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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Somebody needs to call the police, because that looks so good, it’s got to be against the law.”
 
   [bookmark: _GoBack]The accusation was accompanied by the sharp click of a six-burner Viking range being snapped to silence and the clatter of professional-grade cutlery on Italian marble countertops.               
 
   “I guess I don’t need to ask whether or not you think your guests will approve.” Violet Morgan leaned in toward the oversized pan of paella her client Tessa had just helped finish preparing, inhaling the exotic scents of saffron and smoked paprika steaming up through Tessa’s  kitchen. Okay, so it was a bit of a departure from the average, stuffy business dinner menu. But then again, if Violet had wanted average, she’d have stayed on the restaurant circuit. 
 
                 And if she’d wanted stuffy, she’d have stayed with her last boyfriend.
 
                 “Are you kidding?” Tessa said, her heels clacking an elegant riot on the kitchen tile as she moved through the well-appointed space. “It smells like sin on a dish, and I’ll bet it tastes even better. Forget approval. They are going to lose their minds.”
 
                 Violet shook her head, grinning as she adjusted the brightly patterned scarf holding her mop of light brown hair at bay. “I would say thank you, but I really can’t take any credit for this. You did all the cooking.”
 
   She looped a kitchen towel around each palm, the muscles in her arms squeezing tight as she moved the pan to the warming tray in front of her before starting to tidy the work space on the island. Part of the deal as a personal chef was leaving the client’s kitchen exactly the way you found it when the cooking was done, no matter how hands-on said client had been during preparations. Not that Violet minded the cleanup. It was more than a fair trade for actually having clients who wanted to cook with her rather than swap a bunch of boxed-up meals for a check and a thanks-have-a-nice-night. 
 
   Plus, having a work space to clean up translated to actually having a client, and Violet had been rocking way too many holes in her day planner for comfort lately.
 
   Tessa scoffed, yanking Violet back to the here-and-now of the lavish kitchen as her friend wiped her hands on the food-smudged dish towel looped through her apron. “Oh please. Four months ago, I didn’t even know rice from rutabagas, and tonight you coached me through making dinner for eight. You’re the one with the magic, darling.”
 
                 “Ah, but I’m just the messenger. It’s the food that’s magic.” Violet returned her attention to the paella, and God, it really had turned out gorgeous. “See the satiny yellow the saffron gives the rice? It’s so lush and beautiful, it’s practically lunar. When you put it against the savory pops of dark red from the chorizo and the more delicate touches from the seafood, the whole thing just comes together like a culinary tapestry. It’s perfect.”
 
   Tessa laughed, unthreading the apron from around her waist. “Only you would say it like that, my friend.”
 
   Confusion made Violet blink. “Say it like what?” 
 
   “Like it’s poetry, not dinner.”
 
   “But a really good meal is both,” Violet said, scooping up two tasting forks from their spot on the honey-colored butcher block. She passed one to Tessa, using the other to dip into the paella. “Think of it this way. They’re both personal and intimate. And if they’re done right, both of them can make you feel good enough to swoon.”
 
   She took one last look at the forkful of scallops and rice before closing her lips over the tines, not even bothering to pull up on her sigh as the flavors sizzled and popped on her tongue.
 
   Oh yeah. This was poetry.
 
   Tessa leaned an elbow on the counter, taking a taste for herself. After a blissful moan, she conceded. “Okay, you win. Now what kind of wine goes with poetry…I mean paella? I need to loosen up these prospective clients so we can work out the deal of the year, here.”
 
   Violet finished her bite, pushing up the sleeves of her bright orange chef’s jacket as she followed Tessa toward the wine rack on the far wall of the kitchen. “Deal of the year, huh? Sounds major.”
 
   “I’m the only interior designer in Brentsville who specializes in high-end commercial jobs. According to my clients, every deal is major.” Tessa’s call-it-like-you-see-it moxie clipped the words nice and tight, even over her wry smile. “So red or white? What do you think?”
 
   “I think if you want to loosen them up, you need to slow down,” Violet said over a laugh. She loved her job too, but getting so serious and go-go-go about it? It couldn’t be healthy. “Why don’t you try red and white, so it’s more personal. Then your guests can choose their favorite.” 
 
   “Brilliant, as usual. I assume you have a suggestion for each?”
 
   “Of course.” She let her eyes skim the wine rack, cruising first for the red. “Pinot noir is nice and supple, but not so full-bodied it will overpower the food. Definitely a good pick.” 
 
   Tessa nodded, plucking two bottles from the shelf. “How about the white, then?” she asked, gesturing to the adjacent section that housed the lighter wines.
 
   “Mmm, I may be biased here, but I’d go with a Napa Valley Chardonnay.” She slid a green-gold bottle from the shelf and handed it over. “This one is full-fleshed and not too sweet, with a succulent mouth-feel. It’s really well-balanced, yet there’s this hint of decadence to it. It’s one of my favorites.”
 
   The Chardonnay was a little ballsy with paella, sure, but wasn’t that the point? No sense in taking half-measures with something as personal as food.
 
   Violet released a tiny sigh at how the wine and the meal would surely come together with success, realizing just a breath too late that Tessa was staring at her with a catlike smile.  
 
   “What?” Violet surreptitiously pressed her lips together, swiping her tongue over her teeth. Nope, nothing there. She brushed a hand over her cheek. “Do I have paella stuck to my face or something?” God, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d gotten so caught up in the food that it landed on her face. How embarrassing.
 
   “Oh, no.” Tessa reached into the wine rack to gather one more bottle of Chardonnay, but Violet could feel her friend’s focus still on the conversation rather than the task at hand. “It’s just that now I get the feeling we’ve moved from poetry to sex.”
 
   Violet fiddled with the bottom hem of her jacket, twisting an errant orange thread around her finger before pulling it free with an efficient snap. “That would require actually having sex, Tess. An area in which I am sadly deficient at the moment.”
 
   After her last debacle in the dating department, it didn’t really seem worth it. Especially since it felt like every guy on the market wanted to rush through the bedroom like most potential clients wanted to rush through the kitchen.
 
   “Tell me about it. I swear good men are at a massive premium these days.” Tessa’s eyes flashed in thought, and she headed back through the kitchen to the eight-bottle wine fridge standing sentry on her counter. “Maybe you should stick around for this dinner meeting. Two of my clients are young and single. Very ambitious.”
 
   Violet tamped down her wince, but barely. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass. The last thing I need is some guy who’s drowning in his career, especially when I’m having a hard enough time trying to drown in my own.” 
 
   The flash in Tessa’s eyes morphed into concern. “You’re kidding. With how incredible you are with food, I can’t believe your schedule isn’t slammed.”
 
   Violet’s kitchen clogs squeaked to a stop in front of the sink, and she pulled in the kind of deep breath that would make her yoga instructor beam with pride. Although she had a handful of clients who wanted the full experience like Tessa, most people looking for a personal chef just wanted someone to drop everything off, pre-made and labeled so all they had to do was warm it up and scarf it down. No muss, no fuss, and nothing personal about it, thank you very much. 
 
   “Thanks, Tess. I wish every client wanted to take the same time with it as you.” Violet ran the water, testing the warm stream with the back of one wrist before filling the sink with a wistful smile. “But until more people do, you’re stuck with me.”
 
   The muffled chime of Violet’s cell phone sounded off from her bag by the door, cutting off whatever smart response Tessa had almost certainly been working up, and Violet’s brow punched down in confusion. She only had the thing because her brother Jason had made such relentless fun of her for being a dinosaur, and even though she’d bought it just to hush him up, half the time she forgot to bring it with her. The other half, she ignored its existence in her bag, and usually, it returned the favor by ignoring her right back.
 
   So who on earth would be calling her on it?
 
   Tessa’s eyes flicked over Violet’s belongings, which continued to make an unholy racket from across the room. “Do you need to get that?” she asked, but Violet shook the question off.
 
   “It’s probably a wrong number. And anyway, I’m working.” This was exactly why she hadn’t wanted a cell phone in the first place. Too many people glued to their various gadgets when they should be having real conversations instead. 
 
   But still the phone kept ringing, the sound burrowing in Violet’s ears.
 
   “That is one insistent wrong number. Why don’t I grab it for you?” Tessa tipped her head at the sink, where Violet was currently up her elbows in a spray of bubbles, scrubbing a wooden spoon. 
 
   “Suit yourself. But if it’s a vacuum salesman, I’m going to say I told you so.” 
 
   Tessa crossed the room, unearthing the still-ringing phone from the side pocket of Violet’s bright blue hobo bag, and was it her imagination, or did the stupid thing actually sound pissed? “It’s a Brentsville number. Are you sure you don’t have a local guy on the side you’re not giving me the dish on?”
 
   Before Violet could pop off a deserving reply, Tessa had the phone between her shoulder and her ear, grinning all the way. “Violet Morgan’s phone.” 
 
   For a minute, the only sound in the kitchen was the soft swish of water, and it brought with it the sense of even, soothing calm that Violet always found around food.
 
   And then Tessa shattered everything Violet knew about calm as she held out the phone and said in a shaky voice, “Violet, it’s your brother. He’s at Brentsville Memorial. You need to get there right away.”
 
   #
 
   Violet rushed past the automatic door at Brentsville Memorial Hospital, her entire body numb save the wrecking-ball slamming of her heart in her chest. She inhaled in a wobbly attempt to calm it, but the hard punch of hospital-grade antiseptic that met her nose jerked her back in time. Flashes of a night, seven years past but still eerily similar, hurled themselves at her memory, ratcheting the alarm bells in her head into full-on panic mode. The fact that Jason’s lieutenant had gotten on the phone himself and sworn that her brother was fine didn’t stop Violet’s pulse from doing a terrified triple-time in her veins.
 
   Jason was her twin, her only living relative, and she hated his job as an active duty police detective with the white-hot passion of a thousand fiery suns.
 
   “Jesus, Blue. You look awful.”
 
   The familiar childhood nickname, and even more familiar voice that went with it, sent relief skidding through Violet, and she whirled on her heel in the direction of the speaker.
 
   “Oh my God, Jason! Are you okay?” Tears burned hot beneath her eyelids, and she flung her arms around her brother so hard he let out an oof of surprise before returning the gesture. 
 
   “I’m fine, I swear,” he said over her shoulder. “Just a couple bumps and bruises. I would’ve called you myself, but they wouldn’t let me out until the doctor took a look at everything, and I didn’t want you to hear about it on the news first.”
 
   Violet pulled back, confusion banging around in her head through the tidal wave of relief. “Hear about what on the news? What’s going on?” She scanned him more carefully, getting no further than the rust-colored stains angrily marking his shirt before her breath turned to sand in her lungs. “Is that…blood?”
 
   Jason tensed, shifting his body to angle the stains away from her line of sight. “I’m fine, Violet,” he reiterated, and damn it, she hated when he handed her the standard cop treatment. Was it really so hard to just answer the question?
 
   Jason’s eyes took a tour around the bustling hospital lobby, and when he dropped his voice, Violet’s gut went along for the ride. “Why don’t we go into one of the waiting rooms where it’s quieter?”
 
   He kicked his feet into a purposeful stride, but she dug her heels into the linoleum, her stomach clenching. Suddenly, tiny details started filtering into her awareness. The pair of uniformed officers by the door, their expressions as sharp and serious as razor-wire, the satellite van parked by the curb in front of the glass-walled atrium in the lobby, complete with a pretty blond news reporter getting ready to go live, the dirty-copper smell of old pennies coming from the blue fabric of Jason’s dress shirt. Each detail stung Violet like a harbinger of very bad things, but she stared her brother down regardless. 
 
   “Not until you tell me what’s going on,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest so tightly, the seams of her chef’s jacket bit into the bare skin beneath it. “What happened that you think is going to get me so worried? And if you’re so fine, why is there blood all over your shirt?”
 
   Jason exhaled a defeated breath, but didn’t drop his bright blue eyes from her watercolor counterparts.
 
   “The blood on my shirt isn’t mine, Violet. It’s Noah’s. We were out on a routine investigation this afternoon, and someone shot him.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   The first thing Noah Blackwell thought upon waking was that he shouldn’t have thrown back an entire bottle of tequila. Not that he remembered getting drunk— hell, the last thing he could place with any accuracy was being at his minefield of a desk, working on a lead in the MacMillan assault. But he must’ve gone on the mother of all benders between then and now, otherwise why would his memory have more holes than a stack full of paper targets at the range?
 
   And more importantly, why else would he feel like he’d just gotten the shellacking of a lifetime?
 
   Noah dragged his eyes open, but they worked in sticky slow-motion, refusing to focus. Tiny pinpoints of light peppered his vision, and as hard as he tried to think, his brain just felt like a dry sponge in a dirty soap dish. 
 
   A soap dish that damn near exploded when he tried to actually move.
 
   Searing hot pain bolted through every one of his limbs like he’d been lit on fire, seizing the breath in his lungs as he tried to sit up. The pain ran an extended circuit through his left arm, sinking in with vicious teeth, and it hammered into place the realization that something was very, very wrong. 
 
   “Whoa! Oh, crap! Um, don’t try to get up, Noah.” A firm yet feminine hand slid over his right shoulder, and when his head lolled on its axis as he turned toward it, another scooped up to capture his cheek. Noah tried to gather all the details, to file and calculate just like he always did, but he couldn’t focus. He caught a glimpse of pale blue eyes, a heavy fringe of gold-brown hair, and wait, there was something definitely familiar about the woman. She leaned over, so close that the braid thrown over her shoulder tickled his cheek, and he let his eyes drift closed again. Man, she smelled sweet and exotic, like suntan lotion and summer heat.
 
   Wait a second. She wasn’t just familiar. He knew her. Only it wasn’t from a beach. There had been confetti, and noisemakers, and way too many glasses of champagne…
 
   “Okay, I called for the doctor. Just stay still.” The woman hesitated for just a fraction of a second before pulling back, a soft metallic jingle curving past his ear as reality started to filter through the thick haze in his head. The mattress beneath his too-heavy body was flat and unforgiving, the pillowcase too starched and stiff to be his own. The pain in his arm thudded in a steady rampage of things-not-right, and dammit, where the hell was he?
 
   “Ah, Detective Blackwell. Good to see you’re finally awake again. How are you feeling?”
 
   The voice at his side was brand-new and very unfamiliar, and Noah snapped his eyes back open, forcing himself to stop floating and focus.  The woman—hadn’t there been a woman?— was gone, replaced by a man with a serious expression and a stethoscope in his hands.
 
   Noah frowned, and damn, even his face hurt. “Who…are you?”
 
   The man’s eyes flashed concern, so fast that Noah would’ve missed it if it hadn’t been ingrained in him to notice everything. “I’m Dr. Fisher. I’ve been taking care of you.” 
 
   Sure enough, the man on his right wore a slightly rumpled white jacket with the name Dr. Blake Fisher stitched over the breast in loopy blue script. He met Noah’s gaze head-on, but Noah got the feeling it was just as much to assess the situation as it was to establish bedside manner.
 
   Panic leaked past the heavy fog in his brain. From the first day at the academy, it had been drilled into him to remember even the most mundane details, and he did it with spot-on accuracy, no exceptions. 
 
   So why couldn’t he remember where he was or how he got here?
 
   “Where…” The rest of the question sat Epoxied to the roof of Noah’s mouth, but thankfully, the guy in front of him caught on pretty quick.
 
   “You’re back in your room. You gave us a bit of a scare because you’ve taken a lot longer to come out of the anesthesia than most people do.” 
 
   Noah snapped his head back so fast that it slapped against the grainy pillow behind him, a move he paid the price for as the reverb rattled through his entire body. “What anesthesia?”
 
   Dr. Fisher didn’t move. “The anesthesia for your surgery. We discussed it last night.” In the span of a pulse beat, the guy had whipped out a tiny flashlight, and Christ, the thing was annoyingly bright. “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   What kind of stupid question was that? “Noah Blackwell.”
 
   “And what month is it?”
 
   Really? “March. Listen, doc—”
 
   “Are you having any pain?”
 
   At least now they were getting somewhere. Noah grunted. “My arm.” God, the thing was still on fire, ten times worse than when he’d broken his collarbone playing pickup football with his brothers a few Thanksgivings ago. Only that, he clearly remembered, and this was a total mystery. And if there was one thing Noah didn’t do, it was forget.
 
   Dr. Fisher nodded, giving up a faint expression of well duh as he locked his eyes on the monitor next to Noah’s bed. “Anywhere else?”
 
   Noah’s throat worked in a series of dry swallows, but finally he managed to push another whisper past the Sahara of his lips. “Not really. I don’t…what’s going on? I had surgery?”
 
   “You’re at Brentsville Hospital. You were brought here after being hurt on the job.” Dr. Fisher hesitated, and oh hell, with the way the guy’s voice had just gone all poor-pitiful-you-in-the-bed, whatever came next really couldn’t be good. “You’ve sustained a fairly serious injury, detective. Do you remember how you were hurt?”
 
   Noah strained to think, but it only made his skull feel like it had been tenderized with a jackhammer. “My partner…we were on a lead.” Yeah, okay. He and Jason had been working a string of robbery-assaults, and they’d gotten a tip about a local lowlife named Ernie Sands from one of their informants. Most of the attacks had been particularly brutal, and Noah had put in all his waking hours working even the thinnest of leads, trying to catch a break. “What happened?”
 
   Dr. Fisher looked at him like he was trying to measure out the right amount of information, but finally he said, “You were brought into the emergency department yesterday afternoon with a gunshot wound to your upper left arm.”
 
   “I got shot? Yesterday?” Noah rasped, and okay, that woke him up. His heart took a slap-shot at his sternum, and he jerked against the flat slab of the mattress despite the shrieking protest from every cell in his body. Sure as sunrise, his left arm was bundled under a tight mass of snowy bandages that extended from just above his elbow all the way up under the sleeve of his pale green hospital gown, and the whole thing was encased in a hard plastic contraption that made moving it damn near impossible.
 
   All of a sudden, a fat slash of fear surged up from deep within his memory, and he jackknifed off the bed, adrenaline spearing through his veins. “My partner! Where’s Jason?”
 
   Jason had been with him, on his right-hand side, just like always when they went out to follow up on a lead. It was standard operating procedure, and they’d done it no less than a billion times. Assess the scene, note the exits and escape routes, fall into position, stay alert. 
 
   Why couldn’t he remember what had happened?
 
   “Hold on, detective! You need to relax.” For a wiry guy, the doc was surprisingly strong, pressing the flat of his palm against Noah’s uninjured shoulder to guide him back into place. “Your partner is just fine. He’s waiting out in the hallway while I examine you.”
 
   Cold sweat pebbled on Noah’s brow despite the reassurance that Jason hadn’t met a similar fate to Noah’s, or worse. “Some asshole shot me while I was trying to do my job, I can’t remember a damned thing about the last twenty-four hours of my life, and you want me to relax?” 
 
   But Dr. Fisher’s grip didn’t budge. “It’s because you got shot that you need to relax. The surgeon who repaired the damage to your arm is going to be less than thrilled if I have to call him and tell him you blew out all your stitches.”
 
   Thoughts flung themselves around in Noah’s brain, but he couldn’t get any of them to fall in line. “Start at the beginning, doc. And don’t scrimp on the details.”
 
   Dr. Fisher released Noah’s shoulder, but only far enough to indicate the corresponding spot on his unbandaged arm. “When you were shot, the bullet missed the bone in your upper arm. Luckily, it also missed any major arteries. However, it did do some significant damage to your muscle, and you lost a fair amount of blood at the scene. We called in a surgeon to repair the injury early this morning, but you’ve taken longer than usual to come out of the anesthesia.”
 
   “Is that why I can’t remember anything? The anesthesia?” Noah asked, finally letting go against the hospital bed again. 
 
   Dr. Fisher dipped his chin in a tight, singular nod. “It’s not entirely unusual for the details to be fuzzy. You were conscious upon arrival yesterday, although we managed your pain with morphine, which can also make a person quite spacy. Often times, trauma patients block or repress the events surrounding their injury, but it’s likely you’ll remember things as you heal. The best thing for you to focus on is recovering physically.”
 
   Right, right. He could recover just as soon as he made a statement and went after the bastard who’d put a hole in him. “Okay, so now that I’m awake, how much longer do I need to stay here?” Noah heard the gruff pull of the words only after they’d fallen from his lips, and his face prickled with heat. “Not that I’m not grateful for you patching me up and all,” he tacked on. Shit, he was botching this. “I’m just not a hospital kind of guy.”
 
   The doc took one last look at the jagged lines scrawled on the monitor, the edges of his lips lifting upward in the faintest suggestion of a smile. “Not many police officers are. But considering the complications with the anesthesia and the nature of your injury, we’ll still probably keep you until tomorrow.”
 
   Noah fought the urge to slump, but mostly because he suspected the movement might hurt like a bitch. “Great,” he said, although he couldn’t have meant it less. Something about the doctor’s expression snagged his attention hard, and Noah’s gut did a double-down. “Wait. How long are we talking for full recovery, here?”
 
   It was moments like these that Noah hated how well his job had shaped his ability to read unspoken cues, because Dr. Fisher’s body language sucked in the I’ve-got-good-news department. “Well, you’ll have to talk to the surgeon for the specifics,” he started, but Noah cut through with an impatient roll of his good hand.
 
   “Best guess,” he prompted, and it wasn’t a question.
 
   “Up to two weeks for partial mobility, and if physical therapy goes well, you could be back to active duty in as little as eight weeks.”
 
   The shock of the words reverberated through Noah’s already aching chest. “Eight weeks,” he echoed, and seriously, this couldn’t be happening. It might as well be eternity. And with how by-the-book Lieutenant Martin was, especially when it came to keeping his detectives right, Noah would do every damned day of the eight week sentence.
 
   Dr. Fisher nodded, looping his stethoscope around his neck. “The first few weeks are the most crucial. Do you have anyone to assist you with day-to-day care?”
 
   “I don’t need a babysitter,” Noah snapped, and really, could insult and injury plot against him any frigging harder?
 
   Dr. Fisher held up his hands, likely sensing Noah’s boiling point was less than a degree away. “I understand. But with that arm immobilized and the pain management schedule you’re likely to be on, driving will be out of the question, and things like cooking and general care will be difficult.”
 
   The only people Noah had any sort of relationship with were his brothers, all three of whom lived eight hundred miles away, and his partner, whose work ethic rivaled Noah’s own. And no way was he going to ask any of them to come whip up some meals and count out his pain pills for him, anyway. “I’ll figure it out. Thanks, doc.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Dr. Fisher moved toward the door, his tennis shoes squeaking on the scuffed linoleum. “Your partner is down the hall, if you’re up for a visitor. But only for a few minutes. You’re likely to wear out quite easily after all you’ve been through.”
 
   “Sure. Yeah.” Noah knew better than to think Jason would take no for an answer no matter what the doc said, but only because it would be the exact same way if the situation were reversed. 
 
   As if to illustrate the point in Technicolor 3D, the door to Noah’s room had no sooner swung shut than it rebounded open again, with Jason moving solidly through the industrial metal frame.
 
   “Hey, man. You look like shit.” The sunken shadows under Jason’s normally bright eyes, coupled with the wrinkled shirt and two days’ worth of light brown stubble peppering his jawline made the comment a two-way street.
 
   “Back atcha, jackass. You been sleeping in those clothes or what?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jason admitted, fiddling with the buttons on his shirt just like he always did when he was jittery. “You kind of scared the crap out of everybody, Sleeping Beauty.”
 
                 “It’s going to take a little more than some lead to the arm and some wonky meds to knock me out of the game.” Okay, so it was wishful thinking, at least for the next eight weeks, but Noah wasn’t ready to go there yet. He pegged Jason with a stare, trying his best to ignore the pain currently nailing itself from his shoulder to his elbow. “So what happened? The last thing I remember is going to follow up that lead, but after that, I’ve got nothing.”
 
                 Jason’s head snapped up. “You don’t remember any of it?”
 
                 “Not yet.” Noah dropped his eyes on the guise of checking out the IV in his hand. “Doc says it might take a little while. Anesthesia, trauma, blah, blah, blah. You want to help me out?”
 
   Jason didn’t answer, but instead took his sweet time dragging the world’s ugliest pink and gray chair over to the bedside. “I don’t know if I can, really. Not with the part you’re forgetting. Sands gave chase about four seconds after we rolled up on him. You got the jump on him going around a corner, but the shooter was on the other side. I never saw the guy, and Sands is in the wind.”
 
   Noah’s gut dropped like a chunk of old cement. “Which means I’m the only witness.”
 
   Jason nodded. “The investigation’s still open. As soon as the doc clears you to make a statement, you will. Until then, you know the deal. Martin wants to go completely by the rules to nail this bastard, whoever he is, and frankly, so do I.” The unspoken implication hung between them, heavy enough to cling to the air.
 
                 “So I’m out of the loop until I remember what happened,” Noah finished with a chill, but Jason didn’t even blink.
 
                 “’Fraid so. No details, no coming into the station, no work of any kind until your ass is well enough to get out of that bed and you can ID the guy who did this. So do us all a favor and rest up, wouldja?”
 
                 Silence settled into the spaces around them, and a nurse came in to check Noah’s vitals and put a syringe full of something into his IV. Despite his desire to tumble his thoughts around until something popped out of his memory and stuck, Noah’s eyes drifted closed. His brain still felt like its main ingredient was cotton candy, and okay, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to just take a little siesta to let his gray matter re-boot a little. 
 
                 Noah breathed deeply, and the scent of coconut oil and strong, hot sunshine filled his senses.
 
                 “Hey.” He forced his eyes open to fix them on his partner, but the move took a lot more effort than a few minutes ago. “Has anyone else been in here to see me?”
 
                 Jason nodded. “Lieu and a couple of the guys were here last night, but you were pretty out of it. I’m not surprised you don’t remember much.”
 
   “No, not the guys. A…woman.” Pale blue eyes, hair so soft, Noah wanted to tangle his fingers in it and feel it on his bare, hot skin. 
 
   “A woman?” Jason chuffed out a surprised laugh. “Now I think you’re dreaming, dude.” 
 
   The details swirled together in his head, bouncing around in snips and splashes from the past. Counting down from ten, the impulsive stroke of his mouth on the woman’s, the deep, sexy taste of surprise on her lips, the bolt of the same on his own when she kissed him back…
 
   All at once, his over-full brain made the elusive connection, but as meticulous as he was about storing away even the smallest details, surely Jason had it right. Noah had to have dreamt the woman at his bedside.
 
   No way would Violet Morgan have been in the hospital. After all, she’d hated his guts for the last two years. And for many more reasons than either of them would ever admit to her brother.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
                 Violet pressed her back against the stainless steel door in the ladies room at Brentsville Hospital, letting the coolness seep through the thin cotton of her peasant shirt even though it did little to calm her.
 
                 She had to be out of her mind.
 
                 Okay, so she’d shown up at the hospital strictly to bring her brother some breakfast, since he’d flat-out refused to go home last night. Not that Violet had expected anything less, really. Jason’s dedication to his job and everything surrounding it bordered on the ridiculous, which wasn’t such a bad thing on the surface. But since the same bone-deep devotion that had gotten their father killed in a situation just like this one, yeah. As far as she was concerned, ridiculous pretty much covered it. 
 
   Violet hugged the paper bag full of breakfast burritos and assorted fruit to her chest, where it gave up a heavy crinkle. She’d meant to get Jason’s attention, drop off the food, make sure all was well, and go— God, being back in this hospital, even for a few minutes, gave her the shakes. But the charge nurse said she’d just missed him. The last thing Violet had wanted to do was dawdle in the hallway, or worse yet, the claustrophobic, chest-pressing space of the waiting room. The nurse had assured her Noah was still sleeping off his anesthesia. What harm could it do to just slip in, leave a quick note for Jason with the food, and get herself out of there?
 
                 She hadn’t counted on Noah actually waking up in the thirty seconds she’d planned to spend in the room. And she really hadn’t counted on him opening up those steely gray eyes and fixing them on her with enough vulnerability to knock the last grab of breath from her chest. Noah Blackwell was a gruff and tough career cop, all serious, all the time, from his badge to his boots. But just for that moment, the look on his face had suggested something else.
 
   And like a coward, she’d called for the doctor and run. 
 
                 The main door to the ladies’ room pushed open on a heavy creak, reminding Violet that she was standing outside a bathroom stall with enough breakfast items for half a dozen people clutched to her chest. She straightened and moved toward the bank of sinks and mirrors, her charm bracelet giving up a soft jingle as she ran a hand over her two hastily plaited braids. She’d have plenty of time to fix her messy hair later. Right now, she just wanted to do what she’d come to do and get back to her kitchen.              
 
   Violet retraced her steps over the well-paced tile, setting her shoulders to rights. Relief whooshed through her lungs when she saw Jason standing outside Noah’s room, talking to Lieutenant Martin and a white-coated man wearing pale blue scrubs and an overly sober look on his face. She shifted her weight from one lipstick-red ballet flat to the other, counting the seconds until the men exchanged handshakes and parted ways.                   
 
                 “Hey!” Jason’s tired face brightened a degree when he turned and saw her, erasing the deep creases of worry from a few minutes ago. “What’re you doing back here?”
 
                 Violet leaned in to give him a quick hug before passing him the bag. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, and the sludgy coffee in the waiting room doesn’t count.”
 
                 “Ah, you’re a lifesaver.” Jason popped open the bag for a quick glance, his features falling into a grin. “Breakfast burritos. Nice.”
 
                 “Yeah, I know they’re your favorite. Plus, I thought you might need some protein to keep your energy up.” 
 
                 His grin turned teasing, and God, it was infectious. “There’s enough food in here for half the squad.”
 
                 “What can I say? I’m a chef. We don’t go small when we’re feeding people.” Not that Violet would admit that she’d been in her kitchen since o’dark-thirty, chopping, scrambling and baking everything in her path because the food had been the only thing to calm her. She smoothed her hand over the front of her jeans twice. “So, um. How’s Noah?” 
 
                 Jason’s expression revealed nothing at the question, another cop trick Violet detested. “Awake. Or he was for a little while.”
 
                 She tasted the I know on her tongue, pressing it to the roof of her mouth until it dissolved like spun sugar. “Good. That’s good.” A nurse rushed in the opposite direction, uttering the words “code red” and calling for a doctor in clipped, precise tones, and yeah, it was definitely time to go. “Okay, so let me know if you need anything else.” She turned toward the exit, the bright green arrow marking the stairwell enticingly within sight.              
 
                 But Jason stopped her mid-step. “Actually, I might.”
 
                 “You might? Or you do?” Violet pulled her brow in concern. Whatever it was had to be pretty major, otherwise why would he be looking at her like he’d just swallowed a handful of thumbtacks? 
 
                  “I do,” he said, but didn’t follow it up, as if he wanted to let the words sink in before elaborating. “But it’s a little complicated.”
 
                 The look on his face didn’t let up, and Violet stepped forward, squeezing his forearm. “Try me.”
 
                 “Noah had kind of a rocky reaction to the anesthesia when he had surgery this morning, and the pain medication is making him a little…forgetful.”
 
                 A prickle ghosted up the back of Violet’s neck, followed by confusion. “But he’s awake.”
 
                 “He was awake for a while, yes. The doctor thinks his foggy memory is temporary, kind of a combination of the medicine and the, ah. Trauma.” Jason dropped his voice over the last word, but it scraped at Violet all the same. “Even though he should pull through just fine, Lieu and I are still worried about it.”
 
                 “You should be,” Violet said, unable to help the hard edge coloring her words. God, the job was so dangerous. “He got shot, Jason.”
 
                 Her brother’s eyes went from soft to serious in less than a breath. “Believe me, I know. I was there.”
 
                 Guilt licked through her, forcing her gaze wide. “I’m sorry, Jay. I just…after what happened with dad, it scares me.” 
 
                 Just like that, his expression slid back to neutral ground, and he served up his no-nonsense cop look the same way Violet slung around breakfast. “It scares me too. Which is why I want to help Noah.”
 
                 Slowly, Violet nodded. “Okay, but I still don’t understand what that has to do with me.”               
 
                 “The doctor said Noah’s going to be pretty limited in what he can do for the next couple of weeks. Medically, his injury isn’t severe enough to qualify him for a home health care worker, not that he’d let the department send him one anyway. But he’s still going to need someone to check in on him once a day, just to make sure he’s alert and taking his meds. Maybe…cook.”
 
                 The word hit her like an icy landslide, the implication freezing her in place in the bustling hallway. No way. He couldn’t possibly mean…“You want me to do it?”
 
   “Yes,” Jason said, capping off the word with a nod that sent her gut sliding down to the hem of her vintage hip-hugging 501’s. “I talked to Lieutenant Martin, and he agreed it’s a good idea. We’d like to hire you for the next couple of weeks to check in on Noah and cook for him. What do you say?”
 
   Violet opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She’d cooked for a handful of people who’d been homebound in the past, so it wasn’t totally foreign territory, and it wasn’t as if her current schedule was packed, or even terribly busy. A job was a job, and Violet could use any work she could get her hands on.
 
   But this wasn’t any run of the mill job for any run of the mill homebound patient. If anyone embodied the work-yourself-into-the-grave police mentality she hated, it was Noah Blackwell. Not to mention that accidental yet oh-so-steamy kiss he’d laid on her in her brother’s hall closet two New Year’s Eves ago. The one that made spending time with him again, however perfunctory, a bad idea of the worst kind.
 
   And yet in the same way her brother was her only family, Violet knew he relied on her too. As much as she hated the job that put him on the line and everything that went with it, no way was she going to let him down.
 
   “Okay. But I’m only going to cook for him and make sure he’s essentially fine. If you want a nursemaid, you’ve got the wrong girl.” Violet knotted her arms over her chest, and relief flooded Jason’s face.
 
   “Have I told you lately how much I love you?”
 
   Violet arched a brow and tried on her best and-I-mean-it look. “Mmm hmm. Just keep that thought front and center in your head. The department might be writing me a check for this, but you owe me.”
 
   Jason shook his head, stepping in to hug her. “Deal. Thank you, Blue.”
 
   Now all she had to do was figure out how to take the personal out of personal chef, and she’d be just fine.
 
   #
 
   Noah had been back in his apartment for exactly six hours and fourteen minutes before he knew this eight week thing wasn’t going to work out. He’d already watched both Fists of Fury and Enter the Dragon, and taken a painkiller-induced nap to try and clear the logjam in his head.
 
   The only thing it did was reinforce the facts that A) Bruce Lee was indeed a badass, and B) Noah was going to lose every last one of his marbles if he couldn’t come up with something better to do than wonder what the hell had happened to him. But no matter how hard he tried, all Noah could remember was getting out of Jason’s Tahoe in Battery Heights, and checking, then re-checking the Glock in his holster. After that, nothing but a series of blurry fragments bounced around in his head, and the harder he tried to grab onto them and force them into submission, the more the whole thing became like trying to nail Jell-O to a goddamn tree.
 
   Virtually impossible, highly messy, and one hundred percent frustrating as shit.
 
   Noah huffed out a breath, sitting back on his aging sofa with a wince. In a series of moves that took way too long and hurt way more than they should, he maneuvered his sling to prop his arm on top of the fat stack of pillows he’d hauled in from his bedroom. He might not be a doctor’s-orders kind of guy, but if elevating his arm like Dr. Fisher had told him to when he’d released Noah this morning would help him heal faster, then that’s what he’d do.
 
   A crisp knock on his front door sent Noah’s right hand to his side out of instinct, and damn if you couldn’t take the cop out of the station and all that rot. He struggled to find his feet, his arm pulsing with nasty streaks of pain as he readjusted his sling and finally hauled his frame from the cushions.
 
   “Who is it?” he asked, purposely scratching up his voice around the edges. The muffled reply didn’t do much by way of clueing Noah in, and he pressed his face to the peep hole in his front door with a gut full of wariness.
 
   Violet Morgan stood on his threshold, shifting her weight from side to side and looking for all the world like she’d rather be anywhere else.
 
   Shock held him motionless for a split second before he blanked his expression and popped the lock on his front door to edge it open. “You’re not supposed to kick a guy when he’s down, you know,” he said, the attempt at humor thudding to a halt between them. It had been months since he’d last seen her, and that meeting had been so strained, he’d been certain it was their last. But it wasn’t Noah’s fault she had a chip on her shoulder for every cop in the universe. And he wasn’t about to apologize for who he was, not even to his partner’s sister.
 
   Violet gave up a curt smile that got nowhere close to her eyes, and Jesus, even pissed, she was still pretty. “I’m not wild about this, either, Noah, but I promised Jason I’d do it.” She palmed the handles of two oversized reusable grocery bags, tipping her head at the doorframe. “So can I come in? I’m guessing you don’t want to eat in the hallway.”
 
   “You brought me something to eat?” He stepped back to let her inside the cramped quarters of his apartment. Sure enough, the bags brimmed with assorted groceries, and Violet’s tawny brows knit together in confusion.
 
   “That’s usually how the personal chef thing works.”
 
   Noah put two and two together, arriving at the sum of you’ve got to be kidding me. “Jason set this up?”
 
   “Every day for the next three weeks.” Her lips parted, just enough for a soft sound of frustration to make its escape. “He didn’t tell you, did he?”
 
   “No.” His memory might be for shit lately, but Noah would’ve definitely remembered that. Dammit, he knew everyone had given up too easily on the home health care worker thing. “Look, I appreciate the effort, but you don’t need to be here. I’m fine.” 
 
   Of course, his stomach chose that exact moment to go all mutiny-on-the-bounty and let out a full-bodied growl. Noah clamped his right hand over his midsection in an effort to shut it up, but it was no use.
 
   “Mmm. You sound like it.” Violet gripped the bags tighter, her knuckles flashing white over the silver rings marking each of her long fingers as she stepped over the threshold. “Which way is your kitchen?”
 
   Noah’s arm started to throb, and he so wasn’t in the mood for this. He reached around her to close the door and re-set the deadbolt before stepping back to level her with a scowl. “I’m serious, Violet. I don’t need a babysitter.”
 
   She flipped back his scowl with one of her own, straightening as tall as she could without going up to her toes. “Then stop acting like a baby. Jason sent me out here to cook for you and make sure you’re still breathing. We’re already halfway there, so you might as well let me do the rest.”
 
   For a split second, Noah couldn’t decide whether to be righteously indignant or really turned on. But then he remembered who he was dealing with. “You’re not leaving until you do this, are you?”
 
   “It’s just dinner, detective. And I didn’t even bring donuts.”
 
   Okay, so she was still as tenacious as he remembered. “Kitchen’s down the hall.” Noah jerked his chin over his shoulder, wincing at the trail of pain the move left behind.
 
   “Thank you.” The corners of Violet’s mouth turned down in a quick frown, and if Noah didn’t know any better, he’d swear it was a look of concern rather than irritation.
 
   But of course, he did know better, and anyway, as good as he was at reading them, he sucked at exchanging actual emotions.
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t seen my kitchen.” He led the way down the hall, his stomach shifting in another series of borderline obnoxious growls.
 
   Violet eyed the bare space before swinging the bags to the narrow stretch of Formica next to the pitiful, single-bowl sink. “I’ve cooked in worse.” She shrugged out of her olive drab Army jacket to reveal a snug-fitting striped T-shirt that snared way more of his attention than it should’ve.
 
   Noah cleared his throat. “So the, uh, chef thing means you’re going to cook here?” He watched her wash her hands, her movements as fluid as the water coming from the tap.
 
   One corner of her mouth kicked up. “You’re not getting rid of me, if that’s what you mean. But don’t worry, cleaning up everything I use is part of the deal, whether it’s yours or mine.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, and what was with the Cornflakes and the funny-looking wheel of cheese she was unloading? “Isn’t it easier to cook in your own place and just drop everything off?” 
 
   “No.” The box of dried pasta in her hand rattled loudly as she placed it on the counter, and huh. Who knew something so weird would be a hot button for her. But judging by how hard she’d sunk her teeth into the curve of her lower lip and the little crease shaping the middle of her forehead, it definitely was, and what the hell. He’d bite. It wasn’t like he had anything else to do.
 
   “Is that another part of the deal, or is it more personal?” Noah leaned back against the scant expanse of counter space adjacent to the sink, and bingo. Violet’s slim shoulders hitched just slightly before she smoothed her movements out.
 
   “It’s part of the deal,” she said, and he could hear the clack of her molars. “Speaking of which, if you have any food allergies, now’s the time to let me know so I can work around them.”
 
   God, she really was all business. Too bad her emotions were slathered all over her sleeve. “You’re free and clear. But I’ve gotta tell you, I don’t do anything weird.” 
 
   “Weird,” she repeated, turning to look at him. “Like?”
 
   “Like tofu and bean curd, and…salad.” 
 
   “You think salad is weird? Seriously?” 
 
   Noah snorted, mostly just to give her a hard time. “That’s not food. It’s what food eats.”
 
   She curled her fingers into fists over the dish towel she’d pulled from the bag in front of her. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Violet turned back toward the counter, orienting herself in his kitchen with relative ease. Not that it was too hard, given that the space was the size of a shoebox. “I brought you a few pantry items to tide you over. Where would you like them?”
 
   A pang rippled through Noah’s gut, and man, he must be hungrier than he thought. He blinked back the haze starting to form over his eyes. “Cupboard’s fine. Either one.”
 
   She reached up to pop open the amenity in question, but it only rattled in the frame. “Um…”
 
   Ah, crap. He’d been meaning to fix that. Last year. “Oh, it sticks. You’ve got to—”
 
   As soon as Noah got behind her, the smell of coconuts and warm sand filled his senses, delivering a crystal clear image to his brain. His heart slammed in his ribcage, and without thinking, he cupped Violet’s elbow and swung her around, so tight to his body that he felt her gasp as much as heard it.
 
   “You were in my hospital room yesterday. Before I woke up.”
 
   “I…I—”
 
   But he barreled on, the memory as bright and vivid as if it had just happened a minute ago. “Your hair was braided, on your shoulders, and you were wearing a…a bracelet that sounded like wind chimes. You said the doctor was coming. It was you.”
 
   The fan of her gold-tipped lashes fluttered wide, and the warm puff of her breath heated his cheek as she nodded. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I was looking for Jason, but I didn’t think you’d wake up.”
 
   Noah shook his head to quell her apology. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, his resolve locking into place, and Violet went utterly still against him.
 
   “It doesn’t?”
 
   “No. You’re the first thing I’ve been able to remember since I got shot in the first place. In fact, you’re the only thing I can remember since I got shot.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
                 
 
                 Of all the things Violet had imagined happening in Noah Blackwell’s kitchen, a stare-down against the countertops and cabinetry had definitely not been on the list.
 
                 “You don’t remember what happened to you?” Violet’s pulse patterned an unsteady rhythm in her veins. Jason had said the anesthesia had made Noah a little forgetful, but that was a far cry from having no memory of the event whatsoever. Noah shifted, the rough canvas of his sling brushing across her bare arm, and the heat of his body so close to hers did nothing to slow down her heartbeat.
 
   So much for keeping things impersonal. 
 
                 “No. Just that you were there. I keep trying, but…” As if he suddenly realized where he was and that his face was mere inches from hers, Noah blinked and let go of Violet’s elbow like it had burned a hole in his palm. He stepped back, and the unexpected rush of cool air snapped her back to reality.
 
                 “Oh. Well, I was only there for that one minute, and I don’t know any of the details. I’m not really sure I’d be much help with anything else.” Violet turned back toward the food so he wouldn’t see her unease. The thick bandages peeking out from the sleeve of Noah’s gray Brentsville PD T-shirt were a stark enough reminder of the danger he and her brother faced every day, thank you very much. She didn’t need to go digging for all the juicy particulars.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. The doc says it’ll come back to me, so I guess I’ll just wait it out.” He stood still for a minute, and Violet grabbed the opportunity to get moving. She might have a strict policy against doing the culinary drop-and-dash, and yes, she’d promised Jason she’d make sure Noah was really okay every day and not just faking it, but she didn’t want to take her sweet time in his kitchen, either. Cooking for Noah was strictly business, and as much as those two words didn’t normally mix in her philosophy, she needed to keep it that way.
 
   “It won’t take long to make this, and then I’ll be out of your hair. As long as you’re okay with me using whatever I need in here, you don’t have to stay.” The familiar heft of the saucepan she’d brought from home tested the muscles in her forearm, the stainless steel handle smooth and perfect in her palm, and it allowed her breath smoother passage to her lungs.
 
   “Okay, sure. There isn’t much here, but I guess just use whatever you want.” Noah lifted his shoulders into the beginning motion of a shrug, but his body jerked to a halt about halfway through. His expression remained completely stony, but something flashed deep in the flinty coolness of his eyes, and it reached in and yanked Violet with palpable force.
 
   Pain. He was in pain.
 
   “Noah?” The word was out before she could sink hooks into it to haul it back. He turned to look at her, shoulders framed by the entryway leading back to the bare-walled living space. His stare was so flat and closed off that for a second, Violet wondered if she’d conjured the emotion behind them, but then his stomach let out a toothy rumble, shoving her instincts into gear.
 
   “I know granola bars might fall into your ‘weird’ category, but they’re better than going hungry, especially if you need to take a painkiller. You should eat.” She dipped a hand into the grocery bag in front of her, coming up with a bright green box boasting nine-grain goodness.
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, and God, he was just as hard-headed and gruff as she remembered. She was only trying to help.      
 
                 “You’re hurting and you’re hungry,” Violet popped back, unable to bite down on the words to keep them in. “And the last thing I want to do is tell my brother you passed out on my watch because you were too much of a hero to take care of yourself and eat.”
 
   Well that got his attention. Noah fixed her with a hard look she’d bet he gave up often, retracing his steps back into the kitchen to pluck the box of granola bars from her outstretched hand.
 
   “I get that you’re here as a favor to your brother, but let’s get something straight, Morgan. I might need to eat, but all the food in the world isn’t going to take care of me. The only way I’m going to get right again is to go back to work where I belong.”
 
   And with that, he walked out of the kitchen.
 
   #
 
   Three days later, Violet had a system worked out with Noah whereby she’d knock on his door at four o’clock every afternoon, he’d grunt and let her in, and she’d cook while he sat on the couch watching a selection from what looked to be the world’s largest collection of Kung Fu movies. The silence between them was thick enough to spread on toast, but Violet had no reason to break the business-only rhythm they’d established.
 
   Except that it was driving her one hundred and fifty percent bat-shit crazy.
 
   Okay, yes, she wanted to keep things as cursory as possible, and more yes, Noah seemed to be just fine with doing the bare minimum of interacting to get by. But still, she couldn’t get past the urgency in the tight gravel of his voice as he’d realized she’d been in his hospital room, or the stab of pain he’d tried to hide at something as simple as a shrug.
 
   Noah had sworn that food wouldn’t take care of him, and damn it, despite the fact that she knew caring for a cop was a dangerous idea, Violet wanted nothing more than to cook for him until she proved him dead wrong.
 
   Which was ludicrous, really, since she didn’t even like the guy. But something about the entire exchange left her feeling restless and challenged and more torn than ever about taking the personal aspect out of preparing his meals. And that was dangerous too, because if Violet skirted the business-only boundary they’d established this week, she might be tempted to remember how unbelievably hot Noah’s mouth felt on hers when he parted her lips in one swift stroke that New Year’s Eve. And she’d definitely be tempted to remember how, instead of pushing him away like she should’ve, she’d been so turned on, she’d thrown her arms around him and feasted on him like he was a four-course meal, and she’d been inches away from starving.
 
   Since Violet was the only one of the two of them who seemed to remember that little event, it was probably best to bend her cardinal rule, cook for the guy, and get the hell out of Dodge. Noah had been drunk, and she’d been stupid. End of story.
 
   Never mind that it had been the hottest kiss anyone had ever laid on her in her entire twenty-nine years.
 
   The chain on Noah’s front door rattled against its metal housing, knocking her squarely back down to the thinly-carpeted hallway in his apartment building. Violet scooped up the overflowing grocery bags and re-set her shoulders, determined to exchange enough mono-syllabic pleasantries with Noah to make sure he was getting by and then retreat to his kitchen. But then he opened the door, and all bets were definitely off.
 
   “Oh my God, you look awful.” The words sprang out of her mouth without permission, and Violet clapped a hand over her lips in a textbook illustration of too little, too late. But the half-moon shadows cutting deep under Noah’s eyes, coupled with the pale cast of his skin and seriously bed-rumpled dark hair all but screamed of someone in pain.
 
   “Thanks. You look great,” he said, and she winced at her rudeness. 
 
   “I’m sorry. But…” Violet clamped her teeth over her bottom lip, willing herself to shut up. She might not be crazy about the guy, but he kind of had good reason to look rough. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Noah waved her off with his free hand, stepping back to usher her inside the tiny foyer. “It was a hard night, that’s all.”
 
   Something odd gave up a hard twist in her chest, and all she could manage in response was a very lame, “Oh.” 
 
   Noah started to move down the hallway without further elaboration, but this time, instead of taking his cue and simply parting ways with him at the turnoff to the kitchen, Violet stopped to peek into the living room. As she’d come to expect, a cinematic fistfight was in full swing on the flat screen TV mounted on the wall. But the newspapers and scrawled notes covering every available surface on the coffee table, as well as a good chunk of the couch, had her pulling up in surprise.
 
   “Wow, you’ve been reading a lot.” She clunked the grocery bags to the floorboards, stopping to give the room a healthier scan, and Noah’s face pinched into a frown.
 
   “I’m catching up on current events.” He angled his body toward the kitchen, but something about his expression made her balk.
 
   “Are you reading about the other day? When you were…” Violet trailed off, the taste of the terrifying unspoken words metallic and sharp in her mouth. 
 
   “There’s nothing to read. No suspects, no details. None that are being printed, anyway.” His voice was even, almost methodical, but the scenario told her things his expression wouldn’t, and even though his eyes flicked to the kitchen in an obvious gesture, she didn’t budge.
 
   “Have you remembered anything else?”
 
   Noah’s gaze went from cold to glacial, and he straightened against the navy blue sling hugging his arm tight to his frame. “No.”
 
   Violet’s fingers twitched with intention, even though the thought running rampant in her head was borderline crazy. She should just reclaim the grocery bags from their spot on the floor, head into the kitchen, and do her job. Pushing Noah like this was a bad idea for several reasons, not the least of which was that whatever he did end up remembering was likely to scare the hell out of her since Jason had been at the scene when someone put a bullet in Noah’s arm. But the look on his face was so devoid of feeling, so devoid of anything, that it occurred to Violet all at once that it must be manufactured.
 
   And this was her chance to let the food take care of him. Even if it was just for an hour.
 
   “Since you’re all caught up on the news, why don’t you come help me in the kitchen?” Without waiting for an answer, she hefted the bags from the floor and headed into the kitchen, hoping he’d either be too shocked or too stubborn not to follow her.
 
   Three…four…five…
 
   “You want me to help you cook?” 
 
   Violet pressed her smile firmly between her lips, ducking her chin to try and further hide the evidence while she plopped the grocery bags next to the sink. “Sure. Unless you have something more pressing to do.”
 
   He shot her a look akin to a nonverbal hardy har har, pressing his back against the counter by the doorway in what looked like a well-practiced lean. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a little incapacitated.” His eyes dropped to the arm bound to his side with marked irritation, but Violet crashed his pity-party in a single snort.
 
   “Just because you’re down an arm doesn’t mean you can’t help.” She pushed up the sleeves of her bright green tunic top, her charm bracelet giving up a hearty jingle. Not wanting anything to happen to it, she slipped the clasp free, putting the bracelet on the narrow ledge over the sink as she shot a glance at the grocery bags next to Noah’s spot at the counter. “For starters, you can unload those.”
 
   “And you don’t think I should be taking it easy?” He didn’t move, but it didn’t escape Violet’s notice that he didn’t protest, either.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I think. Clearly, you don’t think this is too tough, otherwise you wouldn’t be in here, would you?” She threw a clean kitchen towel over one shoulder and started to wash her hands, the familiar prickle of anticipation high on her cheeks as she turned to start prepping the meal.
 
   Slowly, Noah started pulling ingredients from the bag in front of him, placing them on the counter one by one. “What are you making?”
 
   She reached into the lone cupboard that housed his entire collection of pots and pans, pulling out the deep-bellied Dutch oven she’d seen earlier this week. “Since you’re such a carnivore, I thought chili would be a good pick. Unless you don’t approve.”
 
   One near-black eyebrow went up. “The chili I’m used to comes from a can.”
 
   Violet groaned. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Go ahead and pass me the onion, would you? I’ll get it chopped and then you can cook it up with the ground beef.”
 
   Silence tripped between them for a long second before Noah handed the onion over, the papery shell brushing against the calluses on her fingers with a muted rasp. The creases around his eyes softened just slightly, but it was enough to send a tight pop of victory through her veins.
 
   “So, uh, what’s this?” Noah asked, picking up a plastic storage bag of reddish-copper spice mix Violet had labeled with the words chili—2S/NB. 
 
   She opened her padded knife roll with a flourish, peeling and chopping the onion with efficiency even though the pungent scent made her senses smart and her eyes water. “Oh, that’s my secret mix of chili spices. I could tell you what’s in it, but then I’d have to kill you.”
 
   “I could construe that as threatening a police officer, you know.” Noah’s face made it impossible to tell whether or not he was kidding, which probably made him a really good cop. 
 
   Too bad for him, Violet was well-versed in really good cops, having shared the womb with one and been raised by another. “Feel free to arrest me, detective. But then you won’t eat.”
 
   Damn if he didn’t look like he was seriously mulling it over. “You’re lucky I’m hungry.”
 
   “And you’re lucky I make kickass chili.” Violet slid the Dutch oven over the thick black grate of the stovetop with a heavy scrape, cranking the knob to ignite the gas beneath it. She rimmed the bottom of the deep silver O with oil, inhaling the warmth while she waited for it to give up a faint ripple.
 
   “So do you mix up a bunch of this stuff and just dole it out whenever you need it?” Noah shook the bag of spices, peering at the plastic although his expression still betrayed nothing. Leave it to a cop to be so methodical.
 
   “Nope. Everything I do is made to order for each client. See the code on there? It tells me how many servings, and who it’s for. That way I can change it to taste, and it ensures everything is fresh each time.”
 
   “Spices can go bad?” He lifted his chin just enough to mark both his curiosity and guilt, and Violet’s laugh snuck out before she could slap a lid on it.
 
   “Yeah, but it won’t hurt you. Most of them go stale instead of rotten.”
 
   “You might want to steer clear of the red pepper flakes in the cabinet, then. Ditto for the Tabasco.”
 
   Violet grabbed a wooden spoon from the drawer where she’d left it yesterday and pressed it into Noah’s unhurt hand. “Duly noted.” She unwound the butcher paper from the package of ground beef, nudging it into the pot with a hiss that told her the temperature was perfect, and she added the onions and some salt and pepper before stepping back to make room for Noah.
 
   “You just want me to stir it?” A twinge of hesitation snuck across the stubbled strength of his jaw, but Violet knew just how to counter it. 
 
   “Yup. The heat will break it down as it cooks, and you can use the edge of the spoon to kind of chunk it up as you stir. Easy.” 
 
   He fumbled a little, his movements jerky, but he got the hang of it well enough. Violet turned her attention to the tomatoes on the counter, and she went through the seamless motions of washing and dicing the plump, jewel-toned fruit before popping the fridge open to grab a beer.  
 
   “Drinking a beer in front of a guy on painkillers is a little cruel and unusual, don’t you think?” 
 
   Violet’s gut twanged with something she couldn’t quite pin down, but she let the aromas sifting through the kitchen even her out. “I don’t drink on the job, detective. It’s for deglazing the pot.”
 
   “I have no idea what that means.”
 
   Noah continued to stir while Violet continued to try and figure out if he was messing with her. When she came up empty, she simply said, “We’re going to use it to remove all the browned bits stuck to the bottom and build our sauce off of that. The alcohol will burn off while we cook, so you’re safe for the painkillers. It’s mostly for taste.”
 
   “Right.” He shifted his weight against the sling, as if it were as comfortable as a pair of four-inch stilettos. “Are you going to call me that all night?”
 
   Violet’s fingers slipped on the bottle opener, and the cap clattered to the floor with a loud ping. “Call you what?”
 
   “Detective.” He kept his focus lasered in on the pot, stirring in precise, measured strokes.
 
   “But you are a detective.” 
 
   “Yeah.” Noah’s shoulders knotted so tightly beneath his navy blue T-shirt that his neck almost disappeared, and with the way he froze into place at the movement, Violet would bet her lunch money he was still really hurting. 
 
   Guilt prickled up her spine, and she hitched to a stop next to him. She hadn’t even thought twice about using his title as a sassy endearment— for as long as she’d known him, his being a cop was as much a part of him as his hair color or his height. It hadn’t occurred to her that it would point out the job he currently couldn’t do rather than the man he truly was.
 
   One of those things was fleeting. The other…not so much.
 
   Violet cleared her throat, holding up the beer bottle with a tiny smile. “Okay, Noah. You ready to deglaze?”
 
   Nothing about his brusque, tightly-coiled demeanor changed, and for a second, Violet’s chest clenched. Maybe it had been wishful thinking to try and make Noah feel better with food. After all, his injury had been pretty major, and he still couldn’t remember anything about what had happened. As baffling it was to her, not everyone saw cooking like she did. Maybe, despite her deep-seated desire to let the food work its simple magic, it just wasn’t going to happen.
 
   But then he edged back, just enough to make room for her to lean in, and surprised the hell out of her.
 
   “Why not? Let’s make dinner.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   One hour and lots of stirring later, Noah’s kitchen smelled like he had died and taken the bullet train straight to heaven. Although Violet had explained things every step of the way, Noah still had no frigging clue how she turned that bag full of ingredients on his dingy counter into the giant pot of oh-hell-yes sitting on his stove. Not to mention the steamy loaf of buttery-golden cornbread she’d just slid out of his creaky, ancient oven. 
 
   “There.” Violet nodded at the food as if to tell it job well done, keeping the expression intact as she turned to look at him. “We need to let it cool for a couple of minutes, unless you want to forfeit your relationship with the roof of your mouth. But it should be fine in five.”
 
   Violet moved the pot from the active burner to the adjacent cold one, flipping the kitchen towel she’d used as a potholder back over her shoulder with a move he’d bet was as ingrained as breathing. She moved around the kitchen with so much ease and comfort, nothing like the cold, clipped demeanor he’d seen at the precinct when she’d meet Jason for lunch. The closest Noah had ever seen to this level of loose happiness was that New Year’s Eve party two years ago, when she’d wanted to go out on the balcony for the final countdown and he’d offered to help find her coat. She’d looked so pretty, with some kind of glittery scarf wrapped around her neck to frame her face, and before he knew it, he’d been kissing her in Jason’s hallway walk-in.
 
   And dear God, Violet could kiss back.
 
   “Hey. This might be just a swing in the dark, but I’m pretty sure you don’t need that anymore.” 
 
   Violet’s half-teasing, wholly sexy voice threaded into Noah’s thick brain, and he blinked back to reality just in time to see her pointing to the wooden spoon still locked in his grip.
 
   “Oh. Right.” He passed her the spoon and took an immediate step back, as if she could somehow read his forbidden thoughts by sheer proximity. In spite of his cold, hard efforts to close himself off earlier so he could work on getting his memory back, she’d sure had his number. Ten mind-numbing hours poring over news articles and dodging get-well-soon texts from everyone in the department could make even the most even-keeled guy cranky as hell. But the way Violet had treated him without fuss had made him feel normal for the first time since he’d gone all Humpty Dumpty four days ago. 
 
   Christ, he missed normal.
 
   “If you want to go ahead and take out your dinner portion now, I’ll get the rest into a storage container. You’ll have to let it cool to room temp before you put it in the fridge, but you should have enough for tomorrow’s lunch.” Violet started to gather the various dirty utensils from around the kitchen, and Noah’s brow pulled tight in confusion.
 
   “You’re not staying?” There was more than enough in the pot for both of them, even with his slowly rebounding appetite. And God, the four days he’d been cooped up in here with nothing but old movies and a faulty memory felt more like four years. At least while they’d been in the kitchen together, he’d forgotten his craptastic situation for a little while.
 
   At least if she stayed, he might forget it a little longer.
 
   “Oh.” Her light blue eyes went round, her movements kicking into double-time. “I…I don’t normally eat with clients. Just cook.”
 
   Idiot. Of course this had been just work for her. It was probably all part of checking up on him. After all, the department was paying her to do just that, and it wasn’t like she’d stayed any other time she’d been here.
 
   Noah took a plain white bowl from the cupboard that housed his dishes and scooped out a serving of chili. “Got it.” But as enticing as the meal smelled, he’d still be a jackass if he ate in front of her while she did the dishes, so he set the food aside on the pretense of letting it cool. “Just so you know, I think you’ve wrecked the whole chili-in-a-can thing for me.”
 
   “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Although she didn’t outwardly laugh, the intent hung low in her voice. “And anyway, you have no one to blame but yourself.”
 
   Noah collected the thick plastic cutting board from the counter space adjacent to the sink, bringing it over to her along with his curiosity. “How’s that?”
 
   “You cooked.”
 
   “I stirred what was in the pot,” he corrected, but stubborn as she was, Violet wasn’t having it.
 
   “Last I checked, that falls under the umbrella of cooking.” She flipped the pot they’d used under the faucet, her slender frame swaying back and forth with the motion of scrubbing it. Everything about her was so natural, even in the face of a mundane chore, that for one impulsive second, all he wanted to do was kiss her so long and so hard, he’d have to come up for air before diving right back in.
 
   Heat streaked through him, and he dropped the cutting board to the counter with an abrupt thunk. “If you say so.” What the hell was he thinking, wanting to kiss her like that? Aside from the obvious not-a-good-plan reasons, hello! She was his partner’s sister.
 
   Violet paused, a tiny yet distinct V forming between her eyebrows as she moved her gaze from the cutting board to his face. “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   Noah scraped in a breath, aiming to recalibrate. “It’s really the only part of being in the kitchen I know how to do,” he said, picking up the spent beer bottle and tossing it in the recycling bin by the trash. She opened her mouth, presumably to argue, and the tension he’d been able to temporarily banish crept right back into his muscles, drawing them up with a rigid burn. Dammit, he was tired of being treated like an invalid, tired of getting the runaround from Lieutenant Martin on the details of the shooting, and dead on his damned feet at not being able to remember any of it for himself. His arm might be in a sling, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t do anything.
 
   But Violet just shrugged. “Okay then.” She turned back to the sink full of bubbles while Noah stood there with a whole lot of holy-shit bouncing through his bloodstream.
 
   She’d let him off the you’re-too-hurt-for-that hook. Again.
 
   Not wanting to give her a chance to change her mind, he kicked himself into gear, doing whatever small chores he could with one hand. They hadn’t made too much mess overall, and between his awkward efforts and her fluid motions, the kitchen was clean in less than ten minutes. Violet tucked the brightly patterned roll-thingy that kept her knives safe and snug into one of the grocery bags, turning to look at him as she slid her things from the counter.
 
   “Thanks for all your help,” she said, and the way her eyes crinkled as she smiled told him she wasn’t just serving up pat niceties. “If you like the chili, we can work it into your meal plan. Just let me know.”
 
   “Sure.” Noah raised his good hand to rub the side of his neck, and damn, this sling was getting to be a righteous pain. He tried to readjust the wide band that looped up from his chest to his opposite shoulder, but the stupid thing was made of mercilessly rough material that managed to scrape at his skin even when he was sitting still.
 
   “Oh my God, Noah. Your neck is all scratched up.” Violet skidded to a halt, the soft patter of her boots going quiet on the linoleum as she zeroed in on the spot he’d been rubbing. 
 
   “It’s not a big deal. The sling just bugs me, that’s all.” He dropped the strap back into place and moved to usher her down the hall, but she didn’t budge, so they ended up caught together in the entryway to the kitchen.
 
   “You should’ve said something.” Before he could protest, or hell, even move, she’d whipped a clean kitchen towel from her bag, closing the space between them in one step.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, but if Violet heard the edge in the question, she didn’t show it.
 
   “I’m padding the strap. This thing is like sandpaper.” Nimble fingers slipped under the canvas, threading the much softer towel over the strap in a makeshift cushion. She pushed up on the balls of her feet to adjust the sling and gently move his arm with it, and the heat of her body combined with the lazy, sweet smell of coconuts, both of them filling his senses. Her fingers worked gently over the back of his neck, soothing the knot of locked-up muscles connecting down into his shoulder, and the sensation shivered all the way through him. 
 
   Noah’s head whipped up just in time for his brain to deliver a surgically sharp image, but it wasn’t of the woman standing in front of him. A set of concrete steps, mottled gray and crumbling in places, led up to the weathered security door of an apartment building. The number pad to enter a security code was broken, just a set of empty squares, jeering at him like a gap-toothed playground bully, and the sight of it sent him instinctively for his Glock…
 
      “Noah?” Violet’s voice curled around him, and he blinked back to the kitchen with an involuntary start. Jesus, his right hand was grasping at the waistband of his sweats, looking for a weapon he hadn’t holstered in nearly a week.
 
   “Sorry, I…” Since there was really no good way to finish the sentence, Noah let it dangle while his heart thwacked away at his ribs. Had he really just remembered something about the day he’d been shot, or was the image just a product of his mind tapping out at the brain-drain of trying?
 
   And more importantly, if it was an honest-to-God memory, where was the rest?
 
   “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Violet broke contact with his arm to scramble back, and even in her haste, her movements were still graceful. “I’ll just…yeah, I’ll just go. See you tomorrow.”    
 
   Between the lag time of his overloaded circuitry and the sore-as-hell response from his body, Noah had little prayer of catching her before she was a ghost. “Violet, wait,” he tried. “You didn’t—” But the firm snick of the front door in its sturdy frame told him all he needed to know.
 
   Noah stood dumbly in the heart of his apartment, unable to shake the feeling that the memory was real, that it had actually happened and it was the first piece in the elusive puzzle of the events of the other day.
 
   And as weird as it was, Violet Morgan had triggered his brain into remembering.
 
   #
 
   By the time Violet knocked on his door a day later, Noah had analyzed every excruciating detail of yesterday’s new memory, only to come up with the same grainy images from the first pass. But today was going to be different.
 
   Today, he had a foolproof plan, and he wasn’t giving up without more.
 
   “Hi.” Violet shifted from side to side, giving her black suede boots one hell of a workout. As far as nervous tells went, fidgeting was pretty standard.
 
   But shit, did it have to be so…cute?
 
   “Hey.” Noah blanked the less-than-appropriate thought, although the heated twinge that went with it was a little harder to lose. He stepped forward, bending to scoop up one of the grocery bags from the threshold at the same time she did.
 
     “Sorry,” they said simultaneously, prompting her into a nervous laugh. 
 
   Violet picked up both bags, but to his surprise, she passed one over. “You look like you’re feeling better today.”
 
   Could be she was referring to the fact that he’d finally found the wherewithal to shave, or that he’d actually skinned into something other than sweatpants for the first time since getting shot. But nope, she was looking right into his eyes, which he knew from the mirror had a whole lot less dark-and-nasty under them than yesterday.
 
   “Yeah. I got some sleep last night. Listen…” Noah broke off for a second, but man, this needed to be said. Best to just come out with it. “About yesterday. You didn’t hurt me when you were messing with my sling.”
 
   “I didn’t?” She fumbled, mid-step in the narrow hallway leading to the kitchen.
 
   “No. The towel actually helps. So thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I’m glad. You know, that it helps. And that I didn’t hurt you.” Relief streaked across her face, making the words that much more genuine, and Noah realized Violet would probably make the worst liar on the planet if she ever tried to give it a go.
 
   “I’d hope it would take a little more than that to knock me out of the game.” He meant it as a joke, but Violet just nodded, her honey-colored hair tumbling over the shoulders of her red sweater. “Anyway, uh, what are we making today?”
 
   “You want to help me again?” Lord, this woman was an open book with that wide blue stare and lips parted in surprise.
 
   But a plan was a plan, and something she’d done had triggered his memory, so Noah said, “Sure. Like you said yesterday, it’s not like I have anything more pressing to do.” 
 
   A smile slanted over her mouth, and she started walking to the kitchen. “I was kind of trying to goad you into it when I said that.”
 
   Okay, so it was his turn to be surprised. “Yeah? How come?”
 
   “Purely selfish reasons, actually. Being in the kitchen always makes me feel better. I thought it might work on you.”
 
   Jesus, her honesty was off the chain. “You wanted to make me feel better?”
 
   “What, you thought you were fun to be around when you were all cranky and moping?” Violet laughed, tipping her head at the bags on the counter in a wordless translation of do you have this?
 
   Noah fell into rhythm next to her, unloading the bags while she pushed up her sleeves and washed her hands. “You answered my question with a question. That could be construed as evasive.”
 
   “You’re such a cop,” she said, unlatching her jingly bracelet and putting it on the ledge over the sink. “And you just did it yourself.”
 
   “Thank you, and being evasive is part of my job. You wear that all the time, huh?” He nodded down at the bracelet, noting all the tiny charms pooled among the sturdy gold links.
 
   Her eyes lit with fondness as she pulled the only stock pot from his poorly-appointed cupboard. “It was my mom’s. My father gave it to her when Jason and I were born, and they added charms for each of our milestones. She died when we were seven.”
 
   Alarm bells sounded a shrill warning in Noah’s mind, but he didn’t dare hitch his movements. Jason had mentioned it was just him and Violet when he’d told Noah about their father having been a cop, but he’d never said anything about their mother. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I am too. But to answer your question directly, yes.” She delivered a catlike smile that hit him right in the solar plexus. “I always wear it.”
 
   Whether it was the way she moved so seamlessly through the kitchen, or the smooth openness of her words and how willing she was to just throw them out there, Noah couldn’t be sure. But somehow, a memory formed in his head, one he hadn’t allowed out in years, let alone spoken to anyone, and the words stumbled past his lips before he could leash them.
 
   “My mom had a locket, with baby pictures of me and my brothers inside.” He remembered it, sharp as if it had been twenty minutes ago instead of twenty years, and the memory re-crystallized in his head.
 
   “That’s sweet,” Violet said, her smile softening. “I bet she still wears it, doesn’t she?”
 
   Noah’s gut went into lockdown, but his mouth made up for it in spades. 
 
   “No. She died when I was twelve.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Although she stood perfectly still on the creaky linoleum in Noah’s kitchen, Violet’s heartbeat ratcheted to warp speed in her chest. 
 
   “I’m sorry. Jason never told me,” she managed, but he cut off the thought with a quick shake of his head.
 
   “He wouldn’t have.” Noah took the last of the ingredients out of the bag he was working on, folding it precisely before dipping methodically into the other. “He doesn’t know.”
 
   “You never told him?” Violet forced herself to put the empty pot over a burner and reach for the canola oil she’d left in the cabinet, lest she gape like the kitchen idiot. But come on, this was ten times more personal than anything she’d ever heard from Noah before, and that included when he’d kissed her silly in Jason’s closet. 
 
   Focus, dummy. 
 
   “No,” he said, without looking up from the counter. “So you never did say what we’re making today.”
 
   A thousand questions burned through her like a mouthful of Habanero peppers, but she tamped them down. He was so straight-to-it, of course he didn’t want to trade stories about anything so private. He’d probably just told her because she’d been the one to bring it up in the first place. No wonder he’d changed the subject so abruptly.
 
   And she shouldn’t be getting personal with him, anyway.
 
   Violet shifted her weight from one foot to the other and back again. “How do chicken and dumplings sound?” She reached in to grab her knife roll, the motions of being in the kitchen taking her down a notch.
 
   “Like I’m going to be spoiled when I go back to real food in a couple weeks.”
 
   This time, she caught the unmistakable hint of his lips quirking up, and whoa. Even at half-mast, Noah’s smile shot right to her belly.
 
   She scooped in a breath and scrambled for her om. Jeez, this was so much easier in yoga class! “Hate to break it to you, but this is real food. And anyway, cooking isn’t as hard as most people make it out to be. I can teach you the basics, if you want. I mean, it’s what I do for a living.”
 
   “You cook with all your clients like this?” Although his expression was stoic as usual, a stab of interest flicked over his face.
 
   “Yup.” Violet turned back to the counter, chopping vegetables as she talked. “Some of them prefer to be more hands-on than others, but that’s the deal. I don’t believe in cranking out bunches of meals just to drop them off at clients’ houses. I’d rather cook with them, so they get the full experience of the meal from start to finish.”
 
   “Sort of like that adage about teaching a guy to fish rather than just giving him one, right?” Noah’s gray eyes missed nothing, and she angled herself to make sure he had the best possible view of the cutting board.
 
   “Exactly. If my clients take part in preparing their food, it heightens their appreciation. Plus, so many people don’t slow down and really appreciate their meals anymore. But if they make it, they have a stake in it. The food becomes more personal.”
 
   Noah’s forehead creased, the warmth from his body sifting over her as he leaned in closer to watch her hands. “Is that why you don’t work in a restaurant?”
 
   “It’s the main reason, yes.” She canted her head toward the stock pot, taking a few minutes to show Noah how to warm the oil in the bottom before adding the mushrooms and onions in a slow slide. When he got the hang of it and started to stir, she continued. “You know Coco’s, on Eighth Street?”
 
   The twitch of Noah’s lips suggested another shot of dark-edged humor. “I’m a cop, Morgan.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed at belated realization of how stupid the question was. Of course he knew downtown like he knew his own apartment. Any cop worth his salt would. 
 
   “Right.” She let out a small chuckle. “I was the sous chef there for two years.”
 
   Noah stepped back from the burner just as she arrived with more ingredients. “But you didn’t like it.”
 
   “Not really. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t bad. It’s just that working in a kitchen is so fast-paced, and everything’s about the bottom line. I get that it’s a business, I do.” She sprinkled flour over the heat-softened veggies in the pot, moving back so Noah could resume stirring. “But the food should be the most important thing, and when you rush it just to turn tables, the beauty falls to the wayside. And after working my way up to sous chef just to keep plowing through every step…”
 
   “You wanted to do things your own way.” Noah finished her sentence with his dark brows raised, but it really wasn’t a question, nor was he off the mark. 
 
   “Exactly. So now that I’m a personal chef, I can make things more...well, personal.” She held up a container of chicken stock. “Ready to deglaze?”
 
   “It looks more fun with beer,” he deadpanned, and God, who knew he had such a quirky sense of humor?
 
   Violet laughed, and the gesture warmed her. “I’m all for mixing offbeat flavors, but that’s around the bend in this dish, even for me.” She poured the stock into the pot while Noah stirred, and they fell into a steady pattern of putting the meal together. Even one-handed, he was a quick study, albeit a little stiff with his movements.
 
   Finally, when the chicken had gone into the pot to simmer and there was a decent coating of flour on the countertop where Noah had ambitiously tried his hand at mixing dumpling dough, Violet reached into her collapsible cooler to unearth a bag of frozen peas.
 
   “Hold on just a second. What are those?” Noah pointed the spoon at the offending bag with a wary jab. 
 
   Violet stifled a laugh. “They’re peas, Noah. I promise they won’t hurt you.”
 
   “But you already put one green thing in the pot.” He jerked his chin downward toward the burner, and dammit, it was impossible to tell if he was kidding.
 
   “Oregano’s an herb. It doesn’t count,” she said, but Noah shook his head, and oh my God, he was serious.
 
   “Yes it does. It’s green. And you used a lot.”
 
   Violet’s head snapped up, indignant. “I didn’t use a lot. And the peas add a fresh layer of flavor to this dish.”
 
   “Nope. I’m not buying it. Nothing tastes better with peas in it.” He turned back to the stock pot, stirring the contents like nothing doing, and Violet’s composure evaporated right along with the fragrant puff of steam lifting up from the stove.
 
   She jammed both hands to her hips, grinding her boots to the linoleum. “You are so rigid, it’s infuriating!”  
 
                 Noah’s ear-to-ear smile froze the breath right to her lungs. “I know, but you’re really cute when you’re irritated, and it’s kind of worth pissing you off.”
 
                 Violet nearly lost her death grip on the peas. “You think I’m cute?”
 
                 Noah jerked the spoon to a stop halfway over the pot, but didn’t backpedal or recant. “I don’t suppose I would’ve kissed you a couple of New Year’s Eves ago if I didn’t.”
 
   Shock soaked its way through her chest, flooding her completely. “You remember that?”
 
   “Of course I remember it.” He slid the mixing bowl full of pillowy, cream-colored dumpling dough from the counter and passed it to her. “This is next, right?”
 
   Her nod was automatic. “Right. So wait. How come you never said anything?” Good Lord, the bowl felt good in her grasp, and she cradled it to her side, still clutching the peas in one hand.
 
   “You never said anything either.” 
 
   “You’re dodging the question.” 
 
   “And you’re my partner’s sister.”
 
   Okay, she had to give him that one. But still… “I’m also twenty-nine. As much as I love my brother, he’d better be able to cope with me kissing somebody.”
 
   “Even me?” Noah’s stare went from gunmetal to glittering, and she dropped the bag of peas to the counter in a heap. 
 
   Violet swallowed, but her throat made her earn it. “Even you.”
 
   Oh God, the heat of his body so close to hers in the tiny kitchen was driving her crazy. Desperate for a distraction, she whipped a spoon from the countertop, doling a scoop of dough into the stock pot with a less than graceful plop.
 
   As if sensing her need for space, Noah angled himself a half-step back, lowering his gaze to her hands again. “You just put the dough in there uncooked?”
 
   “What? Oh.” The sight of the lazily bubbling stew in the stockpot calmed her, and she nodded. “Yes. The broth is hot enough to cook the dumplings, even at a simmer, see?” She pointed to the lone dumpling bobbing through the creamy, golden-brown broth, and the motions of having food in her hands smoothed over the rough edge of her nerves. She finished the job with growing ease, setting the empty bowl in the sink with a soft clank.
 
                 “Did you really think I forgot kissing you?” Noah fit the lid over the pot on the stove before tipping his head to look at her, and the question was so point-blank that she answered without thinking.
 
                 “Yeah. I thought it was too much champagne and impulse.” Violet’s cheeks burned, but the tingle blasted into all-out heat when Noah wrapped his fingers around her forearm and turned her body toward his.
 
   “It wasn’t.”
 
   #
 
   Noah’s pulse boomeranged through his veins, but he hooked a finger under Violet’s chin anyway. Everything about her was just so wide-open and honest and pure, from the way she glided through the kitchen to the cadence of her voice as she spoke, and even though he knew it was crazy, Noah wanted her all the way down to his bones.
 
   “Why did you kiss me, then?” she asked, and her husky whisper did nothing to stop him from closing the last arc of space between their bodies.
 
   “For the same reason I’m kissing you now.”
 
   He brushed his lips over hers, just enough to catch the soft intake of her breath, and oh hell, how could something so wrong feel so fucking good? She tasted as sensual and tropical as she smelled, all suntan oil and sweet skin, and he wanted nothing more than to sample the rest of her, starting at the tawny-colored crown of her head and working all the way down. 
 
   Noah coaxed her mouth open just enough to stroke his tongue across the lush curve of her lower lip, and Violet arched up, angling even closer as she fit herself against the unencumbered side of his body. She swept her tongue over his to deepen the kiss, shredding his control with every pass. Violet’s soft mouth yielded to his harder kisses, returning them with enough intensity to make his lips sing and his cock ache with want.
 
   He wrapped his free arm around her lower back, the heat of the skin beneath her thin red sweater sending a bolt of greedy need all the way through him as he swung her around and grounded her to the wall by the kitchen’s entryway.
 
   “Christ, you feel so good.” Noah’s affirmation was half-whisper, half-growl, and the hazy sigh Violet gave in response turned his need into a full-on emergency. She lifted to her toes to tip her hips to his with suggestive friction, gripping his uninjured shoulder with tight fingers before setting her mouth right next to his ear.
 
   “Then don’t stop.”
 
   Noah’s hand shot upward to pull her closer still, cupping her neck as he dipped to kiss the curve of her jaw. “You shouldn’t say that.”
 
   “Why not?” Violet slid her hands beneath the hem of his T-shirt, and his brain completely shorted out, save one base thought.
 
   “Because now I’m not stopping.” 
 
   He returned to her mouth, need pumping through him in a steady wave as he kissed her hard enough to leave them both gasping. Her fingers moved deftly over the bare skin of his lower back, and yeah, they needed to take this from the kitchen to the bedroom. He wanted his hands on her, and he wanted them on her now, sling or no sling.
 
   Noah scooped his arm around Violet’s body, maneuvering them from the kitchen toward his bedroom in a hot tangle of arms and legs and other body parts he couldn’t think about and still walk a straight line. He nearly stumbled when she traced the edge of his ear with a feather-light flick of her tongue, and when she bit down lightly on his earlobe, the hot swirl of pleasure-pain tore a groan from his chest.
 
   “Woman, you are killing me,” he said on a rasp, and okay, maybe they weren’t going to make it all the way to his bedroom. Noah slanted his mouth back over hers even though they’d stopped halfway between the living room and foyer. Every part of him screamed to be inside her, and he reached down low for the edge of her sweater, desperate for the feel of her skin on his.
 
   A loud, purposeful knock on the front door froze him in place with his fist over the fabric.
 
   “Hey, dude, it’s me. I brought you all four Bloodsport movies. Open up!” Jason’s voice filtered past the front door, and he and Violet flew apart like teenagers at a party raid.
 
   No way. This wasn’t happening. He had not just gotten cock-blocked by his best friend and partner, AKA the only living relative of the woman he’d very nearly stripped naked in his front hallway.
 
   “Oh my God.” Violet’s hands flew to her kiss-swollen mouth, but there was no denying the flush that covered the rest of her. 
 
   “Violet,” Noah said, the word a steady whisper, but she cut him off with a curt nod, like she was shaking herself to awareness. 
 
   “You need to answer the door,” she whispered back. “If you don’t, he’ll just think something’s wrong and kick it in.” 
 
   Damn. She had a point. And damn again. Jason was going to murder him, and rightfully so. “Okay, but—”
 
   “No buts, Noah. Please, just answer the door.” Her wide eyes dropped to his bandaged arm, still caught up in the sling, and she took a backward step toward the kitchen. “It’s for the best.”
 
   The words hit Noah in the sternum with an icy pang, and he snapped back to peg her with a stare. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means you’re not just Jason’s partner, Noah. You’re a cop. I can’t…” She stopped for a deep breath, shifting her weight from side to side. “We shouldn’t have done this. I’m sorry.”
 
   A hot flare of emotion banked through his gut, tempting him to call her out, consequences be damned. But then another knock on the door, followed by Jason’s worry-tinged voice, slammed the truth into place.
 
   Emotion wasn’t his thing, and Violet was right. Jason was his partner.
 
   And first and foremost, Noah was a cop. He had no business breaking the rules.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
                 Noah checked down every last strain of emotion before palming the doorknob and hoping like hell his partner wouldn’t see right through him.
 
                 “Hey! I was beginning to think your leg was busted rather than your arm. Everything okay?” Jason hit him with an up-and-down assessment, and even though it lasted no more than a second, Noah didn’t doubt its level of accuracy.
 
                 “Yeah. I was, uh, in the kitchen.” While his ability to select the part of the truth that suited his purpose was an asset in the interrogation room, right now it made Noah feel like a total dick. But it wasn’t a blazing lie, and anyway, if he didn’t play it absolutely cool, Jason was going to know something was up.
 
                 And wasn’t that ironic, because Violet had totally shut him down.
 
                 “Oh, hell.” Jason groaned, but a smile tugged at his mouth. “I probably should’ve warned you Violet might make you help. She’s weird like that when it comes to food.”
 
                 Mercifully, Noah’s answer was cut short by the sound of a feminine voice being cleared from the other side of the room. “You do know I can hear you, right?”
 
                 “Hey, Blue. I didn’t know you were standing there.” The exaggerated waggle of Jason’s brows said otherwise, but intentional or not, at least Noah was off the scrutiny hot seat. 
 
                 Violet’s eyes flicked to the door, then back to her brother, so fast Noah almost missed it. “That’s because I’m not.”
 
                 He realized, more belatedly than he should have, that she’d put on her jacket and gathered her things in what had to be record time, and dammit, why did the thought of it make him feel like he’d done rapid fire shots of bottom-shelf bourbon?
 
                 “Funny,” Jason said, and thank God he seemed oblivious to Noah’s unease. “You don’t look invisible.”
 
                 “Ah, but I will in a minute.” Violet dodged Noah’s glance, and as stupid as it was, it bugged the hell out of him. Keeping her eyes firmly planted on Jason, she jerked a thumb over her shoulder, indicating the kitchen. “Dinner’s ready, and there’s plenty for two. Think you can help me out and do the dishes? I’m cutting it close to get to Tessa’s, and she’s a pit bull about punctuality.”
 
                 “Okay, sure.” Jason took a step back to let her pass. “I’ll see you for lunch on Wednesday, yeah?”
 
                 Her softly-soled boots shushed over the floorboards as she fidgeted, but her bright smile and dash for the door covered the move right up.
 
                 “Absolutely. Have a good night.”
 
   And then she was gone.
 
   #
 
                 After three hours of cinematic asskickery, two bowls of the best chicken and dumplings ever to pass his lips, and one failed attempt to relax after another, Noah had to concede defeat. His arm was quickly eclipsing his pain threshold, and between yesterday’s memory teaser and tonight’s debacle with Violet, his brain was just as knotted up. He hadn’t mentioned the memory thing to Jason, mostly because he knew Lieutenant Martin wouldn’t let him work the case, even peripherally, until Noah came up with more than one sketchy image.
 
                 So until he could remember every detail, he’d just have to try harder. Not that he’d been sitting around playing Tiddlywinks. After all, he’d spent hours with Violet today, just waiting for another memory, or even better, the whole lot of them, to come crashing back. But instead of unlocking his temporarily buried recollection of events, they’d ended up wrapped around each other like pretzels, four seconds from detonation when her brother knocked on the door.
 
                 Christ, he could make a living on being frustrated for how good he was at it right now.
 
                 Noah padded into his dimly lit kitchen to grab a bottle of water from the fridge, setting it on the counter before reaching for the Ibuprofen. He popped the cap on both, knocking back a bit of each along with his aggravation. He’d learned the stubborn way that taking even low-level pain meds on an empty stomach was a bad plan, so he flipped the cupboard open for a quick scan. One perfect, sunshine-yellow square of cornbread remained from last night’s meal, and hell yeah, that would do the trick. Funny, Noah hadn’t realized it until yesterday, but he hadn’t eaten homemade cornbread in ages, probably since he was a kid.
 
                 His stomach let out an anticipatory rumble as he leaned back against the counter, taking a huge bite. Buttery and honey-sweet, the bread melted on his tongue, just light enough to be crumbly but still dense enough to pack that cakelike punch. His mom used to make cornbread like this, right from scratch, and you’d better be prepared to throw some serious elbows if you wanted seconds. 
 
   Or take them. Man, he’d gotten his first black eye over his mother’s cornbread, an errant shot from his brother Ben’s overly enthusiastic jockeying. Their mother had punished Ben the best way she knew how, too. Noah had gotten all the seconds.
 
   Noah’s laugh sounded off through the quiet kitchen, and he took the last bite, the tension in his shoulders sliding free. Next time he talked to his brother, he’d have to give him a hard time over that. Maybe he could even—
 
   The kitchen disappeared before he could even complete the thought, replaced by the laser-cut image of a door. Years of use and neglect had chipped away at its surface, taking it from bright red to the patchy, faded-out color of old bricks. Jason stood next to him, calm as always as he scanned their surroundings, head on a fully-ingrained swivel. The broken lock— kicked in, from the look of it— gave way to a musty, graffiti-streaked vestibule, and a warning twitched, low and hard in Noah’s gut. A row of metal mailboxes lined the wall, painted over enough times to make them thick and gritty, but the names were indistinct, too jumbled to read…
 
   He landed back in his kitchen on a gasping exhale, and as hard as he strained to dial up what had happened after that, all Noah got was static. 
 
                 Dammit! There had to be something he’d done just now to trigger the memory into place, some way he could do it again and get further. Clearly, being close to Violet wasn’t it, although she had been less than an arm’s length away the last two times he’d pulled something up. All three times, he’d been in the kitchen, but he was standing in the kitchen right freaking now, too.
 
                 There was no pattern. No logical order to any of it.
 
   Come on, Blackwell. Think. Think! 
 
                 But grabbing his memory felt like trying to catch smoke in his bare hands, each one slipping away no matter how tightly Noah clenched his fingers.
 
   #
 
                 Violet was making a habit of waffling on Noah Blackwell’s doorstep, and it was definitely the unhealthy kind. But come on. Was she really supposed to just breeze back into his apartment all business as usual when at this time yesterday, she’d been trying to climb him like a jungle gym? 
 
                 Forget personal. Kissing Noah had been downright intimate, which was totally out of the question, not to mention insane. He was a cop. Getting involved with him— physically, mentally, and most of all intimately— just couldn’t happen.  
 
                 Except she’d wanted it to happen. Badly enough that if Jason hadn’t interrupted them…
 
                 “No,” she whispered, placing a steady knock on the door in front of her. Jason had interrupted, and it was for the best. Missing her father and worrying about her brother were hard enough. No way was Violet going to add another cop into the mix of her life. Not even between the sheets. 
 
                 Not even Noah.
 
                 “Hi.” Noah swung the door into his apartment, tipping his dark head in a wordless invitation to come in, but she needed to squash the awkward-factor before she even took a step. The Brentsville PD was paying her to cook for an injured officer, and it was her job to focus on doing just that.
 
                 She shifted on her feet, but stayed on the threshold. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I got carried away, and it was wrong, and…well, it won’t happen again.” 
 
                 The only change to his expression was a very slight lifting of his brows, but then Noah shook his head. “You don’t have to apologize. I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was out of line.”
 
                 “No, it was…” Easily the most toe-curling, panty-twisting kiss I’ve ever experienced, no exceptions. “My fault,” Violet breathed, and God, she needed to scrub the memory from her brain, along with a couple of other parts due south. Snapping her spine up nice and straight, she cleared her throat back to non-hedonistic levels. “Can we call it even and start over?”
 
                 Straightforward as ever, Noah said, “Deal.” He stepped back from the door, and her brow popped upward as she caught sight of him in entirety.
 
   “Wait, where’s your sling? And is that…flour on your shirt?” Her pulse rattled with equal parts surprise and confusion, but Noah’s expression stayed smooth.
 
   “The doc gave me the all-clear on the sling today. He didn’t want my shoulder to lock up, and I guess my arm looks good enough to go without it.” He brushed at the powdery streaks on the front of his black T-shirt without looking at them, but Violet knew better than to fall for that. She wasn’t an amateur, for God’s sake.
 
                 “I’m glad you’re healing,” she said, and meant it. “But you didn’t answer the other question.”
 
                 A muscle in Noah’s jaw twitched, and he reached for one of her bags with his uninjured arm and headed toward the kitchen. “No.”
 
                 Her brows pulled in. “No, you didn’t answer the question, or no, it’s not flour?”
 
                 “Yes and no.”
 
   Violet grappled with a deep breath as she followed him down the hall. “Do they teach verbal evasion at the police academy, or are you just naturally good at it?”
 
                 “I’m naturally good at my job, if that’s what you’re asking. And yes, I didn’t answer your other question,” he confirmed, tacking on, “But no. It’s not technically flour.”
 
                 The sweet, decadent scent of chocolate and the underlying bitterness of something burnt to ruin reached her all at once, and Violet stumbled to an abrupt stop outside the kitchen. “Have you been baking?”              
 
   Noah paused, turning toward her. “It’s…kind of a long story.”
 
   In that moment, Violet knew she should let it go. What Noah did in his own kitchen was none of her business. She’d agreed to cook for him, not counsel him, and anyway, he didn’t seem too interested in forking over the details. 
 
   Except his face was perfectly devoid of expression, just like it had been that first day when she’d been certain he was hurting, and it dawned on her that Noah wasn’t simply a rough, gruff cop.
 
   He was just really good at hiding. 
 
   “Funny,” Violet said, meeting his wary stare with sudden surety. “Long stories are my favorite kind.”
 
   His eyes went dark, but he didn’t move them from hers, and the heat behind his stare rolled all the way down her spine. “You sure this isn’t above your pay grade?”
 
   She wasn’t, especially with the way he was still looking all the way through her, but backing down now wasn’t an option. “Why don’t you try me and we’ll find out.”
 
   Noah didn’t hesitate. “I remembered something last night after you left.”
 
   Violet’s throat went triple-knot tight, and she clutched the grocery bag’s handle hard enough to feel the sting of her fingernails against her hot palm. “About what happened to you last week?” 
 
   “Yeah. It wasn’t much, but it’s the second thing I remember, besides you being in my hospital room.” Noah’s voice pulled down just slightly. “And I was in the kitchen when it happened, eating the rest of that cornbread, so I thought maybe if I tried to bake something…”
 
   “It might trigger more,” she whispered, unable to hide the shock flooding through her veins. “Did it work?” 
 
   Noah’s mouth became a thin line, and he crossed his arms over the front of his black T-shirt with a wince. “No.”
 
   She took a step toward him in the narrow hallway. “Did you taste what you made?” 
 
   “I don’t have a death wish, Morgan.” Noah delivered the words with the trademark just-the-facts lack of emotion that seemed to define him. “It didn’t really turn out like I planned.”
 
   But Violet didn’t hesitate. “Come on, then.” Her charm bracelet jingled softly, threading through the silence as she lifted her bag and started to move. “Let’s see what we’re working with here.”
 
                 For a long second, Noah didn’t budge. But then he turned and led her into the kitchen. “You asked for it.” He put the bag he’d taken from her safely on the counter before sliding a pan of very lopsided brownies from the adjacent space.
 
   Violet glanced at the square baking dish, and wow, okay, he wasn’t kidding. “Did you, ah, follow a recipe?”
 
   Noah’s unabashed look of are you kidding me slid over her, tempting her into a laugh. “Do you seriously think I could’ve made this up?” he asked. “I used the mix stuff, but the picture on the box doesn’t look like this.”
 
   “I guess not.” She pushed up the sleeves of her fitted gray turtleneck, examining the brownies more closely. A gooey, three-inch crater caved in the middle of the pan, like the batter had simply surrendered halfway through. “How long did you leave them in the oven?”
 
   “Thirty minutes, just like it says.” He pointed to the bright red box next to the stove top, and Violet tilted her head in thought. His oven was pretty out of date, but if anything, it had erred on the side of too hot when she’d used it this week. Unless…
 
   “You didn’t happen to open the oven door a few times to check on them while they baked, did you?”
 
   If the condition of the brownies wasn’t enough of a dead giveaway, Noah’s pause slammed it home. “I kind of burned the first batch by accident, and the light’s busted, so yeah. I didn’t know checking would wreck them though.”
 
   She twisted her hair up into a knot before moving toward the sink to wash her hands. “Sometimes it can let too much heat escape, and that will mess with the oven temperature enough to have an effect like this. Lucky for you, all might not be lost.”
 
   “You are looking at these, right?” Noah tipped his head at the sorry state of affairs in the pan in front of him, and Violet barely kept her smile in check. 
 
   “I didn’t say all could be saved, Blackwell. The middle is a no-go, unless you have a fondness for salmonella.” She popped the door on the cupboard over the sink and started to rummage. “You still have toothpicks in here, right? Ah!” A small red and white box caught her eye, answering the question for her, and she stood on her toes to grab it.
 
   A single dark eyebrow rose. “You’re going to fix this mess with toothpicks? What are you, like a culinary MacGyver?”
 
   The words hit Violet with the full force of their suggestive teasing, and her throat worked on a hard swallow before she steadied her voice. “Let’s just say you’re not the only person in this room who’s undercooked baked goods.”
 
   Flipping the lid on the box, Violet rolled a toothpick between her thumb and forefinger, bending down until she was level with the pan. The center section really was out of the question— not even a return trip to the oven would salvage that part now that the brownies had half-cooled— but she measured the rest with a calculated glance.
 
   “You’ve screwed up brownies before?” Noah stood back, assessing her movements as she dipped a toothpick into the velvety brown mixture in the pan, first in one spot, then another, working her way out from the center.
 
   “I’ve screwed up lots of things before. Trial and error is one of the best ways to learn in the kitchen. Hey! Here we go.” She held up a clean toothpick, cheeks prickling with satisfaction as she traded it for a spatula and drew a perimeter around the gloppy middle to unearth it. The rest of the brownies released from the pan easily enough, and Violet slid them to a cutting board before dividing them into squares with a flourish and a grin. “Voila! Your brownies.”     
 
   Noah’s forehead creased as he examined the brownies, then her. “Those don’t look half-bad,” he said, his voice laced with surprise. “I thought they were ruined.”
 
   “It’s your first batch. You can’t know all the tricks right away.” She scooped one of the brownies from the cutting board, reveling in the still-warm feel against her fingers. “Here.”
 
   “Thanks.” The word carried weight, more than just the single syllable should’ve allowed, and his normally stoic expression swirled with something Violet couldn’t pin down. All of a sudden, it didn’t matter that he was a cop, her brother’s partner, whose life was stretched out on the line every single day. 
 
   He was just a guy asking for help in his own way, and she could give it. 
 
   “You’re welcome. But save at least a couple of those for later. You’ve got chicken Parmesan in your immediate future, and now that your sling is gone, I’m totally putting you to work.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
                 Noah double-checked the directions on the box of spaghetti, eyeballing the pot of water in front of him with a flare of doubt. Even though it was the biggest pot he owned, he was pretty sure the long strands of pasta weren’t going to fit all the way into it once the water got to a rolling boil. Never mind that he had no frigging clue what a rolling boil even looked like.
 
   He straightened, a deep breath of resolve filtering into his lungs. Two days had passed since the near-fiasco of the brownie recipe, and Violet had never once blinked at Noah’s lack of cooking skills. Rather than peppering him with a bunch of nosy-ass questions about why he wanted to cook in the first place, she’d just slapped a spoon in his hand and put him to work. She kept sharing the kitchen and the food in that totally open, completely Violet manner that somehow made his unease not just disappear, but feel like it never existed.
 
   In spite of the fact that he still couldn’t remember all of the shooting, she didn’t treat him like he’d been hand-crafted out of glass, complete with the word Fragile! spray-painted across his forehead.
 
   A steady knock at the door yanked him from his thoughts, and he ran a hand over his button-down shirt as he moved down the hall to let Violet in.
 
                 “Hey.” The syllable papered itself to his throat as he caught sight of her loose blond hair spilling over the shoulders of her deep purple shirt, and the sheer, flowy skirt swishing around her ankles took an unexpected potshot at his libido. Her smile washed over him, bright and honest, and holy shit, this was going to be the longest night of his life.
 
   Violet Morgan was absolutely gorgeous. And he couldn’t come close to touching her.
 
    “Hey! Wait ‘til you see what I brought you.” She held up both bags with a suggestive lift of her brows, and Noah thanked God he’d gone the casual route and not tucked in his shirt, lest she catch the hard-on brewing behind his fly. 
 
                 “Will it keep in the refrigerator?” he asked, taking one of the bags per their usual routine. Yeah, think cold. That’ll work.
 
                 Violet bit her lip, and shit, cold was a non-option. “Why? Aren’t you hungry?” Her forehead pulled into a delicate crease above her eyes, her confusion and concern so obvious, Noah’s gut panged in response.
 
                  Ah, screw it. He was no good at anything other than the straight-up truth anyway. “Yeah, but you’re not cooking tonight.”
 
                 “But it’s my job,” she protested, the silver hoops in her ears swaying against her hair as she shook her head. “And if you’re hungry—”
 
                 “I’m cooking, Morgan.”
 
                  Her lips fell into a perfect, peach-colored O of surprise. “You are?”
 
                 Noah dipped his chin in a single nod. “It’s nothing fancy. Just spaghetti. But I thought…” He broke off with an internal curse. “Look, I’m not really good at this. I know you don’t normally eat with your clients, but I’m making dinner, and I’d really like it if you’d stay.”
 
                 Violet blinked, but then a smile tugged at the corners of her lush mouth. “I’d love to. Can I help?”
 
                 Relief snapped through his veins as he walked down the hall and into the kitchen, where a healthy column of steam rose from the stock pot on the burner. “Nope. All I have to do is make the pasta.” Not that it was a gimme, of course, but now that Violet had agreed to stay, Noah was determined to get it right. After all, he could solve even the most complex crimes. How hard could spaghetti really be?
 
                 He got the pasta into the stock pot and trailed a wooden spoon through the store-bought sauce in its smaller counterpart, turning the heat as low as possible so it wouldn’t splatter. Violet propped the bags on the far side of the counter, giving him plenty of space to cook.
 
   “I’ll just leave this stuff here for tomorrow, then.” She unpacked with ease, orbiting around him in the kitchen as if it were the most natural thing on the planet, and the tension thrumming through Noah’s muscles began to unwind.
 
   “So Jason calls you Blue,” he said, voicing the curiosity that had been tumbling around in his head for the last few days.
 
                 Violet laughed. “It figures you’d notice that. It’s from the kid’s poem. You know, roses are red, violets are blue? It started when we were little, and then the nickname just stuck.”
 
                 “Ah.” Noah nodded. “Do you call him anything back?”
 
                 “No,” she said, but her mischievous smile gave her away. “Well, not to his face, anyway.”
 
                  “You two have always been close,” he returned, and even though it wasn’t a question, she answered regardless.
 
   “Yes.” Violet shook out the fabric grocery bag with a snap, folding it, then re-folding it before continuing. “I guess we’re closer than most siblings, but it’s been just me and him for the last seven years. He’s all the family I have.”
 
                 Noah knew the story about their father—hell, everyone on the force did. Detective Jack Morgan had been gunned down in broad daylight while working a lead on a homicide. It had been one of the most brutal police crimes Brentsville had ever seen, striking fear into the most hardened cops even now, seven years later.
 
   Realization crept into Noah’s brain, his thoughts clicking together like magnets. “That’s why you hate the job, isn’t it?”
 
                 “Do all your conversations turn into interrogations, or am I just special?” she asked, although not with heat, and shit, he really shouldn’t have pushed.
 
                 “Sorry.” He stirred the sauce hard enough to send a splash over the side of the pot, where it fell into the burner with a hiss.
 
                 But Violet brushed her fingers over his arm, steadying his motions and sending enticing heat clear up to his shoulder. “Don’t be. I’ve been around cops my whole life. I’m used to it, and anyway, you’re not wrong. I know it’s selfish, but Jason’s all I have left of a family. I hate that he’s a cop, even though I have to respect it. I just wish…” She trailed off, dropping her hand from his forearm. “Anyway. Yes, that’s the reason.”
 
                 “My dad was a cop too.” The words were out before Noah realized it, but somehow, they weren’t hard to say.
 
                 “Really? I didn’t know that.” Violet’s eyes went wide, and Noah tapped the spoon on the side of the saucepan before bending low to get the colander out of the cupboard.
 
                 “Yeah. And all three of my brothers on top of it. So I hear you on being used to the Q and A thing. It’s kind of hereditary.”
 
                 She cracked a tiny smile, and it arrowed all the way through him. “Okay, I can barely handle one brother. You have three?” Violet pointed to the pasta pot in an unspoken should I drain this, and Noah stepped back to concede.
 
   “Yup. They’re all in Chicago. Ben and Ian are both on vice, but Gabe’s kind of the black sheep of the family.”
 
   She flipped the colander to the sink, tipping the heavy pasta pot over it with ease. “Fraud or special victims?”
 
   Jeez, she was good. “Fraud.”
 
   They moved together through the space, Noah putting the finishing touches on dinner and telling her about his brothers while Violet set the small table in the corner. His gut panged as he realized, too late, that he didn’t have anything to serve the spaghetti in other than the original pot. But then Violet scooped up the plates she’d set out and brought them over to the counter.
 
                 “I always liked the feel of serving right from the pot. It’s nice and personal, don’t you think?”
 
                 She smiled, not just a standard-issue polite gesture, but one of those wide-open, full-bodied stunners that made Noah want to forget about dinner and taste every inch of her instead.
 
                 Nice and personal had nothing on this.
 
                 “Sure,” he managed, mashing down on his inappropriate thoughts before taking the plates to fill them and ushering her back to the table. Sharing a meal with Violet felt oddly comfortable, like they’d been doing it forever, and she was as easy and open about eating as she was everything else. 
 
                 “Nice job on dinner,” she said, looping a bite of spaghetti around the tines of her fork and taking an appreciative bite. “I’m not sure you need me anymore.”
 
                 Unable to help it, Noah chuckled under his breath. “I followed the directions on the box. It barely counts.”
 
                 “Making somebody a meal is more than the sum of its parts, Blackwell. It always counts.”
 
                 Her words popped deep in his chest, and he lowered his fork to the table. “I wanted to thank you for all your help. I didn’t really know how else to do it,” he said, the honesty of the emotion tasting strange on his tongue.
 
                  But Violet just grinned, canceling out his unease. “This is perfect. Thank you.” She took another bite of spaghetti before asking, “So let me guess. You’re the youngest, right?”
 
                 “Second youngest,” Noah corrected, and man, she looked cute when she tried on a scowl.
 
                 “Damn. I was hoping for a kindred spirit. Jason’s older than me by six minutes, but you’d think it was six years with all the older-brother stuff he pulls.”
 
                 He sat back in his chair with a knowing laugh. “My oldest brother is six years ahead of me. Trust me. It’s not pretty.”
 
   “Really?” Violet’s blue eyes sparkled with genuine interest. “Do tell.”
 
   The conversation fell into a steady back and forth of brotherly-love/hate stories that left them both laughing and trying to one-up each other. It lingered long after the food was gone, and finally, Violet pushed to her feet, her skirt rustling in a whispery swish as she collected Noah’s plate.
 
                 “Hey. I invited you to dinner. You can’t do the dishes.” He reached for the plate, but she dodged him with a graceful sidestep and headed toward the sink. 
 
                 “Come on,” she teased. “You can’t shut me out of the kitchen completely. I’ll get the shakes.”
 
                 Whether it was the ease of their long conversation or the way her blouse dipped down when she moved to loosely reveal one shoulder, Noah wasn’t sure. But something in her sweetly sexy smile dared him to push his luck, and he was out of his chair in the span of a breath.
 
   “Oh yes I can. It’s my kitchen.” He stepped in to nudge her out of the way with one hip, but he barely got the faucet on before she laughed and bumped him right back from his spot.
 
                 “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I made half the mess.” Violet ducked his reach, squirting soap under the steady stream of water and plunging her hands into the suds.
 
                 Noah barked a laugh through his shock, and oh yeah. It was on. “I’m warning you. You are in such deep shit right now, Morgan.”
 
                   “Uh-huh.” She rolled her eyes, turning fully toward the dishes. “Bring it, spaghetti boy. What are you going to do, forcibly move me?”
 
                 The taunt had barely left her mouth when Noah swung her around from behind, pulling her into his right side as he lifted her clear off the floor to switch their positions at the sink.
 
                 “Noah!” She flung her arms around his neck, soaking them both with warm water and suds before her feet touched back down. “Are you crazy? You could’ve really hurt yourself.” She brushed her soap-slick hand up his left arm, worrying crowding her features, but he wrapped her in tighter to capture her attention.
 
                 “I picked you up with my right arm, see? I’m fine. In fact, I haven’t felt this good in a long time.” The admission flew from his mouth without a second thought, and only then did he realize how true it was.
 
                 And that he was standing in his kitchen, dripping with bubbles and starving for the woman in his arms.
 
   #
 
                 Somewhere in the deepest recesses of her mind, Violet knew that if she didn’t let go of Noah’s leanly muscled shoulders, the two of them were going to take intimate to a whole new level. But sitting with him tonight, laughing and eating a meal he’d made as a simple gesture of thanks showed her he wasn’t just a short-spoken cop. Beneath that exterior, he was a good man, and right now he was looking at her with unmistakably bad intentions.
 
                 So she gripped him even tighter.
 
   “Noah.” The word collapsed into a breathy sigh as it pushed past her lips, and the feel of his chest hitching in response sent a shot of heat through her blood. Violet arched up to brush a kiss over his mouth, the bare hint of contact making her own lips tingle with want. “You’re soaked,” she whispered, running her hands over the cotton clinging to his shoulders.
 
   “Yeah.” He dropped his forehead to hers, the warmth of his mouth tantalizingly close. “So are you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, even though she wasn’t, and Noah’s smile went as dark and seductive as his eyes.
 
   “No you’re not. But I’m not either.”
 
    He closed the last sliver of space between them in a hot rush, testing her bottom lip with his tongue before adding his teeth to the mix. He soothed the sweet sting of the tug with another provocative sweep, sending hard waves of pleasure through Violet’s chest. She returned the kiss measure for measure, nibbling and stroking and surrendering until Noah pulled back with a ragged exhale.
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” His voice raked over her, low and full of gravel. He tipped her chin to pin her with a look that matched, but she met it with certainty.
 
   “I’m sure. Take me to bed, Noah.”
 
   Without hesitation, he arced against her in a firm line, fitting their bodies together while guiding her deftly across the kitchen floor. Her fingers slid to the spot where his chest met her breastbone, making quick but clumsy work of the first few buttons on his shirt. But then Noah stopped in the dusky alcove in the hallway, pressing her against the wall with a thrust that stole her breath, and she pulled at the damp fabric around his midsection with a decisive yank. Two buttons popped free to hit the floor with a delicate clatter, and his wicked smile spread all the way over her skin.
 
   “Did you just rip my shirt open?” Not waiting to hear her response, he ground his hips to hers again, and her nipples tightened to hardened peaks as she gripped his belt loops to hold him in place.
 
   “Yes, and I’m going to do it to the rest of your clothes too if you keep it up.”
 
   A deep groan rumbled from his throat, vibrating over the spot where his mouth brushed her collarbone, and he edged his fingers past the already low neckline of her gauzy blouse. “That is insanely hot,” he said, holding her fast to the wall with his hips as his hands traveled down to cup her breasts.
 
   “Oh, God, so is that.” Violet barely bit back a needful sigh as Noah cradled her through the fabric, his kisses trailing toward the edge where it gave way to the swell of her breasts. For one long, excruciating minute, he stopped, hot breath on even hotter skin, and then he lifted her shirt over her head with one fluid pull. It floated to the floorboards only a breath before his button-down, leaving just a thin cotton T-shirt on the tightly muscled expanse of his chest and a swath of lilac satin over her breasts.
 
   “I want to feel every part of you, but not in the hallway.” Noah returned his kisses to her mouth, slowing his cadence but not his intensity as he maneuvered her through the well-shadowed doorway to his bed. He sat on the edge, eyes glinting in the strains of light spilling in from the hall, and Violet lifted the long sway of her skirt to seat herself firmly in his lap.
 
   Noah fisted the fabric pooling around her hips, his teeth flashing a wicked grin in the near-darkness. “This skirt has been driving me crazy all night.”
 
   Surprise made her pull back to look at him. “It goes all the way down to my ankles.”
 
   He let go of the fabric, sliding his hands to her bare thighs beneath. “That just makes me even hungrier for what’s under it.”
 
   She rocked against his erection, suddenly wishing the skirt would disappear along with every other barrier between them, and his palms went tight over her thighs as he thrust back. Hot tension uncurled in Violet’s belly, spiraling down to redouble its efforts in her core, and Noah dipped his tongue to the hollow of her throat before lowering his attention to her breasts. Not wanting to lose the intoxicating pressure of his hands on her thighs, she reached between her shoulder blades, popping the closure on her strapless bra in one twist.
 
   His murmur of approval lasted only a second before his mouth met her skin, treating her body to the same languid kisses he’d put on her lips. Without staying the rhythm of his hips against hers, Noah drew one tightly-beaded nipple into his mouth, and the soft friction nearly sent Violet over the edge. He laved her with gentle movements, barely-there flicks of his tongue that bolted straight to her core, and oh God, she couldn’t wait.
 
   She reached low for the hem of his T-shirt, but Noah replaced her hands with his own, moving slowly. The bandage on his arm had been reduced to a rectangular patch, barely visible in the low light of the room, but her pulse gave a hard jump anyway as he dropped his shirt to the floor.
 
   “Noah.” She lifted her fingers, letting them hover over the bandage just below his shoulder, but he reached up to touch her face, stealing her focus.
 
   “I want you, Violet.” He coasted his thumb over her bottom lip, grounding her back in the moment. “No matter what else is outside that door, right now, tonight. I just want you.”
 
   She nodded, unable to deny the truth. “I want you, too.”
 
   Noah undressed her with quick yet reverent motions before discarding the rest of his clothes, and not even the warmth of his body pressed hard to hers could quell the shiver working through her. Just as he’d promised, he touched every part of her, exploring even the most benign places with passionate attention, and when his fingers finally dipped between her aching thighs, Violet arched up to meet him with a keening sigh. Driven by pure sensation, she canted her hips to Noah’s touch once, then twice before reaching out to wrap her fingers around his erection.
 
   His body went bowstring-taut under her hands, but she didn’t slow her ministrations, and his voice broke over a curse. “You’re…God, that’s…you have to stop.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Noah’s eyes flashed open, but rather than argue, he slid his hand back over her throbbing folds, lingering on just the right spot to make her cry out, and everything else fell away but the need building from her inside out.
 
   “I don’t want to stop, Noah. I want you right now. Just you.”
 
   He slipped from beside her just long enough to produce a condom from a bedside drawer, and Violet took it from his fingers, pushing him back to the bed. Straddling his muscular thighs, she rolled the condom into place before covering the angle of his hips with her heat. The friction of his cock so close to where she wanted it sent sparks under Violet’s skin, and with one tip of her body, she lowered as he pressed up to fill her. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, the only thing she could manage past the shock of undiluted pleasure flooding her body. Lifting just slightly, she leaned forward to brace herself over Noah’s chest as his palms found her waist, guiding her so they could learn each other, inch by inch. Each slow thrust brought the tension in Violet’s body closer to a tightly-wound tipping point, and when he skimmed one hand from her waist to the aching spot just above where their bodies joined, she tumbled right past it and into the bright reaches of release.
 
   Noah held her close, his movements ebbing as she thrummed with overwhelming sensitivity. Without leaving her body, he shifted her beneath him, bracing his weight on his right arm as he settled into the cradle of her hips.
 
   “You are gorgeous,” he whispered, cresting into her until no space remained. “I want to make you come over and over just to see the look on your face.”
 
   Desire ribboned through her, riding a streak of surprise at how quickly it had returned, and Violet arched up, locking their bodies together with provocative heat. Noah made love to her with dark intensity, kissing her deeply, tunneling his hands through her hair, touching her everywhere. He dared her back over the edge with the rhythm of his movements, whispering her name as he finally followed on a shudder.
 
   They lay together, tangled in their breathlessness, and a thin line of fear edged past Violet’s bliss at the hitch in Noah’s breath as he repositioned his body next to hers, clearly favoring his right side. But then he captured her mouth in a slow, sweet kiss, and all of a sudden, tomorrow— and everything that went with it— seemed very far away.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Noah stared at the clock on his bedside table even though he’d tracked the progress of the numbers for the past hour straight. His apartment whispered the near-silent noises of three-thirty in the morning, all of them completely familiar to his ears save one.
 
   Violet lay curled among the bed sheets, her breath rising and falling in a quiet rhythm from the spot where she’d drifted to sleep a few hours ago, and holy hell, she was gorgeous even in her sleep.
 
   Using his stealth as an asset, Noah slipped from the bed, grabbing his T-shirt and a pair of sweats before padding soundlessly into the hallway. A few achy tremors rippled through his arm as he wrangled the shirt over his head, but it wasn’t nearly as painful as the look on Violet’s face when she saw the damned bandage in the first place. Christ, as if the gaping hole in his memory wasn’t enough, the wound on his arm was a stark reminder why he needed his memory back ASAP. Someone on the street had tried to turn him into Swiss fucking cheese, and if he didn’t man up and make a statement to nail the guy, that person was going to get away with shooting cops.
 
   Not on Noah’s watch. Not ever.
 
   And yet as much as he wanted to regain his memory and get back to the business of being a cop, there was something else he wanted, too, and hell if he didn’t have the slightest clue how to handle it. But being around Violet, with all that unrestricted emotion and truth about how she felt bubbling right out of her, made him feel like maybe he didn’t have to stuff it all down. Like maybe if he said things out loud, the stark fear that he might not ever remember enough to catch this guy wouldn’t be so bad.
 
   As quietly as possible, he moved to the kitchen and clicked on the small light over the sink, blinking back the burn of sudden brightness in the shadows. A quick inventory of his fridge turned up a small plastic container, nestled in with the ingredients Violet had brought for dinner. Curiosity sparking, Noah popped the lid, his mouth going to an immediate water at the wedge of chocolate-drizzled cheesecake tucked inside. The fluffy top layer sat in a fat triangle on top of a thick, velvet-brown crust, and Noah broke into a grin as he turned to scoop up a fork.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   The softly spoken word went off like a cannon in the quiet kitchen, and he jumped back in a rush as he swung toward the sound. Violet stood, unmoving in the entryway, wearing his button-down shirt and a tentative, sleep-rumpled smile, and the sight of her sent unexpected relief spiraling all the way through him.
 
    “Sorry.” She gestured to his obvious surprise, biting her lip in that maddeningly attractive way that broadcast her feelings right down to the equal mix of her sincerity and chagrin. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you, but I was hungry.” She took a deep breath, the curve of her breasts just barely visible beneath all that cotton, and yeah. He totally had a new favorite shirt.
 
   “It’s okay. Did you make this?” Noah asked, holding up the container, and Violet’s bare feet skimmed the linoleum as she peered at the container in his hands.
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Her smile grew brighter, and she slid a fork from the drawer at her hip. “One of my clients is on a baking binge, and the brownies you made the other day gave me the idea for the crust. I always do a test run or two on new recipes before sharing them with my clients, so I thought you might like to try it out.”
 
    The ease of the story—and the wide-open kindness that went with it— made him hungry as hell, but not for anything in the cupboard or containers.
 
   He wanted Violet. Plain and simple. 
 
   “Come here.” On nothing but instinct, Noah set the container aside and gathered her in, his body responding in an instant to her soft-in-all-the-right-places curves. He kissed her gently at first, but all too soon, he was starving for her. And while he might not know how to mold it into fine details or fancy words, it was time to put what he felt on the line.
 
    “Stay with me, Violet. After the sun comes up, I want you to stay.”
 
   Vulnerability and surprise colored her expression, but not enough to keep her words from sliding out over him. “And what about tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow I’m going to want you too,” he said, and damn, the words tasted as daring and good as the certainty that backed them up. “We can figure it out when we get there. But for now, we have a couple hours until daybreak. And I want to spend them with you.”
 
   #
 
   Violet shifted her weight against her chair in the Brentsville Physical Therapy Center’s waiting room, staring at the glossy pages of the food magazine in front of her without seeing a thing. What had started out as a couple hours until daybreak had lasted for two weeks, and between the blissed-out happiness of Noah’s kitchen and the mind-blowing orgasms in his bedroom, Violet couldn’t deny the obvious.
 
   She was falling for Noah Blackwell. And when she landed, it was going to hurt.
 
   As if she’d conjured him from nothing more than longing and lusty thoughts, Noah appeared in the doorway, zipping up his dark gray hoodie with an even darker smile. “Getting ideas for your next great lesson?”
 
                 She raised an eyebrow in an approximation of a cool glance, despite her heart having gone from zero to yes-I-want-that in about four seconds flat. “Haven’t we already had this conversation? If I tell you all my secrets, it won’t turn out well for you.” Violet gave in to the smile pulling at the edges of her lips, nodding to the door behind him as she stood. “How’d you do?”
 
                 “Great.” The woman behind the reception desk passed Noah a sheaf of papers, and he tucked them under his arm with a polite thank you before ushering Violet to the hallway. “Except…” He notched his voice to a sexy rumble, carefully hidden from anyone in the lobby of the busy medical center. “Now I need a shower. Care to assist?”
 
                 “Mmm.” Her cheeks flushed at the mental image of Noah in the shower, hot and wet and in need of a nice, thorough scrub down, but the temptation fizzled hard at the thought of her afternoon plans. “As nice as that sounds, I’m afraid you’re on your own. I’m meeting Jason in half an hour for a late lunch at Mac’s Diner. We eat there every Wednesday, and I’ve learned the hard way that if I blow him off, he will come looking for me.”
 
   Noah made a gruff sound that might’ve passed for a laugh, and they crossed through the medical center’s exit to the city street. “Oooookay, forget the shower. For now anyway.” He threaded his fingers through hers, and they fell into step together.
 
   “What are you doing?” Violet asked, sending a glance over her shoulder toward Noah’s parking spot on the street. “Your car is that way.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re not meeting Jason for thirty minutes, and the diner’s only three blocks from here. So I’m walking you.”
 
                 Violet did her best to tuck her smile between her lips, but it escaped anyway. “You do know we’re in the nicest part of Brentsville, and I carry pepper spray in my purse, right?”
 
                 “You do know crime can happen anywhere, and that I carry a Glock, right?”
 
                 Her smile became laughter in a blink. “And here I thought you were happy to see me.”
 
   Noah dropped her hand in favor of wrapping an arm around her, and oh God, he felt so warm and strong and just plain good, Violet nearly stumbled on the pavement. 
 
   “I am happy to see you, Morgan. Every time I lay eyes on you. So sue me if I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”   
 
                 Shock dominated her chest, leaving her with a paltry oh as her response, but Noah just held her tighter. They walked the rest of the way to the diner in silence, but it was far from uncomfortable since they stopped to kiss at least twice. Only when he’d seen her all the way to the double glass doors did Noah give her one final, toe-curling kiss goodbye, and thank God she had a little time before her brother arrived to get rid of the blush and grin combo spreading out on her face. 
 
                 Violet waved to the waitress behind the counter before heading to her and Jason’s usual booth, with its fabulous view of the street. Maybe she’d stop by the market on her way back to Noah’s later and pick up the ingredients for lasagna. Then while it cooked, they could—
 
                 “Would you mind please telling me what the hell is going on?”
 
                 Jason’s voice ripped her right from her sexy reverie and tossed her headfirst onto the hot seat.
 
                 “Wh-what are you doing here so early?” she stammered, uncut surprise cementing her to the black and white checkerboard tiles. The post-lunchtime crowd bustled past on the other side of the huge window, and shit. Jason was facing the direction from which she and Noah had come up Fourth Street. Still, it was possible he hadn’t seen everything.
 
                 “What are you doing kissing my partner?” he asked her right back, and so much for him not seeing everything.               
 
                 Violet let out a breath and slid into the opposite side of the red leather banquette, fidgeting with her place setting. “We’re sort of…seeing each other.”
 
                 “You’re seeing each other,” Jason echoed, brows lifted in disbelief. “How long has this been going on?”
 
                 She flipped her coffee cup in a deliberately calm motion, although whether it was for her brother’s benefit or her own, she wasn’t quite sure. “A couple of weeks.”
 
                 Jason knotted his arms over his crisp white dress shirt, the disbelief on his face tripling. “And were either of you going to, oh, I don’t know, tell me about it?”
 
                 Exasperation snapped at Violet’s calm like a junkyard dog in need of a good meal, and she white-knuckled her cup even though it was empty. “Well I would have, but I had this crazy notion you might be a little weird about it. Go figure.” 
 
                 She put just enough frost on her words to get her brother’s attention, and he sat back in the booth, turning his attention to the people passing by outside.
 
                 “Look, you’re my sister, and he’s my partner. You’re taking me by surprise here. How am I supposed to react?” Jason’s expression softened even though his voice didn’t, and damn, she had to give him the benefit of the doubt. It wasn’t like she never worried about his well-being.
 
                 “You’re supposed to react like we’re all adults,” Violet said, giving his hand a quick squeeze. “I didn’t plan for any of this to happen, and it’s kind of taking me by surprise too. But for now, Noah and I are seeing each other. Can you be okay with that?”
 
                 Jason sat in silence for a long minute before answering with a resigned sigh. “Does it matter if I’m not?”
 
                 Relief coursed through Violet, giving her permission to exhale all the way. “You answered my question with a question. I have it on good authority that that could be construed as evasive.”
 
                 “Oh Jesus, you really like him.” Her brother pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger with a groan, and Violet’s head whipped to attention.
 
                 “We’re just seeing each other. It’s not a big deal.”
 
                 “You think it’s that easy?” Jason paused while the waitress swung by to fill their coffee cups before he continued. “Come on, Blue. You hate the job. Noah is the job. It’s in his family, just like it’s in ours. He’s a cop, through and through.”
 
                 Her pulse skipped a steady beat in her veins. It had been all too easy to put the idea of Noah going back to active duty out of her head in favor of the time they’d spent together. “It’s not in my part of our family. I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.”
 
                 “You’re at that bridge now, aren’t you?” Rather than arriving with an accusatory edge, Jason lowered his words with care, and her palm went damp on the handle of her cup. 
 
                 “What are you talking about?”
 
                 “It’s just a matter of paperwork. Noah’s coming back to limited duty starting tomorrow.”
 
                 Violet’s brain tumbled back to the waiting room at the medical center, when Noah had nonchalantly tucked the forms under his arm like nothing-doing, and dammit. How could she have not seen this coming? “I’m glad he’s healing,” she said, but the words shook in her throat, a tiny earthquake in each syllable.
 
                 “He didn’t tell you, did he?” Jason’s eyes flashed, but she shook her head to cut the rest of his response short.
 
                 “It doesn’t matter, Jay. Noah’s going back to work has nothing to do with me. And it’s not like I didn’t know it was going to happen.” On the surface, this was the absolute truth, and she’d no more try to keep Noah from his job than she’d expect him to keep her from hers.
 
                 Under the surface, right next to her heart, though? The whole thing stung. A lot.
 
                 Jason leaned forward, this time squeezing her hand. “You want me to kill him?”
 
                 Violet barked out a laugh, the tension of the conversation shattering and falling away. “That might be a teensy bit over-protective, don’t you think?”
 
                 “Well, I am your older brother.” He waited out her requisite snort before serving her a more serious expression. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
                 “Don’t worry,” she said, pasting on a smile. “I’ll be fine.”
 
                  But the lie tasted as bitter as it felt.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
                 Noah flexed his shoulders against the steady stream of hot water, doing his best to let the spray from the shower relax his over-tight muscles. His stomach knotted up with a lurch, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but for the first time since Violet Morgan had bullied her way into his apartment nearly a month ago, Noah wasn’t hungry for a thing.
 
   He’d flat-out lost his appetite the minute his physical therapist told him the surgeon had signed off on her assessment that Noah’s progress had been remarkable, and he could return to limited duty immediately. Even though Noah had known it was a possibility, he’d refused to let himself believe he could really go back this soon.
 
   And now that he finally had it, the whole thing just felt wrong.
 
                 He didn’t have jitters about being back on the job— Noah had understood the risks of being a cop from his very first day at the academy. Putting his life on the line had never once scared him.
 
                 Putting his heart on the line? Hell if that wasn’t a whole different ballgame. 
 
                 Noah cranked the shower handle as hot as it would go, bracing his hands on the tile to let his chin drop to his chest. The time he’d spent with Violet had seemed to stretch out and go by in a blink, like when they were alone, it didn’t matter that he was terrible at expressing his emotions or that he still couldn’t remember exactly what had happened to him when he’d been shot. Violet just seemed to get him in a way that no one ever had before, and he got her right back.
 
                 Which would be great if she didn’t have an extreme aversion to the profession that not only paid his bills, but had pretty much made up the fabric of his existence for the last eight years. 
 
                  Noah cut the water with a snap of his wrist, stuffing the thought all the way down into his chest, where he managed to keep it as the afternoon coasted into evening. By the time Violet arrived on his doorstep at dinnertime, he was so hungry to see her that he hauled her into the apartment, wrapping his arms around her for a deep kiss without the pretense of a hello.
 
                 “You really weren’t kidding about being happy to see me,” she said on a sigh as they finally parted, her cheeks warmed over with the sexy hint of a blush.
 
                 “Nope.” He led her all the way inside, making his way toward the kitchen on auto-pilot. Violet had technically stopped cooking for him as a client, but they still spent their evenings cooking, and damn if he didn’t find it kind of relaxing, in its own weird way.
 
                 “So how was your afternoon?” Something hitched in Violet’s voice, so tiny that he’d have missed it if he wasn’t so in tune with her, and the unease that had been poking around in his chest earlier made a repeat performance against his sternum.
 
                 “Good. Listen…” He reached forward, catching her by the elbow in the archway to the kitchen and man, he was bad at this. But he owed her the truth, even if his words lacked finesse. “I didn’t want to tell you this until I knew it was going to happen for sure, but I, ah, got my official reinstatement for limited duty. Starting tomorrow.”
 
                  “Congratulations,” she said, but her manufactured smile gave her away.
 
                 “You knew.” Noah narrowed his gaze on her, all confusion and no heat. Violet rocked her weight from side to side, and while the sway of her hips beneath those time-faded jeans might normally tempt him, the presence of her telltale fidget sent Noah’s hackles sky-high. “Did Jason tell you?”
 
                 She nodded. “He saw us kissing earlier, and he said something about it. He thought I knew.”
 
                 A streak of oh-holy-shit burst through Noah’s veins. “He saw us outside the diner?”
 
                 “Don’t worry.” A faint smile popped at the edges of her mouth. “I talked him down from the ledge pretty easily. He’s my brother, not my keeper.”
 
                 Yeah, that so didn’t mean Noah was going to be off the hook with this when he walked into the precinct tomorrow morning. But he’d deal with that when he got there. “Sorry I didn’t tell you about going back,” he said, but Violet waved him off, hands moving fast enough to blur in Noah’s line of sight as she moved through the kitchen.
 
   “It’s what you wanted. I’m glad you’re healing.” 
 
                 It would’ve been decent enough evasion if her pretty face wasn’t so damned easy to read. “Violet, stop.” Of course, she picked up her pace, whipping cupboards open at warp speed, but Noah anticipated her movements and stepped into her path as she turned to the fridge. “Talk to me.”
 
                 Her blue eyes went perfectly round, but she didn’t hesitate. “I’m scared,” she blurted, the simple words packed so tightly with emotion that Noah didn’t so much hear them as felt them all the way in his marrow. 
 
                 But Violet didn’t stop. “I really am happy you’re making progress, and I get that my fear is a gut reaction, but it’s real and I can’t help it. I’m scared, Noah. Not a morning passes that I don’t remember every detail of the day my father was killed. How he always used to tell us he was smarter than the bad guys, that he’d come home to us just fine. And then, just like that, one day he didn’t, and Jason and I had to bury him. I believed my father when he said those things, but he was wrong.”
 
                 She broke off, and even though the fat, silvery tears sliding down her face tore at him, Noah gave her space to keep talking.
 
   “I know why you and Jason do what you do. It’s part of you, just like cooking is part of me, and I understand that. But I’m not going to lie and say I don’t hate it. I hate everything about it.” Violet reached out, the pads of her fingers soft on his upper arm as she lifted the sleeve of his T-shirt. “What if you’d been eight inches closer, Noah? Then what?”
 
                 He lifted a hand to thumb the tears from her face. “I wasn’t.”
 
   “But you could’ve been. And then we never would’ve had the chance to have any of this. And as much as that scares me, it’s nothing compared to the thought of what could happen down the line.” She stopped, fumbling in a shaky breath. “I want to be with you, but I don’t know if I can.”
 
                 Noah’s gut doubled down, his breath going tight at the idea that he might never have spent the last few weeks with Violet, and even tighter at the thought of her leaving. It slapped into him with such thick emotion that instinct had him instantly tamping it down, but the look on her face stopped him cold. 
 
                  He’d asked her to talk to him, and she’d done it without thinking twice. Violet put herself on the line, and it was time to return the favor.
 
                 “I was raised in a house full of men, and every last one of us joined the force. My dad and brothers taught me to be street-smart and tough, and it made me a good cop. But it also made other things hard.” The admission sounded rusty, like it had been locked in his chest for far too long, but Noah didn’t rein it in. “I’m not very good at letting people see how I feel because of that. Don’t get me wrong— my family took great care of me, but it wasn’t like any of us really knew how to talk about our feelings, especially after my mom died. So that’s why I ask a lot of questions, but I don’t really say much. I don’t know how.”
 
   “Oh.” Violet stared at him, her expression brimming with sudden understanding, and she took a step back toward the counter to return his offer of space to talk, and Noah couldn’t help but take it.
 
   “But then you showed up on my doorstep with all your feelings right out in the open, and it blew me away. You were so willing to let me be who I am, even all banged up and not able to remember anything, and I just…I don’t know. It felt like trust.”
 
                 “I can’t just trust that you’ll be fine. It’s not that easy,” she whispered, but he erased what little space existed between them with one step. 
 
                 “It is.” Noah surrounded her face with his palms, and God, saying what he felt had never made so much sense. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you. I can’t promise nothing will ever happen to me. I do what I do to keep people like the guy who shot your father— and the guy who shot me— off the street, and yeah. It’s a risk. But I want this. I want you.”
 
                 Her blue eyes flickered with honesty. “I want you, too. But…”
 
                 “No.” Noah leaned down, pressing his lips to hers. “No buts. No what-might-happens. Just you and me.” He kissed her again, want flooding through him. “Stay with me, Violet. Take the risk. Be with me.”
 
                 Violet kissed him back, and he pulled her even closer, his want funneling into full-blown need. He traced her lips with his tongue, tasting the familiar sweetness of summer as he dropped his mouth to the delicate angle of her jaw, the spot where her neck met the soft fall of her hair, the juncture of her shoulder and collarbone. Without speaking and without letting her go, Noah led Violet to his bedroom. He might not be good at words, but he could show her exactly how he felt.
 
                 Her hands echoed his need as she ran them over his body, first over his clothes, then lifting those away to find bare skin. The flat of her palms found his chest, stroking downward to linger at his waist, his hips, his back as she discarded his clothes. Violet stood in front of him, her fully-dressed silhouette emphasizing his nakedness, and it made him rock-hard in less than a breath. He slid her clothing from her, one piece at a time, reveling not just in what he discovered underneath, but in the unabashed openness of her sighs and moans in reply. Noah touched her as if he were memorizing her body, learning and then re-learning every inch with his hands until he replaced them with his mouth, and oh Christ he wanted to be inside of her more than he wanted the ability to breathe.  
 
                 As if she’d heard the thought, Violet pulled him to the cradle of her body, never breaking eye contact with Noah in the waning evening shadows. With only the slightest pause for a condom, he eased her to the bed, sinking his mouth over hers as he filled her in one hot, needy thrust. The sound that spilled from her lips dared him past niceties, and he gripped her hips to hold her fast, pressing into her heat again and again until she tightened beneath him in release.
 
   Violet locked her arms around the small of his back, surrounding him with her body and her breath as she came, and Noah never had a chance. He buried himself inside of her, losing himself to the intensity of her climax as he quickened and unraveled all at once. His orgasm flashed up from the deepest part of his body, base pleasure mixing in with something he couldn’t identify, and Noah called her name as he finally gave in.
 
   He held Violet, skin on skin, until the shadows shifted from the wall to the ceiling, pushed by rising moonlight and passing time. They made love again, more slowly but just as intense, before he fitted his body to hers to pull her beneath the blankets. In the slow slice of time between waking and sleep, Noah’s muscles unwound with his breath, the steady rise and fall of the woman in his arms the closest he’d ever been to perfection.
 
   When he woke, Violet was gone, and every last memory of the day he’d been shot slammed into him with gut-wrenching clarity.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
                 Violet’s eyes burned to watering as she blinked against the mid-morning sunshine streaming through her windows, but she welcomed the sting. She’d lost track of how long she’d been sitting on her kitchen floor, her back propped against the cabinets and still wearing yesterday’s time-rumpled clothes that smelled like Noah.
 
                 Noah. Who she’d left sleeping in his bed after sharing the most intense experience of her life with him. 
 
                 Oh, God, every last fiber of her body had wanted to stay. The way he’d looked at her with such pared-down emotion as he admitted his feelings and asked her to be with him had been enough to loosen the fingers of the fearful grip of the last seven years. She’d tasted the hope on his mouth when he’d kissed her, and in that moment, she believed him.
 
   I want this. I want you.
 
   But despite resisting it with all she had, Violet had fallen in love with him, and the intensity of it found her in the shadows of Noah’s room, pinching her back to reality with sharp reason as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
   He risked his life at his job every day. And every day, Violet could lose him without warning. Leaving Noah now was the only way to ensure she wouldn’t lose him later, when it would hurt so much more.
 
   Not that she could imagine feeling worse than she did right now. 
 
   Wiping her face with the back of her hand, Violet forced herself to her feet, swaying a little as she stood. Noah was back at work by now, exactly where he belonged, and she was in her bright, sun-filled kitchen. As much as it hurt, getting on with things was truly for the best.
 
   Except she couldn’t.
 
   The copper-bottomed pots and pans that normally brought her solace felt sloppy in her hands, and Violet banged them around uselessly, even in the simplest tasks. Driven to distraction, she let a small pot of pasta boil over, spewing angry billows of bitter-smelling smoke over the burner. Chest knotting with irritation, she chucked the overcooked noodles into the sink, vowing to focus on a smaller task. But when the steely-sharp edge of her paring knife streaked cleanly through the pad of her thumb rather than the tomato in her grip, she abandoned hope with a clatter.
 
   She didn’t want the kitchen. She wanted Noah.
 
   Fumbling with the first aid kit in her cupboard, she wrapped a gauze pad around her throbbing thumb, taping the bandage into place with a tight frown. She had the first aid kit halfway back in place when the wail of a distant sound caught her attention, snagging hard.
 
   Sirens. More than one. And they were getting closer.
 
   Violet’s heart ricocheted in her chest as two unmarked police cars bolted past her second-story window, followed by a black-and-white, all in quick succession. The sound grated over her ears, and it lingered after they’d faded into the distance. God, she couldn’t even sit in her own apartment without being reminded of the police force.
 
   With hands that trembled despite her best efforts to stay steady, she let the sheer white curtains fall back into place, crossing the kitchen to turn on the small TV perched on her counter. She’d been through the emotional shredder over the past fourteen hours, and the whole thing was really getting to her. What she really needed was to click on a cooking show to gather some ideas and then go drown her sadness in a nice, hot bath. 
 
   Only the person on her TV screen wasn’t a chef. It was a blond reporter wearing a very serious expression, and under her byline, the caption blazed: Shots Fired in Battery Heights Investigation.
 
   Cold sweat burst over Violet’s brow as she dropped the remote to the floor, all the breath leaving her lungs on a whoosh.     
 
   Noah had been shot in Battery Heights four weeks ago. He and Jason were still investigating the case.
 
   Oh, God.
 
   Violet snatched up her phone and dialed without looking, jamming the phone to her clammy ear.
 
   “Noah Blackwell. Leave a message.”
 
   She cut the connection. It had gone right to voicemail, which meant his cell phone was off.
 
   Which meant he could be in serious danger.
 
   She dialed again, fear beginning to slide through her in earnest.
 
   “Hey, you’ve reached the voice mailbox of Jason Morgan. I can’t take your call right now…”
 
   Violet barely paused long enough to swipe her keys from the counter, barreling out of her apartment and down the steps to the exit two at a time. It took three tries to actually start her Prius, but as soon as the engine purred to life, she threw the car into reverse and sped out of the parking lot. The telltale flash of red lights in the background of the newscast told Violet that going to the Battery Park was a wasted effort, so she aimed her car up Eighth Street with the hospital dead in her sights. 
 
   The hospital where her father had died.
 
   Take the risk. Be with me.
 
   Realization crashed into her, so hard she gasped. 
 
   Violet had been so afraid of what might happen, she’d blinded herself to what could be.
 
   And now it was too late.
 
   No. She gripped the steering wheel hard enough to make the leather creak beneath her knuckles. It wasn’t too late. Violet had to find him.
 
   Noah was worth the risk.
 
   She swerved into the Brentsville Memorial parking lot for the second time in a month, barely putting the Prius in park before her feet hit the pavement in a dead run. Her footsteps slapped a rough staccato on the sidewalk, then the dove-gray linoleum as the sliding doors hissed back to allow her inside.
 
   Noah stood, a little bit disheveled but a whole lot alive, right next to her brother by the doors to the emergency department, and Violet wasted no time launching herself at Noah with all her relief-stricken might.
 
   “Oh my God, you scared the hell out of me!” She threw her arms around him, and despite the undiluted shock on his face, he caught her soundly in both arms. 
 
   “I’m fine. I promise I’m fine,” he said, and his gruff voice was easily the best thing she’d ever heard in her entire life. Violet squeezed him even tighter, and was rewarded by the unforgiving press of something hard against her chest.
 
   She pulled back in confusion, only to catch full sight of the bulletproof vest strapped snugly to his frame. “I saw it on the news. They said there’d been a shooting, and I...”
 
   “There was. But it’s all over now.” Noah’s steel-gray eyes flickered over hers with doubt, but Violet shook her head, firm.
 
   “Whatever happened, I can handle it. I want to know.”
 
   “Okay.” He dropped his voice, but his gaze on hers remained unwavering. “I remembered what happened last month. It all came back to me this morning.”
 
   Violet’s lips parted on a rush of surprise. “What made you remember?”
 
   “I don’t know. I saw the doc a few minutes ago, and he said it could’ve been time. It helped that I’d let go of some of the stress about it. I guess it’s like watching a pot on the stove, waiting for it to boil. My brain was just ready to remember.”
 
   “So you were able to make a statement?”
 
   Noah nodded, all business. “The guy who shot me blindsided me from around a corner, but I got a good look at his face. I was able to ID him this morning from leads Jason had worked while I recovered, and once we put everything together, we went to serve the guy with a warrant.”
 
   “But you’re not even supposed to be on active duty,” she whispered, her pulse skittering. “You could’ve been hurt.”
 
   “I went strictly to ID the guy after he’d been apprehended. Turns out, we have enough to link him to as many as six robberies and at least as many assaults. Not to mention taking a potshot at a police officer. So when we came to pick him up, he panicked. He fired an errant shot into his ceiling. Nobody was hurt, and Jason and the other guys brought him in clean.”
 
   She swung to look at her brother, who had taken a few steps back to give her and Noah some space in the hospital lobby. “You did that?”
 
   Jason nodded, a smile kicking up one corner of his mouth. “All without a scratch.”
 
   “And this guy is going to jail?”
 
   “He got a little scraped up resisting arrest,” Noah said. “Which is why we’re here waiting, but yeah. As soon as he’s released, he’ll be processed.” He canted his words lower again, his eyes going storm-cloud dark as he guided her back out of Jason’s earshot. “Sorry if all this rattled you.” 
 
   Noah took a step back, clearly giving her the space to walk away if she chose to, but Violet re-traced the steps to bring herself right back where she belonged. 
 
   “Sometimes it takes a little rattling to get everything where it’s supposed to be. But no matter what happens, I want to take the risk, Noah. I love you. I want you.”
 
   His answer was a shocked exhale. “You do?”
 
   “I can’t promise you I’m never going to worry. But I can promise that I want you anyway.”
 
   Noah reached out to pull her close, and Violet felt safe in his arms, no matter what the future might bring. “I’m not always going to have the right words, but there are a couple I know for sure. I love you, too, Morgan.” He bent down to kiss her, grinning against her lips.
 
   “And now that I’ve got you, I’m never letting you go.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Violet Morgan’s Chicken and Dumpling Stew
 
   Ingredients:
 
   1 Tablespoon olive oil
 
   1 medium onion, chopped
 
   ½ teaspoon thyme
 
    A pinch to ¼ teaspoon nutmeg, to taste
 
   1 8-ounce package sliced baby Portabella mushrooms, wiped clean
 
   2 cloves garlic, minced
 
   2 Tablespoons all-purpose flour
 
   1 32-ounce container chicken stock
 
   1 pound chicken breasts, trimmed and cut into bite-sized chunks
 
   2-3 cups mixed vegetables, such as sliced carrots, small broccoli and/or cauliflower florets, and of course, for Noah, peas. Frozen works just fine, but fresh is okay too
 
   1 cup all-purpose baking mix (for biscuits and pancakes and the like)
 
   1/3 cup milk
 
   ½ Tablespoon parsley
 
   1 teaspoon thyme
 
   Directions:
 
   Heat olive oil in a large Dutch oven over medium-high heat, until it ripples. Add onion, ½ teaspoon thyme, and nutmeg, cooking until soft and stirring often, about 5 minutes. Add mushrooms and garlic. Cook 4-5 minutes more, until soft and fragrant. Sprinkle flour over mixture and incorporate well. Slowly add broth. Bring to a low boil, stirring often. 
 
   Add chicken and vegetables. As stew comes back to a boil, combine baking mix, milk, parsley and 1 teaspoon thyme in a bowl. Drop in level tablespoonfuls into the simmering stew and reduce heat to low. Cover the Dutch oven and cook fifteen minutes longer. Add salt and pepper to taste. Serve with nice crusty bread for dipping and a green salad (just don’t tell Noah there are greens!)
 
   Serves six.
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“‘A story that satisfies our hunger, yet leaves us longing for more."
Tracy Brogan, best-selling author of CRAZY LITILE THING
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