to him now would be impulsive. He wanted to give her time to think about what
he’d said before she reacted. “We’re gonna be livin’ under the same roof, at
least for a while, and chances are we’ll be hittin’ the road together for a
stretch.”


“What’s your point?”


He smiled. It was nice to see the sassy
little pain in his neck reappearing. “I’d like us to try bein’ friends.”


“Friends?” She crossed her arms. “Seriously?
The only time we’ve been able to stand bein’ in the same room together for more
than five minutes was…” It was obvious they were both thinking about that night
when their eyes locked and she licked her lips. “This is crazy. If we’re not
fightin’, we’re thinkin’ about tearin’ each other’s clothes off. How do you
suggest we pull this friends thing off?”


She was right, but they couldn’t forge a
bond on the basis of sex or rage, and he was beginning to realize he’d been
seeking a connection with her for years, he just didn’t realize it until she’d
walked back into his life tonight. “I’m willing to try, if you are.” 


“I don’t know.” 


“Come on, Tori. I don’t wanna go on
resentin’ each other. We see each other all the time. We can’t avoid it, so why
not figure out how to deal with it?” He’d never had so much riding on a
friendship. His gut told him she could be the one. He had no idea how
they could make this work, but he was willing to go to any lengths to try. 


She took a step forward, looking hesitant
as she extended her hand. “Okay, friends.” 


He grinned when he slipped his hand into
hers. “I knew you’d see it my way.” 


“But just so we’re clear, just friends,
nothing more. While you’re here, you’ll be stayin’ in the guestroom at the far
end of the hall. My bedroom is off limits. Understood?” 


Mike had no doubt she’d be welcoming him in
to her bed before long, but he didn’t feel the need to push the issue tonight.
Tomorrow was a new day, and as long as he could look forward to seeing her
beautiful face over morning coffee, it promised to be a good day. 
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Mike Cooper was the most insufferable man
Tori had ever met. He insisted on driving her to rehearsal and refused to leave
until his father promised he wouldn’t leave her alone for a minute. Like Josh didn’t
have better things to do than babysit her. 


“Uh-oh,” Nikki Spencer said, sitting down
beside her. “I know that look. Who pissed ya off this time?” 


Nikki had been like a big sister to her
ever since Tori signed on with her father’s label, Titan Records. “Mike
Cooper.” 


Nikki giggled. “You wouldn’t be the first
girl to get all wound up over him.” Nikki fanned her face. “Lordy, I used to
have a crush on that boy.” 


“Really?” 


“Sure, when I reconnected with my dad, Jay,
Mike, and I were all around the same age. I thought he was just about the
cutest guy I’d ever seen, but my daddy warned me about keepin’ my distance.” 


Tori knew it was silly to be jealous of a
silly teen infatuation. Nikki was married to J.T. McCall, the sexiest cowboy
ever to don a Stetson, and they had a beautiful little girl. “Did y’all date
when you were younger?”


“Na, I saw J.T. for the first time when I
was about eighteen, and it kind of spoiled me for other men.” 


Tori glanced at J.T., looking sexier than
any man should with a toddler on his hip. “I can certainly see why.” 


Nikki laughed. “Yeah, he still has that
effect on women. Damn him.” 


“You know you’re the only woman he wants,
Nik.” 


“I know; it goes both ways. He knows that.”
Nikki covered her face, playing peekaboo with her baby girl, Erika, who giggled
at her mommy’s antics. “But I wanna hear more about you and Mike. What’s goin’
on there?” 


Tori knew she could trust Nikki, but she
didn’t even know where to start. “Your dad has him workin’ this case. He didn’t
give me a choice, basically told me Mike was handlin’ it and I didn’t get a
vote.” 


Nikki rolled her eyes. “Yup, that sounds
like my dad. But why wouldn’t you want him on the case? According to Derek,
he’s one of the best cops on the force.” 


Derek McCall was Nikki’s brother-in-law and
Mike’s stepfather, which made them family, according to Nikki. She’d often told
Tori that theirs was one big extended family, trying to insist she was a part
of it now, whether she liked it or not. Thankfully, Tori did. She couldn’t
imagine working with any other group of people now that the members of Titan
Records had adopted her as one of their own. 


“I’m sure he is. That’s not the problem.” Tori
took a moment to listen to Trey belt out his new hit single before she
responded. “He and I…” She didn’t even know how to describe it. It wasn’t an
affair, but to describe it as a one-night stand didn’t do it justice. 


Nikki covered her mouth as her blue eyes
widened in shock. “No freakin’ way!” She slapped Tori’s denim-clad leg. “How
could you keep this from me? When? Where? More importantly, how was it?” 


Tori didn’t embarrass easily, but the
thought of relaying the dirty details of her night with Mike while his father stood
less than twenty feet away was creeping her out. “Sssh!” Tori said, putting her
finger to her lips as she glanced in Josh’s direction. 


“Oh please, you think Josh doesn’t know his
son’s a player?” 


She felt an unexpected stab of disappointment.
Of course Tori knew Mike was a player. She’d seen the endless parade of
beautiful women who’d escorted him to various events over the past few years,
but it still hurt to think she was just another notch in his belt. 


Nikki placed her hand over Tori’s. “I’m
sorry, that was insensitive of me. You really like him, don’t you?” 


“No!” Tori lowered her voice when several stagehands
turned around to stare at her. “I mean, we were together a couple of years
back. I’ve barely spoken to him since.” 


“I can’t believe it was that bad,” Nikki
said, in a stage whisper. 


“Believe me, it wasn’t.” 


“Ha! I knew it! It was that good, wasn’t
it?” 


Only good enough to warrant center stage in
her fantasies after all this time. “Yeah, but that’s not the point.”


“Then what it is?” 


“You said it yourself, he’s a player.”
Deluding herself wasn’t Tori’s style, and she didn’t put much stock in pillow
talk. 


“So was J.T. when we got together. People
change, hon.” 


“Not Mike.” 


“I don’t believe that. He just needs a good
woman to tame him. They all do.” 


“Regardless, it’s gonna make it tough to
live under the same roof with him, given our history.” 


Nikki choked on the water in her mouth as
her eyes began to water. 


Tori tried not to laugh as she patted her friend
on the back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to catch ya off guard there.” 


When Nikki finally caught her breath again,
she said, “Uh yeah, you did. Okay, back up. I want to hear the whole story. You
and Mike are gonna be living together? How the hell did that happen?”   


Tori was still trying to come to terms with
the idea herself. “Like I said, your dad hired him to find out who’s been
tailin’ me. He came back to my place last night to pick up the letters that
jerk’s been sendin’ me, and it turns out he’d been there.” 


Nikki’s face drained of color. “Oh my God,
are you serious?” 


“Yeah, ’fraid so. Fortunately, Mike handled
the situation like a pro.” She smiled. “Of course, that’s what he is.” 


“So, that’s why he’s staying with you… in
case this guy comes back?” 


“Yeah.” 


Nikki put her arm around her friend’s
shoulders. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that he’s there. I wouldn’t be able to
rest if I knew you were in that house all alone. Does my dad know about this?” 


“I’m sure Mike or Josh has filled him in by
now.” 


“Hey, they’re gonna find this guy, and
until they do, Mike’s not gonna let anything happen to you.” 


“I know.” It wasn’t the stalker she was
worried about right now. The bigger issue was how she was going to keep her
clothes on around her new roommate. 


 


 


Mike was watching the seconds tick by on
his watch as he waited for the first guy on his list to show up. Luc had
offered to let him use one of the offices at Titan Records since his
conversations with these guys would be off the record, for now. He
couldn’t believe he was about to interview Tori’s past lovers. Just thinking
about it nearly gave him an ulcer. 


As he reviewed his list of gut-wrenching
questions, Luc popped his head in the door. “Hey, man, you got a minute? I
wanted to talk to you about what happened last night.” 


“Yeah, come on in. Close the door. I’m
waitin’ on a couple of people.” 


Luc raised an eyebrow. “By people, do you
mean suspects?”


“At this point, I’m lookin’ at the guys
Tori’s been…” Mike clenched his fist under the table, hoping Luc couldn’t read
the change in his demeanor. “Intimate with in the past two years.” 


“Since she got that tattoo, right?” 


Mike nodded. Just thinking about that
tattoo set him off. When he’d seen it, he’d been riding a high, but he came
crashing down just as quickly when he realized it meant nothing to her. He
represented a night of great sex, a nice memory to haul out when she was
feeling lonely, but he’d never be the kind of man a girl like Tori would give
her heart to.    


Luc grinned. “Did she give you the deets
about the tat? I’ve been tryin’ to get it out of her for weeks now.”


If Mike told him he’d seen it and that he’d
been the inspiration behind it, his new boss would know his relationship with
Tori went too deep for Mike to remain objective in this case. “She didn’t wanna
tell me either.” At least that much was true. She didn’t want to tell him, and
she hadn’t intended to show him, but once again, their hunger for each other
overshadowed their common sense. 


“So, tell me about these guys you’ve got
your eye on. Anyone look promising?” Luc leaned over and glanced at the sheet
of paper on the table between them. “Three guys, only three, in two years?” 


In Mike’s mind, that was three guys too
many, but he couldn’t tell Luc that. “Yeah, only three.” 


Luc chuckled. “Hell, when I was single,
that was a good weekend. You too, huh?”


Mike couldn’t think about his other lovers
when Tori and her safety was at the forefront of his mind. Thankfully, a knock
at the door interrupted Luc’s debriefing.


Luc stood and extended his hand to Mike.
“I’ll let you get on with it. I just wanted to thank you for doin’ this. Havin’
someone like you on this case makes me feel a hell of a lot better.” 


“No problem.” Mike reached across the table
to shake Luc’s hand. “I’m glad you asked me to get involved.” He wouldn’t have
trusted anyone else to take care of Tori the way he could. 


“Hey, Josh told me that dirtbag actually
broke into her house last night?” 


“Yeah, but don’t worry, we’ve got it
covered. If he’s stupid enough to come back, I’ll be waitin’ for him.” 


Luc smiled. “Glad to hear it. You’ll be
stayin’ there with her until we hit the road?” 


“Yeah, that’s the plan.” 


“Sounds like a good one.” Luc pointed to
the door. “You’ll fill me in on what happens here today?” 


“You got it, boss.” 


Luc opened the door and nodded to the man
standing just outside as Mike stood up, beckoning him inside. 


It took everything in him to pretend this
was just another case. He wanted to grab this guy by the neck and throttle him.
As he extended his hand, he decided to put him on the defensive from the start.
He’d usually go in for the softer approach, try to disarm his suspect with his
good ol’ boy spiel, but this time he wanted nothing more than to intimidate the
hell out of him. “Lieutenant Mike Cooper, we spoke on the phone.” 


The guy’s eyes drifted to the gun strapped
to Mike’s waist. “Oh man, I didn’t know you were a cop. I thought you worked
security for the record label.” 


Mike assessed his reaction. He was clearly
nervous. “I’m consultin’ on this case. Don’t worry, our talk today will be off
the record.” He pointed to the chair on the other side of the table once the
man offered him a limp handshake. “Have a seat. I want you to tell me about
your relationship with Tori Warner.” Mike would rather thrust hot pokers into
his own eyes than have to listen to this. 


He folded his tall, skinny frame into the
leather guest chair and linked his hands in front of him on the table. “Uh
well, we met at the horse races. My old man was racin’ the front-runner, Blue
Thunder. Tori had a lot of money ridin’ on his horse.” He chuckled. “She sure
was gettin’ into it. Sexier ’n hell… a lady who knows how to pick ’em.” 


Mike wanted to reach across the table and
snap his scrawny neck like a dry twig. “So, your common interest in horses led
to a… relationship?” The word tasted sour on his tongue and Mike had the
urge to spit it out, like a rancid piece of cheese. 


“Yeah, we dated for a couple of months.
She’s a really cool chick.” 


“How so?” He gripped his pen so hard as he
scribbled his notes he was surprised the piece of plastic didn’t snap in two. 


“You’d think she’d be all stuck up, ya
know, since she’s so famous and all. But she’s not. She loves horses, grew up
on a ranch not too far from my old man’s spread.” 


“She ever take you to her parents’ ranch?”
If he said yes, Mike didn’t trust himself to maintain his tenuous grip on his
restraint. 


“Nah, I kept hopin’ it would get more
serious, but it never did.” The guy frowned suddenly as he pointed at Mike. “Hey,
that tattoo… you’re not the guy, are you?” 


“If you don’t mind, I’ll ask the
questions.” He’d love nothing more than to tell him yes, that his was the name
inked on Tori’s sweet body from now through eternity, but he couldn’t reveal
too much. If this was his guy, he didn’t want to risk setting him off. “So,
when was the last time you talked to Tori?” 


“Jeez, it’s gotta be a year, maybe more.” 


“Did she end the relationship, or did you?”
Like he didn’t know the answer to that question. A guy like this would be
willing to kiss the ground at Tori’s feet if it meant five more seconds in her
presence. 


“She said she just wasn’t feelin’ it.” He
shrugged. “What’re ya gonna do, right?” 


“Did that make you angry?” 


“I’m not gonna lie, I was really into her.
Sure, I was hopin’ for more, but ya can’t force it. If the girl’s not into ya,
time to move on to the next one, right?” 


Mike was an expert at reading people, and
he knew this guy wasn’t the one he was looking for. “Listen, thanks for comin’
in today,” he said, getting to his feet. “I’ll call you if I have any more
questions for you.” 


“Sure, no problem. Hey, do me a favor? Tell
Tori I said hi. Let her know things are lookin’ real good for Blue Thunder this
year, if she wants to come out to the track and check it out.” 


Mike clenched his jaw. “Yeah, I’ll be sure
to tell her that.” Just as soon as she falls asleep in my arms. 


 


 


Tori was grilling steaks on the barbeque
when she heard the front door slam. 


“What the hell are you doin’ here?” Mike
asked, glaring at her. 


“Uh, I live here.” 


“Don’t be a smart ass. I told my old man
not to leave you alone. Why the hell did you come back here by yourself?” 


“I don’t need a babysitter, Lieutenant.” 


“Are you crazy?” He set his hands on his
hips and scowled at her. “You’re out here by yourself, the front door is
unlocked. Do you have a goddamn death wish, or what?” 


Tori grew up in a house where the doors
were never locked, neighbors were always welcome, and friends were constantly
dropping by with a bottle of moonshine or a hot apple pie. She couldn’t get
used to the idea of looking over her shoulder every time she turned around.
“I’m not gonna let this asshole take over my life.” 


Mike grabbed her arm and turned her around
to face him. “Listen to me, I’m not gonna let anything happen to you. If I have
to stick to you like glue every minute of every day to keep you safe, that’s
what I’m gonna do. I don’t care if you like it or not.” 


His breathing was labored and she could
tell she’d scared the hell out of him by discounting his demands. She pressed
her palm against his chest and she could feel his heart racing. “Hey, I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.” 


“If I’d walked in here and found you laid
out on the floor…” He drew a deep breath as he thrust his hands into her hair.
“You have no idea what that would’ve done to me.” 


In the face of his fear, her heart thawed
just a little more. How could it not when he seemed so concerned about her
well-being? “Fine, we’ll play it your way… for now.” 


“Baby, I’m serious. You don’t know what was
goin’ through my head when I found the front door unlocked.” His hand gripped
the back of her neck as he tilted her face up to his. “I’ve worked some crazy
cases in my career, hostage situations, a manhunt for a serial killer,
kidnappings, but nothin’, and I mean nothin’, set my heart to racin’ like you
did just now.”  


God help her, she was falling deeper in the
abyss with every sweet word he spoke. Soon, there’d be no way for her to climb
out. “I said I’m sorry, can we just leave it at that?” 


Instead of responding, he captured her
mouth in a possessive kiss that outlasted her reservations. When he finally
withdrew, she pressed her fingertips to her swollen lips and tried to make
light of the fact she’d never felt so unbalanced. “You kiss all your friends
that way, Coop?”


“Don’t,” he warned, pulling her hand away
from her mouth. “Don’t try to be funny. I’m not in the mood.” 


“Fine.” She turned back to the meat on the
grill, disappointed to see it was well past the medium-rare stage she usually
preferred. Not that his kiss hadn’t made it worth the sacrifice. “Since you ruined
our dinner, can you at least open the wine?” 


For the first time since he walked in the
door, he rewarded her with a sexy grin, and she couldn’t help but respond in
kind. She wasn’t supposed to like him, but she found the more time they spent
together, the harder it was to remember why she’d disliked him for so long.
Right… he’d referred to her as a mistake. She just had to keep reminding
herself of that every time she saw that flash of white teeth peek out from
amidst that irresistibly dark stubble painting his square jaw.    


“Are you sure that’s a good idea? You
remember what happened the last time we had a few too many, don’t you?” 


Tongue in cheek, she said, “If I wanted to
seduce you, I wouldn’t waste time with a merlot. I’d be pullin’ out the Jack
Daniels and linin’ up the shot glasses.” 


He threw his head back and laughed as he
patted her behind. “The night’s still young, sweetheart.” 
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Mike couldn’t remember the last time he’d
actually had fun getting to know someone. She was a riot, charming him with
stories about what it was like growing up with big brothers who were determined
to ensure she remain a virgin until she was thirty.  


“So, what does your family think of your
success?” He leaned back in his chair and brought his wineglass to his lips.
The sun had long since set, but he wasn’t ready to call it a night. 


“They don’t treat me any differently. My
parents made sure I knew from the get-go that a good singin’ voice was a
blessin’ I ought to be grateful for. Hell, I know I didn’t have anything to do
with it.” 


“No, but you’ve worked hard and made the
most of it. Some people waste talent like yours, ’cause they’re lazy and
unmotivated.” 


She laughed. “Believe me, bein’ lazy was
never an option in my family. Daddy had us up at five every mornin’ rain or
shine to help him with the chores before school.” 


He grinned as he imagined his sexy little
country crooner slopping hogs or mucking stalls. “What about in the summer
time, what’d y’all do for fun?” 


“Oh, that’s when me and my girlfriends
would get a little crazy. Bush parties, tailgaitin’, you name it and we got
into it.” 


Mike had no trouble believing she’d gotten
into more than her fair share of trouble growing up. Tori wasn’t afraid to step
outside of her comfort zone and test the boundaries. That fearless attitude was
bound to get you into trouble sooner or later. A lesson he’d learned the hard
way. “Tell me the worst thing you ever did when you were a teenager.” He
refilled her wineglass, surprised to note they’d already polished off two
bottles in the hours since they’d started dinner. 


“I don’t know if I should tell you. Is
there a statute of limitations on joy ridin’ in a stolen car?” 


He threw his head back and laughed. “You
did not!” 


“We sure did.” She laughed. “I was about
sixteen, and my brother had just gotten a new Silverado. I loved that truck,
but he wouldn’t let me drive it.” She pouted as she crossed her arms over her
chest. “Said he didn’t trust me not to wrap it around a tree. Hell, I’d been
driving tractors since I was twelve, and he was worried about me drivin’ a
little ol’ pick-up truck. Can you believe that?” 


Mike smirked. It sounds like a stunt he or
his brother might have pulled back in the day. “So, what’d your brother do when
he found out?” 


“He was madder than hell. Gave me the
silent treatment for a week.” She took a deep swallow of her wine. “He just did
it ’cause he knows how much I hate the silent treatment.” 


“Is that why you wouldn’t talk to me? You
thought you were punishin’ me?” 


Tori looked at him and laughed. “Seriously?
Uh no, I kept my mouth shut ’cause I didn’t trust myself. If I started in on
you, the whole damn world would’ve known our business.” 


“Would that have been so bad?” At the time
he may have thought so, but knowing what he knew now, he’d consider it a
privilege to be romantically linked to this lady. 


“Hell, given how close I am with your
family, and extended family, it would’ve been a disaster.” She laughed. “Could
you just imagine your mama if she found out?” 


Mike’s mother, Ashley, loved Tori.
“She’d have been plannin’ a weddin’ for sure.” 


She pushed her chair back from the table
and stood up. “Yeah, I guess we dodged that bullet, huh?” 


No, Mike felt the bullet hit him square in
the chest. “I was wrong about you,” he said quietly, trying to gauge her
reaction. 


“What do you mean?” 


“I thought you were just this carefree
little diva who lived for the next party.” 


She smiled. “I pretty much am.” 


“No, you’re not. That’s just what you want
people to believe.” He reached for her hand. “There’s a hell of a lot more to
you than that. You’re passionate about your music, you love your family, and you
anonymously donate hundreds of thousands of dollars to a literacy group every
year.” 


She scowled as she withdrew her hand. “How
the hell did you know about that?” 


“It’s my job to know everything, Tori. Why
literacy?” 


Her blue eyes clouded over. “My granddad
was the strongest man I’d ever known, but he was too proud to admit he needed
help readin’ and writin’. He went to his grave not bein’ able to read a word. I
know he was embarrassed about it. If I can prevent even one person from feelin’
the way he did, it’ll have been money well spent.” 


Mike knew he was in deep trouble. He just wanted
to pull her into his lap, bury his face in her silky hair, and tell her she was
the most incredible woman he’d ever known. He wanted to spend every night just
like this, talking, laughing, falling more in love with her. 


“I guess I should get to bed. I’ve got
another big day tomorrow.” She closed the lid on her deluxe grill and replaced
the cover. “I hope you don’t mind bein’ on your own for dinner tomorrow night?”



“Why? You expectin’ rehearsals to run
late?” 


“No, I’ve got to attend a charity
fundraiser for the literacy foundation tomorrow.” 


“You need a date?” He tried to sound
nonchalant, but he knew he wasn’t fooling her. 


“Thanks, but I’ve already invited someone.”


The news she was dating someone else hit
him hard. “You know it’s not a good idea to be datin’ until we find this guy
who’s been stalkin’ you.” Even once they found him, Mike thought the notion of
her dating someone else was just about the worst idea he’d ever heard. 


“It’s okay, your dad checked this guy out
personally and he gave me the green light.” 


Mike would have to have a little chat with
his old man tomorrow about minding his own damned business where Tori was
concerned. 


“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but
would you mind makin’ yourself scarce tomorrow night?” 


“You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me?” All of the
alcohol Mike had consumed in the past several hours suddenly went to his head.
“You’re not seriously thinkin’ about bringin’ this guy back here, are you?” 


“Why the hell not? It’s my house. I can do
what I want.” 


“I thought you said you’d never brought
anyone back here before?” 


“I haven’t, but there’s gotta be a first
time.” 


Mike knew he was the first, and he wanted
to be the last. 


She sighed. “We’ve been seein’ each on and
off for the past few months. He’s from out of town…” She looked uneasy when she
said, “This may be the last time we hook up before I go out on the road.” 


Mike jumped out of the iron chair so fast
he upended it. “Oh, hell, no! You’re not gonna sleep with that asshole tomorrow
night, if that’s what you’re thinkin’.” 


“Like you could stop me.” She moved to the
door, but he beat her to it, blocking the only entrance to the house. 


“Don’t do this. Please.” Mike had never
pleaded with a woman before in his life, but if he had to get down on his knees
to make her think twice about sleeping with some other guy, he would. 


“You don’t get to set the rules,
Lieutenant. This is my playground. I get to decide who I invite over.” 


His hands bracketed her hips and he pulled
her toward him. “Don’t even try pretendin’ you don’t feel something for me.” 


“You really think I’m stupid enough to give
you another chance after the way you treated me last time?” 


He raked his hand through his hair, feeling
helpless, desperate, like the clock was ticking and he was running out of time
to plead his case. “I already said I was sorry about that. I tried to make you
understand—”


She pressed her fingertips against his lips
as she shook her head. “Fool me once, shame on you,” she whispered. “Fool me twice,
shame on me.” 


 


 


Tori had already left the house by the time
Mike went looking for her the following morning. That woman was a loose cannon.
She couldn’t follow the simplest instructions. 


“What’s with you?” Josh asked when his son
marched into the studio, barely sparing him a glance. 


Mike scowled at Tori, who was dominating center
stage as she performed the upbeat party anthem from her latest album. “I don’t
know how the hell I let you talk me into this.”


Josh laughed as he poured strong coffee
into a disposable cup and handed it to Mike. “Looks like someone hasn’t had his
shot of caffeine this mornin’.” 


“I’ll need somethin’ a hell of lot stronger
than coffee if I’ve got a prayer of gettin’ through the day.” Or more
specifically, the night. He had no doubt he’d be making himself crazy
wondering what Tori was up to with her date. “By the way, I’ve got a bone to
pick with you.” 


Josh rolled his eyes. “What’d I do this
time?” 


“You told Tori she could go out with this…”
Mike didn’t even know his name or anything about him. Within the hour, he
intended to have a full report on this dude, and if he had so much as an unpaid
parking violation, Mike would find a way to prevent her from going out with
him. 


“Bryan Tate? Yeah, what’s wrong with that?
She’s been out with him lots of times.” 


“Yeah, she’s probably been out with her
stalker lots of times, too. How the hell do you know they’re not one in the
same?” 


“Come on, I checked this guy out myself.
He’s clean.” 


It wasn’t often Mike went toe-to-toe with
his father, or had reason to, but he wasn’t backing down this time. “You guys
hired me to do a job, and you need to stay the hell out of my way so I can do
it.” 


Josh raised his hands, obviously trying to
wipe the smile off his face. “I’m not tryin’ to do your job, kid. I checked him
out before you were even hired.” 


Mike sighed. He knew this wasn’t his dad’s
fault. If he’d had a sleepless night thinking about Tori taking another man to
bed, he had only himself to blame. He had two longs years to make things right
with her, and he’d squandered every opportunity. “Look, I’m sorry, Dad. I
didn’t mean to come down on you. This is just so damn frustratin’.” 


“I thought you were gonna be able to keep
your personal feelings out of this. If you can’t… ” 


There was no way Mike was handing this
investigation off to someone else. At least now he was living in Tori’s house
where he could keep her safe. None of his colleagues would be willing to make
that kind of sacrifice, not that he intended to give them the chance. “Don’t
you think I know I’m breakin’ every damn rule in the book by letting my
personal feelings affect my judgement?” 


“About what?” Trey asked, coming up behind
them. 


“Nothin’, forget about it,” Mike said,
wishing he’d kept his big mouth shut. Before long, everyone in their inner
circle would know that he and Tori had slept together. 


“Come on, I’ve known you since you were a
kid,” Trey said, nudging him in the ribs. “You can tell me what’s got you so
worked up.” 


Any other time he wouldn’t have thought
twice about confiding in Trey. He’d been like an uncle to him most of his life,
but he couldn’t talk about his relationship with Tori until he knew where they
stood. 


“It’s not what… it’s who,” Josh said,
chuckling. 


Mike glared at his father. “Did anyone ask
you?” 


Josh laughed. “Has that ever stopped me
before?” 


Trey followed Mike’s eyes to the stage.
“Ah, I shoulda known. Man, if you expect to tame that little lady, you’ve got
your work cut out for you.”


“Don’t I know it. I tell her I don’t want
her goin’ anywhere alone and she takes off while I’m in the shower. I tell her
to make sure the house is secure at all times, and she leaves the front door
wide open. I tell her to keep a low profile, and she has a date for a charity
event tonight.” 


Trey laughed. “I’m willin’ to bet that’s the
one that’s got you in such a foul mood today, am I right?” 


“How the hell am I supposed to investigate
this case if I’ve gotta worry about babysittin’ her all the damn time?” 


“You don’t have to worry,” Josh said.
“She’s in good hands with us. You go do what you need to do.” 


Mike wanted to stay and talk to her,
hopefully convince her to reconsider her plans for tonight, but he knew in his
state of mind, it would likely escalate to an argument in no time. “Fine, I’ll
head over to Luc’s office, but I want you to email me everything you have on
that Bryan guy.” 


Josh saluted him. “Yes, sir.” 


“Don’t mess with me. I’m serious.” 


“I know you are…” Trey said, grinning. “Seriously
messed up over the pretty little blonde with the big ol’ voice.” He looked at
his old friend. “You know what they say don’t you, Josh?” 


“No, what’s that?” 


“The bigger they are, the harder they
fall.” He chuckled. “I think this big guy has already fallen hard.”  


 


 


Tori had never been distracted on stage
before. Performing her music always put her in the zone, making her untouchable
to outside diversions. But this morning was different. As soon as she felt
Mike’s eyes on her, she’d nearly forgotten the words to a song she’d sung
hundreds of times. Living under the same roof with that man was torture. Not
only was it costing her sleep, knowing he was just down the hall, but his hot
and cold attitude was costing her sanity.  


“Let’s take five, guys,” Tori said into the
microphone. She reached for the bottle of water at her side as her band made
their way off stage. She tried to ignore the curious sidelong glances they were
shooting her way. They’d been working together for a long time and she knew
they’d never seen her this preoccupied. 


Titan Records publicist, Avery McCall,
raised a finger, beckoning to her. 


Tori groaned inwardly, half-expecting to be
read the riot act. She was supposed to have attended the opening of a hot new
club downtown last night, but she’d begged off at the last minute, claiming she
was tired and stressed. The truth was, she just wanted to go home, kick her
heels up, and enjoy a quiet dinner with Mike. Unfortunately, the hours they’d
spent together left her more confused than ever about the direction they were
taking. 


She’d suspected trying to forge a
friendship with a man she’d been intimate with would be difficult, but she had
no idea that thoughts of him would intrude on every other area of her life,
including her music. 


“Hey there,” Avery said, offering her a cup
of coffee, just the way she liked it. “You look like you could use a pick me
up. What happened? You didn’t sleep well last night?” 


Tori felt like she hadn’t had a decent
night’s sleep in weeks. Between worrying about the man tailing her and the sexy
cop making himself at home in the bedroom down the hall, she was surprised she
managed even a few winks of shut-eye at night. “I’m okay.” She wasn’t one to
complain. She’d made it this far by convincing people she was tough, she could
handle anything they threw her way, and she was. She just had to refocus.


Avery sipped her coffee before asking,
“What happened last night? Why didn’t you make it?” 


“I’m sorry I had to bail. I just needed a
night off. I hope they weren’t too pissed that I wasn’t there to sign autographs.”
Tori felt guilty for shirking her responsibilities, something she’d never done
before. 


“I just told them you weren’t feeling well.
Is that true?” 


Tori shrugged. She wasn’t feeling well, but
her problem was more mental than physical. She just couldn’t seem to get her
head back in the game, and with their group gearing up for a tour, her malaise
couldn’t have come at a worse time. “There’s just a lot goin’ on, ya know?” 


“I know.” Avery looked around to make sure
no one was standing nearby. “Luc told me about the episode at your house the
other night. Thank God Mike was there.” 


“I know, right?” 


“I heard he’s staying with you. Is that
true?” 


“Yeah, he insisted.” She took a fortifying
sip of coffee, suddenly wishing she drank it strong and black, like Mike. 


“I think that’s a good idea, but we need to
be careful. We don’t want this getting out.” 


“You mean about him staying with me?”


“That, and I don’t want people to know
about this guy who’s after you. We need to keep all of it under wraps. I don’t
want anything to overshadow this tour. I mean, come on, this is gonna be huge.
Four of the biggest names in country music touring together. Tickets in every
city have sold out in minutes. It’s crazy.” 


Avery was married to Ty McCall, one of the
artists Tori was touring with, so she knew her publicist was working even
harder to make this tour a success for her husband’s benefit. “I won’t do
anything to screw this up for everyone, I promise.” 


Avery put her arm around Tori’s waist.
“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that, hon. I love you. We all do. Your safety is
our top priority, you know that.” 


“I know, thanks.” 


“So about tonight, you’re still going to
that benefit with Bryan, right?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Good, he’s perfect. Exactly the kind of
man you want to be seen with.” 


Bryan owned a bottled water company that
donated a portion of their profits to various charities. According to Avery, it
would show the public that Tori cared enough about the important causes to take
an interest in a man like Bryan, who lived to help others. 


Tori did like him, enjoyed spending time
with him and talking to him about his interests, but no matter how hard she
tried, she didn’t feel a spark with the man, not like she did with Mike. She
had no intention of bringing Bryan home tonight; she’d simply told Mike she
intended to so she could put some much-needed distance between them.  


“I thought you said bein’ seen with bad
boys was better for my image.”


“That was before,” Avery said, sighing.
“People were still trying to figure out who you were as a person and an artist.
Now they know. You’re a straight shooter. You tell it like it is, don’t give a
rip what people think about you, but there’s a compassionate, tender side to
you as well. I think it’s time we let people see that.” 


Tori wasn’t too keen on baring her soul for
the world to see. She trusted Avery. The woman knew her business like no other,
but Tori felt like she already gave so much of herself to her fans. She wanted
to keep a small part of her life private. “I don’t know where you’re goin’ with
this, but—”


“Don’t you worry about a thing. I’ve got it
covered.” 


And for some reason, that assurance did
worry Tori, a lot. 
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Mike walked into Jimmy’s bar to meet his
brother, Jay, wishing like hell he could just head back to Tori’s place, open a
bottle of wine, and talk until the sun set, just like last night. In fact, he
couldn’t think of a more perfect way to spend the evening. 


J.T. McCall, the owner of Jimmy’s and a
life-long friend of their family, stopped Mike before he could make his way to
the table his brother was occupying. “Hey, I’ve been meanin’ to talk to you. I
hear you’re hittin’ the road with us.” J.T. was married to Nikki and often
toured with her so they were able to take their little girl on the road with
them. 


“That’s the plan.” And since he hadn’t made
any progress on the case yet, he expected to be with them for a good, long
while. The thought should bother him. He had open cases at the station
demanding his attention, but nothing in his life took precedence over Tori’s
safety. 


“Great. We’ll have a blast.” 


Mike grinned. “I’m sure we will, but I’m
not there to have fun.” 


J.T. laughed. “Great music, cool people,
the best liquor money can buy. How can you not have a good time, right?” 


“True.” Mike could care less about the
party. The only thing on his mind was keeping Tori safe. 


“So, I thought we were friends.” 


“What are you talkin’ about, man? We are
friends.” 


“So, why didn’t you tell me about you and
Tori?” 


Mike groaned. “How the hell did you know
about that?” 


“My wife told me. We don’t keep secrets
from each other. Tori knows that.” 


“Tori told Nikki?” Mike muttered a curse.
He trusted J.T. and Nikki to be discreet, but he had no doubt it was only a
matter of time before everyone in their inner circle knew about them. J.T. was
his stepfather’s brother, which meant it wouldn’t be long before his mother
found out about it, and given her feelings about Tori, she’d be riding him
relentlessly. “Listen, no one else can know about this. What happened between
me and Tori happened a long time ago. There’s nothin’ goin’ on between us now.”
Not that he wouldn’t like there to be.


“I’m sorry to hear that. I think you guys
would be great together.” 


“Too bad she doesn’t share your opinion.” 


“Oh yeah? Why’s that?” 


“I screwed things up pretty bad. She’s not
willin’ to give me a chance to make it right.” 


“So, you’re just gonna give up? Just like
that, huh?” J.T. tipped his cowboy hat back on his head. “Guess she don’t mean
that much to you after all.” 


“How the hell do you know how much she
means to me?” 


“Man, I’ve known you your whole life. When
you want somethin’, you go after it. You don’t let anything stand in your way.”



Mike knew his friend was right, but his
heart had never been on the line before. That added a whole new dimension of
fear. “I just wanna take it slow, see how this whole things plays out.” 


“Yeah, and in the meantime, she’s out with
that Bryan dude tonight. You think his plan is to take it slow?”


J.T. was obviously trying to light a fire
under him, and Mike hated to admit it, but it was working. “Don’t start with me
about that guy. Hey, have you met him yet?” 


“No, but Nikki has. She’s says he’s really
got his shit together.” 


Mike knew all about Bryan’s philanthropic
endeavors, he’d seen the background check his father ran on him. He even saw
his picture online. The guy looked like a model for one of those yachting
magazines. He and Tori couldn’t be more different. Mike only hoped that in this
case, opposites repelled. 


“Hey, Nik told me about this dude who’s
been tailin’ Tori, too. What’s the deal with that?” 


Given the fact they were in the middle of a
noisy, crowded bar, Mike wasn’t too concerned about anyone eavesdropping on
their conversation, but he didn’t want to take any chances. “We need to keep
that under wraps, man.” 


J.T. raised his hands. “No worries, I hear
ya.” 


“Thanks. Listen, I know my brother’s
probably anxious to get home to his wife and baby girl, so I’m gonna head on
back there and have a drink with him before he gets antsy and decides to call
it a night.” 


“You got it. You need anything, you let me
know. And as always, drinks are on the house.” 


Mike slapped his friend on the back.
“Thanks, buddy. You’re the best.” 


“Do me a favor. Tell my wife that, will
ya?” 


Mike laughed. “She already knows it.” 


Jay stood up and pulled Mike into a half
hug when he reached the table. “What’s up? Seems like I haven’t seen you in
ages.” 


“Been busy with work.” 


The waitress took their drink orders, and
Jay eased back against the bench seat. “There’s somethin’ different about you.
What the hell’s goin’ on, and don’t tell me nothin’ ’cause I know damn well there
is.” 


His brother already knew about his night
with Tori, so there was no sense trying to hide the truth from him. “Dad
convinced me to take a bit of time off. There’s a case he wanted me to work
on.” 


“Really? What kind of case?” 


Mike leaned forward. He knew if he couldn’t
trust his brother, there wasn’t a person alive he could count on to have his
back. “Somebody’s been stalkin’ Tori.” 


Jay muttered a curse. “Why the hell didn’t
she tell us?” Jay and his wife, Victoria, were close friends with Tori, but
Mike knew Avery wanted her to keep it quiet so it wouldn’t interfere with their
upcoming tour. 


“I think she was kinda sworn to secrecy.
Don’t take it personally.” 


Jay smiled at the waitress who set two
bottles of beer between them. “Still, it makes me feel better knowin’ you’re
keepin’ an eye on her.” 


“I was hired to investigate this case, not babysit
her.” Mike brought the bottle to his lips. “But somehow I managed to end up
lookin’ out for her, whether I like it or not.” 


“That must be kinda weird, given your
history, huh?” 


He tipped the bottle to his lips before he
responded. He wished he could have ten more beers to make him forget that Tori
was probably dancing in another man’s arms right now, but he still had to drive
back to her place… eventually. If he walked in on the two of them… he couldn’t
trust himself not to tear the guy apart.  


“I’m stayin’ at her place. How’s that for
irony?” 


“No way!” Jay threw his head back and
laughed. “I’m surprised you two haven’t killed each other yet.” 


Mike’s mind drifted back to last night. It
was the nicest evening he’d spent with a woman… ever. “Actually, it’s been
kinda nice gettin’ to know her. I know I don’t have to tell you this, but she’s
amazing.” He cleared his throat, trying to avoid his brother’s intense gaze. “I
like her, a lot.” 


“Define like.”  


“Do I have to?” 


“Damn,” Jay whispered. “Seriously? After
the way you told her to hit the road that night, I thought you pretty much blew
any chance of ever seein’ her again.” 


“I did. That’s the problem.” 


“Ah, makes sense. Tori isn’t like the rest
of your little playmates. She won’t put up with any of your shit.” 


“Shut up!” Mike already knew Tori was
unlike any woman he’d ever met. He definitely didn’t need his brother to remind
him. “Look, I know she’s special. Problem is, she won’t give me a chance to
prove it.” 


“I don’t get it. Why are you here whinin’
to me when you could be at her place, tryin’ to convince her?” 


Mike wrapped his hand around his bottle and
clenched the cold glass before he brought it to his lips. “She’s out on a date.
Don’t that just beat all?” 


Jay smirked. “I gotta tell ya, I love
seein’ you all bent outta shape like this over a woman. It was a hell of a long
time comin’.” 


“Enough about me. How’s my gorgeous
sister-in-law and niece?” 


“Perfect.” 


Mike pretended to gag, but he was glad his
twin seemed so content with his life. 


“Listen to me,” Jay said, leaning forward.
“When you find what I have with Vic, you don’t ever wanna let it go.” 


“I hear ya.” 


“Do you? Really?” 


It was difficult for Mike to even think
about getting in as deep as his brother was. Marriage and kids seemed a long
way off, but leaving Tori’s comfortable home seemed inconceivable to him, too. He
already loved it there, though he’d love it even more if he were sharing her
bedroom instead of sleeping in the room down the hall. 


“Yeah, I hear what you’re sayin’.” 


“I knew there was something special between
you and Tori that night. Why the hell do you think I encouraged you to go after
her and apologize for bein’ such a jerk?” 


It wasn’t difficult to imagine how
different his life could have been if he’d taken his brother’s advice that
night. But at the time, he was scared senseless of what he was feeling for
Tori. He was jealous, possessive, and insecure. It all came down on him at once
when they finally came together. He reacted the only way he knew how to at the
time—he pushed her away. 


“I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life,
Lord knows…” He sighed. “But that one pretty much topped the list.” 


“You’re wrong; this one tops the list.” 


“What’re you talkin’ about?” 


Jay scraped his hands over his face, looking
frustrated. “You’re gettin’ your second chance with her, yet here you are
bitchin’ to me about the fact she’s out on a date with some other guy.” 


Mike drained his bottle. “She asked me to
give her a little space tonight. I guess she wanted to bring her date back to
the house.” 


“Man, you are one dumb S.O.B. If that was
my woman, I’d be camped out on her doorstep to make sure she didn’t do
somethin’ we’d both regret.” 


“I have my pride, Jay.” 


He laughed. “Yeah, you have your pride, but
he’s got your girl. I’d much rather be in his place than yours.” 


Mike stood up and rolled a couple of bills
off the top. J.T. never charged them for drinks, but that didn’t mean they
couldn’t tip the wait staff well. “Thanks for givin’ me a kick in the ass. I
needed it.” 


Jay grinned as he laced his hands behind
his head. “What’re brothers for?” 


 


 


Tori tucked her legs up under her as she
pulled the faux-fur wrap around her shoulders. There was no reason she should
be cold. It was the middle of July. But with Mike gone, the house seemed cold
and eerily quiet. Even with the TV on, she still heard every creak. 


The sound of a car engine and a soft tap on
the door prompted her to mute the sound and listen. When she didn’t hear
anything, she ran to the door to look through the peephole. Mike. Thank God.
She threw the door open and glared at him. “You scared me half to death.” 


He smiled. “Glad to hear it. That means I
must be gettin’ through to you.” 


Tori tugged on the front of his black T-shirt.
“Get in here. You’re lettin’ the bugs in.” She reached for her oversized
designer handbag on the console table in the hall. “Here, take this.” She
handed him her spare key. 


“Thanks.” He pocketed the key and looked
around the open foyer. “We alone?” 


“Yeah, I was kinda tired, so I took a cab
home from the benefit.” 


“I’m not gonna lie, I’m glad to hear that.”
He reached out to pull her into his arms. “I was thinkin’ about you all night,
sweetheart.” He closed his eyes as he lowered his head. “It was makin’ me
crazy, thinkin’ about you bein’ here with him.” 


She dropped her head against his chest. He
was making it so hard for her to remember why she had to keep shutting him
down. Instead of responding, she reached for his hand. “Come on, you can watch Golden
Girls reruns with me.” 


He groaned. “Do I have to?” 


“Yes.” Tori reached for the blanket and
wrapped it around her shoulders before leading him back into the great room.
She snuggled up in a corner of the deep leather sectional and patted the spot
beside her. “Come join me.” She’d been on edge all day and she just wanted to
relax in his strong arms and forget about her troubles for a while. 


Before he could claim the spot beside her,
the phone at her elbow rang. He glanced at the caller I.D. before looking at
his watch. “Unknown caller at one in the mornin’? This could be him.” 


Her heart had just resumed a normal rate
when it started racing again. “What should I do?” 


“I’ve got it covered. Just try and keep him
on the phone as long as you can so we can trace the call, okay?” 


Tori nodded before taking a deep breath and
picking up the cordless to connect the call. “Hello?” She listened to the first
several seconds of the song ‘I’ll Be Watching You’ before the line went dead.
She shuddered as she let the phone fall from her hand. “Jesus,” she whispered.
“He’s not gonna give up, is he?” 


Mike grabbed the phone and hung it up
before he sat down and pulled her back against his chest. He positioned the
blanket over their bodies. “Tell me what he said.” 


She closed her eyes and leaned her head
against his shoulder. “Nothing. He just played that song ‘I’ll Be Watching You.’
Remember that one?” 


“Sure, by the Police.” 


She turned around at the same time they
realized he was probably trying to send both of them a message. “You think he
knows you’re staying here with me?” 


“My guess would be yes.” 


“What are we gonna do? How are we gonna
stop him?” 


“Don’t worry about that, just leave it to
me.” He tucked her head under his chin as he rubbed her shoulders. “This guy
may think he’s smarter than me, but trust me, he’s not. Eventually, he’s gonna
slip up, and when he does, I’ll be all over him.” 


“Will you be able to trace that call?”


“Probably not, but I didn’t expect him to
make it that easy for me. He’s gonna make me work for it, no doubt about it.”


“I’m so glad you’re here.” Tori wrapped her
arms around his back. For the first time in a long time, she felt like she
needed someone, and she was so grateful she had him to shoulder some of this
burden. “I’m sorry about tonight.” She’d been feeling guilty all evening,
knowing if the situation had been reversed, it would have driven her to
distraction thinking about him with another woman. Whether she wanted to admit
it or not, her feelings for this man were getting stronger every day, and it
went beyond physical attraction. He made her feel safe and protected, but more
importantly, he made her feel cherished and… loved. 


“You don’t owe me an apology. This is your
house. If you wanna invite some guy back here, you have every right.” 


She’d never been one to run away from the
truth, and she knew it was time to own up to her feelings about him. “I didn’t
want to bring him back here because… I knew you’d be here.” 


He pulled her into his lap so she was
straddling him, looking down into his eyes. “Tell me more.” 


It wasn’t easy for her to let her guard
down, especially when he’d already broken her heart, but she knew she’d regret
it if she took the easy way out this time. “I was thinking about you all
night.”


Mike framed her face with his hands. “Me
too. Hell, I couldn’t stop thinkin’ about you.” His hands slipped inside the
neckline of her short silk robe, but she knew he was waiting for her consent
before he took it any further. 


“I know we said we were gonna work at bein’
friends…” She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. “I have a lot of
friends, but…” She’d never been the shy, reserved type, but she’d never had to
be the aggressor in a relationship before either. “I haven’t had a lover in
quite a while.”


“Is that what you want… for me to be your
lover?” He grabbed her chin between his thumb and forefinger when she tried to
look away. “I need you to tell me how you’re feelin’, baby. Not knowin’ is
killin’ me.”


“I don’t want another one-night stand with
you, but I’m not ready for a relationship, either.” She sighed. She knew this
was coming out all wrong, but she didn’t know how to convey everything she was
feeling for him without scaring him off. “It’s not that I wanna see anyone
else. It’s just that I need to focus on this tour for the next little while.”


“I get that.”


Tori looked up, surprised. “You do?” 


“Of course I do. I know how hard you guys
have been workin’ to put this together. The last thing you need is a
relationship to mess with your focus, right?”


She nodded. He seemed to understand exactly
what she was thinking, how she was feeling. “There’s only one problem.”


“What’s that, darlin’?”


“My focus is already shot to hell.” Her
eyes landed on his full lips and she wondered how any woman could be expected
to spit out a coherent thought with that kind of temptation staring her in the
face.


“Why’s that?” he whispered, threading his
hands through her hair. 


“I’ve been thinkin’ about what it would be
like if we had one more shot… you know, no interruptions, no distractions, just
you and me and…”


“And your big, empty bed?” 


He pulled her toward him, coaxing her mouth
down to meet his as she scraped her silk panties against his jeans, creating a
delicious friction that nearly sent her soaring.  


“The whole night just to explore…” He
scraped his stubble against her sensitive nipples as he eased the delicate
fabric over her shoulders. He pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her collarbone.
“To taste…  


“Mike… please…” She pulled his hair, not
caring that it likely made his scalp tingle. He was making her whole body
tingle, from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, and she didn’t know
how much more she could take before she came completely unglued. 


“You have to tell me what you want…” His
bright blue eyes were only half-open, and he appeared to be as lost as she
felt. “What you need from me…”


Tori brushed her peaked nipple against his
parted lips, hoping he would see fit to show her a little mercy. She didn’t
know how much longer she could survive in this aroused state of limbo. 


He drew the tender flesh into his hot
mouth, circling the peak with his tongue as she cried out and bucked against
him. 


“Just like that…” She threw her head back,
her hands in his hair and the slow, controlled movements of his mouth the only
anchors preventing her from dashing to the finish line. 


Her hips were already gyrating
involuntarily, but when he sensed she was too close to the brink, he’d hold her
hips in place, forcing her to remain still until her body descended the summit
just before it reached the peak. “Don’t do this to me. I need…” 


“I need you, too,” he whispered before
drawing the peaked point of her arousal between his teeth.    


“Then take me.” 


Mike smirked as he tipped his head back to
look at her. “Anxious, aren’t we?” 


She was almost embarrassed to admit it, but
maybe if she told him the truth, he would understand why she couldn’t hold back
any longer. “It’s been a while…” She felt the heat rising up her neck. “Months,
actually.”


He grinned as his hand moved up to cup her
breast. “How many months we talkin’, sweetheart?” 


She closed her eyes, silently cursing his
smugness. He probably hadn’t gone a week without a woman warming his bed, but
each of the three men she’d been with in the two years since she’d been with
him left her feeling so disappointed and frustrated she couldn’t bring herself
to take the risk again. “Six, okay?” 


“Hey, look at me.” He brushed his thumbs
across her cheeks. “I’m sorry I was so wrong about you.” 


Tori was surprised he was willing to take
her word at face value. “You mean you’re sorry for thinkin’ I took a different
guy to bed every night?” 


“I must’ve been the stupidest son of a
bitch alive to let you walk out of my apartment that night.” 


Her heart clenched at his admission. She’d
been waiting so long to hear him say that. “I don’t want to think about that
night anymore. I want to make the most of this night.” She licked her lips,
praying he couldn’t feel how hard her heart was pounding under his hand. “Don’t
you?” 


“Hell, yeah,” he whispered, bringing her
mouth down on his. 
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Mike had spent many sleepless nights
imagining what it would be like to get a second chance to make love to Tori, to
show her how much she meant to him, how wrong he’d been to make her feel like
she was anything less than everything. 


Now the moment was finally here, and his
hands were trembling. He was the guy who put his colleagues to shame on the
shooting range because his shot was so accurate, his hands so steady, his aim spot
on, time after time. Yet here he was, in this woman’s arms, feeling more
nervous than he had when he lost his virginity to the head cheerleader in the
backseat of his old Camaro on the night of her junior prom. 


“Let me take you to bed,” he whispered,
kissing her neck. He wanted to take his time and love her the way she deserved
to be loved tonight, the way he should have loved her the first time.


“Yes.”


Mike picked her up and carried her down the
hall as she buried her head in his neck. 


For the past two mornings, he’d paused in
her bedroom doorway, watching her sleep, imagining what it would be like to
feel her long, silky blond hair tickling his chest as his eyes opened slowly to
admire the beauty in his arms. He swore if he ever got the chance to experience
that, he wouldn’t waste a minute on recrimination or regret. This was about new
beginnings, starting over. He may not have treated her the way she deserved to
be treated the last time they were together, but now that he knew what he’d
almost had and lost, he wouldn’t make the same mistake again. 


She never took her eyes off him as he laid
her down in the middle of her big four-poster bed and peeled his clothes off. 


“Protection?” 


Tori pointed to her nightstand and he
leaned over to reach into the drawer. He broke the seal on the box and tossed a
few of the small foil packets on the wood surface. 


“Four? Should I be worried?”


He laughed. Only she could make him laugh
when he was this aroused. “Baby, I don’t think I could ever get enough of you.”
He rolled the condom on and loosened the tie on her robe. The only thing
standing between him and the one thing he wanted more than his next breath was
a silky pair of panties. “You are so gorgeous,” he whispered, peeling them down
her smooth, lightly tanned legs.  


She reached for him, but he grabbed her
wrists, placing a kiss on each pulse point. “Just let me look at you. You don’t
know what it does to me, seein’ my name on your…”  He took a deep breath and
found the courage to say the words that had been searing his lips every single
time he saw her. “Tori, I’m fallin’ in love with you.” 


“You don’t have to say—”


He silenced her with a deep, passionate
kiss. “Yes, I do,” he said, when he finally pulled away. “I should’ve said it a
long time ago. Hell, I knew it was true two years ago, and that’s what scared
me. I knew you could destroy me.” 


“I don’t want to hurt you,” she whispered,
wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him down for another kiss. 


She hadn’t said she felt the same way, but
he tried not to dwell on that as her body opened up to him, enfolding him in
her heat. 


“This…” she murmured, “this is what I
needed, what I’ve been missin’.” 


Her nails pierced his back as he kissed her
neck. He thought all he had to do was eradicate her fear, stroke by stroke, and
she would open up and let him into her heart.  


“Baby, please…” He hadn’t realized the plea
slipped past his lips until she kissed him again. She probably thought he was
pleading with her to surrender to her inevitable release, but this went so far
beyond their physical connection. He’d never been the first to say those three
little words to a woman, never waited for a lover to say it back to him, but he
suddenly realized how cold and lonely it felt on the other side of that
declaration, wishing, hoping, praying the person you loved would love you back.



“Oh God, Mike…” The rest of her words were
lost to the wave of her breathless climax, but he knew they weren’t going to be
the words he wanted to hear. Not even cocooned in the safety of an intimate moment
was she willing to let her guard down long enough to admit she loved him.  


She bracketed his face with her hands.
“Hon, what’s wrong?” 


He closed his eyes, trying to take pleasure
in the sweet heat she promised, but he couldn’t be satisfied with her body. Not
if she wasn’t willing to give him her heart. For him, it was all or nothing. “Not
a damn thing.” He still had his pride. He’d told her how he felt, and if she
wasn’t able to reciprocate, he would never try to force it. 


Tori raised her hips, threaded her hands
through his, and looked him in the eye. “Make love to me.” 


They weren’t making love, they were having
sex again, and that insight hurt beyond anything he’d ever felt before. He
loved this woman, he wanted her to love him back, but she couldn’t… or
wouldn’t. “That’s not what you want, is it?” 


“What’re you talkin’ about?” 


“This,” he said, pounding into her
ruthlessly, punishing her and himself for the feelings he should never have
acknowledged. “This what you want? You wanna forget about life for a while…” He
hated the look of her ecstasy he saw on her beautiful face, hated her for
making him fall deeper in love with every second that passed. “You want me to give
you what you need… a quick release… no strings attached.” His body and his heart
were completely out of sync as the harsh accusations fell from his lips. “You
don’t want me…” He thrust into her relentlessly, knowing she was claiming her
pleasure despite his pain. “You just want this…” He gave into his own release
on a guttural cry of frustration. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Having sex
with her wasn’t supposed to end in a mind-blowing climax. Only making love with
her, really connecting with her, was supposed to make him feel that way.


Before she could stop him, he eased off her
body, picked up his clothes, and walked down the hall to the guest room. If
he’d questioned it before, he didn’t now. His time in her life was meant to be brief.
Once this case was over, he’d go back to his home, his life, and try once again
to forget this night ever happened. 


 


 


Tori listened to the sound of the shower
down the hall. She kept hoping he’d come back, but when minutes slipped into
hours, she knew he wasn’t. She could lie there and pretend she didn’t know what
had set him off, but it was painfully obvious. He wanted her to acknowledge her
feelings for him, but she couldn’t… not yet. Not until she knew she could trust
him with her heart. 


She had known him almost four years, and
during that time, she’d seen him with dozens of women, each more beautiful than
the last. Tall, exotic beauties or sexy redheads whose eyes shone with love
that was so clearly one-sided. She didn’t want to be another one of those women
who gave her heart to him, only to have him quash it when he tired of her. He’d
done it once, but she’d be damned if she let him do it again. 


Only one thing would prove to her that he
was sincere: time. If he still claimed to love her weeks, months, years from
now, maybe she could reveal the truth… that she’d fallen in love with him the
first time he stepped out of his father’s pool and smiled at her like he’d been
waiting for that day as long as she had.  


 


 


Since Mike couldn’t sleep, he decided to
get up and make breakfast. Living alone meant he had to starve or learn to
cook, so he’d eventually opted for the latter. Once the coffee was brewing, he
started on the eggs and bacon. 


Tori tiptoed into the room, looking
sheepish. “I guess I overslept.” 


Mike glanced at the clock on the stove.
“It’s only seven thirty, not too late.” He didn’t want to engage in idle chitchat,
but since they were living under the same roof for the next couple of days, he
would have to work at being civil to her. Once they were out on the road,
staying in separate hotel rooms, it would be easier for him to maintain his
distance… and his sanity. 


“Good thing we’re gettin’ a late start this
mornin’.” She reached into the overhead cabinet and poured him a coffee. “A
peace offerin’?” 


“You don’t need to worry about makin’ peace
with me. I understand the way it is.” It was killing him, but he understood
perfectly. She didn’t share his feelings. For her, this was all about the sex.
Any connection he’d felt had obviously been in his mind. 


“I wanted to talk to you about tonight. My
family’s comin’ over for dinner.” 


“You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t
be here.” 


“Where will you be?” 


“I have a date.” It was the truth, he’d
made the date before he took the case, and he’d never gotten around to
canceling it. Now he had no reason to. This thing between them obviously wasn’t
making it out of the bedroom and he was tired of trying to convince himself it
was. 


He glanced up and felt the weight of his
words hanging heavy in the air between. 


“You have a date?” She glared at him. “You
asshole. You take me to bed last night, tell me you love me, and you’re goin’
out with another woman tonight?”


“Like you give a damn who I go out with.”
He was past the point of caring whether he hurt her feelings. After last night,
turnabout was fair play. “You didn’t want me here anyways. I’m good enough to
have sex with, but I’m not good enough to meet your family.” 


“You’re wrong, I was gonna ask you to stay
for dinner ’cause I wanted you to meet them. But you go out on your date, have
a good goddamned time, and don’t bother comin’ back. I’d rather face a dozen
serial killers than have you spend one more night under my roof.” She stormed
off before he could respond. 


He tipped his head back, wishing like hell
someone had taught him the fine art of diplomacy. 
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Tori was trying to get through her father’s
birthday celebration with a smile on her face. She laughed at all of his jokes,
endured her brother’s endless teasing, warded off her mother’s concern about
her weight and demanding schedule, and all the while she felt sick knowing
she’d driven Mike into another woman’s arms tonight.


Tori and her mother were putting the rest
of the dishes away while her father and brothers enjoyed a cigar on the patio.
“Are you sure you’re okay, honey?” 


“For the tenth time, I’m fine.” Tori grit
her teeth and reminded herself this wasn’t her mother’s fault. She was
responsible for the mess she’d made of her life. “I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t
mean to snap at you.” 


Her mother, Paula, set the damp dishtowel down
on the counter and hoisted her small frame up on a tall stool. “Does this have
something to do with a man?” 


“Yes, no, oh hell…” She scraped her nails
across her scalp and wished just this once, she could give in to her tears, but
if any of her brothers caught her shedding a tear over some guy, they’d never
let her live it down. 


“It’s okay, you know you can tell me,”
Paula said, reaching for her daughter’s hand. “Whatever it is, I’m sure you’re
not the first woman to go through it.” 


Tori didn’t know how her mother could possibly
understand. Her parents had been high school sweethearts, married forty years, had
four children, and they were still the best of friends. Thinking about her
parents’ marriage sent Tori over the edge. Suddenly she couldn’t contain the
emotion she’d been trying so hard to keep in check all day. “I just wish I
knew…” She reached for a tissue, but balled it up in her fist instead of using
it to dry her eyes. “When someone likes me for me, ya know?” She sniffled.
“Sometimes I feel like everyone wants a piece of me, but nobody seems to want
the whole package.” 


“I don’t believe that. You were always one
of the most popular girls in school. Lots of friends, boyfriends… people liked
you for you back then.” 


“I guess.” She climbed up on the stool
across from her mother. “But things are different now.” 


“Are they really? So you travel around the
world and sing your songs instead of singin’ in the shower. You’ve got a few
bucks in the bank instead of havin’ to roll pennies to put gas in your truck,
but you’re still the same girl you always were.” 


Tori propped her chin in her hand and
stared at her mother. “You really think so, Mama?” 


“I know so.” She laughed. “You really think
your daddy and me were gonna let you get a big head?” She gestured outside.
“And you know you have your brothers to bring you back down to earth if you
ever get too big for your britches.” 


“Ain’t that the truth.” 


“This man… Are you afraid he only wants to
be with you because of your money or maybe he’s hopin’ to linger in your
spotlight?”


Tori laughed out loud. “No, trust me, he’s
not impressed by stuff like that. He has lots of famous friends. Hell, I’m
still an openin’ act compared to most of them.”


Paula slapped her daughter’s hand. “Don’t
you be runnin’ yourself down, girl. What you’ve accomplished is nothin’ short
of a miracle, and we all know it didn’t come easy.” 


“I know.” She sighed. “I just meant… Mike doesn’t
care about money or fame. In fact, I think he’d prefer it if I were a checker
at the supermarket.” 


“You mean to say he’s intimidated by your
success?” 


“No, not at all!” She laughed at her
over-zealous reaction. “Sorry, it’s just that he’s one of the most confident
men I’ve ever met. He’s a police lieutenant, and he’s used to callin’ the
shots. I don’t think he knows quite what to make of me always givin’ him a hard
time.” 


“That’s probably what he loves about you.” 


Tori didn’t know how much she should say.
She didn’t want to get her mother’s hopes up, but if she didn’t get everything
off her chest, she feared she might explode. “I don’t know if I can believe
him… about lovin’ me. He says he does, but…” 


“But you don’t know if he’s bein’ sincere?”



“He hurt me once, a long time ago. And even
before… we never really got along. The chances of us ever findin’ happiness
together are slim.” 


“I used to think the same thing about your
daddy.” 


“Really?” Tori always thought her parents
were perfect for one another. “I find that hard to believe.” 


“We wanted different things out of life. I
wanted to go away to school, and he wanted to stay here and take over his
daddy’s ranch.” 


“So you were the one to give in, huh?” 


“I never looked at it that way, darlin’.”
Paula reached out to stroke her daughter’s cheek. “Relationships are about
compromise. Your young man… has he made any compromises for you?” 


Only took a leave of absence from his job, uprooted
his entire life to move into her home, follow her around the world, and ensure
she was safe from harm. “Yeah, I guess he has.” 


“How ’bout you? You willin’ to give a
little?” 


“I’m scared, Mama. What if he hurts me
again?” 


A soft smile played on Paula’s unpainted
lips. “What if he doesn’t? What if he makes you happier than you’ve ever been?
Isn’t it worth the risk?” 


Before Tori could respond, laughter erupted
from outside and a deep, husky voice that sounded all too familiar slid under
her skin, rendering her speechless. 


“Darlin’, what is it?”   


“It sounds like Mike’s here.” 


Paula clapped her hands together as she
jumped off the stool. “Oh good, I can hardly wait to meet him.” 


Tori had no idea what to expect. She didn’t
want to worry her family, so she hadn’t told them about the stalker. If Mike
told them he’d been staying with her and the reason why, her parents wouldn’t
rest for a minute knowing she was in danger. 


“There you are,” Mike said, looking up at
her. 


He looked perfectly at ease, sitting between
her two older brothers like he’d known them forever. 


“I’m surprised to see you here.” She raised
an eyebrow. “I thought you had other plans.” 


“Nothin’s more important to me than you,
sugar.” 


She was barely able to control the impulse
to tell him she loved him right there, in front of her entire family. “I’m glad
to hear it.” 


Her brother, Jeremy, slapped Mike on the
back. “Finally, you find yourself a decent guy, and you’re keepin’ him a secret
from your own family. What gives, sis?” 


Tori didn’t know how to respond, but once
again, Mike came to her rescue. “We’re just takin’ our time, man. Seein’ where
this might lead, right, Tori?”  


“Um, yeah.” She swallowed the lump in her
throat. If she hadn’t been afraid to tell him how she felt last night, he
wouldn’t still be questioning her feelings, and he wouldn’t have gone out with
another woman tonight. She looked for streaks of lipstick on his face or traces
of make-up on the collar of his white shirt, but was relieved to find none. 


“Ma’am,” Mike said, getting to his feet.
“You must be Tori’s mama.” 


“I’m sorry,” Tori said, watching Mike take
her mother’s hand. “I must have forgotten my manners. Mama, this is Mike
Cooper. Mike, my mother, Paula Warner.” 


Paula covered Mike’s hand with her own. “I
can’t tell you how nice it is to meet you.” 


“The pleasure’s mine, Mrs. Warner.” 


Tori sighed. His mama certainly had raised
him right. No wonder Ashley was so proud of Mike, so anxious for him to find a
woman who loved and deserved him. 


Mike raised an eyebrow as he smiled at
Tori. “You okay, darlin’?” 


“I’m fine.” She covered her mouth with her
hand to conceal a yawn. “I guess I’m just a little tired.” 


Paula winked at her husband. “I think
that’s our cue to leave, Andy.” 


“I reckon it is,” her father said, pulling
his heavy frame out of the cedar lawn chair. 


“No,” Tori said, quickly. “I didn’t mean
for you to leave.” 


“Never you mind,” her father said, taking
both of his hands in hers. “You need your rest.” 


She raised up on her toes to press a kiss
to her father’s wrinkled cheek. The years in the blistering sun had taken their
toll on his skin, but when she looked at him, she still saw the same healthy,
strong, vibrant man who used to push her on their tire swing in the backyard.
It was difficult for her to acknowledge the passage of time. Her father was
another year older. “I love you, Daddy,” she whispered.


“I love you too, girl.” 


He pulled her into his arms and she felt
like a little girl again, safe from harm as long as she had her father to
protect her from the sadistic man intent on getting inside her head, her home…
taking over her life.


“Promise me you’ll be safe out there on the
road.” 


“I’ll make sure of it, sir,” Mike said
quietly, watching the exchange between father and daughter. “You have my word.”



In that moment, Tori knew Mike hadn’t
broken her confidence. 


“You’re goin’ on the road with them, Mike?”
Andy asked.


“I sure am.” He winked at Tori. “I managed
to get a little time off work and she agreed to let me tag along.”


“I sure am glad to hear that,” Paula said.
“I always worry about her out there, strange cities every night, thousands of
screaming fans trying to get close to her. You just never know about people, do
you?” 


Mike and Tori exchanged a brief look before
he said, “No, ma’am, that’s why I’m gonna be there to keep an eye on her.” 


Paula surprised Mike by reaching up to
press a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you so much for takin’ such good care of my
baby.” 


Mike glanced at Tori over the top of her
mother’s head. “Believe me, it’s my pleasure.” 


“Well, we best be on our way,” Andy said.
“Mornin’ will come soon enough.” 


Tori followed them through the patio doors
and smiled when Mike slipped his hand through hers. “Thanks for comin’, y’all.”



“It’s just too bad that Mike couldn’t join
us for dinner,” Andy said. “It would’ve been nice to spend a little more time
gettin’ to know you, son.” 


“Next time, sir.” Mike released Tori’s hand
to shake her father’s. “It was a pleasure meetin’ you, Mr. Warner.” 


“Call me Andy.” He winked at Tori. “I
couldn’t be happier my little girl’s finally found a man like you.” He raised
his bushy white eyebrows and said to his daughter in a stage whisper, “At least
this one’s on the right side of the law.” 


Everyone laughed as they took turns
hugging, shaking hands, and backslapping. 


Just as he was about to pull the door open,
her brother Jeremy bent to pick up a large manila envelope. “Huh, this must be
for you, sis.” He flipped it over. “There’s no writin’ on it, though.” 


Tori knew the fear must have been evident
on her face when Mike reached for the envelope. “Actually, that’s probably for
me. I was expectin’ somethin’ from the station.” 


“Okay, well, good night, y’all,” Jeremy
said, following their other two brothers out to their trucks. 


“You be sure and call me tomorrow,” Paula
said to her daughter. “And be good to this man,” she whispered in Tori’s ear.
“He’s a keeper if I’ve ever seen one.” 


Tori stood at the door, waving and smiling,
pretending she wasn’t scared to death of what was in the envelope. 


 


 


Mike waited for Tori to close the door
before he walked over to the kitchen counter. It was too late to hope they
would get decent prints. The envelope had already been handled by too many
people, but he was still holding out hope that the contents might produce
something they could use. 


Tori watched him grip the edge of a napkin
while scattering the contents of the envelope across the counter. “Oh my God,”
she said, covering her mouth when she saw the glossy images. 


“Shit,” Mike whispered. 


The photos had obviously been taken last
night while they were making love. Mike’s face was etched out with what
appeared to be a sharp blade. “How did he…?” She shook her head. “I don’t want
to know.” 


Mike opened the sheet of paper and read the
printed note. He threw his head back and laughed. “This guy’s got a pair. I’ll
give him that.” 


“What does it say?” 


“It says I can expect a bullet in the back
of the head if I ever think about takin’ what’s his again.” 


“No!” Tori’s eyes were wide and frantic. “I
won’t let him hurt you.” 


“Baby, relax,” Mike said, trying to draw
her into his arms.


She held her hands up to ward him off. “You
can’t touch me.” She looked around, glancing at the windows surrounding them.
“He could be watchin’ us right now.” 


“I hope he is. If he wants a show, let’s
give him one.” 


“How can you joke about this? That bastard
just threatened your life.” 


It wouldn’t be the first time someone had
threatened to take him out, and in his line of work, he doubted it would be the
last. “I’m not worried about him. Trust me, I’ve dealt with guys like this
before. They’re all bark, no bite.” He smirked. “Hell, he probably doesn’t even
know how to fire a gun.” 


“Are you crazy?” she cried, pacing back and
forth over the limestone floor tiles. “You don’t know that. We don’t even know
who the hell we’re dealin’ with.” 


“Listen, it’s only a matter of time before
he slips up and when he does, I’ll nab him.” He reached into his pocket for his
Blackberry. “I’m gonna call the station, get them to come over and run these…”
he said, nodding toward the pictures. 


Her mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious.
You’re not thinkin’ about turnin’ these over to the police?” 


“Of course, we have to. It’s evidence.” 


“Those are pictures of us having sex.” 


“I know what they are, Tori.” He smiled,
trying to lighten the mood. “Trust me, the boys downtown have seen pics like
this before.” 


“Yeah, well, they’re not gonna see pictures
like this of us.” She tore them up before he could stop her. 


“That wasn’t smart. You know he’s gonna
have copies and who the hell knows what he plans on doin’ with those… usin’
them to blackmail you, post them on the Internet…” He stopped when he realized
his tirade was only making matters worse. She hadn’t asked for any of this and
she sure as hell didn’t deserve it. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Listen, at least
let me get the boys out here to do another sweep of your bedroom. Maybe there’s
a camera hidden in there somewhere that we missed.” 


“Oh my God,” she said, looking around
frantically. “They could be anywhere… everywhere. I can’t stay here anymore.”
She ran down the hall toward the bedroom. “I have to get out of this house.” 


He followed her down the hall and watched
her throw clothes into a suitcase. “You’re right; we’ll go back to my place—”


“No!” she shouted. “I can’t stay with you.
He can’t think there’s anything between us.” 


“There is somethin’ between us, and I’m not
gonna give that guy the satisfaction of thinkin’ he’s won. He hasn’t and he
won’t.” 


“Please, I’d never forgive myself if
something happened to you. Just do me a favor, and keep your distance from me
for a while.” 


He knew there was no sense trying to reason
with her when she was scared out of her mind. “We’ll play it your way for the
next couple of days, but when you’re out there on the road, you better believe
I’m not lettin’ you out of my sight.” 


“I don’t care what you say. I’m not gonna
let you put your life at risk. I…” She looked around the room. “Forget it, we
can’t talk here.” 


Mike sensed she was about to say something
important, but since the room obviously wasn’t secure, she’d thought better of
it. “Fine, we’ll go somewhere where we can talk.” He grabbed her suitcase and
led her out to his truck. He watched her set the alarm and lock the door, but
he knew it was pointless. The guy had already proven that if he wanted to get
in, he’d find a way. 


She sank into the cab of his truck and
covered her face with her hands. “I can’t believe this is happenin’.” 


He reached across the seat and grabbed her
hand, bringing it to his lips. 


She pulled away quickly. “Don’t. He could
be watching us.” 


Not touching her or comforting her when she
obviously needed his support and reassurance was making Mike crazy, but she was
right. They couldn’t afford to take chances until they knew who they were
dealing with. “I want you to stay with me, so I can keep you safe.” He put the
truck in reverse and backed out of the garage, keeping his eyes trained on the
bushes surrounding the house as he pulled out of the driveway. 


Tori crossed her arms. “No way, not gonna
happen. I’ll stay with my parents.” 


“You can’t, you’ll just be puttin’ them at
risk. Besides, they don’t even know what the hell’s goin’ on, and I assume you
don’t wanna tell them?” 


“No!” She sighed. “Okay, I guess I’ll have
to go to a hotel then. I’ll just ask Luc to have someone posted outside my door.
Maybe Joe would be willin’ to do it.” 


He knew Joe was her head of security. He’d
met the man a few times, and he seemed like a decent guy, but there were only
two people Mike could count on to keep Tori safe: his father or stepfather.
“Okay, you don’t wanna stay with me, you can stay with my dad or Derek. Take
your pick.” 


“What’s wrong with you? I can’t just invite
myself to stay in their home.” 


Mike punched the call button to activate
the built-in Bluetooth in his truck. 


“Please, don’t,” Tori whispered, but he put
his finger to his lips to silence her as the phone rang. 


“Hello,” Ashley said. 


“Hey, Mom, how are ya?” Mike said. 


“I should ask you that. I hear you’ve taken
a leave from your job to help out on Tori’s case. You didn’t even think to call
your own mother and fill her in?” 


“Sorry. Listen, that’s what I wanted to
talk to you about. I’ve been stayin’ with Tori for the past couple of days, but
this guy’s gettin’ bolder. She doesn’t feel safe stayin’ in the house anymore.
I want her to stay with me, but the truth is, it’s probably the first place he’d
look for her.” 


Ashley gasped. “That poor girl. I can’t
believe anyone would wanna do this to her.”


Mike smiled. According to his mother, Tori
could do no wrong. “So listen, I was hopin’ she could stay with you until we
hit the road day after tomorrow. Derek’s trained to handle situations like this,
and I’d sleep a lot easier knowin’ he was lookin’ after her for me.” 


“Of course, honey. We’d love to have her.” 


“Thanks, Mom, I owe you one.” 


“You don’t owe me anything. It’ll be my
pleasure.” 


“You’re the best; we’ll see you soon.” 


“We’ll be waiting.” 


Mike disconnected the call and glanced at
Tori. “See, no problem.” 


She was wringing her hands in her lap. “I
hate botherin’ them.”


“You heard my mother, she’s happy to have
you.” Mike chuckled. “Given the choice, she’d probably take you over me.” 


“I love your mom, she’s great.” Tori
smiled. “How do you do that?” 


“Do what?” 


“We’re in the middle of a crisis, and you
still manage to make me smile.” 


“I’ve got your back. You’ve got nothin’ to
worry about, darlin’.” 


She bit her lip. “It’s not me I’m worried
about, it’s you.” 


Mike grinned. She may not have told him she
loved him in so many words, but she didn’t have to; he heard it loud and clear.
“So here’s the deal. I don’t want you goin’ anywhere alone. I’ll call Luc and
make sure Joe goes with you to the studio tomorrow mornin’. He doesn’t leave
until you do. Got it?” 


“I hate this.” She looked out the window.
“I hate feelin’ like a prisoner.” 


“I know. But it won’t be much longer, baby.
We’re gonna get this guy, and when we do, I’ll make sure he’s off the streets
for a good long time.” 


“What’s the next step?” 


Mike turned down his mother’s street and
glanced at the call display on the center console of his truck as his phone
rang. His brother would have to wait. “I’m gonna head back to your place, call
the boys back over. We need to check for bugs, cameras, points of entry, do
another dusting for fingerprints.” 


“Promise me you won’t go in there alone.”
She shifted in her seat to face him. “Please, tell me you’ll wait for back up.”



“I will.” 


“I’m serious, Mike.” She reached for his
hand. “If somethin’ happened to you…”


He kissed the palm of her hand and smiled.
“You really think you’re gonna get rid of me so easily, sweetheart?” 


“I don’t wanna get rid of you at all.” 


Mike put the truck in park and reached
across the cab to pull her into his arms, but she pressed her palms against his
chest to stop him. “Please, don’t. He could’ve followed us.” 


“Don’t you think I would’ve noticed if
someone had followed us? I do this for a livin’, remember?” 


“I’m sorry, I know you probably think I’m
bein’ silly, but I can’t help it. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure you
stay safe.” 


Mike wanted to tell her he loved her for
worrying about him, but it seemed like they were in a good place, and he didn’t
want to risk saying or doing something that would put their tenuous
relationship in jeopardy. 


He just had to take this loser out of the
equation, earn her trust, and they could start planning a future together. He
didn’t know how they would manage the logistics of a relationship with her
being on the road so much, but he knew he’d trade ten dates with any other
woman for one night with her. No matter how difficult it would be, they’d find
a way to make it work, and if it took time for her to trust him enough to
acknowledge her feelings, he was prepared to wait.


“Did you have fun on your date tonight?”
she asked, reaching for the door handle.


He smirked. “What do you think? I was back
at your place by nine.” 


“What’s wrong? She didn’t hold your
interest?” 


“No.” 


“Why not?” 


“She wasn’t you.” 


Tori smiled and withdrew her hand from the
door. “I hate that you went out with her.” 


“Good. Now you know how I felt last night.”



She looked at him, her eyes lingering on
his mouth. “I’m sorry we fought this mornin’.”


“Me too.” He gripped the steering wheel. He
knew if he said too much, they’d be right back where they started last night,
with him feeling frustrated and her feeling defensive. He didn’t want that.
“Listen, this is all new for us. You’re not used to considerin’ someone else’s
feelin’s and neither am I. Why don’t we just take it slow, agree to figure it
out as we go along?”


“Agreed.” She smiled. “I meant what I said
last night. I don’t wanna see anyone else.” 


He laughed as the tightness in his chest
finally began to ease. “You better not.” 


“So, when will I see you… or talk to you
again?” She dropped her face into her hands. “God, I sound like such a girl, don’t
I?” She looked up at him and laughed. “Don’t think for a minute that I’m gonna
be sittin’ by the phone waitin’ for you to call me, Lieutenant, ’cause I won’t.
I’m too busy to—”


He pressed his finger to her lips to
silence her. “We’ll see each other tomorrow night at Luc’s party.” He brushed
his finger across her bottom lip and groaned. “You don’t know how much I wanna
kiss you right now.” 


“I know, me too. But I think it’s best if
we play it safe for now, don’t you?”


Mike reached for his door handle with a
scowl on his face. “You do realize I’m gonna be eatin’, sleepin’, and breathin’
this case until I see this dirtbag behind bars, don’t you?” He came around to
her side of the truck and helped her out of the big cab. 


She looked up at him, a pout drawing her
full mouth down. “I guess that won’t leave a lot of time for thinkin’ about me,
huh?” 


“Darlin’, I won’t be able to stop thinkin’
about you.” 
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Tori was sitting in the great room wearing
an old football jersey and sweatpants when Ashley made her way downstairs. 


She turned the light on, then hit the
dimmer switch on the wall to diminish the bright light. “You okay, honey?” 


“Yeah, I just couldn’t sleep.”


“Can’t say I blame you, given all you’re
going through.” Ashley sat down on the upholstered chair across from the couch
Tori was sitting on. She tucked her legs under her and let her slippers fall to
the ground. “You wanna talk about it?”


How could Tori tell Mike’s mother that her
son was the cause of her insomnia? “I’m just tired and a little stressed. Got a
lot on my mind, gettin’ ready for the tour and all.” 


“Can I ask you something?” Ashley looked hesitant.
“If you think I’m overstepping, just say so and I’ll back off.” 


“It’s okay…” Tori wasn’t surprised Ashley
had questions. Her son had taken a leave of absence from a job he loved to move
into her home and babysit her. How could she not have questions? “You can ask,
but I’m not sure I’ll be able to answer.” She wrapped her arms around her legs
and rested her chin on her knees. “I don’t seem to have a lot of answers myself
right now.” 


“You and my son…” 


“That’s one of the things I’m not too sure
about, Ashley.” Tori liked Mike’s mom too much to feed her false information
just to placate her. “I like him a lot, but…” 


“But you’re not sure you can trust him?” 


Tori looked up, surprised by her insight.
“What makes you think that?” 


Ashley laughed. “Honey, I’ve known that boy
all his life, and he’s always been terrible at relationships.” Her eyes
sobered. “I think it may have had something to do with the divorce. He seemed
to take it a lot harder than Jay did. He just kind of shut down emotionally
after Josh moved out. He dated a lot, but never got seriously involved with
anyone.” She shrugged. “Or if he did, he wasn’t willing to open up to me about
it.”


“It must have been hard to watch him go
through that and not be able to help him.” Tori had always been close to both
of her parents and she knew she could go to them with any problem, except of
course for the fact that some maniac seemed hell-bent on making her his sex
slave. 


“You have no idea.” Ashley sighed. “When
Derek came back to town, Mike was still so bitter, so angry. He felt hurt,
betrayed… I didn’t think we’d ever get through it.” 


“But they’re so close now.” 


“Yeah, but it was a long road back.
Thankfully, we got there.” 


Tori smiled. “I’m glad. You’re all good
people. You deserve to be happy.” 


“But my son isn’t happy, honey. Not really.
He has his work, which he loves, lots of good friends, and a family who loves
him. He dates, of course, but…” 


Tori rested her chin on her hands and
closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about Mike with another woman, much
less invite his mother to tell her about it. 


“The women he gets involved with are so
wrong for him. I have to wonder if that’s why he chooses them.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“It’s so obvious that a guy like Mike needs
a woman who’s as strong as he is to keep him on his toes, but he keeps hooking
up with—”


“Doormats?” Ashley and Tori looked each
other in the eye and burst out laughing. 


“For lack of a better word, yes.” 


“I just call it like I see it.” 


Ashley leaned back and hugged a fringed
throw cushion close to her body. “That’s what I love about you. Hell, that’s
why America fell in love with you. You say the things other people wish they
had the guts to say.” 


“Not everyone likes that about me. I’m not
sure Mike does.” 


“Trust me, it’s what drew him to you in the
first place. I’d watch you two together the first few times you met. I’d hear
you giving him grief and I wanted to go over there and give you a high five, ’cause
I’d been waiting forever to hear a girl backtalk my son like that.” 


Tori laughed. “He sure didn’t seem to
appreciate it.” 


“Didn’t he?” Ashley paused as though she
was considering whether she could risk overstepping some unseen boundary.
“Something changed between you two a while back.” 


Tori closed her eyes and wished she had the
courage to get up and leave the room, but she would never disrespect Ashley,
not just because she was Mike’s mother, but she was someone she counted among
her friends. “What do you mean?” Obviously, she hadn’t been as good at hiding
her feelings as she’d hoped. 


“You used to have this playful banter. You gave
him grief every chance you got, then all of a sudden, something changed. I saw
it in your eyes when you looked at him. You were hurt. You tried to avoid him whenever
possible. And you always brought a date to every function; you never did that before.”



So much for being discreet about their
non-relationship. “I realized he wasn’t who I thought he was.” She knew it hurt
Ashley to hear that. It hurt her even more to say it. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t
have—”


“No, I asked for the truth. I knew I could
count on you to be honest with me. I wouldn’t expect anything less.” 


“I like him, I do. He’s really stepped up
when I needed him, and I’m so grateful, but…”


“You only think of him as a friend, is that
it?” 


No, she had plenty of friends, both male
and female, and none made her feel the way he did. “I don’t know how I feel.” 


“Really?”


Tori didn’t know why she was surprised
Ashley was pushing this; her own mother had done the same. “Maybe I do know,
but I’m not ready to tell him.”


Ashley smiled. “I thought so. You wanna
tell me why?” 


“I can’t. I’m sorry.” 


“It’s okay, I understand. There are some
things you don’t want to discuss with your boyfriend’s mother.” 


“Oh, Mike’s not my boyfriend!” She cursed
her big mouth when she saw the disappointment cross Ashley’s face. “I didn’t
mean it the way it sounded. Your son’s a great guy. Any woman would be lucky to
have him.” 


“But you don’t want him?”


“It’s not that. It’s just…” Tori decided it
was time to go for broke. If Ashley was determined to push, she’d just have to
push back. “When we slept together, he called it a mistake and told me to get
the hell out.” 


Ashley cursed softly. 


It was so unlike her that Tori had to
laugh. “My sentiments exactly.” 


“My son can be so smart about some things,
and such an idiot about others.” She grinned. “The latter he got from his
father.” 


Tori laughed. “I’m sure he did, but don’t
worry, I won’t tell Josh you said so.”


“It’s nothing I haven’t told him before.” 


“So, now that you know the whole story, you
understand why I’m reluctant to believe him when he tells me he’s in love with
me.” 


Ashley’s mouth dropped open. “He actually
said that?” 


“Yeah. Why do you seem so surprised?”


“In all of his thirty-two years, I know
he’s never said that to another woman before.” 


A seed of hope took root. Maybe she was
different. Maybe he was being sincere. “How do you know?” 


“Just a couple of weeks ago, we had Jay and
Victoria over for dinner. Mike came too. I don’t know how it came up, but Mike
was giving his brother grief for telling his wife that he loved her every time
he left home. Mike told us he’d never uttered those words to a woman and
couldn’t imagine he ever would.” Ashley’s eyes darkened. “It broke my heart
hearing him say that. He’s too young to be so cynical. Just knowing that he had
the courage to say it to you gives me hope.” 


Tori didn’t know what to say. She’d been so
caught up worrying about the effect it could have on her if she made the
mistake of letting him in only to be hurt again, she never thought about what
she might be doing to him. “I’m hopeful, too,” Tori said, smiling. “For the
first time in a really long time.” 


Ashley got up and sat down on the ottoman in
front of the couch. She reached for Tori’s hands. “I know I don’t have the
right to ask you this, and Lord knows my son would kill me if he knew, but…” 


Tori smiled. “It’s okay. Just ask.” 


“He may seem like this big, tough guy, and
I know he is, but…” She sighed. “He’s still my son, and I don’t want to see him
get hurt.” 


“I don’t want to hurt him, Ashley.” She
squeezed her hands. “But I don’t want to get hurt again, either.”


“I understand. Can you just give him a
chance, please?” 


Tori leaned forward to draw her into a hug as
she whispered, “I want to.”  


 


 


“The place is clean, Lieutenant. Either he
came back to get the stuff or he was here when he took the pictures. Could you
tell by the angle where the camera was positioned?” 


“I think they were taken from my right
side.” 


Mike understood why Tori felt the need to
destroy the pictures, but he still wished she hadn’t. Even if she hadn’t wanted
anyone else to see them, he could have studied them and gained a clue he might
have missed the first time he gave them a cursory glance. 


“He may have been at the window. I can’t
remember if it was open.” The window had been the last thing on his mind when
he entered Tori’s bedroom last night. 


Remnants of the pictures were pieced
together on the kitchen counter, but she’d torn the glossy photos into so many
small pieces it was difficult to make out any of the details.


“So you two were…” 


Mike rolled his eyes at the detective. “We
were having sex. Any other questions?” 


Detective Smith laughed. “So, your
girlfriend’s this big country singer and you’re tryin’ to keep it from your
buddies downtown. What’s that about, Coop?”


“I didn’t think it was any of your
business.” 


“How the hell did you ever get a hot little
piece of ass like her anyhow?” 


Mike took a step forward and fisted his
hands at his sides. “I’d keep my mouth shut if I were you. I’ve just about
reached my breakin’ point, and since that piece of shit who took those pictures
isn’t here, I’m itchin’ to find another target to take my frustrations out on.”


Smith took a step back, putting his hands
out in front of him. He clearly wasn’t too keen on the idea of taking on
someone half his age and twice his size with fury in his eyes. “Forget I said
anything.” 


“For the record,” Mike said, between
clenched teeth, “Tori’s not just some piece of ass to me. She’s someone I care
about a hell of a lot, and if you’d been doin’ your job, that asshole would’ve
been locked up instead of breakin’ in here scarin’ her half to death.” 


“Coop, you read the case file. You know
I’ve handled this case by the book, but I’ve got ten other cases that have to
take priority right now. Murder, rape, kidnapping—”


“Good thing nothin’s more important to me
than solvin’ this case.” 


“She’s lucky to have you.” Smith smiled.
“If anyone can get this guy, you can.” 


Mike raked his hands through his hair,
trying to will away the migraine gaining momentum in the back of his skull. “I
sure as hell hope so.”  






[bookmark: _Chapter_Eleven]Chapter Eleven



 


Tori bounded down the stairs to the waiting
SUV limo early the next morning. She felt better since she’d finally been able
to put her relationship with Mike in perspective. A man didn’t put his entire
life on hold to come to a woman’s rescue unless he had feelings for her. She
just had to trust his feelings were as strong as hers. Strong enough to survive
months apart while she was on the road, or nights when he was lost in a big
case and had to cancel their plans at the last minute… The reality of their
situation began to settle in on her when Joe hopped out of the limo to open her
door. 


He grinned at her. “Good morning,
beautiful.” 


“Hey, Joe, sorry to drag you out of bed so
early.” She reached up to brush a kiss across his cheek and smiled when he
blushed. He’d been with her since the beginning, every tour, every interview,
rehearsal, autograph signing, and studio session. He was the eyes in the back
of her head whenever Luc insisted she needed them. 


“It’s always a pleasure to see you.”


“As long as I’ve got this monkey on my
back, Luc’s determined to ramp up security. I guess he told you, huh?” 


“He sure did. Can’t be too careful, Tori.”
He made sure she was tucked safely in the backseat before he slammed the door
and walked around to the driver’s side. 


“How’s your daughter?” she asked when he
started the engine. “She must be startin’ high school in the fall, right?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” His jaw tightened as he
pulled out onto the quiet residential street. “It sure would be nice to see her
more, but you know how it is with girls her age. They don’t have time for their
old man anymore.” 


Tori knew Joe had been involved in a messy
divorce before he started working for her, but she didn’t ask the details. She
believed in being friendly with her crew, but Luc warned her that she needed to
know where to draw the line.   


“Yeah, I seem to remember my life was all
about boys, boys…” She pressed her finger to her lips, pretending to be deep in
thought. “Oh, and boys, at her age.” 


“That’s not somethin’ a daddy wants to hear
about his little girl.” 


The tension in his deep voice skitted up
Tori’s spine. They’d always engaged in playful banter before, but obviously
she’d hit a sore spot where his daughter was concerned. “I’m sorry, I was just
teasin’. I’m sure your Lisa isn’t nearly as boy crazy as I was at her age.” 


He looked at her in the rear-view mirror
before he slipped his dark glasses into place. “You were boy crazy, huh?” 


She laughed, hoping to ease the sudden
friction between them. “I still am.” 


“Really?” He took a corner a little too
sharply, and Tori slid across the leather seat. 


“Easy…” she said, gripping the door handle.
“I don’t want to hit the stage with a bruised rib or two.” 


He muttered an apology before asking, “Any
leads on this clown who’s after you?” 


“I’m afraid not. Luc’s put someone on it
full-time; hopefully that’ll help.”


“Yeah, Mike Cooper, right? I never worked
with him, but we’ve met him a few times. Seems like a decent guy.” 


Tori knew Joe had retired from law
enforcement ten years ago, and he’d been working security ever since. “He is.” 


“So, what’s the plan for today? You gonna
be stuck in rehearsals all day?” 


“More or less. If you wanna slip out for a
while, there will be plenty of people there to keep an eye on me. No worries.” 


“I was just thinkin’ maybe we could grab
some lunch, if you have time for a break.” 


It wasn’t uncommon for them to grab a bite
to eat together when she had some down time. “Yeah maybe, let’s see how the day
goes, okay?” 


He smiled. “You got it.” 


 


 


Mike beat Tori to the studio. He hated
waking up in his cold, empty bed wondering whether she’d been missing him as
much as he missed her. 


“Hey, buddy,” Ty McCall said, extending his
hand. “I heard Luc recruited you. How’s it goin’?” 


“Not bad.” He’d been trained not to talk
about ongoing investigations, and even though the city wasn’t picking up the
bill this time and he considered Ty a friend, some habits died hard. “It’s
still too early to tell.” Mike looked around. “Is Tori here yet? I need to see
her before y’all get started.” 


He needed to kiss her… hold her. Leaving
her standing in his mother’s foyer last night without taking the kiss he’d so
desperately wanted left him irritable and frustrated. He was getting tired of
Tori letting some guy who was clearly out of touch with reality dictate when
and if he could touch her. 


“No, but she should be here soon. Luc said
he sent Joe to pick her up.” Ty glanced at his watch. “Huh, that was an hour
ago. She should be here by now.” 


He’d stared down the barrel of a gun, had a
bullet graze his shoulder, been involved in a high-speed chase a time or two,
but nothing got his heart pounding faster than learning the woman he loved
wasn’t where she was supposed to be. Especially when he knew there was someone
out to get her. Just as he was about to launch into full-on cop mode, she
sauntered through the door looking like she didn’t have a care in the world.
Damn her. 


She stopped in mid-step when she saw him.
“Hey, I wasn’t expectin’ to see you until tonight, Lieutenant.” 


Her paid goon was standing behind her
looking at Mike like he was the gum he’d just scraped off his shoe. 


“Do you mind?” Mike said. “I need to have a
word with the lady… in private.”


Joe folded his arms across his chest and
planted his feet firmly in place. “No can do, man. The boss gave me strict
orders not to leave her side all day.” 


Mike took a step closer. His patience was
wearing thin. Another sleepless night coupled with his concern about Tori was
driving him over the edge. “Those orders came from me, so when I tell you I
want time with her, I expect you to back the hell off.” 


“Is that so?” Joe took a step forward,
effectively sandwiching Tori between them. “Well, I don’t take orders from you,
Lieutenant.”


“I’m gonna wipe the smug smirk right off
your face, you—”


Tori pressed her hands into Mike’s chest,
trying to force him to take a step back. “Stop! What’s gotten into you this
mornin’?” 


“What’s gotten into me?” he asked, glaring
down at her. “Where the hell have you been for the past hour?” 


“Joe and I stopped for a coffee. Trey
texted me and said he was runnin’ a bit late and we were plannin’ to start with
our duet this mornin’.” She reached up to stroke his face. “I’m sorry if I
worried you.” 


“I need to talk to you, now.” He reached
for her hand and practically dragged her into the nearest empty office. He
slammed the door and backed her against it before thrusting his hands into her
hair. “Don’t ever do that to me again. You made me crazy wonderin’ where the
hell you were.” 


She smiled as she tipped her head back to
look at him. “Awww, that’s sweet. You were worried about me.” 


“Worried? Damn it, Tori, there’s some guy
breakin’ into your house, writin’ you twisted letters, takin’ pictures of you
havin’ sex…” He forced himself to take a much-needed breath. “How am I supposed
to react when I don’t know where the hell you are?” 


Tori slipped her arms around his waist.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t even know you’d be here.” She frowned. “Hey, why are you
here?” 


“Because I couldn’t start my day without
doin’ this.” His mouth came down on hers fast and hard. He intended to remind
her of what she’d missed out on when she denied him last night. It went on and
on and yet, he still wasn’t ready for it to end. “God, I needed that.” 


“I know,” she whispered, running her hands
up his back, under his T-shirt. “Me too. I couldn’t stop thinkin’ about you
last night.” 


“Me neither.” He kissed her softly,
tenderly, as he drew her closer. “But you need your sleep. You’ve got a brutal
few months comin’ up, and I don’t want you to get run down.” He brushed his
thumb across her lower lip and smiled when her eyes drifted closed and her body
swayed even closer to his. “If you refuse to take care of yourself, I’m gonna
have to do it for you.” 


Her eyes opened slowly as she tipped her
head to one side. “I think I might like havin’ you look after me.” 


He knew Tori too well to think she’d made
that comment in jest. She’d told him countless times over the years that she
didn’t need a man to take care of her; she could take care of herself. He bit
his tongue to prevent those words from slipping past his lips again. He’d
managed to make it through his entire life without professing his love to a
woman, yet now, he couldn’t seem to help himself. 


“I told your mom about us. I hope you don’t
mind?” 


Mind? Was she serious? He’d gladly tell
anyone who’d listen that she was his. “Why would I mind?” 


“I know you don’t like to get her hopes up
when it comes to you and relationships.” 


“There’s never been reason to get her hopes
up before.” He kissed her before smiling. “There is now.” 


Before she could respond, someone pounded
on the door at her back. “Tori, Trey’s here. He says he’s ready to get started
when you are.” 


Joe. That guy was really starting to get on Mike’s nerves. 


“Thanks, Joe. Tell him I’ll be out in just
a minute.” She wrapped her arms around Mike’s neck and pulled him down for one
more kiss. “I have to get out there. I’ll see you tonight?” 


For the first time in his life, he’d be
counting the hours until a date. “Can’t come soon enough. You want me to pick
you up?” 


“No, I think it would be best if I just
went with your mom and Derek.”


“Fine, but if you expect me to keep my
hands off you tonight, I won’t.” 


She grinned. “It’s my hands you should be
worried about, Lieutenant.”  


  


 


Tori was still riding a high as she watched
Mike slip out the door. She had no reason to be this happy. There was a madman
out to get her, she couldn’t stay in her own home, she was facing the prospect
of months on a crowded, noisy tour bus or stowed away in one hotel room after
another, yet knowing Mike would be by her side to help her get through it
reassured her. 


She’d never felt like this before. Happy,
giddy, in love. There was no other explanation for the way she was
feeling. This had to be love. 


Trey came up behind her, wrapping his arm
around her neck as he drew her into his side. “What’s this I hear about some
loser givin’ you a hard time, sugar?” 


Trey was like any one of her brothers: big,
tough, mean, and overprotective. It was a miracle she’d dated at all in high
school. 


She patted his chest as she smiled up at
him. “Relax, Mike’s on it.” 


“Yeah, Luc and Josh told me. I’m glad to
hear it. He’s a good man, and a hell of a good cop.” Trey smiled. “But I don’t
have to tell you that, now do I?” 


Talking to Trey about her love life was
like talking to one of her brothers about it. Awkward. “Don’t you start givin’
me a hard time about him.” 


“I wouldn’t think of it. I knew it was only
a matter of time before you guys got your act together.” 


She slipped her arm around Trey’s waist as
they walked toward the stage. “What makes you say that?” 


“Honey, anyone can see you guys have been
fightin’ this thing between you for four long years. Y’all had to give into it
sooner or later.” 


“How did you know—?”


Trey threw his head back and laughed.
“Everyone who’s ever been in the same room with you two knows.” 


“Seriously?” 


“I’m tellin’ ya, some of the looks you two
fire back and forth could burn the buildin’ down.” 


Heat flooded Tori’s cheeks. She thought
Ashley was attuned to what was going on between them because she was his
mother. She had no idea that everyone in their inner circle knew she had a
thing for the gorgeous lieutenant. “I can’t believe you didn’t say anything
about this before.” 


“I was afraid you’d bite my head off.
You’ve always been so defensive where he’s concerned.” 


Not always. Just for the past two years.
“Well, I don’t want y’all to assume that we’re a couple. We’re not. We’re just
gettin’ to know each other, tryin’ to figure out whether this is somethin’ we
may want to pursue.” 


Trey sat on the edge of the stage and
looked her in the eye. “Why’re you still runnin’ scared?” 


“What’re you talkin’ about? You know me,
I’m no coward.” 


“I wouldn’t have pegged you for one, but now
I have to wonder.” 


Trey’s opinion was important to her, not
just as a mentor, but as a close friend. She crossed her arms. “What’s that
supposed to mean?” 


He rubbed his hands up and down her arms,
obviously trying to soften the blow of his harsh words. “Listen to me, I know
it’s not easy to put yourself out there. It can be scary as hell, but if you
don’t take a risk, you’re never gonna reap the reward. You know that, same goes
for music. You put yourself out there knowin’ people might hate you or they
might love you.” He smiled. “It’s the same with Mike. He might love you, or he
might break your heart, but if you’re not willin’ to put yourself out there,
you’ll never know.” 


Tori was reluctant to take advice from a
man who was married to his soul mate. What did he know about heartbreak? “Are
you spewin’ this stuff just to hear the sound of your own sweet voice or have
you been there?” 


Trey threw his head back and laughed.
“Trust me, I’ve been where you are, sweetheart. You’re probably too young to
remember this, but Sierra and I went through a pretty messy divorce quite a few
years back.” 


“Really?” They’d known each other four
years, and no one, including Trey, had ever told her the couple divorced. “What
happened?” His eyes darkened with sadness, something she rarely saw in him. She
touched his arm. “I’m sorry I asked. You don’t have to talk about it if you
don’t want to.”


“It’s okay, I don’t mind talkin’ about it.
It reminds me how lucky we are.” He drew a deep breath. “Sierra and I met back
in college.” He grinned. “I still thought I was gonna be a big-shot football
player back then, but obviously it wasn’t in the cards. Music was, and Sierra
helped me figure that out. She stood by my side through it all and I repaid her
by leavin’ her alone during the toughest time of our lives. I still hate myself
when I think about it.” 


“But you guys are one of the happiest
couples I know.” 


“We are now, but we went through hell to
get where we are.” He tugged on the end of Tori’s hair and grinned. “Some of us
need a good kick in the ass from someone who loves us before we realize everything
we’ve ever wanted is right there for the takin’, but we need to have the
courage to reach out and grab it.” 


“Is that how you and Sierra found your way
back to each other?” 


“Yeah, my sister could see bein’ apart was
makin’ us both miserable and she decided to step in and do somethin’ about it.”
Trey looked serious when he said, “I owe her my life. I was drinkin’ myself
into an early grave, just tryin’ to deal with the mess I’d made of my life.
Don’t make the same mistake I did, sugar. Don’t let the right man get away just
’cause you’re afraid you might get hurt.” 


Tori moved to his side and hoisted herself
up on the stage to sit beside him. She swung her legs, feeling as carefree as
she did when she was a little girl and her daddy used to push her on the old
tire swung. Her future was finally starting to come into focus and she liked
what she saw. A lot. “How can you be so sure he’s the right man for me?”


“I’ve seen you with quite a few men over
the years, but there’s always been somethin’ special between you and Mike.”
Trey put his arm around her. “The look I saw in your eyes just now, when you
were watchin’ him leave…” He laughed. “You thought no one was lookin’, but I
was, and I saw somethin’ I’d never seen before.” 


Tori tipped her head back to look at him.
His eyes were shielded by the brim of his black cowboy hat, but she could still
see the sincerity on his face. He was someone who cared about her, and she knew
he only wanted what was best for her. “What do you think you saw, cowboy?”


“You’re in love with them.” 


His simple statement sent her reeling.
She’d just acknowledged it to herself; she didn’t expect it to be so obvious to
the casual observer. “How did you know?” 


“You looked at him the same way I look at
Sierra when she’s not lookin’. My world begins and ends with that little lady,
Tori. Without her and our daughter, my life ain’t worth a damn. Take the money,
take the fame, hell, take my voice, and I’d be okay, but take them, and it’d be
all over for me.” 


Tori swiped at the tear she didn’t realize
was sliding down her cheek until it landed on her leg. “I want someone to feel
the same way about me.” She sniffled. “I didn’t realize how much I wanted it
until I heard you say that.” 


“You already have it, honey. Trust me,
Mike’s feelin’ it too, you just have to be willin’ to let him in.” 


“How can you be so sure he feels the same
way?” 


Trey chuckled. “I’ve known him since he was
a kid. He was a little hell-raiser, a lot like me when I was growin’ up. That’s
why I liked him so much. Over the years, I’ve watched him rein it in some, and
when he found his passion, he focused all of his energy on bein’ the best at
what he does, and he is. We’re all proud of him.” 


Tori smiled. Mike was the kind of man who
wasn’t afraid to stare down danger to protect a stranger. He’d lay down his own
life for someone he loved, and he wouldn’t rest until he made sure victims got
the justice they deserved. She was proud of the man he was, the husband and
father she knew he would one day be. 


“I knew it would be the same for him once
he found the right woman.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Mike’s a lot like me, an all-or-nothin’
kind of guy. There’s no gray area for him. Either he’s all in or he’s out. Trust
me when I tell you with you, he’s all in. I see it in the way he looks at you,
the way he’s always looked at you.” 


Tori wanted to believe it was true, but
they had their chance two years ago and he sent her packing before his sheets
were even cold. “If that’s true, why do you think he’s waited so long to make
his move?” 


Trey shifted his cowboy hat back on his
head so he could look her directly in the eye. “You think it’s easy to love
people like us?” 


Tori smiled. “You? No. Me? Yes.” 


Trey rolled his eyes as he tried to hide
his smile. “I’m serious. Half the world wants a piece of us, not because we’re
good people, but because we’re rich and famous. I can’t imagine how difficult
it would be to love a woman like you, Tori. No matter how secure Mike is in who
he is, there’s always gonna be this little voice in the back of his head
tellin’ him you could have any man you wanted, so why should you be happy with
a regular guy like him?” 


“You know that I’ve dated lots of guys who
are rich and famous, Trey. None of them have ever made me feel the way he
does.” 


“I know, honey, but does he?” 


“I hope so.”


“That’s somethin’ you don’t wanna leave to
chance, sweetheart. You just need to bite the bullet and tell him how you
feel.”


She reached up to brush a kiss across his
cheek. “I will tonight. Thanks for helpin’ me figure things out.” 


He kissed her hand. “Hey, what’re friends
for?”  
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For the first time in a long time, Mike was
nervous as he pulled into Luc’s driveway. He’d been to plenty of his fancy
launch parties over the years, but he’d never had a woman like Tori on his arm
before. They all knew and loved her already, but when their family and friends
saw them together, as a couple, there were bound to be questions. He had no
idea how she intended to handle it. Would she tell them they were just having
fun, that it was nothing, or would she tell them she hoped it was the start of
something special? He tipped his head back and said a silent prayer for the
latter.


The valet took the keys to Mike’s truck as
he nodded and slipped him a bill. He took the stairs two at a time, anxious to
see the woman who had been drifting in and out of his mind all day. He’d
interviewed her other two lovers earlier, and it damn near killed him, having
to sit there and listen to another man tell him how special Tori was. 


He rang the doorbell and waited for one of
the uniformed wait staff to check his name on the guest list before ushering
him inside. It didn’t take long for the sound of her husky laughter to permeate
the white noise, drawing his attention.  


Tori was wearing a black, strapless
cocktail dress and high spiked heels. Her long blond hair was twisted into a
fancy top knot. She looked radiant as she sipped from a champagne flute.  More
than anything, he wanted to believe he had something to do with the spark of
happiness he saw in her beautiful eyes. How had he been able to fool himself
into believing she meant nothing to him for so long, when it was so obvious she
could easily be his everything? 


Jay and his wife, Victoria, came up behind
him and Jay passed him a cold bottle of beer. “I knew you wouldn’t want none of
the champagne they’re passin’ around.” 


Mike had never felt more like celebrating
as his eyes locked with Tori’s and she raised her glass to him, a smile on her
glossy lips. 


“Wow,” Victoria said, fanning herself. “Is
it getting hot in here, or is it just me?” 


“Sorry, hon,” Mike said, tearing his eyes
away from Tori long enough to focus on his sister-in-law. He leaned in to kiss
her cheek. “You look gorgeous, as always.” 


Victoria snorted as she rolled her eyes at
him. “I could be prancin’ around here half-naked and you wouldn’t even notice.”



Her husband raised his eyebrows. “Now that
I’d liked to see.”


She slapped his chest. “Behave yourself.” 


Mike’s heart clenched when he watched his
brother pull his wife close and whisper something in her ear. For the first
time, he envied what Jay had. The beautiful woman to come home to, the baby
girl who thought the world began and ended with her daddy. He wanted that… with
Tori. 


“Excuse me, guys. I need a minute with Tori
before the party gets under way.” 


She was talking to a group of men he didn’t
recognize, but he couldn’t wait another second to get her alone. He’d been
holding his tongue, afraid to put himself out there in case he got hurt again,
but it didn’t matter anymore. The only thing on his mind was telling her how he
felt, now, before it was too late. 


“Sweetheart,” he said, coming up behind
her, slipping an arm around her waist, in case any of the guys in her tight
circle had any ideas about making a move. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I was
hopin’ to steal you away for a minute.” 


“Um…” She looked up at him and smiled. “Let
me introduce you to some of my crew.” She gestured to a balding man with
glasses. “This is Danny, one of the lighting guys.” 


Mike dutifully shook the man’s hand. “Mike
Cooper, nice to meet you.” 


“Hey, you related to Josh?” the man asked,
bringing a glass of beer to his lips. 


“Yeah, he’s my father.” 


“Me and Josh go way back. Ever since I
started workin’ for Trey back in the day. Man, I could tell you some stories
about the trouble me and your old man got into at Jimmy’s—”


“I’m sorry,” Mike said, holding his hand
up. “I’d love to hear about that. Later, maybe?” 


Danny shrugged. “Sure, no problem.” 


“Excuse us, guys,” Mike said to the rest of
the group as he took Tori’s hand and led her outside. There were several groups
gathered and all of them turned their attention to Tori as though they felt her
presence.


She smiled as she raised her hand in
greeting. “Hey, y’all.” 


The last thing Mike wanted was to share her
with her adoring public tonight. “Let’s head back to the pool house.” 


“What? Why?” she whispered, smiling
politely at the people she knew as they tried to engage her in conversation. 


“Mike, I’m here to mingle. How the hell am
I supposed to do that if I’m locked away in Luc’s pool house with you?” 


“Please, just give me a minute.” His heart
was pounding harder than it did when he went full-out on the treadmill at the
gym. Thankfully, the door was unlocked and they were able to slip inside
unnoticed. 


“This is crazy,” she said, laughing as she
watched him turn the lock. “What’re you doin’?” 


“I can’t stop thinkin’ about you, Tori.” He
crossed the tile floor as he ran his hands through his hair. He didn’t trust
himself to get close to her until he’d said everything he needed to say. “I
don’t wanna stop thinkin’ about you.” 


She sat on the arm of the upholstered
loveseat and waited for him to continue.


“I wanna be with you, all the time. I need
to be able to call you in the middle of the day… just to tell you I love you. I
don’t want to come home to an empty apartment anymore. I want to come home to
you.” 


“Mike, I…”


“Please, just let me finish.” Even if she
shot him down again, at least he’d know he hadn’t held back. “I interviewed
those other two guys today, the names you gave me, and they talked to me about
how much they’d loved you.” Just saying the words aloud twisted his gut. “They
said they wanted more, but you couldn’t give it to them.


“I need to know, is that the way it’s gonna
be with us, too?” He walked over to her and dropped to one knee in front of
her. “They said they fell in love with you, but you could never say it back. It
reminded me of the other night, and I realized… maybe I’m just kiddin’ myself
here.” 


She shook her head, trying to deny his
claim, but he was too far gone to try to read her signals. “I don’t wanna end
up like them, just another guy whose heart you broke ’cause you didn’t have the
courage to tell him the truth.” 


Her eyes darkened and he knew he’d hit a
nerve when she shifted back and glared at him. “You wanna know why I never let
myself fall in love with any of those guys?” 


He gripped the sofa on either side of her,
hoping she wasn’t intent on telling him something he wasn’t ready to hear. “No,
why?” 


“When I was havin’ sex with them, I was
pretendin’ it was you.” 


He dropped his head as the visual tore
through his mind. Tori finding pleasure in another man’s arms… “I can’t listen
to this,” he said, getting up. 


She fisted his jacket in her hand. “Oh,
you’re damn well gonna listen. You think you get to call me out, and I’m
supposed to just sit here and take it? Like hell. You were the one who brought
up those other guys, and now you’re gonna hear about it whether you like it or
not.” 


Once again, his big mouth bought him more
trouble than he could handle. He knew her words had the power to leave him
battered and bloody by the time she was finished with him. “Are you tryin’ to
punish me? You wanna pay me back for kickin’ you out that night? Believe me,
I’ve been payin’ for it every night for two long years. Every time I saw you at
one of those parties… I’d have to watch you kiss him… touch him… let him touch
you…” He clenched his fists. “I’d go home alone, and lie awake wonderin’ if he
was makin’ love to you. If he was makin’ you feel the way I did.” He lowered
his head. 


“No one has ever made me feel the way you
did,” she whispered fiercely. “And that’s why I couldn’t even stand to look at
you. It just brought it all back, the way your hands felt on my skin, the way
it felt when you thrust inside me the first time…” She pushed his jacket off his
shoulders. “Remind me what it feels like now.” 


There was so much he still needed to say,
but he needed her more. “This isn’t over.” He took his jacket off and laid it
over a chair. 


“No,” she said, watching him intently.
“This is just the beginning.” 


“Don’t say that unless you mean it.” His
hands flew over the buttons running the length of his shirt as he watched her kick
her heels off. 


“I do mean—” 


“Tori, you in there?” 


The pounding on the door rattled the
windows as Mike muttered a curse. “Him again?” 


“Be nice,” Tori whispered. “He’s just doin’
his job.” 


Mike crossed the room and threw the door
open. “What the hell do you want?” 


Joe’s eyes drifted to Mike’s open shirt and
he looked over his shoulder until he found what he was looking for: Tori. “Are
you okay, honey?” 


Mike clenched his fist on the doorknob when
he heard the casual endearment slip past his lips. How many other guys were
just waiting in the wings for their chance with her? “She’s fine, now get
lost.” 


Tori came up behind Mike and pressed her
palm to his back. She smiled at Joe and Mike watched the guy’s whole demeanor
change. 


“I’m fine. You go on back to the party and
have a good time. We’ll be up in a bit.” 


He crossed his arms and glared at Mike. “No
can do. Luc and Avery need you up there for pictures. Avery said she brought
some songwriter…” He snapped his fingers. “What the hell’s his name… Tom… Todd…
ah hell, I don’t know.” He glanced at Mike. “Apparently he’s your date
tonight.” 


Mike spun around to face Tori. “He’s your what?”
he shouted. 


Tori covered her hand with her mouth. “Oh
God, I’m so sorry. I must’ve forgotten to tell Avery to cancel—” 


“You’re not seriously thinkin’ I’m gonna
let you be here as some other guy’s date, are you?” 


“It’ll just be a few drinks, photo ops;
he’s supposed to be the next big thing. He wrote songs for Keith, Carrie, Kelly…”



She reached for him when he pushed past Joe
and made his way across the lawn. “Mike, wait. Please. This is just business.” 


He wasn’t even going to dignify that with a
response. She pretended to be into him, yet she was still dating other guys,
letting the world think she was still looking for her Mr. Right. She’s made one
thing painfully obvious: he wasn’t it.  


 


 


Tori was trying so hard to plaster a smile
on her face, mingle with the crowd, entertain her date, but her heart was
breaking. She’d done it again, driven him away. He’d said everything she’d been
waiting to hear, but instead of saying it back, she froze. 


She knew he’d been waiting for her to
publicly acknowledge her feelings for him tonight in front of their family and
friends, but instead of giving him what he deserved, she’d put her career
first. 


Victoria stood silently beside Tori for a
moment before reaching for a glass of champagne on a passing waiter’s tray. She
handed it to her with a smile. “You look like you could use this.”


Tori reached for the glass, grateful she
didn’t have to worry about driving tonight. “What I could use is a double shot
of Jack Daniels, but since the press is crawlin’ all over the place, Avery said
I need to be on my best behavior.” She took a healthy swig of the champagne as she
glared at her publicist over the top of her glass. 


She hated to being told what to wear,
drink, eat… No, she could live with that. What she couldn’t live with was being
told who to date. “I made a stupid mistake tonight, Victoria.” 


“Is that why my brother-in-law stormed out
of here looking like he was ready to take out anyone who was stupid enough to
get in his way?” 


“Mike told me he was in love with me, and I
basically told him I was in love with my career.” 


Victoria winced. “Ouch.” 


“Yeah, tell me about it.” 


“So, what’re you gonna do about it?” 


She threw back the contents of her glass.
“Get drunk for starters.” 


“We both know that’s not gonna solve your
problems.” 


“If you’ve got any bright ideas, I’m
listenin’.” 


Victoria reached for her hand and led her
into a small, private sitting room that was blessedly free of guests. “Sit
down, and tell me exactly what happened.” 


Tori was exhausted. She was tired of
looking over her shoulder, tired of guarding her heart, and tired of pretending
to be the public persona everyone expected her to be twenty-four seven. She
just wanted to share some of her burden with someone, and since she’d alienated
Mike again, his sister-in-law would have to share her suffering in his place.
“Remember the night we met at the birthday party?”


“Yeah, what about it?” 


“Mike and I slept together that night.” 


Victoria laughed. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”


“Yeah, well, I sure as hell was when he
kicked me out as soon as the deed was done. I’ve barely spoke to him again,
until—” 


“He was assigned to this case?” 


“Right.” 


“Since you guys were kind of thrown
together, you had no choice but to talk about what happened, huh?” 


“Yeah.” Tori sank back in the chair and
closed her eyes. “I didn’t want to let myself feel anything for him. I was
convinced he’d hurt me again, but I couldn’t help myself. I fell for him, hard,
fast…” She sighed. “And I’m afraid this time there’s no turnin’ back.” 


“He obviously feels the same way, so what’s
the problem?” 


“I was gonna tell him how I felt about him
tonight, but I couldn’t. He started talkin’ and all these things kept runnin’
through my head, like—does he know what he’s getting’ himself into, fallin’ in
love with a woman who spends half her life livin’ out of a suitcase?”


“Why don’t you ask him?” 


“He’s not talkin’ to me. Not that I blame
him.” She rubbed her temples when the ache in the back of her head migrated.
“Joe came in and announced my date was here.” 


Victoria’s mouth fell open. “No!” 


“Yup, and instead of telling this guy,
Todd, Tom, whatever the hell his name is, I already have a date, I tried to tell
Mike it was just business.” She groaned as she remembered the look on his face
when she tried to sell him that bill of goods. “What I should’ve done is told
Avery to mind her own damn business and given those tabloid rags somethin’ to
write about tomorrow.” 


“It’s not too late. You can go and have a
little chat with your publicist right now.” 


“You’re right, I should.” Tori stood up and
straightened her dress. “Thanks, Vic.” 


“Oh, and just so you know, we’re headin’
home soon. You know, in case there’s anywhere you’d like us to drop you.” She
winked. “In that dress, you look too good to resist.” 


“You really think he’d wanna see me right
now?” 


“I think the more important question is, do
you wanna see him?” 


“Yes! Hell, yes!” 


Victoria laughed. “Then it’s settled.
You’ve got five minutes to set your publicist straight. We’ll meet you
outside.” 


Tori quickly maneuvered her way through the
throngs of guests trying to get her attention. Nothing was more important than seeing
Mike. As soon as she spotted Avery talking to Lexi and Sierra, she grabbed her
elbow. “Excuse me, you and me need to get a few things straight.” She didn’t
care that her friends were looking on. It was time for her to let the world
know how she felt.    


“Tori,” Avery hissed, “have you been
drinking?” 


“Not nearly enough.” She pointed a finger
at Avery. “I put up with a lot because I assumed y’all knew what was best for
my career. But we’re not talkin’ about my career anymore, we’re talkin’ about
my life, and nobody runs that but me.” 


Avery took a step back. “Are you crazy? I’m
not trying to run your life.” 


“You tell me where to go…” She started
ticking the items off on her fingers one by one. “What to wear, eat, drink, who
to date…” She glared at her. “And that’s the one I have a problem with. I’m in
love with Mike, and I may have lost him thanks to you.” 


“Me? What did I do?” 


“You told me I had to meet some up-and-coming
songwriter. Why, for the love of God? I write my own goddamn music!” 


“Lower your voice,” Avery whispered.
“People are starting to stare.” 


“I don’t care. Let ’em stare.” 


“Look, I know you’re upset,” Avery said,
stroking her shoulder. “You just go home, get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll
talk about this in the morning.” 


“Avery, you know I love you and Ty, and I
respect you, but I can’t go on livin’ this way. I know I signed on for this,
but I didn’t know it was gonna cost me everything that meant anything to me. I
love Mike. I want to be with him. He’s the only thing that matters to me right
now, not this tour or the goddamn stalker or makin’ more money than I’ll ever
be able to spend.” 


Tori was so caught up in her tirade that
she didn’t even see the crowd of reporters moving in on her. Questions were
soon coming at her from all directions. 


“How long has someone been stalking you,
Tori?”


“Do the police have any suspects?” 


“The man you’re in love with, is that the
police lieutenant you were with earlier?” 


“Are you engaged, Tori?” 


“Will this affect the upcoming tour?” 


“Will you have to cancel any dates?”


“Have you set a wedding date?” 


“Will there be heightened security at the
venues?” 


“Will your fiancé be with you on the tour?”



Avery rolled her eyes and muttered, “You
see what you started.” 


“I’m sorry, I—”


“Don’t worry, I’ll handle this.” Avery
beckoned her husband over. “Can you walk her out and make sure she has a safe
ride home?” 


“You got it, darlin’.” 


Avery bared her teeth when she looked at
Tori. “And remember, whatever they ask… no-freakin’-comment. Think you can
handle that?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” Tori lowered her head, embarrassed
she’d turned Luc’s elegant party into a three-ring circus. “I’m sorry about
this,” she whispered to Ty when he put his arm around her and pushed aside the
microphones and cameras being thrust in her face.  


“You’ve got nothin’ to apologize for, Tori.
You’ve been to hell and back these past few months. To tell ya the truth, I’m
surprised it took this long for you to snap. You need a lift home?”


“No, Jay’s gonna take me to—” 


Ty pressed his finger to her lip to silence
you. “You’re gonna have the hounds of hell on your trail if you’re not
careful.” 


Jay made his way toward him. “What the hell’s
goin’ on?” 


“Are you the fiancé’s brother?” one
reporter asked Jay before thrusting a microphone in his face. 


He pushed it aside. “No comment.” 


Tori had never been so humiliated in her life.
Now she would have to release a statement admitting there had never been an
engagement. Not only had she embarrassed herself, but she’d dragged Mike into
her mess. If he wasn’t angry before, he would be now. 
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Mike was sitting up watching a Law &
Order rerun when a soft tap on the door drew his attention. He muted the set
and muttered a curse. He didn’t want to see or talk to anyone right now. He
just wanted to lick his wounds in private. Tori had made it perfectly clear she
didn’t think he was good enough to take the place of the wealthy actors and
athletes who typically decorated her arm. He was just a regular guy… who would
never be enough to satisfy a woman like her. 


He opened the door and, as soon as he saw
it was her, tried to close it again. But she stuck a designer stiletto in the
crack, blocking his movement. 


“I love you.” 


It took a minute for the words to register
before he finally eased the door open. “What did you say?”


“I love you so much,” she whispered. “I
have for a long time. I was just afraid to admit it.” 


He took a moment to revel in those words
before reaching for her hand to pull her inside. 


“I’m so sorry about tonight,” she said,
reaching up to pull his head down to hers. She kissed him before pulling back
to look him in the eye. “You’re gonna hate me when you find out what I’ve
done.” 


His first thought was of her date. “If you
let him touch you—”


“No, it’s nothin’ like that.” She drew back
and held his hands in hers. “I came down pretty hard on Avery at the party. I
told her how I felt about you and from here on in I’d be the one decidin’ how
to live my life.” 


Mike held her close as he lifted her off
the ground. She’d been brave enough to declare her feelings for him publicly,
even after he’d walked out on her. “I’m sorry I walked out on you.” 


“No,” she said, wrapping her arms around
his neck. “It’s not your fault. This is all on me.” She sighed when he set her
down. “I hope you won’t hate me, but...”


He framed her face with his hands.
“Whatever it is, it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is you and me
and what we have.” 


Tori winced. “The press thinks we’re…” She
bit her lip as though she could barely stand to say the word. “Engaged.”  


Mike couldn’t contain his laughter, not
even in the face of her obvious discomfort. “And you thought I’d be mad?”    


“You’re not?” 


“Honey, by tomorrow mornin’, everyone’s
gonna think I’m the luckiest bastard on the planet… bein’ engaged to you.” 


“I didn’t tell them we were, I swear.” She
flattened her hands against his chest. “I just said I was in love with you, and
of course, they took that and ran with it.” She closed her eyes. “I’ll release
a statement in the mornin’ lettin’ everyone know we’re not engaged. I’ll tell
them we’re just…” She looked up at him, obviously hoping he would fill in the
blanks. When he said nothing, she said, “Dating? Seeing each other?” She
sighed. “You got to help me out here. What the hell am I supposed to tell
people?” 


“Tell them that I love you.” He brushed a
kiss against her cheek as he whispered in her ear. “Tell them that I want to
spend the rest of my life with you, as your husband, your best friend, your lover,
the father of your children…” He’d never been so sure of anything in his life,
and for the first time, the thought of a lifetime commitment didn’t scare him.
It reassured him. It gave him hope there would be someone by his side through
the rough times, someone to share his triumphs and grieve the tragedies with
him. Someone who would have his back. Always. 


“Tori, I never thought I’d feel like this.”
He took a deep breath as he pulled back to look her in the eye. Her eyes were
wide and glistening with unshed tears when he said, “I thought marriage and
commitment were for other people. Those poor suckers who were afraid of bein’
alone. I wasn’t that guy. I liked my life exactly the way it was. Until I
didn’t anymore.” 


She looked at their joined hands before
looking up at him. 


“I saw somethin’ in you from the very first
moment I met you, and it scared the hell out of me ’cause I wasn’t supposed to
feel that way about a girl like you.” 


“A girl like me?” She raised an eyebrow.
“You wanna explain, Lieutenant?” 


He loved that she challenged him and didn’t
go along with everything he wanted. She made him explain himself, she pushed
him out of his comfort zone, she forced him to put her first, but most
importantly, she made him want to be a better man because she brought out the
best in him. 


“You were so different from all the other
girls I’d dated.” 


She rolled her eyes. “You say that like
it’s a bad thing. I met some of those sock puppets, remember?” 


He chuckled. “Would you just let me say
what I have to say already?” 


“Who’s stopping you?” Her mouth turned up
in a small smile. “Talk already. I know how much you love to hear the sound of
your own voice.” 


He knew this woman would always keep him on
his toes, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. She was perfect for him…
exactly the way she was. He cleared his throat. “As I was sayin’… from the
first moment I saw you, I couldn’t stop thinkin’ about you, and it seemed
everywhere I turned, there you were. I’d see your gorgeous face every time I
turned on the TV or passed a magazine stand. I stopped listenin’ to my favorite
radio stations ’cause they kept playin’ your songs and they’d get inside my
head. I’d hear those words about love and lust and forever, and I’d wonder if I
ever crossed your mind when you were writin’ those lyrics.” 


“You did,” she whispered. “All the time.”
She smiled. “You know that song I wrote, ‘Done with Jack’?” 


The party anthem soared to the top of the
charts months after their night together. It was a song about the regrets that
followed a night of hard drinking. “You don’t think I know that was your way of
gettin’ back at me?” 


She laughed. “Okay, that one was obviously
about you.” The amusement left her eyes when she said, “What you don’t know is
how many of the others you inspired… ‘Lonely Tonight,’ ‘Missin’ Him’… Hell, I
could go on and on.”


“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened
to me, baby. You make me laugh. You remind me not to take life too seriously,
and I need that. I need someone who’s gonna remind me my life isn’t all about
my job.” 


“It’s not, ya know.” She stood on her tippy
toes to press a kiss to his lips. “My life has been about my career for a long
time now too, but I want that to change because of you. I want to make time for
you… for us.” 


“Promise me,” he said, holding her gorgeous
face between his hands as he wondered what good deed he’d done in a previous
life to be given this incredible opportunity to love a woman like her. “Promise
me we’re gonna make time for each other, that we’re gonna make this
relationship a priority.”


Her eyes fell to the middle of his chest.
“If I had my way, I’d spend every night in your arms, but we both know that’s
not possible.” 


He’d fallen in love with a woman who would
only be able to share his bed half the time. Letting her go for weeks or months
at a time was going to be the hardest thing he’d ever done, but knowing she was
coming home to him made it worth the sacrifice. “I know. I can live with that.”



“For how long?” She blinked back the tears.
“How long before you get tired of waitin’ on me to come home? What happens when
some hot little honey turns your head and—”


“Never gonna happen.” He loved that despite
her beauty, talent, wealth, and fame, she still had her insecurities. 


“Promise me?” He could tell how hard she
was trying to maintain her composure. “If I had your love and lost it, I don’t
think I could handle it. Hell, last time I only had your body and I was barely
able to bounce back.” 


He grinned. “That works both ways, you
know.” He’d never been insecure about where he stood with a woman before, but
he’d never had this much to lose either. “I know there are millions of guys out
there who’d give anything to take my place.” 


“No one could ever take your place,” she
whispered. “Not ever.” 


The promise of forever on those sweet lips
had him wanting to drop to one knee and make that engagement official, but he
knew they still had to figure out how to integrate their lives before he could
ask her for that kind of promise. “Can you spend the night?” 


She smiled. “Why? Were you thinkin’ about
kickin’ me out again?” 


“My home is your home from now on.” 


“That goes both ways, ya know.” She looked
up at him from beneath her long, dark lashes. “Um, so you never really said, do
you like it at my place?” 


“I love it. Why?” 


“I was thinkin’ when we get back, maybe you
could stay there, you know, if you want to.” 


He chuckled as he wrapped his hand around
the back of her neck and tilted her face up to his. “Darlin’, are you askin’ me
to move in with you?” 


“I don’t wanna be alone anymore, Mike. I’m
tired of comin’ home to a big, empty house, hearin’ the echo of my footsteps,
eatin’ breakfast alone. I want to know you’re there waitin’ for me when the
plane lands. I wanna curl up in your arms, fall asleep, wake up, and make love
to you as the sun rises over our own private paradise.” 


He leaned in to nuzzle her neck. “God, I
love the sound of that.” 


“So you’ll move your stuff in while I’m
gone?” 


He looked around the condo that had been
his home for the past seven years. He felt more at home in Tori’s house than he
ever had in this place. “I guess I’ll have to rent this place out.” 


She took a step back, just out of his arms.
“You’re gonna rent it out, not sell it?” 


“What difference does it make?” 


She walked over to the window and pressed
her hand to the glass. 


She was standing in the same place she had
been two years ago when he realized he couldn’t let her walk out of his life
until he showed her how he felt about her. If only he’d been brave enough to
tell her back then. He would have saved them both a lot of grief. He walked up
behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “What’re you thinkin’ about?”



“If you’re not sure about this… about us…” 


He kissed her neck. “Now why would you say
that?” 


“You wanna hang on to this place in case it
doesn’t work out, right?” 


“You can’t be serious.” He smiled against
her cheek. “Trust me, that was the last thing on my mind. I have no doubt you
were meant to be mine.” 


He let his hands skim over her shoulder and
down her arms, watching the thrill bumps rise on her skin as his hands moved to
her zipper. The slow slide of the dress brushing the silk fabric of her black
undergarments heightened his anticipation. This was his chance to rewrite
history, to make up for the last night they spent together here, and he
intended to erase the painful memory with an image so sweet she would still
want to remember it years from now.  


He kissed her neck, letting his tongue
slide over her shoulder as he doubled back to let his teeth gently graze the
subtle indent that elicited the sweet little moan he lived to hear. 


She rolled her head back against his chest
and sighed. “I love the way you make you feel.” 


“Works both ways, sweetheart.” He flattened
his hand against her stomach, pressing her back into his chest. He would never
take this for granted again. Knowing the way she made him feel compared to the
way he felt when he was alone and missing her. He didn’t want to experience
that emptiness again in his lifetime. 


He turned her into his arms, needing to
show her what he couldn’t find the words to say. She was his, heart, body,
mind, and soul, just as he was hers. His tongue traced the soft curve of her
neck as he drew the delicate skin into his mouth, nibbling and licking until
her nails were digging into his shoulders and her head was pressing into the
pane of glass at her back. 


“Please,” she whispered.


She didn’t need to utter another word. He
was right there with her, needing to solidify the bond that was four long years
in the making. He carried her into his bedroom as his lips found hers again,
engaging in an erotic duel both were content to lose before he finally set her
down on the mattress. 


“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered,
tracing a fingertip down her cheek. “So perfect.” 


“Careful, Lieutenant…” She grinned. “I just
might get used to this sweet talkin’ and start expectin’ it all the time.” 


“I intend to remind you every day that
you’re the best damned thing that’s ever happened to me.” He edged back just
enough to pull his T-shirt over his head before slipping her dress off. A black
satin corset-style undergarment woven with silver threads and matching panties
had him reaching for her again. “Sweet Jesus,” he muttered. 


She stretched her arms over her head before
asking, “You like?” 


“I love… it… you…” He looked her in the
eye. “The life we’re gonna have together.” 


She held her hands out, reaching for him,
but he held his finger up. “As much as this turns me on, you wearin’ nothin
turns me on even more.” 


“In that case…” Her hands worked the hook
and eye closures running the length of the corset as she watched him strip his
running shorts off. She hooked her thumbs in her panties and slid them down her
legs. 


He smiled when he caught sight of her colorful
tattoo. “I don’t think I’m ever gonna get tired of seein’ this.” 


 She smacked his shoulder as he came down
on top of her. “You better not, ’cause it’s there to stay.” 


He reached into the drawer and sheathed himself
in record time as he sought the sweet evidence of her arousal. He closed his
eyes and savored the moment… lost in her sensual cries filling the room, her
musky scent lingering in the air as he drove her higher and higher, his name on
her lips as she let go. 


“Kiss me.” 


He held her head in his hands as his mouth
found hers. His body was like a heat-seeking missile and he realized a moment
too late her body should have come with a warning label tonight. The fire,
tautness, and her subtle urging united, making him feel as though his head
could explode from the erotic stimulus. 


He wanted to slow down, to enjoy every second,
but his body took over when his mind shut down, urging him to take her hard,
fast, relentlessly until there was no room left for doubt. They’d had mind-blowing
sex before, but nothing prepared him for this. She met him stroke for thrust,
her eyes wild and frantic as though she was trying to decide how far they could
push each other before one or both of them surrendered to the inevitable
explosion. 


“Mike… yesss…” 


She was the first to plummet, and he found
himself saying a silent prayer of gratitude. There was no way he could have conceded
defeat when the stakes were this high. Taking care of her was suddenly the most
important thing in the world to him, and disappointing her was not an option he
would ever consider. 


“Let go,” she whispered, gliding her hands
up his back. 


As if he had a choice. His body had wanted
to pass the finish line full-throttle the second she clenched him in her tight
heat. Now that he’d given her what she needed, there was no way he could beg or
bargain for one more second. “Ah… baby…” He threw his head back, barely able to
suppress the guttural moan that threatened to slip past his lips. If not for
the fact his niece was sleeping right next door, he probably would have
shattered glass with the raw intensity of a release that never wanted to end.  


Mike took a moment to catch his breath
before pressing a kiss to her lips and making his way into the bathroom to get
cleaned up. He splashed cold water on his face as he looked at his reflection
in the mirror. He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face if he tried. He was
finally getting everything he wanted and he wouldn’t let himself screw it up,
not this time. 


Tori was lying on her side smiling at him,
the sheet pulled up to her chin when he re-entered the room. “Is this the part
where you tell me it’s been fun, but I need to get the hell out now?” 


She was still smiling when she said it, but
Mike couldn’t miss the undercurrent of uncertainty in her voice. 


“Just so we’re clear, I don’t ever plan on
lettin’ you out of my bed again, sugar.” He climbed in behind her, pulling her
against him as he lowered the sheet to press a kiss to her shoulder. “Ever.” 


She giggled. “I guess I should tell the
boys to cancel those tour dates then, huh?” She linked her hand with his. “And I’ll
just tell my fans that my boyfriend’s decided to hold me captive… make me his
love slave.” 


He chuckled. “Sounds good to me.” 


She sighed as her eyes drifted closed.
“Tomorrow’s a big day; we should get some sleep.” 


The first day of their tour, and if Mike
had his way, the day he closed in on the bastard who seemed determined to
torment Tori until he found a way to make his sick fantasy a reality. 
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Tori groaned when the sound of Mike’s alarm
clock woke her from a deep sleep. 


“Sorry, hon,” he muttered, reaching for the
button to silence the offensive noise. “I must’ve forgotten to turn it off
before we fell asleep.” 


She rolled over and buried her face into
his chest. The lingering scent of his spicy cologne aroused her all over again.
“Hmmm, what time is it?” 


His arms tightened around her. “Does it
matter?” 


“Yeah, it does.” She pressed a kiss to his
chest. “Things have been so crazy, I haven’t even had a chance to pack yet, and
I think Luc wants us to be at the airport by two. Fortunately, we’re takin’ the
company plane, so that always makes the trip a little easier.” 


Mike chuckled. “Yeah, imagine the riot.
You, Trey, Nikki, and Ty on one airplane together. People would be goin’
crazy.” 


The last thing she wanted was to deal with
crazed fans today, especially after her outburst last night. “I guess I’m gonna
have to talk to Avery about a statement. People are gonna be demandin’ to know
what’s goin’ on between us.” Tori knew a sure-fire way of driving a man away
was to start talking to him about commitment, but her fans would expect some
answers, and she had to tell them something. 


“Tell them we’re together, we’re happy…” He
tightened his arm around her waist. “And we’re gonna stay that way.” 


Tori knew how cynical people were about relationships
lasting, especially when it came to famous people. Country artists did seem to
have a better track record than most, but given her reputation as a wild child,
she knew people would be skeptical. She tipped her head back to look at Mike.
“I don’t care what other people think, but I need you to know, all that stuff
you read about me datin’ dozens of men, sleepin’ around… it was all B.S.” 


“I know, sweetheart.” He kissed her lips.
“Besides, I don’t give a damn about the past. All I care about is the present
and the future. That’s what matters to me now.” 


Knowing she’d finally found someone who
loved her in spite of herself was more than Tori had ever dared hoped for. “I
feel the same way.” She sighed. “I guess I should hit the shower. Looks like I’m
gonna be takin’ the walk of shame in my little black dress. Let’s hope we don’t
have any reporters camped out in front of your building.” 


“Why don’t you go grab a shower while I
make breakfast and see if Victoria has something you can borrow?” 


“Sounds good. Thanks.” 


He grabbed her wrist when she tried to roll
out of bed. “I love you.” 


She smiled as she reached up to stroke his
cheek. “I love you, too.” 


 


 


Mike slipped into a T-shirt and pair of
running shorts before he made his way over to his brother’s apartment. 


Jay answered the door, a grin splitting his
face. “I’d ask you how it went last night, but thanks to these paper-thin walls,
I already know.” 


“Get outta my way,” Mike said, elbowing him
aside. “I’m here to see my sister-in-law, not you.” 


Victoria came out of the kitchen, gripping
a coffee mug in her hands. She smiled as soon as she saw Mike. Walking toward
him, she paused long enough to grip his jaw firmly in her hand. “Do not, I
repeat, do not screw this up.” 


“I don’t intend to.” 


“Are you sure?” She narrowed her eyes as though
she was trying to gauge his sincerity. 


“Scout’s honor.” 


Jay shoved him from behind. “Shut up, you
were never a Boy Scout.” 


Mike laughed and raised his hands when his
sister-in-law glared at him. “Okay, you got me, I wasn’t.” 


“I’m serious about this,” Victoria said. “Tori
is crazy about you, and if you screw this up I’ll—” 


“I’m in love with her.” 


Victoria’s mouth dropped open before she
thrust her coffee mug into her husband’s hands so she could launch herself into
Mike’s arms. “I’m so happy for you guys. I knew from the first night I met her
that she was the one for you. The way you reacted to her… and she tried to
pretend… Oh, listen to me going on. None of that matters now. The important
thing is you two are together and we couldn’t be happier for you.” 


Jay came up beside his wife, wrapping an
arm around her waist. “Victoria’s right, man. Just do me a favor, treat her
right this time.” 


“Trust me, I intend to.” 


“You know it’s not gonna be easy though,
with her bein’ on the road all the time.” 


Mike shrugged. “Sierra and Trey make it
work. So do Ty and Avery, and J.T. and Nikki. We’ll find a way.” 


“I’m glad to hear it,” Jay said, smiling.
“Can I get you a cup of coffee?” 


“No, thanks, Tori’s in the shower. She just
has her dress from last night and—” 


Victoria held her hand up. “Say no more.
I’ll grab her a change of clothes.” 


Jay waited for his wife to leave the room
before he pointed at his brother. “Listen to me, Tori’s my friend. You hurt her
again, and you’re gonna have to answer to me.” 


Mike rolled his eyes. “So much for
brotherly love, huh?” 


“Oh yeah, how would you feel if I did a
number on Victoria?” 


“I’d have to kick your ass.” 


“I rest my case.” 


“You have nothin’ to worry about. I know
how lucky I am to be gettin’ a second chance with Tori.” He smiled when
Victoria returned and handed him some clothes and flip-flops. “Thanks, hon.” He
kissed her cheek. “I’m headin’ out this afternoon, so I’ll text you guys when
we get to Kentucky.” 


Jay opened the door for him. “Any leads on
this guy who’s been after Tori?” 


“I’m workin’ a couple of angles. At least
I’ll be there to keep an eye on her. I can’t imagine this guy is crazy enough
to follow her around the country, but even if he does, I’m on it.” 


“The local police still on the case?”
Victoria asked.


“Yeah, I’ll be in contact with Smith every
day. He’s workin’ the case from this end, followin’ up on leads, and if she
continues to get calls or letters while we’re on the road, we’ve got it covered.”



Jay shook his brother’s hand. “I gotta
admit, we feel a hell of a lot better knowin’ you’ll be out there with her.” 


“There’s no way I’d let her go out there
alone knowin’ this lowlife is out to get her.” He sighed, wishing they didn’t
have this cloud hanging over them. He just wanted them to be able to start
planning for the future, not wasting their time and energy on a guy who didn’t
deserve to breathe the same air as Tori. “Anyways, give my niece a kiss for me
when she wakes up. Tell her I love her and I’ll bring a really cool present
back with me if she promises to be a good girl for her mama and daddy while I’m
gone.” 


Victoria giggled. “You spoil her rotten,
Mike.” 


He grinned. “Hey, I’m her uncle. It’s my
job.” 


 


 


Tori stepped out of the shower and listened
for the welcome sound of Mike banging around in the kitchen, but there was only
deafening silence. She missed him already and they’d only been apart a few
minutes. She didn’t know how she’d cope being away from him for months at a
time. 


A soft tap on the door made her smile as
she stepped out of the shower and secured a towel under her arms. “Who is it?”


He poked his head in the door, a scowl on
his handsome face. “Who the hell do you think it is? You expectin’ company?”


She laughed before sticking her tongue out
at him. “You’re so easy, Lieutenant.”


“Yeah, well quit messin’ with me and get
dressed.” He reached out to pull her into his arms. “I need to feed you and get
you home. I have to drop by the station and see Smith before we go to the
airport.”


She rested her head against his chest.
“When is this nightmare gonna be over?”


“Soon, angel, I promise.” He smacked her on
the bottom, though the thick terrycloth towel absorbed most of the impact.
“Okay, let’s get a move on. The sooner we get to Louisville, the sooner we can
check into our hotel room.”


Tori stood on her toes to press a kiss to
his lips. “I can’t wait.”


“There are some clothes on the bed.”


“Victoria’s the best.”


He reached down to kiss her, a smile
tugging at the corners of his full mouth. “She’s second best. You’re the best.”


“Oh, I just realized… I don’t have a
toothbrush.”


Mike nodded toward a bank of drawers lining
the center of the double cherry wood vanity. “There should be some new ones in
the top drawer.”


She raised an eyebrow. “You always have to
be prepared in case one of your little hook-ups wants to spend the night, huh?”



He pulled her back against his chest and
stared at their reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror above the sink. “Those
days are behind me, Tori. In case you didn’t get the message loud and clear
last night… you are my future.” 


She wrinkled her nose. “I know. I’m sorry.
It’s not like me to be this...” 


Mike kissed her neck. “I think you’re cute
when you’re jealous.” 


She reached around to slap his arm. “Get
out of here so I can get ready.” 


“You want anything special for breakfast?” 


“Surprise me.” 


Tori watched him leave the room, barely
able to contain her excitement. He was finally hers. She’d been secretly
lusting after this man for four long years, trying to suppress her feelings so his
family and their friends wouldn’t feel sorry for her. And now she didn’t have
to hide it anymore. She could let the world know how she felt about him.


She quickly finger dried her hair, brushed
her teeth, and slipped into the clothes Victoria lent her before going out to
the kitchen to find out what kind of surprise Mike had in store. 


Mike turned away from the stove to admire
the black yoga shorts and tank top that fit her like a second skin. He whistled
as his eyes traveled down the length of her body and back up again. “Remind me
to thank my sister-in-law later.” 


“Behave yourself or we’re never gonna get
out of here.” She poured herself a cup of coffee and reached into the fridge
for the milk. It felt so right being here with him, starting their day
together. She didn’t even want to think about the mornings they would have to
be apart. “What’re you makin’ for breakfast?” 


“Omelets.” He reached for his coffee mug
and brought it to his lips. “You good with that?” 


“Honey, I eat just about anything. I’m not
like those waif creatures you usually go out with. I love my food. I hate it
when Rob has to put me through my paces to work it off, but at the time, it
always seems worth it.” 


“Who’s Rob?” He set an omelet on each plate
as she reached for the toast. 


“My personal trainer.” 


He grunted. “Is he another one of those
poor stiffs who follows you around like a dog in heat?”


“No, he’s engaged to my make-up artist,
Dawna.” She carried the plates to the wood and wrought iron table in the middle
of the spacious kitchen. “They’re gettin’ married in a couple of months
actually.” 


“Good.” 


She laughed. “Now who’s jealous?” 


He looked at her a long time before he
said, “I hate feelin’ this way… jealous… insecure. It’s not like me, but when
you’re involved with a woman who routinely scores a sweet spot on the world’s
most beautiful people list, it kind of does a number on you.” 


Tori gestured to her face. “This is gonna
fade in no time. I want a man who’s still gonna love me in twenty years when
the lines are deeper and the hair’s grey. Think you can be that guy?”


“Honey, I love you in spite of the way you
look. Not because of it.”


“Excuse me?” 


He framed her face with his hands, looking
serious. “With other women, I always looked at what was on the outside, ’cause
I knew I’d hate what I found on the inside. They were all so damn shallow, but
you… you’re different.” 


“How so?” 


He sat down on a kitchen chair and pulled
her into his lap. “The money you raise for all of those charities, the concerts
overseas, the random visits to the children’s hospitals…” 


“I don’t do those things because I expect a
pat on the back, Mike. I do them because it’s the right thing to do. I’ve been
so blessed in my life. The least I can do is give back.”


“That’s my point.” He pressed a kiss to her
temple. “You’re not like any other woman I’ve ever known.” 


She snickered. “Thank God.”


“I’m serious.” He looked her in the eye a
long time before saying, “The women I dated in the past may have been beautiful
on the outside, but I’m ashamed to admit there was no depth there. You’re the
total package.” He sighed. “And I’m not gonna lie, it kind of scares me.” 


“What’re you sayin’?” Her heart began to
pound and her mouth went dry as she held him tighter. If he was having second
thoughts about her or them, it would destroy her. She’d already started to
build her future around this man. “You’re not sure if this is what you want?”


He held her tight, burying his face in her
neck. “I do want this. I want you.” He released a deep, shuddering breath. “It
scares me how much I want this, baby. When you give someone this kind of power
over you, you’re givin’ them the ammunition to take you out with a few choice
words.” 


She knew he was right because she was right
there with him, sharing his fear and uncertainty. Loving someone with your
whole heart was a daunting prospect. “What words would those be… just so I
never say them?”


“I don’t love you anymore,” he whispered,
bowing his head. “If you ever said that to me, it would kill me.” 


Tori wrapped her arms around Mike and held
him tight. Seeing this man, who had always been so fearless, looking so
vulnerable because of his feelings for her only made her love him more. “Never
gonna happen. I love you. I can’t imagine not lovin’ you.” She framed his face
with her hands as she smiled at him. “Unless of course you betray me; then all
bets are off.” 


“Wouldn’t think of it.”


“Good, then we have nothin’ to worry
about.” She winced when her cell phone rang. “I should get that. It’s probably
Avery. We’re gonna have to come up with a game plan if we don’t want this to
erupt into a full-blown scandal. I just don’t want it to take attention away
from the tour.” 


“I understand.” He released her so she
could get up. “Go ahead, answer it.” 


“Hmmm,” she said when she glanced at the
call display. “It’s not Avery. It’s Joe.” 


Mike scowled. “What the hell does he want?”



“I don’t know. I guess there’s only one way
to find out.” She pushed the button to connect the call. “Hey, Joe, what’s up?”



“Tori, where are you?” 


“I’m at Mike’s place. Why?” 


“Luc needs to see you. He asked me to pick
you up and drop you off at his place.” 


Tori grimaced. She had no doubt the big
boss wanted to chew her out about her behavior last night. “Fine. I’ll text you
with Mike’s address. I can be ready to go in ten minutes, but I’ll need to stop
by my place to get changed first.” 


“No problem. See you soon.” 


“I’m sorry, hon, I’m gonna have to pass on
breakfast. Luc needs to see me right away.” 


Mike pushed his plate away. “I’ve suddenly
lost my appetite, too.” 


She walked toward him. “I’ll see you at the
airport this afternoon, okay?” 


He stood up and pulled her into his arms.
“I’ve known Luc a long time. He’s a good guy, but he can be a tyrant when
someone crosses him. Don’t let him bully you, okay?” He tipped her chin when
she didn’t respond right away. “I’m serious. You need to stand your ground with
him. You want me to go with you?” 


“No, I’ll be fine. I can handle Luc.” She
pressed a kiss to his lips. “But thanks. It’s nice to know you’ve got my back.”



“Always.”  
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By the time Mike walked into the airport
that afternoon, “no comment” fell from his lips without a second thought.
Reporters had been parked outside of his condo building, the police station,
even his dry cleaner. Apparently, he and Tori were the big news story of the
day, and since Tori obviously hadn’t released a statement to disabuse the press
of the notion they were engaged, he wasn’t about to burst their bubble. If
people wanted to assume their relationship was built on a promise of forever,
he wouldn’t dissuade them because in his mind, it was. 


Naturally, everyone was demanding to know
details of the stalker situation. Was Tori in danger? Who was doing this to
her? What was her fiancé, the Detective Lieutenant, doing to bring this person
to justice? 


Just as Mike was making his way to the
appointed meeting area, Derek headed him off at the pass. “Hey, what’re you
doin here?” 


“Is Tori with you?” he whispered, falling
into step beside Mike. 


“No.” He glanced at his watch. “She should
be here by now. I got tied up at the station debriefing Smith, and then I had
to go home and pack.” 


Derek grabbed his arm and ushered him to
the door of a private meeting room. “Step inside. We need to talk to you.”


With those few words, Mike’s world bottomed
out. “What the hell’s goin’ on, and don’t tell me nothin’. I can tell—” 


“Keep your voice down,” Derek muttered,
pushing him through the door. “The last thing we need is reporters catchin’
wind of this.” 


Mike’s worst fears were realized when he
saw the crowd of people gathered around the large rectangular table. Trey and
Sierra, his dad and Lexi, Luc and Marisa, Ty and Avery, J.T. and Nikki, and his
mother. The only people missing were his brother, Victoria and Tori’s family,
but he didn’t need their presence to tell him something was very wrong. 


“Where the hell is she?” he said, looking
at his dad. He’d always been able to trust Josh to be honest with him, no
matter how much it hurt. 


Josh got up and came around the table. He
gripped Mike’s shoulders as he stared him down. “Listen to me. I need you to
think like a cop right now, not the man who loves her.” 


Mike shoved his father out of his way.
Never in his life had he put his hands on his father in anger, but if someone
didn’t start talking soon, he was going to go ballistic. “How the hell am I supposed
to just turn it off?” he shouted. 


Derek put his arm around Mike’s shoulder.
“Listen to me, you need to keep your voice down and stay calm. We can’t afford
a leak right now.”


“Please,” he said, feeling more desperate
than he ever had as he stared down the length of the table at his mother. His
hands started trembling when he realized she’d been crying. “Tell me what
happened, Mom, please. I’m dyin’ here.” 


Ashley drew a deep breath. “He has her.”
She covered her mouth with her hand when Mike sank into the seat at the head of
the table and dropped his face into his hands. 


“No, this isn’t happenin’.” He couldn’t
think straight. He couldn’t make sense of any of this. The concerned faces
looking at him began to blur, and for the first time in his life, he thought he
might pass out.


His father shoved a bottle of water into
his hand. “Drink this, take a deep breath, and then get your head together. You
can’t afford to think about yourself right now. It’s Tori we have to worry
about.” 


He knew his old man was right. She was the
only thing that mattered. He tipped the bottle to his lips, drew a deep breath,
and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Okay, tell me everything.” 


Both Derek and Josh reclaimed their seats
on either side of him before Derek said, “We think Joe has her.” 


“Joe?” The name was stuck in his head, on
perpetual rewind, like a sadistic chant that wouldn’t stop tormenting him.
Tori’s stalker had been right under his nose the whole time. He’d crossed paths
with the guy numerous times in the past several days and he’d never suspected a
thing. What the hell was wrong with him? “You mean Tori’s head of security?” 


Luc scowled. “One and the same. If I ever
get my hands on him, I’ll—” 


Marisa grabbed her husband’s arm. “Stop! We
have enough anger and fear in this room already. What we need is a plan of
action. How in the hell are we gonna track her down?” She looked from Derek to
Mike. “You two are the professionals. What do you suggest?” 


Mike still wasn’t thinking like a cop. He
was thinking like the man who would lay down his own life to spare hers, but he
knew that alone wouldn’t bring her home. His father was right. He had to set his
personal feelings aside so he could use his training and experience to think
this through logically. It was the only hope they had of bringing Tori home.
“Okay, first things first. How do you know he has her?” 


“We’ve been trying to track her down all
day,” Avery said. “When we couldn’t reach you, we asked your dad to stop by
your apartment. He was speaking to the security guard at the front desk. He
said he saw Tori leave early this morning with someone who fit Joe’s
description: shaved head, goatee, tattoos.”


“I took a look at the security cameras and
it was definitely him,” Josh said, lacing his hands in front of him. 


“Yeah, she did leave with Joe.” Mike felt
the bile burning the back of his throat when he realized he’d let her
leave with him. “He called and said Luc needed to see her right away.” 


“Lyin’ son of a bitch,” Luc muttered. “I
can’t believe I was stupid enough to hire him in the first place.” 


“I did the background check,” Josh said,
looking at Luc. “If you wanna start pointin’ fingers, blame me.”   


Mike knew he was as much to blame as
anyone, but he’d have plenty of time for self-recrimination later, when Tori
was safe. “Tell me what else the security guard said.” 


“Apparently Joe was actin’ kind of weird,”
Josh said. “Made the guard suspicious, the way he was pacin’ around the car,
smokin’ a cigarette, checkin’ his watch and the door every few seconds. He was
just about to go out and see what he wanted when Tori came out to meet him.” 


“They took off, and no one’s seen or heard
from her since,” Trey said, quietly. 


“I did a little more diggin’ into his
past,” Josh said, clearing his throat before looking at his son. “I spoke to
his ex-wife and daughter. It turns out he was obsessed with Tori, talked about
her all the time.” 


Mike closed his eyes. He didn’t know how to
process this. He’d never been in the situation of having to compartmentalize
his feelings before. When there was a crime to be solved, he was always able to
think like a cop, but this time was different. This was Tori, the woman who,
just a few hours ago, he’d promised to love and protect. He told her he’d have
her back, always, and he’d failed her in the worst possible way. 


“You’re too close to this,” Derek said,
drawing him out of his thoughts. “I just called Smith and I’m gonna put Jones
on it, too. Aside from you, they’re my best men.” 


“Are you crazy?” Mike said, glaring at his stepfather.
“You actually think I’m gonna sit back and do nothin’?” 


“Derek’s right,” Josh said, putting his arm
on Mike’s shoulder. “You could make a mistake. We can’t risk it.” 


“You know me better than that, Derek,” Mike
said. He needed his stepfather to believe in him now. Derek was always telling
him he was the best detective he had. It was time for him to prove it. “You
know you need me on this case. Hell, I need to be on this case. Don’t shut me
out.” He looked at his mother, praying she would intervene on his behalf. He
knew it was a dirty trick, but he didn’t care. Derek had the authority to keep
him at arm’s length now that the kidnapping was an official investigation, and
that meant the detectives working the case would have no choice but to keep him
in the dark about any new developments. “How would you feel if it were Mom and
your hands were tied?” 


Ashley reached over to thread her hand
through her husband’s. “He’s right, honey. You need to let him do this.” 


Derek sighed. “Fine.” He pointed his finger
at Mike. “But don’t make me rein you in, Cooper. I want this to be a clean
investigation. When we get this guy, I want to make sure he spends a good long
time in jail.” 


Mike nodded. “No one wants that more than I
do, man.” 


“I wanna put up a million dollar reward,”
Trey said from the other end of the table.


Sierra placed her hand on his back. “I
think that’s a great idea.” She looked at Mike, then Derek. “What do you guys
think?” 


“I don’t want to go public with this yet,”
Derek said. He glanced at Mike. “Josh asked his ex-wife and daughter to meet us
at Luc’s house. They might be able to give us some insight into what he was
thinkin’ or where he might take her.” 


The sound of Tori’s voice, her husky
laughter, her smile when she blew him a kiss on the way out the door… It was
all filtering through Mike’s mind, drawing him out of the conversation. 


Derek snapped his fingers in front of his
face. “Get your goddamn head in the game, Lieutenant.” 


Mike pushed his chair back and stood up.
“Okay, let’s get over to Luc’s house. I want to hear what these two have to say
about this dirtbag.” 


 


 


Tori woke up when a cool brush of air
tickled her bare legs. She must have fallen asleep. She woke up feeling groggy
and confused. The last thing she remembered was drinking some water as she
checked her voice mail messages. 


She looked up to see Joe looking down at her.
He looked blurry, almost as though he was standing in a shadow as he reached
for her hand. 


“Come on, beautiful. Let’s get you inside.”



She squinted as she tried to bring the
house into focus. They weren’t at Luc’s house. She rubbed her head, trying to
get her thoughts together. “You’re supposed to be takin’ me to Luc’s.” She
scrubbed her eyes with the palm of her hands. “No, wait…” She looked at the
workout clothes Victoria had lent her. “We were supposed to go home so I could
change.” She turned to look out the back window. They were surrounded by trees
and there was a tiny little cottage with battered wood siding at the end of a
long gravel driveway. “Where the hell are we?” 


“Come inside and I’ll tell you everything.”
He smiled. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe here with me. You know I’d never let
anyone hurt you.” 


The lecherous look in his dark eyes put
Tori on high alert. “I’m not gettin’ out of this car until you tell me what the
hell’s goin’ on here, Joe. Why didn’t you take me to Luc’s?” 


He slammed his fist into the roof of the
car. “I’m the one callin’ the shots now, princess. You best get used to it or
we’re gonna have big problems.” 


In the four plus years he’d worked for her,
she’d never heard Joe raise his voice in anger. But the dread settling in the
pit of her stomach told her she was about to see a very different side to the
man she thought she knew. “It was you, wasn’t it?” 


Her heart didn’t want to accept what her brain
already knew to be true. Someone she thought she could trust, had considered a
friend, had betrayed her. “Why did you do this to me? What did I ever do to you
to make you hate me so much?” 


He crouched down in front of her, brushing
her tears away roughly with his calloused hands. “You got this all wrong,
darlin’. I did this so we can be together.” 


Tori’s stomach roiled in protest when she
realized where this was going. She would have preferred if this had been an act
of hatred or revenge. If he was delusional enough to believe he was in love
with her, there was no telling how angry he would get when he found out she
didn’t reciprocate his feelings. 


“Now get out of the car,” he said, reaching
for her hand. “Let’s get you inside so I can make you some dinner.” 


Her mind flashed back to the breakfast Mike
had made her that morning. The breakfast she hadn’t touched because she’d been
so anxious to leave with Joe. “I’m not hungry.” She crossed her arms, hoping he
would leave her in the car to sulk. She glanced at her oversized designer purse
lying on the floor at her feet. 


“You really think I’d be stupid enough to
leave your cell phone in there?” he asked, with a smirk. “I drove over it about
seventy-five miles back.” 


She scraped her nails across her scalp,
resisting the urge to cry out in frustration. She couldn’t out-muscle him, but
maybe she could outsmart him… if only she didn’t feel so groggy. “You spiked my
water?” 


He stood up. “Just a little somethin’ to
help ya relax.” 


She shuddered at the thought of what he
might plan to do to her when her defenses were down. “Why?” 


“Listen, I’m not gonna stand out here
answerin’ questions all goddamn night. Either you can come inside on your own
or I can carry you. What’s it gonna be?” 


She darted a glance around the property.
Trees, trees, and more trees, as far as the eye could see. There was no way
out. 


“Don’t even think about runnin’.” He
chuckled. “Either I’ll catch ya or the bears will. Either way, it’s not gonna
be pretty.” 


“You can’t keep me here forever,” she
whispered, though she wondered if that was his intent. She’d heard the stories
where kidnappers had been able to keep their victims captive for years before
anyone found them. Would she be one of those sad stories, or would he do away
with her now, before she gave him any more grief?


“You’d be surprised.” He grinned. “Nobody
comes up to these parts no more. That’s why I like it. I can think… plan.” 


Tori wondered if this was the place he’d
decided to terrorize her and make her life a living hell. “You’ll never get
away with this. They’ll find us. Mike—” 


He put his fist through the window, sending
shards of glass flying in every direction.


Tori screamed at the sudden impact. 


“Now look what you made me do,” he said,
holding his hand up. There were rivulets of blood outlining the creases in his
hand as it snaked toward his wrist. “Rule number one, you don’t ever mention
that slimy bastard’s name to me again, you hear me? He thinks he can take
what’s mine; I’m gonna show him how wrong he is.” 


“I’m sorry,” Tori whispered. She was a
fighter, but she knew there was a time to be defiant and a time to concede. If
he could do that to himself, there was no telling what he might do to her. “I
won’t mention him again.” She could still think about him every other second,
but she wouldn’t make the mistake of uttering his name again. “You’re right.
Let’s go inside. There’s no sense sittin’ out here gettin’ eaten alive by the damn
bugs.” At least inside she might be able to find something she could use as a
weapon to knock him out. 


“I’m not gonna tell you again, you cross me
and you’ll be sorry.” 


She raised her chin and looked him in the
eye. He may have her where he wanted her for now, but she’d be damned if she
let him see her cowering in fear. “I heard you this first time. Now, are we
gonna get inside so you can dress that mess or you wanna bleed to death out
here in the driveway?” 


He chuckled as he shook his head. “There’s
the smart-mouthed little diva I fell in love with.” 


I hate you, you worthless piece of shit. She smiled sweetly and gritted her teeth.
If he thought she was gonna go down without a fight, he’d seriously
underestimated her. 
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Mike tried to harness his frustration as he
reminded himself Joe’s daughter was barely a teenager. He couldn’t interrogate
her the way he would an adult, no matter how much he might want to. 


“When was the last time your daddy spoke to
you about Tori, Lisa?” 


She leaned into her mother’s side as she
brushed away the tears streaking her face. “The last time I saw him.” She sniffled.
“Every time I saw him. She’s all he ever talked about… Tori. How good she was,
how beautiful, and decent and kind. He said they loved each other, they were
gonna be together.” 


Mike fisted the pen in his hand, wishing he
could lash out. He needed to hit something, hard. Preferably the rat-bastard
who’d been stupid enough to try and take her away. When Mike finally got his
hands on him, there wouldn’t be a law in the world that could save him. He
intended to beat him to within an inch of his miserable life, and if that meant
he’d lose his job or have to face a jury of his peers, it would be worth it. 


“Did he ever talk about where they would
live when they were together?” Mike spit the words out and tried to ignore the
bitter aftertaste they left in his mouth. 


“No, sir.” 


Joe’s ex-wife, Angela, stroked her
daughter’s hair as she said, “We both knew he was foolin’ himself. What would a
beautiful young girl like Tori Warner want with a middle-aged, divorced father
who loses every dime he makes at the track?” She rolled her eyes. “Joe always
did have quite the imagination. His lyin’ is what got him kicked off the police
force.” 


Mike looked up at his father. His old man
must be losing his touch if all of this information had slipped through the
cracks when he did his routine background check. “He was fired from the force?”



“Sure was. I think he was into somethin’
shady,” Angela said. “’Course I couldn’t prove it, and he sure wasn’t gonna
tell me. We were already gettin’ a divorce by then anyways, so I didn’t care as
long as he could make his child support and alimony payments. Hell, he could’ve
sang his sad songs on the street corner so long as he had a check to me by the
first of the month.” 


“Joe fancies himself a musician, does he?”
Mike asked. 


“Sure does,” Angela said. “He thought him
and his garage band were gonna hit the big time. Just a bunch of middle-aged
losers makin’ a lot of racket and pissin’ off the neighbors, if you ask me.” 


Mike smiled for the first time since Tori
left his apartment. Under different circumstances, he would have appreciated Angela’s
 sense of humor, especially since her ex seemed to be her favorite punch line.
“Can you think of anywhere he might’ve taken her?” 


“His daddy passed away a few years back. He
told Lisa her gramps had left him an old hunting cabin up in the woods. Said
they used to go there a lot when he was a boy. Can’t say I have any idea where
it would be though. Sorry.” 


A shot of adrenaline spurred Mike into
action as he leapt to his feet. Finally… a lead. “Does he have any family?
Mama, siblings, cousins, anybody who might know where this place is?” 


“Sure, he has family, but they’re not real close.
I doubt they could tell you much more than I have about what was goin’ on in
that thick head of his.” 


“But they could tell me where the cabin is,
right?” 


She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.” She pulled
her phone out of her purse. “I still have his mama’s number in my contacts, I
think. Not that Lisa’s had much to do with her since the divorce. She blamed
me. Thought I didn’t try hard enough to make things work. How in the hell was I
supposed to make it work when—”


Mike held his hand up when he saw Lisa
wince. He could only imagine how many times she’d been caught in the middle of
an argument between her parents or been forced to listen when one talked the
other down. “Just the number, if you have it.” 


Angela held the phone out and Mike
scribbled the contact information down in his notebook. “She’s in a rest home?”



“Yeah, she has dementia or Alzheimer’s.
Hell, I don’t know. All I know is she can’t remember too much.” 


Mike felt his hope begin to plummet. He
couldn’t be getting so close only to hit a dead end now. He’d learned early on
in his career to trust his instincts and his gut told him that he’d zeroed in
on their location, if only he could find it. “And you don’t have any way of getting
in touch with any other member of his family?” 


Lisa cleared her throat. “I have my cousin
Lizzy’s cell number. We keep in touch.” 


Her mother scowled. “I thought I told you I
didn’t want you talkin’ to those people?” 


“I’m sorry, but I like her.” 


“Let’s just hope she don’t take a likin’ to
those funny cigarettes the way her daddy done. I always thought he was the only
one in that family with a little promise, but when I saw him last, he looked
like a walkin’ skeleton. I keep tellin’ ya what them drugs’ll do to ya, Lisa.
If you’re not careful—”


“Please,” Mike said, feeling like his head
was going to explode. “If you have the number?” He handed Angela a sheet of
paper. “And if you could jot down the first and last names of any family or
friends you can think of.” 


She hesitated a minute before taking the
paper and pen he offered. “We heard on the news you and Tori are engaged. That
true?” 


The last thing Mike wanted was to talk
about his feelings for Tori with a stranger, but he sensed this woman wouldn’t give
up until she’d satisfied her curiosity. “Tori and I were makin’ plans for the
future.” 


She smiled. “That’s nice.” She pointed the
pen at her daughter. “See, I told you, honey. This is the kind of man Tori
needs, someone strong, handsome, not some deadbeat like your father.” 


“If you wouldn’t mind giving me the
information, I’d like to get on this right away.” 


“Sure thing, Lieutenant.” She passed the
paper to her daughter. “You write Lizzy’s number down there, but don’t think
we’re not gonna talk about this later. You know I don’t like it when you go
behind my back. Makes me wonder what else you been doin’ when you think no
one’s lookin’.” 


Mike felt the heat rising up his neck as he
looked at his father. He knew his blood pressure must be dangerously high by
now. He wanted to scream, For the love of God, hurry the hell up so I can
find her already, but he had to politely wait for Angela to scan her memory
for the last names of every person her ex-husband had ever associated with
since the eighth grade. Mike knew any one of the people on her list could
provide the break he needed, so he had no choice but to wait it out. 


“What was his barber’s name, Lisa? You know
the one who used to cut his hair…” She smirked. “That was back when he had
hair. He thinks he’s foolin’ everybody by shavin’ his head. Like we all don’t
know he—”


“Lisa,” Josh said, intervening, “why don’t
you give the number to Lieutenant Cooper, so he can call Lizzy while your mama
finishes her list?”


“Yes, sir,” Lisa said, passing Mike the paper.
She looked up at him and their eyes met for the first time since she sat down.
“I really hope you find her, Lieutenant.” 


“Thanks, sweetheart, so do I.”  


 


 


Tori watched Joe build a fire in the old
stone fireplace. She didn’t know why he was going to bother with a fire in the
middle of July, but she wasn’t going to complain. Maybe she could stick a hot
poker in his eye if he got too close to her. 


“I always imagined what it would be like
when we were finally together.” He turned to her and smiled. “This is what I
imagined, a fire, a bottle of wine, us talkin’ about our plans for the future.”



The only plan Tori had for the immediate
future was getting away from him, but she knew being kind to him, feeding his
fantasy, was her best course of action until she found an opportunity to make
her getaway. “I had no idea you had these feelin’s for me, Joe. Why didn’t you
say anything?” 


He flexed his bandaged hand and winced. 


When Tori saw the size of the first aid kit
buried in his trunk, it made her question why he thought he needed it and what
he intended to do with it. “Your hand still hurt?” 


“Sometimes I act without thinkin’ things
through.” 


No kidding. “Those letters you left for me, you talked about all
the times we’d been together, but we’ve never, you know, been intimate. Why’d
you say all that stuff?” 


“A thousand times I’ve wondered what it
would be like to make love to you…” He got a faraway look in his eye and Tori
cursed herself for reminding him of those letters. 


“The tattoo, how’d you know about that?”
She was trying to gather as much information as possible to use against him
when he was finally prosecuted for what he’d done to her. She had no doubt
she’d get out of here one way or another. As long as she didn’t upset him, he
wouldn’t bind her and she still had a prayer of escaping on her own. Without
that, her life was resting in Mike’s hands. 


“I had a hidden camera in your bathroom.” 


Tori dipped her head to hide her disgust.
She wanted to kick him as hard as she could, but her legs were so much shorter
than his. Even with an injury, he could probably outrun her. “Why did you do
all this? If you had feelings for me, why didn’t you just tell me?” 


“I knew we’d need a little time away from
everything and everyone else before you could see how good we’d be together.
That’s why I wanted to bring you here. No one to bother us or distract us. Just
you and me.” 


Great, imprisoned in a dirty, smelly shack
with a delusional psychopath. Good times. “You know we have to leave on tour today. People are
countin’ on me.” 


He scowled. “Too damn bad. You’re mine
now.” 


Those words echoed through her mind, you’re
mine. Mike had said that to her every time he touched her, looked at her,
made love to her. But the difference was she wanted to be his. The thought of
giving herself to this brute made her want to retch. She had to get Mike out of
her head. Thinking of him would only make her feel weak and vulnerable. It
would just remind her of how much she needed him, and she couldn’t afford to
let her guard down now. She had to stay strong and stick to the plan. 


She’d keep him talking about himself, make
him think they were making progress, and earn his trust. He had to fall asleep
eventually, and as long as she could convince him she wasn’t a flight risk, she
may be able to slip out while he was sleeping. 


Hotwiring a car was one of the tricks her
older brothers had taught her when they were teenagers. Not that they’d ever
planned to steal a vehicle, but they claimed it was good to know in case you
ever lost your keys. Like she believed that. She wasn’t the only one in the
family who had a little too much fun joyriding. Their daddy still had a ’57
Chevy in the barn with too many miles, thanks to his unruly kids.


She looked around the one room cabin. It
seemed no one had been up there in years. The furniture was covered in a thick
layer of dust, it looked like little critters had been nesting in the old, worn
furniture, windows were broken, curtains were hanging off broken rods, and a
dank, musty smell hung heavy in the air. “How’d you find this place?”


“Me and my daddy used to come up here when
I was a kid. We’d spend our weekends huntin’, fishin’, talkin’. It was great. I
sure do miss him.” 


Tori remembered Joe telling her his father
had passed away recently. “My daddy and I are close. It must have been hard on
you, losin’ him.” 


He looked her in the eye. “It was. No one
understood. Things weren’t too good between us toward the end. He was pretty disappointed
in me because of some stupid mistakes I made when I was on the force.” 


“Everybody makes mistakes sometimes. Why
should you be any different?” 


“I knew you’d understand.” He smiled as he
set the poker down on the stone hearth. 


They were sitting on the stumps of old trees
someone must have hauled in from outside. Tori was all for the rustic look, but
this old stump was bound to leave a big bruise on her bottom by the time she
got up. She glanced at the mouse droppings littering the old plank floor. A
sore behind beat the alternative. “You never did say, why’d you leave the
force?” 


“Got mixed up in a mess coverin’ for some
buddies who were on the take.” He held his hands up. “I never crossed any lines
myself, but the powers that be weren’t buyin’ it. It never went on my record or
anything, but they made it known they intended to make my life a livin’ hell.” 


“That sucks.” He’d probably gotten exactly
what he deserved, but telling him so wouldn’t serve her purpose. Fortunately,
Avery had schooled her well in the fine art of diplomacy. Tell people what they
want to hear, but don’t say it if you don’t mean it, because those lies will
eventually come back to bite you. In this case, she didn’t think a little white
one would hurt. Not even Reverend Ross could hold her accountable for her bad
behavior today.  


“You’re tellin’ me. My old man was a career
cop. Never made it past walkin’ the beat, but he sure was proud to wear that
uniform.” 


Tori couldn’t help but wonder if that was
part of the reason Joe harbored so much animosity toward Mike, because he’d
moved through the ranks quickly and maintained a position of honor, something
Joe and his father had never been able to achieve during decades on the job.
“How ’bout you? Did you like bein’ a cop?” 


“Sure, until I realized I was gonna be just
like my old man, makin’ next to nothin’ puttin’ my life on the line out on
those damn streets every night.” 


“How do you know you wouldn’t have been
promoted eventually?” 


“Once they figured out some of the boys
were on the take, they lumped me in with them, just ’cause I wouldn’t rat ’em
out.” 


He wouldn’t betray his friends, but
apparently stalking and kidnapping were allowable offenses in his mind. Good to
know her abductor knew where to draw the line. “Doesn’t seem fair.” 


“You’re damn right it doesn’t.” He smiled.
“Anyways, it all worked out for the best. When I left the force, I started
workin’ security at concerts for Titan Records.” 


Lucky us. “So, you worked your way up from security guard to
my head of security. That’s impressive.” 


“As soon as I saw you the first time, I
knew I had to do whatever it took to get close to you. I worked double-shifts,
trained the new guys, took on more responsibility… Hell, I was the model
employee. Josh had no choice but to take notice.” 


Tori swallowed. It felt like someone had
poured gritty sand in her mouth, but she didn’t dare drink the wine he offered.
She needed to stay focused and alert, and since he’d already spiked her water
in the car, she had every reason to believe he’d do it again. “That’s when he
promoted you?” 


“Yeah, he was burnin’ the candle at both
ends back then, tryin’ to take care of your stuff, plus doin’ his own job. I
think he was grateful when I offered to shoulder some of the burden for him.” 


That explained how he had slipped through
the cracks. Tori knew Josh was vigilant about his background checks, and he
still had a lot of friends on the force who had probably been there around the
time Joe had been on their payroll. If he’d had any suspicions, he would have
taken the time to do some digging, and it wouldn’t have taken him long to
realize things weren’t as they seemed with his new golden boy. But Tori knew
she couldn’t hold Josh responsible for overlooking the obvious when she’d done
the same. She’d counted this man among her friends, believed he was someone she
could trust to watch her back, and all the while he’d been plotting her
abduction. 


It made Tori shiver just thinking about it.
How was she supposed to trust anyone again? She’d be looking sideways at every
security guard, roadie, and engineer they hired from now on. Assuming she
escaped this alive. No! She wouldn’t allow herself to go there, not now. She
needed to stay focused on her plan. There was no room for doubt or fear to
creep into her head. 


“You cold?” he asked when he saw her
tremble.


She shifted back when he moved his stump
closer. “No, I’m good, thanks.” 


He picked up the iron poker and prodded the
crumbling wood. “It’s gettin’ pretty dark out there. I should light a few
candles.” 


Finding her way out of here in the pitch
black, with the threat of wildlife looming, terrified her, but waiting around
while he decided what his next move might be wasn’t an option. As soon as he
closed his eyes, she was out of here.  
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By the time morning rolled around, Mike was
surviving on caffeine and hope. He’d finally mapped out the location of the
cabin after wasting hours tracking down Joe’s older brother, and he and Derek
were on their way up there with Smith and Jones riding back up in the car
behind them. 


“We’re gonna find her, man,” Derek said,
crinkling the paper map in his hand. 


Apparently, GPS didn’t work when you were
traveling to the far end of civilization. At least that’s what it felt like to
Mike as he eased his truck up the steep hill. He hadn’t seen a house for miles.
Dread tightened his gut when he realized there was no one out here to help her,
no one to hear her screams. 


“Jesus,” he whispered as he rolled down his
window and allowed the desolation to settle over him. “Talk about bein’ out in
the middle of nowhere.” He cursed softly. “How the hell do we know his brother
isn’t sendin’ us on some wild chase? Just givin’ that lame-ass brother of his
more time to get away.” 


“They didn’t seem close.” Derek smirked.
“Besides, I think you made it pretty clear what would happen if he didn’t
cooperate.” 


Mike had slammed Joe’s brother into a brick
wall as he recited the penalties for harboring a fugitive. When he still seemed
reluctant to talk, Mike kneed him in the gut and threatened to give him a
little lesson on police brutality while his boss promised to look the other
way. 


“If he lied to me, I’m gonna hunt him down
like a goddamn dog just as soon as I find that worthless brother of his.” 


“Listen to me,” Derek said, gripping the
door as Mike took a sharp turn too fast. “You can’t bend the law to suit your
purpose. We gotta play by the rules, same as anyone else.” 


“You think I give a shit about the law,
Derek?” Mike asked, gripping the steering wheel. “If he hurt her, I swear to
God, they’ll be carryin’ him out of there in a body bag.”


Derek winced. “Man, don’t say stuff like
that. You know it would kill your mama if—” 


“Don’t you get it, man? Knowin’ Tori’s out
there with him and there’s not a damn thing I can do to help her is killin’
me.” He pinched the bridge of his nose as he blinked back the moisture clouding
his eyes. He could not afford to lose it now, not when they were so close. 


“You really love this girl, don’t you?” 


“She’s the one, not a doubt in my mind. I
have to tell her, first chance I get.” 


“Smart decision,” Derek said, smiling.
“Ladies like Tori don’t come along twice in a lifetime. Trust me, I know. You
let her go and you’ll spend the rest of your life lookin’ for someone to replace
her. You’ll make it through half your life before you realize you’ll never find
her ’cause she doesn’t exist.” 


Mike spared a sidelong glance at his stepfather.
“Thanks, man.” 


“For what?” 


“For everything. Bein’ there for me and Jay
growin’ up, lovin’ my mom as much as you do, havin’ my back today and every
day. You don’t know how much it means to me.” 


Derek cleared his throat as he glanced out
the window at the trees and brush lining the dirt road to hell. “You and Jay
are like my own kids, always have been, always will be. The fact that you guys
let me back into your lives means everything to me, Mike. There’s nothin’ I
wouldn’t do for either one of you. Don’t ever doubt it.” 


“I know.”


Derek pointed to an opening in the brush.
“Hey, I think this is our place.” He pulled out the binoculars he’d stowed
under the seat. “Hang back a minute. Let me see if I can catch a glimpse of
anything.” He scanned the area before lowering the binoculars slowly and
turning toward Mike. 


He didn’t even have to say anything. Mike
already knew. “They’re not here, are they?” 


“There’s no vehicle in the drive, but it
doesn’t mean they’re not here. He could be parkin’ it out of the way to throw
us off, in case we come lookin’ for him.” 


Mike wanted to believe that more than
anything, but his instincts told him they were too late. Tori was gone. “I
can’t believe this,” Mike said, smacking the steering wheel with the palm of
his hand. “How the hell did we get this close, only to let him get away—?” 


“Sssh,” Derek said, holding his hand up to
silence Mike. “I think I see someone movin’ around inside.” He drew a deep
breath. “Looks like it’s go time. You ready?” 


Mike reached for his gun. “Hell, yeah.
Let’s get in there.” 


 


 


Tori would give every last dollar she had
stowed away in the bank for a restroom, a bottle of water, and a bag of potato
chips, but she hadn’t seen a single rest stop in the hour and a half since
she’d escaped his shack under the cloak of darkness. 


As she’d planned, she pretended to fall
asleep first, buried deep in one of the two sleeping bags Joe had brought in
from the car. She waited an hour after she heard his breathing become shallow,
until he was snoring loudly and muttering, before she finally made a break for it.



She held her breath and creaked across the
old floorboards on tiptoe. She took the flashlight she’d seen him bring in and
made her way out to the porch. He’d tucked the keys into his pocket before he
fell asleep. Apparently, he thought that was insurance enough, but he didn’t
know how resourceful Tori could be when her back was up against the wall. 


When she made it outside, Tori prayed
harder than she ever had before. She bargained for the strength to get through
this without tipping him off and pleaded she would remember everything her
brothers had taught her. When the engine finally turned over, she was tempted
to hit her knees on the gravel to thank her savior before jumping into the
vehicle. She eased the SUV down the gravel drive, hoping with everything in her
he was a sound sleeper. 


Joe hadn’t given her reason to fear for her
life during the brief hours before nightfall, but there was no telling how he
might react once he found out she’d crossed him. She’d put miles behind her
before she finally allowed herself to relax. 


Thankfully, he must have put gas in the car
shortly before they’d arrived because it seemed she had enough to guide her
toward civilization. He left her purse in the car, so she still had cash,
credit cards, and I.D. with her once she did find a rest stop.


Tori was so tired she could barely keep her
eyes open, even with the windows open and country music blaring. She hadn’t had
anything to eat or drink since Luc’s party, save the spiked water in the car,
and her body was starting to shut down. Sleeping on the side of a deserted
country road in the middle of nowhere wasn’t an option, and she didn’t think
knocking on one of the few random doors she’d seen was a good idea, so she just
kept rubbing her eyes to stay awake… and praying.  


Finally, after what seemed like days, she
found a gas station / truck stop on the side of the road. She threw it into
park, grabbed her purse, and made a beeline for the bathroom in the back. 


“The washrooms are for payin’ customers,”
the middle-aged waitress muttered as Tori ran past her. 


She intended to order three of everything
on the menu the second after she relieved herself and washed a layer of grime
off her skin, but she couldn’t spare the precious few seconds to inform the
waitress of her plans. 


When she made her way out of the ladies’
room a few minutes later, two old men sitting at the counter and one haggard-looking
middle-aged waitress, with a coffee pot hanging out of her hand, stood staring
at her. 


“What did I tell ya, Mavis?” one of the men
said, snapping his fingers as he cackled with delight. “I knew it was her.”


Tori closed her eyes. This was one time she
wished she could just sneak into one of the cracked vinyl seats, gorge herself
on bacon and eggs, and pretend she was just another lost, weary traveler. She
had no intention of telling anyone she’d been abducted until she’d had a chance
to speak to Mike, Avery, and Luc about the best course of action. 


“Guilty as charged,” Tori said, smiling.
She’d been trained to turn on the charm no matter how weary or tired she was.
This was no exception. In spite of the fact that she just wanted to break down
and cry before falling into bed, any bed, and sleeping for a week. “What’s a
girl got to do to get a cup of coffee around here, Mavis?” 


The red-haired woman with nicotine stains
on her teeth smiled for the first time since Tori walked through the door. “You
just park yourself right over there in the corner booth, and I’ll fix ya right
up.” 


“Awww,” one of the old men muttered. “Why
don’t you sit her up here with us? Not like it’s every day a real celebrity
walks through them there doors.”


Mavis rolled her eyes as she walked toward
Tori’s assigned table. “Gee, I can’t imagine why, Murphy. We’ve got so much to
offer out here. Just thinkin’ about the rip-roarin’ time I had at the
Laundromat last night gets me all excited.” 


 Tori smiled as Mavis poured strong brew
into her cheap, cracked mug. Coffee had never looked or smelled so good.


“You want milk or sugar, hon?” 


“Just like this is fine.” If only Mike
could see her now, drinking her coffee like a big girl.  


Mavis handed her a plastic menu. “I’ll give
you a few minutes to decide what you want.”


“Um, that’s okay,” Tori said, taking a
quick glance at the first thing she saw on the menu. “Eggs over easy with a
side of bacon sounds great. And could you bring out the toast first?” If she
didn’t get something in her stomach soon, she was going to start drinking the
condiments straight from the bottle. 


“You got it.” Mavis walked back to place
the order with the cook, who peeked his bald head through the opening behind
the counter and waved at Tori. 


Tori returned his wave before burying her
face in her hands. It was so nice to be in the midst of normal people again,
even if they were complete strangers and she was hours from home. Once she’d
satisfied her thirst and hunger, and had a healthy dose of caffeine, she’d ask
to use the phone, get directions from the waitress, and get the hell out of
here. She just wanted to hear Mike’s voice, reassure her parents that she was
okay and she was coming home soon, and find a place to rest her head for a
while.


Mavis set the toast down on the table with
a side of butter and jam. “You want peanut butter, too?” 


“No, thanks, this’ll be fine.” She’d be
satisfied eating it stone cold and dry, but her waitress didn’t need to know
that. “Um, I was visitin’ a friend, and I must’ve got turned around. Where am I
exactly?” She bit into her toast as she waited for Mavis to fill her in.


“Oh, you’re just about halfway between heaven
and hell.” 


Tori smiled as she chewed. She’d already
visited hell, thanks. “Could you be a little more specific?” 


Mavis chuckled. “You’re in Oklahoma. This
little piece of paradise is called Clayton. You comin’ from Nashville?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Tori raised her mug to her
lips, hoping she wouldn’t have to answer any more questions. She’d already told
the press she had a stalker, but she didn’t welcome the idea of telling
the world he was someone she’d been stupid enough to trust for years. A man
she’d willingly got into a car with… When she thought about what could have
happened if she hadn’t had the knowledge to get away, it made her cringe. Joe
had made one thing crystal clear during their brief hours together—he had no
intention of letting her leave him, ever. 


 “Do you think I could use your phone? My
cell phone died, and I forgot the car charger.” She smiled when the woman
seemed hesitant. “It’s not local, but I’d be happy to pay for the call.”
Reaching in to her wallet, she placed a twenty-dollar bill on the table.
“Please. I’d really like to call my boyfriend. He’s probably worried sick by
now.”


Mavis waved her plastic pen in the air.
“Hey, I think I saw him on TV. That sexy police Lieutenant, what’s his name…”
She snapped her fingers. “Mark, Matt…”


“Mike Cooper,” Tori said. “So, do you think
I could call him?”


“Sure thing, honey.” Mavis turned around to
glance at the pass-through separating the restaurant from the kitchen. “But let
me get you my cell phone. The boss man doesn’t like nobody makin’ long distance
calls from his phone.”


“That’s very nice of you. Thanks, Mavis.” 


While she waited for the woman to return,
Tori pulled another two twenties out of her purse and laid them on the old,
scarred table. She’d worked as a waitress in high school and she knew it could
be a tiring and thankless job at the best of times. Under different
circumstances, she would have given the woman more, but she didn’t know how
much cash she would need to get her home and she couldn’t be certain the motels
around here would accept her American Express. 


Mavis glanced at the screen of her old cell
phone. “The reception out here is hit and miss, but you have two bars right
now, so you should be okay.”


“Thanks so much.” Tori waited for some
privacy before she pressed the buttons and waited. She was desperate to hear
the sound of Mike’s voice and cursed softly when it went straight to voice
mail. 


“Mike, it’s me,” she whispered, turning her
face away from the curious diners. “I’m sorry if I worried you. I’m fine. You
probably know by now… Joe took me. I’ll explain everything when I see you. I
managed to get away from him, and I’m just grabbin’ a bite to eat at some greasy
spoon called Carl’s in Clayton, Oklahoma. I’m usin’ the waitress’s cell phone ’cause
Joe destroyed mine.” 


She sighed as she raked her hand through
her hair. She needed to talk to him, to hear his voice promising her that everything
was going to be okay. “Um, I don’t have this number, but hopefully it’ll come
up on your call display. I should be here for a bit. Call me if you can. I love
you, and I’ll see you soon. Bye.” She fought the urge to cry, which was silly
since she was out of danger. The time for tears had passed, but she was just so
exhausted, emotionally and physically, and she needed him now more than she’d
ever needed anyone.


“Everything okay, hon?” Mavis asked,
setting the plate of food down in front of her. 


“Um, yeah. I couldn’t reach him, but I left
a message. I’m hopin’ he’ll call back. Would you mind if I kept the phone with
me until I have to leave?”


“Not at all.” Mavis propped a fist on her
hip. “Y’all have a fight? Is that what you’re doin’ all the way out here. You
tryin’ to teach him a lesson?”


Tori smiled. If only it were so simple.
“No, it’s nothin’ like that.”


“Me and the old man…” She hooked a thumb
over her shoulder. “We get into it all the time, but we have a rule, we don’t
go to bed mad at each other.” She shrugged. “It’s worked for us for twenty-four
years. It might work for you and your man, too.”


“That’s good advice. I’ll keep it in mind,
thanks.” 


 


 


Mike’s cell phone buzzed, and he waited,
expecting his Bluetooth to activate the call. “Damn it, I must have missed a
call when I was in that goddamn shack.”


Joe, who was secured in handcuffs in the
backseat, muttered something under his breath. 


Mike glared at him in the rear view. “Shut
the hell up. I told you, if you can’t tell me where Tori is, I don’t want to
hear the sound of your voice. Period.” 


When they’d arrived at the cabin and found
Joe inside, Mike was certain Tori would be there too. When Joe swore she’d
stolen his car in the middle of the night, Mike wavered between pride and
frustration. He’d been so damn close to ending her nightmare, but she was still
out there somewhere, alone and, no doubt, terrified. 


“I’m surprised you’re even gettin’
reception out here,” Derek said, glancing out the window. “You need to check
the message?” 


“Yeah.” They’d just pulled onto the road
leading to the interstate when Mike pulled his Blackberry out of his pocket. He
eased his vehicle over to the side of the road. “Just give me a minute.” He
listened to the sound of her breaking voice, and for the first time in a day
and a half, he felt like he could breathe. “Tori,” he whispered when he
disconnected. He closed his eyes and pressed the phone against his lips, saying
a silent prayer of thanks. She was okay. 


“It was Tori?” Derek asked. 


“Yeah. She’s at some truck stop… Carl’s, I
think?” He’d been so grateful just to hear the sound of her voice he’d blanked
out on some of the details, something he never did. 


Derek looked in his side mirror. “We passed
a place called Carl’s about half a mile back.”


Mike did a reckless U-turn, heedless of the
traffic that may or may not be oncoming. Thankfully, the road was deserted. “I
gotta get back there. You can take him back to the station and book him?” 


Derek grinned. “It would be my pleasure,
Lieutenant.” 


He saw her through the glass as they pulled
into the near-empty parking lot. She appeared to be eating, but it was
difficult to tell from a distance. “Thank God,” Mike whispered. He’d never been
so relieved or so grateful to see someone in his life. That’s when it hit him;
he couldn’t live without her. Everything else in his life could fall apart, but
if he lost her, he’d never survive. 


When the vehicle stopped, Derek jumped out
and walked around to the driver’s side. He shook Mike’s hand. “Go and give your
lady a kiss. Tell her we all love her, and we’re glad she’s okay.” 


“I will,” Mike whispered. He opened the
rear door of the vehicle. “Give me your keys.” 


Joe glared at him. “They’re in my pocket.
You gonna reach in and get ’em?” 


“Don’t be a smart-ass or I’ll finish what I
started.” Derek, Smith, and Jones had barely been able to peel Mike off Tori’s
captor when he claimed he didn’t know where she was. “Reach into your pocket
and get them. Now.” 


Mike watched him struggle to extract the
key ring with the handcuffs still in place. “This is the last time I’m gonna
say it,” he said, pointing his finger at Joe. “You ever think about callin’,
writin’, or comin’ near here again, and I’ll make you wish you got life, ’cause
inside a cell’s the only place you’ll be safe from me. I’ll hunt you down like
a dog, and I won’t rest until you feel the kind of fear you made her feel. You
got me?” 


Joe looked down at his bound hands before
muttering, “Yeah.” 


Derek raised his hand as Mike jogged toward
the entrance. 


Tori didn’t lift her head until the bell
over the door rang out, capturing her attention. Her mouth fell open before she
pushed out of the booth and launched herself into his arms. “Oh my God, how… What’re
you doin’ here?” 


Mike laughed as he buried his face in her
hair. “I got your message. We were already at the cabin. We got him, baby. He
can’t hurt you again.” He set her down and framed her face with his hands
before kissing her lips gently. She looked so tired, so weak, it reawakened all
of Mike’s protective instincts. 


There were so many things running through
his mind, but only one seemed to matter now. “I love you.” The words seemed hopelessly
inadequate to describe what he felt for her, but he intended to spend every day
for the rest of their lives showing her how much she meant to him. 


“I love you, too,” she said, reaching up to
wrap her arms around his neck. “I was so scared. I kept thinkin’ about you, and
how I might never see you again.” 


Mike glanced behind Tori. There were four
people, two wearing uniforms standing behind the counter, and two old men
perched on stools sitting at the counter. He nodded at them as he threaded his
hand through Tori’s and led her to the table she’d been occupying when he
walked in. 


“I can’t believe you’re really here,” Tori
said, sliding into the booth beside him and leaning her head on his shoulder.
“I kept hopin’, prayin’ you’d find a way to get to me, but…” 


He hated that he’d failed to protect her,
to keep her safe, when she’d needed him the most. He’d spent the last decade
protecting total strangers, but when the love of his life needed him, he hadn’t
been able to shield her from danger, and he knew he’d spend the rest of his
life living with regret. 


Tori pressed her palm into his chest, and
almost as though she could read his thoughts, she whispered, “Please don’t
blame yourself for this. There was nothing you could’ve done.”


“Damn it, Tori, this is my job. How the
hell could I have missed something like this?” he whispered fiercely as he
fisted his hand on the table. 


Her hand dropped to his thigh. “We all did.
I thought he was my friend.” 


He hated knowing she was blaming herself
for this. Mike knew it would be a long time before she could learn to trust her
own judgement again, but he intended to remind her every day she was one of the
smartest and most intuitive women he’d ever met. In time, he trusted they would
both figure out how to put this nightmare behind them. “Tell me he didn’t…” He
struggled to get the words out as the revolting image assailed him. “Touch
you.” 


“No,” she said, reaching up to kiss his
cheek. “He didn’t try to force anything, thank God. He kept talking about the
future, about how I would learn to love him in time.” She turned his face
toward hers. “The only thing I could think about was gettin’ back to you.
That’s all that mattered to me.” 


He pressed her palm to his lips as he
closed his eyes. “You’re incredible,” he whispered. “I love and hate that you
didn’t need me.” 


“I do need you… now.” She sighed as she
closed her eyes. “I’m so tired, mentally, physically, emotionally. I just need
you to… take care of me.” 


Mike smiled as he pressed his lips to her
hair. “My pleasure, baby.” Tori was so fiercely independent, and he loved that
about her, but it meant everything to him knowing she could let her guard down
with him like this. “Why don’t we find a hotel, see if we can’t catch a few
hours of shut-eye?” 


“I just wanna go home… to sleep in our own
bed.”


He loved the sound of that, sharing a bed,
a home, a life with her. “Okay, I’ll drive, you sleep.” 


“No.” She rubbed her eyes with her
fingertips. “I’m sorry, that was really selfish of me. You probably haven’t
slept at all, have you?”


“I’m good. Let me just grab a coffee to go,
and that’ll get me through.” 


“Are you sure?” 


“Positive.” He kissed her gently, wishing
he could kiss her the way he wanted to, but knowing if he did, they’d
undoubtedly become more of a spectacle than they already were. He tossed a few
bills on the table and eased her out of the booth. “Just let me grab a coffee
and we can be on our way.” 


“I should use the restroom once more before
we go.” She smiled. “I drank a lot coffee, sittin’ here, waiting for you to
call me back.” She slid her arms around his waist and laid her head on his
chest. “I have to admit, I never expected you to show up here.” 


“Too bad I was too late to—”


Tori pressed her fingertips to his lips.
“You got here right on time, Lieutenant. Just when I needed you most.” 
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Mike answered Tori’s door and grimaced when
he saw Luc. “We haven’t even been home twelve hours yet.” 


Luc laughed as he walked past, slapping him
on the back. “This can’t wait. Where’s my girl?” 


“Your wife’s at home, far as I know. My
girl’s in the shower.” 


Luc wandered into the kitchen, giving Mike
no choice but to follow. He wasn’t ready to talk about the case, or the tour,
or the fact his services were no longer required. His gut ached when he thought
about letting Tori go out on the road for three months, but he knew he had no
choice. Music was her first love, and he had to respect it was the biggest part
of who she was. 


“Can I get you some coffee?” Mike asked,
pointing to the carafe on the counter. 


“Sounds good, thanks.” 


Mike prepared Luc’s coffee and handed it to
him. “So, I guess you’re here to talk to Tori about the tour, huh?” 


“Yeah, and I wanted to talk to you about
somethin’, too.” 


“What is it?” 


“Obviously, Tori’s gonna need a new head of
security.” 


“You want me to help my old man find
someone?” Mike smirked. “Given the job he did the first time around, I hate to
say he might be losin’ his touch, but—”


“I’ve already found someone.” 


Mike knew it would be difficult for him to
allow anyone to get close to Tori again. He intended to run background checks
on every last member of the Titan Records team first chance he got. “I want to
meet him before you make any final decisions. If he’s gonna be watchin’ Tori’s
back, I wanna make sure he’s the right man for the job. ’Cause I swear to God,
if anyone ever tries to hurt her again—”


Luc held his hand up. “Won’t be necessary,
you’re the man I want.” 


“Me?” Mike eased back on one of the stools
at the breakfast bar. “What the hell are you talkin’ about? I’ve got a job… I
love.” 


“As much as you love Tori?” 


“Come on, man, that’s not fair. It’s like
askin’ you whether you love Marisa more than your work.” 


“If my company went bankrupt tomorrow, I’d
survive. But if I lost Marisa, it would kill me. It’s as simple as that.” 


Mike knew what he said was true. He’d spent
years watching them together, and their bond was unbreakable. “Bein’ a cop’s
the only thing I’ve ever wanted, the only thing that’s ever mattered to me.” 


“But now something matters more, am I
right?” 


He didn’t even have to think about it. Tori
mattered more than his job, his friends, hell, even more than his family.
“Yeah, you’re right. So, what’s your point?” 


Luc took a sip of his coffee before he
said, “Okay, here’s the way I see it. You fell in love with a woman whose job
takes her around the world and back. You can choose to be a part of her life,
or not.” 


“I am a part of her life.” He crossed his
arms. “That’s the way it is, the way it’s gonna be, and if you’re gonna try to make
her choose between her career and me—”


“I’m tryin’ to give you guys a chance to
have it all.” He sighed. “You’re a great cop, no question about it. But are you
tellin’ me the job doesn’t get to you after a while? It doesn’t mess with your
head?” 


“Sure it does.” Mike took a drink of his
coffee, staring into the brew a long time before he decided to acknowledge
something he’d never admitted to anyone, including himself. “There are a lot of
days when I think about packin’ it in. When I’m tired or frustrated or just mad
as hell a case isn’t goin’ my way. But then I ask myself, what the hell would I
do with my life if I didn’t have my career? It’s more than what I do. It’s who
I am. It’s the only thing I’m good at, the only thing that’s ever really made
me feel like I’m makin’ a difference, ya know?” 


“I’m givin’ you another option, and it’s
not just because I like you or because you’re a good cop. You’re the right man
for this job.” He sighed. “The truth is, your old man’s been makin’ noise about
packin’ it in for a while now. He says he wants to spend more time with Lexi
and the kids, hang out at the cottage, travel a bit… Look, I get where he’s
comin’ from, I do. He gave almost twenty years to the force, another fifteen to
us. He’s paid his dues. He deserves to take a little time for himself, but I
can’t let him go until I know I’ve got the right man to fill his shoes.”


Mike rolled his eyes. “That’s real nice,
Spencer. Now you’re tryin’ to guilt me into takin’ the job?”  


“Hey, I never said I play fair.” He
grinned. “I play to win.” 


“Oh man,” Mike said, tipping his head back
as he scrubbed his hands over his face. “I gotta admit, I never saw this
comin’.” 


“Yeah, well, that makes two of us, buddy. I
never thought Tori’s head of security would be out to get her. Think about what
I’m offerin’ you…”


How could he not? “I’m listenin’.” 


“The chance to be with Tori all the time,
you get to hand select the people who are part of her security team, run
background checks on everybody who comes into contact with her, hire temporary
security for concerts, bodyguards for special events, you get to travel the
world…” He grinned. “Not to mention, you’ll be makin’ five times what you are
now.” 


The money was a nice bonus, but he knew it
wouldn’t be enough to make the decision for him. “I’m not gonna lie, you make
it tough to say no.” 


“Then don’t.” Luc’s cell phone buzzed and
he spared a glance at the screen. “When you take over Josh’s job, you’d be
makin’ ten times what you’re makin’ on the force, Mike. Come on, you can’t tell
me it’s not enticing.”


“Of course it is.” He ran his hands through
his hair. “But I need some time to think about it, to talk to Tori, my dad,
Derek… get their thoughts on it. This doesn’t affect just me, ya know.” 


“Fine, but we haven’t got a lot of time.
Tori’s goin’ back out on the road tomorrow, and she’s got no head of security.
Josh is gonna step up and fill the gap, but I can’t ask him to do it forever.” 


“I hear ya. I’ll let you know… soon.” 


 


 


Tori felt like a new woman by the time she
emerged from her bedroom twelve hours after they arrived home. They’d slept for
hours, made love, ate, showered, and she finally felt ready to face the world. 


“No doubt in my mind you’re the man I need,
Mike,” Luc said. 


“Too bad, you can’t have him. He’s mine.” 


Luc laughed as he picked Tori up and swung
her in a low circle. “Damn, it’s good to see you, girl. We were all goin’ out
of our minds worryin’ about you.” 


She pressed a kiss to his bristly cheek.
“I’m sorry I worried you.” She covered her face with her hands when he set her
down. “The tour.” She grimaced. “I’m so sorry—”


Luc held his hand up to silence her. “Those
dates have already been rescheduled. We’re still gonna do the last night in
Louisville tomorrow night, if you’re up for it?” 


Mike scowled. “Don’t you think she needs a
day or two to recover before you send her out on the road?” 


Tori smiled at him. She loved him for
wanting to protect her, but getting back out there and resuming her normal life
was the best way for her to put this nightmare behind her. The only thing that
made it bittersweet was knowing Mike would have no reason to go with her now.
They were facing three long months apart, and she didn’t know how she was going
to get through it. In a short time, she’d already come to depend on him more
than she thought possible. 


“It’s okay, I’m ready. I want to go.” 


Mike looked surprised by her announcement.
“You want to go?” 


She knew he was really asking whether she
wanted to leave him so soon after they’d finally found each other. “It’s my
job. I have to go. Everyone’s countin’ on me.” She reached across the counter
to take Mike’s hand. “You understand, don’t you?” 


“Yeah, sure.” He cleared his throat before
glancing at Luc. “I’m gonna head downstairs, get a workout in. Can we talk
later?” 


“Sooner rather than later,” Luc said,
reaching across the counter to offer Mike his hand. “I can’t thank you enough
for everything you did. Seriously, you went above and beyond.” 


“I didn’t do it out of some sense of
obligation to get the job done, Luc.” He glanced at Tori. “I did it because she
means everything to me.”  


Tori closed her eyes, a smile playing on
her lips. His words seeped in, and she knew he was the only man who would ever
mean more to her than money, accolades, or music. He was her everything. “I
love you,” she mouthed.


Mike winked and smiled at her before making
his way downstairs. 


Luc watched him go before turning his
attention back to her. “I want the truth. You ready to get back out there so
soon?” 


“Absolutely. I can’t wait.” 


Luc drew her in for another hug and kissed
the top of her head. “Everybody wants to see you. What do you want me to tell
them?” 


“I just need a little more time with my
man. I’ll catch up with them at the airport tomorrow.” She tipped her head back
to look at him. “Tell ’em I love them.” 


 


 


Mike turned up the volume on his iPod
before increasing the incline on his treadmill. Tori’s raspy voice crept into his
head, making him want her all over again. It scared him to think about how much
of his mind-space she was already occupying. If he accepted Luc’s offer, Tori
would become his entire world, and there was a part of him that feared losing
himself in the bargain. 


Tori entered the room and smiled at him as
she set a pair of pink ear buds in her ears. 


He watched her un-zip the hot pink warm-up
jacket covering her little black spandex tank top and shorts and toss it on the
weight bench. Reaching for his bottle of water, he muttered, “I’m already
workin’ in my target heart rate, thanks.”


She laughed as she mounted the elliptical.
“Don’t mind me, Lieutenant. I need to burn off some of this excess energy.” 


He pulled his ear buds out and licked his
lips as he watched her bounce up and down. “I can think of better ways.” 


“Is that all you ever think about?” 


“With you lookin’ like that? What the hell
else would I be thinkin’ about?” In reality, he’d much rather think about
making love to Tori than trying to decide his fate, but he knew he couldn’t put
Luc off forever. “So, Luc came here to make me an offer.” 


Tori twisted the cap off her bottle. “What
kind of offer?” 


“He wants me to quit the force to become
your head of security.” 


“No, you can’t!” 


Mike was surprised and a little hurt by her
reaction. He expected her to be elated at the prospect of them spending every day
and night together. “You don’t want me to take the job?” 


“No, it’s just… I know how much you love
bein’ a cop. I know you’d never ask me to give up my music ’cause you know how
much it means to me. How can I ask you to give up the force for me? It wouldn’t
be fair.” 


Mike wiped the sweat from his forehead with
the terry towel wrapped around his neck. “You’re not the one askin’, Luc is.
You can’t deny it would solve a lot of our problems.”


“Yeah, but what if you ended up hatin’ me
because I encouraged you to leave your job? I can’t do it.” She shook her head,
her blond ponytail swinging furiously. “I won’t let you accept the offer.” 


Mike smirked. “You won’t let me?” 


She had the grace to blush. “I’ll just tell
Luc to find someone else.” 


“You think I’m gonna be able to trust
someone else after what happened?” He pressed the button to slow down the
treadmill. “I keep thinkin’ about you out there without me for months on end,
trustin’ someone else to take care of you, and I can’t do it.” He stepped off
and linked an arm over her machine. “I need to do this.” 


A tear slipped down her cheek, melding with
the perspiration. “Please don’t; I don’t want to lose you.” 


“What the hell are you talkin’ about?
You’re not gonna lose me.” He reached over to shut her machine down. “I’m doin’
this because I love you… because I don’t even want to think about losin’ you.” 


She stroked his cheek and smiled. “I know
you feel that way now, but how’re you gonna feel five or ten years from now
when you’re hirin’ security guards instead of chasin’ down murderers and
rapists?” 


“That’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
They shared a smile. “I know what I’m doin’. You’re gonna have to trust me on
this, sweetheart.” He reached over to kiss her. “I love you, and I’ll be damned
if I’m gonna trust some hired gun to take care of you.” If there was any doubt
in his mind before, it was gone. He knew what he needed to do. It was time to
say good-bye to his old life so he could start a new life with Tori. 


 


 


Mike rang his mother and stepfather’s
doorbell and stood back, rehearsing in his mind what he wanted to say. He never
imagined having this conversation with Derek, but now that he’d made the
decision, it felt right. 


Ashley answered the door and gasped when
she saw him. “Get in here,” she said, reaching for his hand to pull him inside.
“I’m so glad you’re home safe.” She framed his face with her hands as she
looked him in the eye. “And Tori, how is she?” 


He instinctively pulled his mother into his
arms. “I love you, Mom.” It had been a long time since he’d told her… too long.
His mother was the one woman in his life, up until now, he’d always been able
to count on. She was the one who taught him that it was possible to love a
woman with your whole heart. 


“I love you too, sweetheart,” she
whispered, choking back a sob. “I was so worried, we all were. I love her so
much, like she was my own daughter.”


“I know you do.” His mother had never made
a secret of her feelings for Tori, and when he talked her down in inane attempts
to guard his heart, Ashley was the first one to tell him he wouldn’t be able to
spot a good woman if she tripped him. “So do I.” 


She pulled back to look at him. “I’m so
happy you two finally got your act together. Tori’s been in love with you since
the first time she laid eyes on you, Michael. I saw it then, and I’ve seen it
every time she’s looked at you since then. I think that’s why I thought so much
of her. I could see she was the one woman who loved you as much as I do.”  


“When I thought I’d lost her, I wanted to
die,” he whispered, looking down at the ground between them. “I’ve never felt
that way before. I mean, I don’t think I could’ve gone on without her. I’ve
tried to tell her, to show her…” He felt the heat rise up his neck when he
realized who he was talking to. “Sorry, too much information.”


Ashley laughed. “It’s okay, I realize my
sons have been sexually active for a long time.” She pointed a finger at him.
“Probably too long.” 


“I’m not havin’ this conversation with
you.” 


“You want Tori to be your last?” Ashley asked
quietly. “I mean, does it scare you, knowin’ she’s the last woman you’ll ever
make love to if you decide to take this relationship to the next level?” 


“Hell no, the thought of sleepin’ with
someone else does nothin’ for me.” He grimaced when he realized he was actually
having a conversation with his mother about his sex life. This was wrong on so
many levels, but he’d come this far, may as well stay the course. “I’ve just
been goin’ through the motions for the last two years, tryin’ to find a woman
who made me feel the way she did, but nothin’. I mean, there were times when I
couldn’t even bring myself to go through with it.” 


Ashley grinned. “That’s sayin’ a lot.” 


“Seriously, she’s the one. There’s not a
doubt in my mind.” He looked at his mother a long time before he said, “I’m
sorry.” 


“For what?”


“For givin’ you and Derek such a hard time
when you two were tryin’ to figure things out. I didn’t have a clue how you
were feelin’ at the time, but I get it now.” He shook his head. “How the hell
did you do it?”


“Do what?”


“Live your life without him?”


A look of sadness clouded her eyes. “You
make sacrifices when you’re a parent, Mike. You’ll understand one day.”


“I hate that we cost you guys so many years
together.” He sighed. “Derek’s one of the best guys I’ve ever known, and we’re
damn lucky to have him in our lives.”


“Stop, you’re gonna get me started,” Derek
said, smiling. He pushed off the doorframe he’d been leaning on and walked into
the foyer. He looked Mike in the eye before extending his hand. “I was so proud
of the way you handled yourself. Honestly, I don’t think I could’ve done a
better job.”


“Thanks, man,” Mike said, taking his hand
as he pulled him into a half-hug. “You don’t know how much that means to me.”


“So, why’re you here instead of home with your
woman?” Derek asked, lifting an eyebrow. 


“I needed to talk to you about somethin’.” 


“I’m not gonna like this, am I?” 


“Probably not.” Mike sighed. He knew there
was no way to soften the blow for either of them, so he opted for the direct
approach. “I’m leavin’ the force.” 


Ashley took a step back. “Why? What’re you
talkin’ about? You’ve wanted to be a police officer ever since you were a
little boy. It’s the only thing you’ve ever wanted to do with your life.” 


Derek held his hand up. “This has somethin’
to do with Tori, doesn’t it?” 


“It has everything to do with her, but I’m
makin’ this decision for me. It’s time for me to start buildin’ my life around
somethin’ other than my career.” 


Ashley covered her mouth with her hands as
tears sprang to her eyes. “Would it be selfish of me to admit I’ve always
prayed you’d come to your senses eventually?”


Mike couldn’t contain his smile. He knew
how his mother felt about his chosen profession, but she’d always supported his
decision. “No, I think you’re allowed.” 


Derek looked at his wife. “You may be happy
about this, but I sure as hell ain’t. I’m losin’ the best damn cop I’ve got.” 


Ashley threaded her arm through Derek’s and
laid her head on his shoulder. “You’ll get over it, sweetheart.” 


“So what…” Derek asked, throwing his hands
up in the air. “You’re hookin’ up with a gazillionaire and you’re gonna be a
kept man now?”  


“Don’t be a smart-ass,” Mike said, glaring
at him. “Luc’s offered me a job as Tori’s head of security, and I’ve decided to
take it.” 


“Damn him,” Derek muttered. “Hirin’ you
right out from under me. I should’ve known he’d pull somethin’ like this.” 


“You could tell me you’re happy for me,”
Mike said quietly. Derek’s opinion had always been important to Mike, not just
because he was his stepfather, but because for years he’d been his idol, his
mentor, and his friend. 


“You know I am,” Derek said, shoving his
hands in his pocket. “But I’m allowed to sulk a little too.” 


Mike laughed. “No, grown men aren’t allowed
to sulk.” 


Ashley slipped her arms around her son’s
waist. “I’m so happy for you, for both of you. But I can’t deny I’m gonna miss
you, being out on the road for so many months at a stretch.” 


“Don’t worry, I’ll have Tori to take care
of me.” 


Ashley looked up at him and smiled, her
eyes moist with unshed tears. “I’m trusting you two to take care of each
other.” 
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Tori expected to be mobbed at the airport,
but nothing could have prepared her for the scene that unfolded. Between the
press, her fans, and friends, it seemed everyone wanted a piece of her. But
Mike never left her side, obviously taking his newfound role as her protector
seriously. 


She was still apprehensive about the
sacrifice he was making, but the thrill of having him by her side overshadowed
her uncertainty. 


Trey pulled her into his arms the second he
saw her, pushing aside the reporters clamoring for a statement about Joe, her
relationship with Mike, and the tour. “I could tear him apart with my bare hands,”
he whispered in her ear. 


Tears sprang to her eyes. Trey had been her
idol for as long as she could remember and knowing she’d earned his respect and
friendship meant everything to her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you
guys,” she whispered, feeling the love of her friends enveloping her as Sierra,
Josh, Lexi, Marisa, Luc, Ty, Avery, Nikki, J.T., and Mike moved in to block her
from the prying eyes of the hundreds of people trying to catch a glimpse of her.



“We’re just so glad you’re okay,” Josh said,
gripping her chin. “You are okay, aren’t you?” 


She brushed away the tears sliding down her
cheeks. “Yes.” She sniffled. “No.” Seeing her friends, feeling the depth of
their love and concern for her, opened a floodgate of repressed fear and
anguish over the ordeal she’d been through. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to fall
apart like this.” 


Mike pulled her against his side. “You’re
allowed; you’ve been through hell these past few months.” 


Trey looked at Mike and smiled. “I can’t
tell you how glad I am you decided to join our team. I couldn’t have picked a
better man for the job.” 


Mike grinned. “Yeah, well, it was pretty
tough to refuse the perks.” 


Everyone laughed as the women took turns
hugging Tori, demanding reassurance she was on the mend. 


“I know my husband can be a tyrant,” Marisa
said, hooking her thumb over her shoulder. “If you’re not ready to do this,
just say the word and I’ll get him to back off.” 


“I heard that,” Luc said, coming up behind
his wife. “You really think I’d try and force her to do this if she wasn’t
ready?” He settled his arm around Nikki’s shoulder. “Hell, Tori’s like a
daughter to me. I’d never try to convince her to go back to work unless I
thought it was the best thing for her.” 


“Luc’s right,” Tori said, smiling at the
group. “I need to put this behind me, and gettin’ back to work seems like the
best way to do that. Besides, we’ve been preparin’ for this tour for months.
Sold out dates all over the continent. How can we disappoint our fans?” 


J.T. smiled as he reached for her hand,
bringing it to his lips. “Our fans love you as much as we do. They’ll
understand if you need a little more time.” 


The additional security Mike had hired were
doing their job keeping reporters and autograph seekers at a safe distance,
giving Tori the privacy she needed to say the things that had been running
through her mind when she was planning her escape from the dank shack in the
wilderness. 


“When I got into this business, I was
scared to death. I was so sure it was gonna chew me up and spit me out inside
of a year.” She smiled when Mike threaded his hand through hers, silently
offering his love and support. “Hell, it probably would have, had it not been
for you guys. You took me in, taught me the ropes, but even more importantly,
you taught me to stay true to myself and not get caught up in all the
craziness.” 


Trey sighed as he hooked an arm around Ty’s
neck. “If only I could’ve kept this guy on the straight and narrow. Look at him
now, swelled head, thinks he’s God’s gift.” 


Everyone erupted in laughter as Ty elbowed
Trey in the ribs. “Looks who’s talkin’.” Anyone who knew Ty would say he was
the most down-to-earth guy they’d ever had the pleasure of meeting. Faith,
family, and charity were the principles that guided him through life and Tori had
learned so much from his approach. 


“Y’all taught me so much about this
business… and life,” she said, looking to each one of them in turn. “Luc taught
me I had to toughen up if I expected to survive, Trey taught me not to take
myself too seriously, Ty showed me how to handle the fame without lettin’ it go
to my head, and Nikki…” Tori took her friend’s hand as she looked her in the
eye. “You taught me to stay true to myself. I didn’t conform just ’cause
everyone thought I should.” She winked at Avery. “And believe me, that wasn’t
always easy.” 


Avery pulled Tori into a hug. “Quit busting
my chops. I was just doing what I thought was best for you.” 


“You,” Tori said, smiling at her friend and
publicist, “you helped me most of all. You helped me to grow up and realize
that I’d been blessed with this incredible opportunity, and I owe a huge debt
of gratitude to the millions of people who make it possible for me to do what I
love every day.” Tori laughed self-consciously. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to get
so sappy; it’s just that I had a lot of time to think while I was trapped in
his cabin.” 


Sierra reached for her hand. “I can’t even
imagine what that must have been like for you, sweetheart.” 


“Ya know, it wasn’t all bad.” She laughed
at the look of surprise on their faces. “It forced me to put things into
perspective. For years, I’ve been all about my career, and I realize it’s not
enough for me anymore.” She looked up at Mike and smiled. “I’ve been afraid to
put myself out there because I didn’t want to risk makin’ a fool of myself or
gettin’ rejected, but I realized some things are worth the risk.” 


“Can’t argue with you there,” Mike said
quietly. 


“Excuse me,” Tori said, stepping away from
the crowd. She realized she’d been allowing fear to dictate her actions for too
long. It was time for her to take the ultimate risk with the hope of gaining
the ultimate reward. She’d never been one to tip her hat to convention; why
should she start now?  


With her hand still in Mike’s, she led him
to the crowd of reporters hoping for a statement. Her heart was pounding harder
than the first time she’d appeared on live TV or faced a crowd of tens of thousands,
hoping they wouldn’t heckle her off the stage. More than her pride was at stake
this time. Her heart was on the line. 


“Good afternoon, y’all,” she said, smiling
brightly. “I want to thank you for bein’ so patient. I know there have been a
lot of rumors circulatin’ about me over the past couple of days and I just want
to set the record straight.” She took a deep breath as she said a silent prayer
that she wasn’t about to make the biggest mistake of her life. “As you probably
know by now, I had a little trouble with one of my security personnel. It was a
difficult situation, but I got through it just fine, and I’m lookin’ forward to
gettin’ back to work.” 


“Can you tell us more about your
relationship with your accused stalker, Tori?” one of the reporters asked. 


Tori knew she had to let go of any
bitterness or animosity toward Joe before she could move on with her life. “He
was a good man, albeit a little misguided. He had feelings for me, which
obviously I didn’t share. He was someone I considered a friend at one time, and
I hope he can get the help he needs to work through his own issues while he’s
incarcerated.” 


“Does that mean you forgiven him for what
he did to you?” another reporter asked, shoving a digital voice recorder in her
face. 


“I have to.” 


The same reporter turned to Mike. “How
about you, Lieutenant Cooper? Are you able to forgive and forget as easily?” 


Mike clenched his jaw before smiling
through gritted teeth. “I just wanna help Tori get past this.” 


“What can you tell us about your
relationship with Tori, Mike?” 


Mike looked her in the eye and Tori felt
his love like a physical embrace. He’d already put so much on the line for her,
it was past time for her to return the favor. “I think I’d like to answer that,
if you don’t mind?” 


Every reporter’s attention was fixed on her
as they positioned their recorders, cameras, and video cameras to capture her. 


Tori turned toward Mike and took his hands
in hers. “If someone had told me it was possible to fall in love the first time
you laid eyes on someone, I’d have told them they were crazy. But when you
stepped out of your father’s pool that day, you made me a believer.”


Mike smiled as he cupped her face in his
palm. 


She instinctively turned into his touch,
absorbing his heat. “I spent so many hours over the past four years wondering
what our lives would be like if you shared my feelings.”


“Baby,” Mike whispered, drawing her in
close, “you don’t have to do this here.” 


“Yes, I do.” She bit her bottom lip as she
tried to find the elusive words. “When you find the person you were meant to
spend your life with, you’re a coward if you’re not willin’ to lay it all on
the line to be with them.” 


Mike winced, and Tori knew they were both
guilty of running from their fears when they should have been brave enough to
face them together. She couldn’t undo the past, for either of them, but she did
have this one precious moment and she intended to make the most of it. “I ran
away when I should have stayed and fought.” She reached up to brush her hand
across his cheek. “I won’t make that mistake again, ever. I’ll fight for us
with my dyin’ breath, ’cause you’re my everything.”


“Jesus,” Mike whispered, bowing his head. 


Tori knew he hated getting emotional,
especially in the midst of their friends, family, and strangers, but she didn’t
want to wait another day to say what she should have said four years ago. “I
love that you challenge me. You make me laugh…” She fought back the tears as
she said, “But I can’t deny you’ve made me cry a time or two as well.” 


He raised his head. “I’m so sorry.” 


“It’s part of life, Mike. I know we’ll
argue, I may even get angry enough to walk out—”


“Not gonna happen,” he said, smiling. “I
won’t let you go.” 


Their past flashed through her mind. Scenes
that included teasing, laughter, anger, sadness, passion, and regret. “You are
the only thing I’ve ever wanted more than my music. You inspired me to pour my
heart out in my lyrics…” Her voice broke, and she cleared her throat through a
watery smile. “You were the voice whispering in my ear when I wrote a song, the
image that appeared in my head when I sang about loss and heartbreak. I’ve
always known you were the one, the only one for me.”


“Tori—”


She pressed her fingertips to his lips.
Tori knew given the chance, he would save her from the embarrassment of having
to be the one to pose the question, but she couldn’t allow him to rescue her,
not this time. “You’re the only man I want, today, tomorrow, forever. Say
you’ll marry me.” 


A collective gasp rose through the crowd
and Tori knew everyone was as shocked as Mike that she’d had the courage to ask
him, in this very public venue, and risk the kind of embarrassment she would
never live down if he said no. 


She held her breath as she waited for him
to respond. 


“I can’t believe you did this,” he said,
quietly. 


She didn’t know it was possible for a heart
to ache, but hers was in the moment it became clear that she’d made the biggest
mistake of her life. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like
this.” 


He nodded. “No, you shouldn’t have.” 


Tori tried to push through the crowd, but
he wouldn’t release her hand. When she turned around, he was on one knee, a
velvet ring box opened to reveal a breathtaking diamond solitaire. “You’re a
tough act to follow, Tori Warner, but since we seem to be all about the public
declarations today, I’m gonna give this a try.” 


She covered her mouth as she watched him
trying to collect himself.


“I’d never met anyone like you. You tore
through my life like a cyclone, makin’ me question everything I thought I knew
about my type of woman.” He chuckled. “Turns out I didn’t have a clue
until I met you. I thought I wanted sweet, soft, and submissive. Instead I got
sassy, opinionated, and strong, and there’s not a single thing I’d change about
you.” He kissed her trembling hand, letting his lips linger on her skin. “Many
people might say I’m the luckiest guy in the world to be with Tori Warner, the
superstar, but I happen to think I’m the luckiest guy in the world ’cause the
Tori I love doesn’t even realize she is a superstar. She’s the girl who
gives a hard-working waitress free concert tickets or donates her time and
money to a charity that’s close to her heart. She’s the girl who burns her
daddy’s favorite dinner every year on his birthday, but is still too stubborn
to order in.” 


Everyone, including Tori, laughed. 


“She’s the girl who makes me laugh and
makes me willin’ to give up the life I loved ’cause I know my life with her is
gonna exceed my wildest dreams. So yes, baby, yes, I’ll marry you, and in front
of the millions of people who are gonna inevitably see this, I promise to spend
the rest of my life tryin’ to make you as happy as you’ve made me.” He slipped
the ring on her finger before standing up to pull her into his arms. 


Buried in his strong arms, Tori barely
heard the laughter or the applause, the tears, or the “awws” from the crowd.
The only thing she heard was the echo of Mike’s words as he promised to love
her forever.  
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is the most infuriating woman Mike has ever met. She refuses to take orders,
even when her life is at stake. He’s tempted to let her fend for herself, but
Mike can’t walk away knowing some maniac is out to get her. Especially not
after one explosive night makes him lose his objectivity. Suddenly, this case
is personal, and Mike can’t rest until he knows Tori is safe. 


 


 


Coming October 2012 


A brand new eight book series featuring all of your
favorite characters as they guide their grown children on an unforgettable journey
toward the ultimate destination… happily ever after. 


 


Nashville Nights… The Next Generation 


To read more about this series, visit the ‘Coming Soon’ page at 


www.cheryldouglasbooks.com
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