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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Having spent half her life in one restaurant or another, Serenity Gallagher had seen just about everything a professional kitchen had to offer.
 
   Except for a body on the floor. That was definitely new.
 
   “Oh my God! Colin!” Serenity’s heart smacked a sickening rhythm against her ribs at the sight of her day cook sprawled over the dark gray kitchen tiles. Fluorescent light glared over the prep space, the brightness a harsh contrast to the pre-dawn shadows tucked over the rest of the diner. A shock of crimson bloomed in an angry stain over the chest and shoulder of Colin’s T-shirt, his normally olive complexion shockingly pale.
 
   Serenity’s keys hit the floor with a sharp metallic jangle. She jammed a shaking hand into her coat pocket, grabbing wildly for her cell phone, even as she knelt to press her other hand against his body.
 
   He didn’t move. 
 
   “Hang on! I’m calling for help.” No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening. She’d known Colin for four years. They were friends. She’d just gone to his wedding six months ago, dammit! He couldn’t be hurt. Oh God, he couldn’t be dead.
 
   Not if she had anything to say about it.
 
   Serenity forced a breath down her panic-knotted throat as she dialed 911 and punched the speakerphone icon on the screen. Pain bolted up her legs as she dropped to her knees next to Colin’s laid-out form, and it steeled her focus. She let go of her cell phone, and it clacked face-up against the floor just in time for the operator’s tin-can voice to echo over the line.
 
   “911, what’s your emergency?”
 
   “I need an ambulance at Mac’s Diner, twenty-five Fourth Street. Someone attacked my cook. He’s not moving, and he’s…” She swallowed back on the gag reflex kicking the back of her throat as she snatched the kitchen towel from Colin’s apron and pressed it over the center of the bloodstain. “I think he’s been stabbed.” Despite the waver in her voice, Serenity placed her free hand on Colin’s cheek.
 
   Relief shot through her so hard her vision slipped. Warm. His face was warm under her palm.
 
   “Oh! Oh, thank God. Okay, he’s unconscious, but—”
 
   “Ma’am? Has there been a break-in? Do you see anything else unusual?” The operator’s voice cut through Serenity’s concentration, stilling her over Colin’s body as she bent to check for a pulse. She’d used her keys to come in through the glass double doors in the front, just like she did every morning, and nothing had been out of the ordinary.
 
   She did a quick scan of the kitchen— the dishwashing station, the narrow strip of prep space that made up the line, the corridor leading past the walk-in to her office— but it looked as clean and undisturbed as it had when she’d left last night.
 
   Except…
 
   The coffeepot by the hot window was dark and empty, and Colin didn’t do anything in the morning without brewing that sucker to the brim.
 
   “Not really. Maybe. I don’t…” Her voice shorted out in her throat as she caught sight of the door leading from the kitchen to the alley behind the diner, the one Colin used to let himself in every morning.
 
   It stood halfway open, the stainless steel doorknob hanging from the housing at an unnatural angle that sent a sharp corkscrew of fear through her chest.
 
   “The back door, leading to the alley. It’s broken.” She looked around again, head whipping over each shoulder. 
 
   The kitchen was perfectly still. Undisturbed.
 
   “Does the victim have a pulse?”
 
   Serenity slipped her fingers into the crook under Colin’s jawline, fresh relief replacing the dread prickling up her backbone. “Yes.” His pulse beat in a thready rhythm against her fingertips, and she dragged her knees over the unforgiving tiles to return to his side, putting pressure on the wound. “But it’s not very strong.”
 
   “Is he breathing?”
 
   Serenity crouched low, hovering her cheek so close to Colin’s face that his stubble rasped her skin. “Yes, he’s breathing.” Thank you, sweet Jesus. Colin was the nicest guy on the planet. Who would do something like this to him?
 
   The operator’s words grew stern over the line. “EMS and police are on their way. I have to advise you to leave the premises until they arrive to secure the scene.” 
 
   She blinked at the phone, still lying belly-up on the tiles next to her. “But I can’t do that. My friend needs help.” Something warm and sticky slid between her fingers, and oh God, Colin was bleeding through the kitchen towel. No way could she just leave him here, and anyway, other than the slamming of her heartbeat in her ears and the operator’s voice on the line, the kitchen was silent.
 
   “Ma’am, please be advised, you may be in danger. Exit the building and lock yourself in your vehicle until police and EMS arrive,” the operator insisted, and Serenity darted a quick glance at the open back door again. Whoever had done this had likely fled as soon as she’d come in through the front, maybe even before that. 
 
   She couldn’t just leave her friend.
 
   “There’s no sign of anyone still here. If the police are on their way—”
 
   The quickly-moving thud of boots over tile reached her ears from behind, instantly killing the rest of her words. Fear canceled out the flood of adrenaline in Serenity’s veins, the cold pinpricks on the back of her neck turning to sub-arctic spikes as she tried to scramble to her feet. Whirling, she caught a brief flash of something shiny, the edge of a blood-streaked shirt, and a baseball cap pulled down low over the hard-set, malicious slant of a man’s jawline. He jerked his head up, his glittering stare piercing all the way through her chest as he narrowed it on her.
 
   He swung a black backpack over his shoulder, the intricate tattoo on his forearm flexing over his muscles as he advanced in a rush. Serenity balled her bloodstained hands into fists in a last-ditch effort to protect herself, gathering her breath from low in her belly.
 
   But before she could unleash a scream, the man smashed into her with startling force. She sailed backward, clawing desperately for balance, catching nothing but thin air.
 
   Then a tooth-rattling pain reverberated from the back of her head like a shockwave, and darkness invaded, swallowing her whole. 
 
   #
 
   Blinding light sliced through the inky black backdrop of Serenity’s line of vision, and she instinctively squeezed her eyes shut to ward off the intrusion.
 
   But they were already closed.
 
   “Ma’am? Can you hear me?”
 
   Somewhere in the fuzzy haze of her mind, Serenity had the impulse to answer, but her mouth refused to comply. Tiny slivers of clipped conversation rolled over her mind, crashing like turbulent ocean waves before receding into dusky blips.
 
   Need another backboard here…pulse is strong…I think she’s coming around…
 
   Huh. She must’ve fallen asleep watching one of those medical dramas. But wait, she’d already gotten up to take the early shift at the diner. And why did her head feel so funny, like a playground ball with a slow leak?
 
   Serenity dialed her memory forward, past the chill and shiver of the pre-sunrise April hour, past the sharp click of the deadbolt sliding free as she let herself into the diner, past the hard prickle on her spine that signaled something innately wrong…
 
   Police are on their way…you may be in danger…
 
   Oh, God. There was an intruder in the diner. She had to move.
 
   “Uh!” Serenity forced her eyes wide, white halos shifting in rings around the iridescent shapes as she tried to jolt forward. But a whipcord of pain rattled through her like utensils being slammed around in a kitchen drawer, and she fought the urge to throw up with all her waning might.
 
   “Whoa! Take it easy, there. My name is Scott, and I’m a paramedic with Brentsville Fire and Rescue. I’m here to help you.” A man dressed in a dark blue uniform flickered over her like a stop-time movie, his hands anchoring her into place, and hold on… why was she lying on the floor?
 
   There had been a stranger…but where was he now?
 
   Serenity willed her brain back to order, staring up at the paramedic even though it made her eyes feel like they’d been vacuum-packed and covered in push pins. “Man…there’s a man…my friend is hurt…” Colin had been bleeding, hadn’t he? Panic cranked through her ribcage, mixing with her jangled confusion, but the paramedic’s voice was oddly reassuring as he knelt down beside her.
 
   “You’re both safe now. The police are here, and I’m going to take care of you while they check everything out. Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “S-Serenity.”  
 
   “Feeling any pain, Serenity?” Someone outside her field of vision—behind her, maybe?— clasped a hand on either side of her face, and the move sent ruthless stabs of pain from the back of her skull all the way around to her temples. 
 
   “Ow! My head.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Scott said, his tone genuine but firm. “We have to keep your neck stable as a precaution. Can you rate your pain on a scale of one to ten?” His hands flurried over her in a blur of purposeful motion, and she blinked up at the ceiling, her head spinning like a rickety carnival ride.
 
   Whoa. “Six.” Her gag reflex made her a liar. “Or seven.”  
 
   The paramedic slipped a blood pressure cuff over her arm with no wasted movement. “Do you know where you are?”
 
   Serenity wrinkled her nose at the question. “I’m on the floor,” she said, and she caught the guy’s smile from her peripheral vision. Her cheeks went hot as she added, “At Mac’s. I’m at the diner.”
 
   He nodded. “And what day of the week is it?”
 
   “Thursday. No, Friday,” she blurted. Of course it was Friday, their busiest morning of the week. God, she needed to get up.
 
   “Any nausea, vomiting, dizziness?” Scott shined an obnoxiously bright light into her eyes, and okay, she officially hated this. Serenity placed her hands against the hard tile and pushed, breaking the grip of whoever had been steadying her head. An icy sweat popped over her brow as she registered another paramedic leaning over Colin a few steps away, but she couldn’t see anything else before Scott and his cohort maneuvered her back to the floor.
 
   “Is Colin okay?” Her stomach climbed up to her throat, turning her words to a high-pitched croak as her memory filtered back in slow, disjointed blips. “I think he’s bleeding. Please—”
 
   Scott appeared in her line of sight, seriousness etched on his face. “My partner is taking care of him, I promise. But you’ve sustained a head injury, and that means you’ve got to be still while we check you out. Are you feeling any nausea?”
 
   As much as she wanted to fib and say no so he’d let her get up, Serenity couldn’t. “Maybe a little,” she admitted, swallowing back a queasy pang that would’ve made the fib a straight-up whopper. Maybe moving so fast hadn’t been her best plan.
 
   “Okay, Serenity. I’m going to stabilize your back and neck, just as a precaution, and take you to Brentsville Memorial so the doctors can take a better look.” Scott reached out for a big, scary-looking neck brace, and panic jolted through her chest.
 
   “I can’t go to the hospital! I have to call Colin’s wife. And I’m responsible for the diner. I can’t just leave! My employees will be here soon, and we’ll have customers—”
 
   The paramedic shook his head in an adamant no. “The police will make sure it’s all taken care of. But right now, you need to get checked out.”
 
   Her hopes did a swan dive right alongside her gut, but she refused to just give in. “Can you at least call my manager, Julianna, to open the diner? Her number is in my cell phone. She’ll know what to do.”
 
   As long as Jules didn’t go all stubborn on her, anyway. Serenity prayed she’d be able to convince her friend to skip a worried trip to the hospital in favor of calling in their night cook to help get things started in the kitchen. That way Mac’s could at least open, albeit late, and maybe Serenity could stay with Colin at the hospital until his wife got there. God, she hated that she couldn’t see him from her vantage point on the floor. She couldn’t even make a stupid phone call right now.
 
   And her head felt like she’d been on a four day bourbon-bender with a heavy metal band.
 
   Scott re-appeared in her line of vision, but focusing on him took more effort than it should. “We can have someone from the hospital get in touch with your manager, but I wouldn’t plan on opening any time this morning,” he said, nodding at the firefighter as they cradled her head to slide the neck brace into position.
 
   Serenity’s mouth went dry, the hard plastic pinching at her shoulders through the thin cotton of her T-shirt as fresh confusion spun through her already muddled brain. “Why not?”
 
   The paramedic’s eyes met hers, and although his expression went soft, his words were dead serious as they triggered the cold realization she’d been missing in all the chaos.
 
   “The police are going to be here awhile, Serenity. Your diner is officially a crime scene.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Jason Morgan ducked beneath the bright yellow crime scene tape strung across the trees in front of Mac’s Diner, his senses on full alert and his head on a swivel. Dew still lingered in the crevices of the well-traveled sidewalk, dampening them to a smudgy gray, and the cheery sunlight pouring down from overhead served as a hell of an irony considering it brightened a crime scene. The fact slid beneath Jason’s calm demeanor, scraping at him for a brief second before he defused it. Yes, Mac’s was familiar territory, and yes, it rankled that a vicious act had been committed in a place where he ate lunch every Wednesday.
 
   But vicious went with the job, which meant keeping those feelings at arm’s length was a moral imperative, no matter how tempted he was to do otherwise.
 
   “You’re late.” Noah Blackwell crossed his arms over his plain white button-down shirt, his badge glinting from its spot next to the Glock on his belt. Jason’s best friend and partner of three years served him with the same expression of pure nothing he always wore, prompting an oh-hell-no expression over Jason’s face.
 
   Jason had been forced to save up his ribbing for two months while Noah recovered from a gunshot wound to the arm. No way was he doing this somber and serious thing now that the guy was finally all-systems-go again. Not that Jason had ever been a fan of serious in the first place.
 
   “Good morning to you, too,” he said, unable to keep his smirk in check. Damn, it was good to have Noah back on active duty. Even if the guy had fallen in love with Jason’s twin sister while he’d been injured. Jason amped up his smile as he mentally plugged his ears and sang la-la-la at the thought of his sister involved with anyone— even his best friend. “You’ve been here since five minutes after Lieu called this in, haven’t you?” 
 
   “I can’t help it you’re a slacker,” Noah popped back, his raised brow the only change to his trademark stony demeanor. He scanned the periphery of the surrounding block, although Jason was willing to bet it wasn’t for the first time, or even the second. “I’ve been here a few minutes.”
 
   Jason did a reverse of Noah’s visual sweep, starting from the other side of the scene. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, right down to the cherry-red awning fluttering in the breeze overhead, and shit. Wasn’t that just going to make this case fun from the start. “You get the initial from the uniforms inside?”
 
   Noah nodded in one singular lift of his chin. “Yup.” 
 
   God, it was too good to pass up. “Then you’ve been here for more than a few minutes, you fucking workaholic.”
 
   Noah cracked a rare half-grin, bringing Jason’s attention back to the neatly-kept ribbon of sidewalk in front of Mac’s. “Sorry. I’m just glad to be out from behind the desk, you know?”
 
   “I’ve been listening to you complain about being a desk jockey for the last four weeks,” Jason reminded him, letting the humor seep into his voice. Better to joke about it than ponder the alternative. He jerked his head at the double glass doors, smoothing his expression. “What’ve we got?”
 
   “Robbery-assault, forced entry through the back.”
 
   Shock streaked through Jason’s chest. “We haven’t seen one of those since last month when we nailed the guy who shot you.”
 
   Jason had made the case his personal mission, throwing all he had into catching Noah’s shooter. Coming up with an arrest had reminded Jason exactly why he did this job. Getting criminals off the street was satisfaction enough. But putting a cop-shooter behind bars? That was a special brand of justice.
 
   One Jason had known up-close and personal since the day the Brentsville PD had caught the man who killed his father seven years ago.
 
   Noah shook his head, his shoes sounding off in a muted scuff on the pavement as he led the way to the far side of the diner. “Looks like someone’s picking up where they left off. Only this time they’re getting smarter. Other than the busted locks at the point of entry and the damage to the office where the money was stolen, the place looks pretty clean.”
 
   Well, that was new. The other break-ins had been ungraceful smash-and-grabs with plenty of property destruction— and clues left behind— to go with the missing valuables. Whoever was behind this one was likely well-versed in violent crime. “Who’s the victim?” 
 
   “Got two.” His partner’s face bent into a frown. “The daytime cook and the owner, both headed to Brentsville Hospital.  Owner’s the one who made the 911 call. Looks like the cook stumbled on the robbery in process and was stabbed, then the owner showed up directly after and the perp assaulted her before he fled the scene.”
 
   “Serenity Gallagher is one of the victims?” Jason’s mind flashed over a mental snapshot of the slim, dark-haired woman he’d seen plenty of times, either behind the counter at Mac’s or smiling as she topped off a customer’s coffee, and his spine went rigid despite his affirmation to keep cool. “What’s her status?”
 
   “Head trauma, but she’s stable. Paramedics said she’d likely be fine, but she got lucky as hell. I guess she hit the ground pretty hard and went out like a prize fighter. You know her?” Noah’s rare look of surprise sent the emotion winging back at Jason, and he shrugged, scanning the tight corridor leading to the back of the diner for clues that didn’t seem to exist.
 
   “I eat here every Wednesday with my sister, remember?” Which meant that not only did Jason know who Serenity was, he also knew she ran Mac’s with enough precision to impress a drill sergeant, she made killer apple turnovers, and she had a dimple in her left cheek that could ruin the concentration of even the most steadfast of men. “Are the cook’s injuries serious?” 
 
   Noah shook his head, eyes following Jason’s from the dark red brick walls on either side of them to the dimly lit strip of black asphalt beneath their feet. “Paramedics went vague on that one. But judging from the amount of blood on the floor, it wasn’t a scratch.”
 
   “Don’t suppose we have a weapon?”
 
   The snort coming from Noah was answer enough. “What, do you want tonight’s winning lottery numbers too?”
 
   Damn, it was good to have the guy back. “Never hurts to ask,” Jason said, although yeah. It had been total wishful thinking.
 
   “I told the paramedics to expect us for a statement from the owner as soon as the docs give the owner an all-clear.”
 
   “Okay, good.” Jason surveyed the alleyway, but the sharp tingle in his spine lingered. Man, he’d had Brentsville Hospital on auto-pilot lately, and the thought of someone he knew, even peripherally, having been sent there by some dirtbag doing B and E really pissed him off. He pulled in a breath, setting his unease aside in favor of his standard-issue laid back demeanor. They were going to find this guy regardless.
 
   And the hospital was a hell of a lot better than the morgue. 
 
   He and Noah reached the back of the narrow alley that branched into a T, with the rear of the diner on one side and a set of row house-style attached offices on the other. Each outlet led to a separate cross-street on either side, and Jason frowned as he took a careful look at both. Easy in, easy out meant a hard case, and with nothing but the tall, windowless back side of another office building facing the corridor, they could pretty much kiss the possibility of a witness goodbye. This guy was either very lucky, or very good. Either way, catching a lead on him was going to be a pain in the ass.
 
   Jason gave the area one last visual. Oversized plastic recycling bins stood lined up at precise attention by the diner’s back door, and they were the only things in the alley besides the Dumpster at the far end and the perfectly swept stretch of pavement underfoot. No errant litter blowing around by the Dumpster, no cigarette butts…damn. There wasn’t so much as a gum wrapper on the asphalt.
 
   His radar twitched, just a low hum of something not-quite-right, but ignoring it was a non-option. “It’s pretty tidy back here, don’t you think?” Jason asked, sliding Noah a glance, and his partner’s expression mirrored his suspicion.
 
   “From what I saw, inside’s the same. Whoever did this knew enough to cover his tracks.”
 
   The hum grew more insistent, stretching out like it planned to stick around. “But it still looks like the robberies from a couple months ago,” he said.
 
   The dark slashes of Noah’s brows went up. “We nailed Ernie Sands and the Black Skulls for those, and for putting a bullet in my arm while they were at it. You think these are related?”
 
   Jason took one last look around the weirdly pristine alley, slapping a lid over the swirl of unease in his gut with a shrug. All that coffee he’d mainlined on the way over here must be doing a number on his wiring. “Probably not. But there’s only one way to find out.”
 
   After a quick yet thorough run-through inside the diner, they left the crime scene techs to their fingerprint search and a pair of uniformed officers canvassing the area in search of potential witnesses. While hope didn’t exactly spring eternal for either one as a probability, a guy could dream. Of course, in the long run it didn’t really matter what kind of curveball this case threw at them.
 
   He and Noah were going to solve it, because that’s what they did.   
 
   Jason cleared his throat as he eased his Chevy Tahoe onto Fourth Street and headed toward Brentsville Hospital, pitching his voice to its most casual setting. “So did you see the memo Lieutenant Martin sent out this week?”
 
   “About the special task force unit they’re forming with vice?” Noah asked, flipping his Oakleys into place over his impossible to read stare. 
 
   “No. About the knitting circle he’s starting on Tuesday nights.” As hard as Jason tried, keeping a straight face was a total no-go. He shifted against the driver’s seat, leaning back as far as his six-foot-one frame would let him. “Yes, about the task force. What do you think? You’re in, right?”
 
   Okay, so Jason had been jacked up about the all-call for interested detectives ever since the thing had pinged its way into his inbox last week, but he hadn’t wanted to say anything about it until Noah was back on active duty. You had to be a little bit crazy and a whole lot devoted to throw yourself into something like an inter-divisional task force geared toward taking down the city’s biggest drug ring. And while Jason knew Noah’s heart was always in it, it wouldn’t have been fair to ask the guy before his body could comply, too. But now that he was back, they could jump in with both feet.
 
   Noah hesitated, aiming his gaze out the tinted window to the blur of the city streets beyond. “Actually, I think I’m going to pass.”
 
   Jason laughed in a hard burst. “Right. And I’m Lebron James. You should see my lay-up.”
 
   “I’m serious, Jay. I’m out this time.”
 
   Jason’s grip tightened over the steering wheel, the leather creaking beneath his fingers as the shock of Noah’s words elbowed their way through his consciousness. “Are you okay?” Jason asked, concern jangling around in his gut like bullet casings over concrete. “I mean, if you want to ease back into things, I’m sure Lieu could—”
 
   “My arm’s fine,” Noah interrupted without heat. “And so is the rest of me. I’m just re-thinking the extras, you know? Taking a little more time for personal stuff.”
 
   Jason fought his groan, but it snuck out anyway. “You’re doing this for Violet?” 
 
   “Absolutely,” Noah said, and damn it, how could Jason argue with logic that made his twin sister, who was his only living relative, blissfully happy? Even if it did seem crazy at best.
 
   “You are the last person I’d ever expect to go this route.” It was as close to a concession as Jason was going to get. He might be happy for the two of them, but that didn’t mean he was going to forego giving both Noah and Violet a hard time. 
 
   “Uh-huh. I’ll remind you of that when some woman comes flying out of the blue and knocks you on your ass.” A smile poked at the corners of Noah’s mouth, but Jason was quick to temper the words.
 
   “You might be hanging onto that one for a while. I’m definitely not the head-over-heels type.”
 
   Despite the words, Noah’s smile took root and grew. “Okay.”
 
   Jason opened his mouth to flip back a smart reply, but he bit down on it at the last second. Digging into the love thing was sticky territory for several reasons, and not just because the object of his partner’s affection was Jason’s sister. The job wasn’t really conducive to successful relationships— not ones that lasted outside the confines of a calendar page, anyway. If Noah and Violet wanted to give it a go on their own terms, that was one thing. But Jason?
 
   Not going there. The job was too important to pull back on. He owed his father that much.
 
   The conversation swung back to the case, where it thankfully stayed until they arrived at the hospital. Jason checked the Glock at his hip with a subtle slide of his hand as he and Noah got out of the Tahoe and walked through the parking lot.
 
   “You want me to take the owner?” Noah asked, the muted hiss of the automatic doors greeting them as they walked past the entrance and through the glass-walled atrium of the main lobby. 
 
   The image of Serenity Gallagher’s pixie-like face and sparkling black-coffee eyes sprang into Jason’s head again as if it had been pre-loaded and ready to go. “Nah. I can do it. She might be more comfortable with a familiar face.”
 
   While he’d never conducted a victim interview with someone he knew, Jason had done enough of them to know putting the person at ease was crucial, not to mention the decent thing to do. Plus, all the other angles in this case looked like they were going to pan out to nil. The very least they could hope for at this point was some reliable information from Serenity.
 
    After a brief exchange of pleasantries with the nurse manning the check-in desk, Jason and Noah buzzed past a set of double-wide security doors and into triage. Dr. Blake Fisher, who’d taken care of Noah a couple of months ago, nodded a hello in their direction as he looped a stethoscope around his neck from his spot behind the cluttered nurse’s station.
 
   “Detectives.” His smile was genuine despite the work-weary lines around his eyes. “Good to see you’re both in one piece. I heard you were on your way for the two assault victims brought in a little while ago?”
 
   Jason nodded, resting his elbow on the stretch of countertop between them in an easy lean. “That we are. What can you give us?”
 
   Dr. Fisher’s brow tugged downward, and he reached across the desk to rifle through a stack of electronic tablets with a methodical clack, pulling two of them from the pile. “Mr. Worth sustained a stab wound to the upper left chest. Paramedics were able to stabilize him somewhat, but the injury resulted in a pneumothorax en route. He’s in surgery to repair the damage right now.”
 
   Shit. A collapsed lung was bad news even on a good case. “What’s the prognosis?”
 
   “You’ll have to check with the surgeon. A lot depends on what they find once they get in there, so it’s hard to say. But it’s likely he’ll be up there for a while.”
 
   Noah shook his head, the same seriousness on his face that Jason felt churning through his gut. “What about Ms. Gallagher?”
 
   Dr. Fisher’s expression eased up, but just a little. “Head injury from blunt force trauma, resulting in a concussion. She’s stable and resting in one of the curtain areas.” 
 
   “Was she hit with an object? Some kind of weapon?” Jason asked, and the thought of it sent a hard shot of anger through his chest. While Serenity didn’t seem weak by any stretch, the idea of some punk cracking her across the head made him twitchy as hell.  
 
   Thankfully, Dr. Fisher shook his head to the negative. “Hard to tell. The injury is to the back of the head, so it’s possible. But we see results like this from injuries caused by falls, too. So it’s just as likely she was pushed and hit her head on the way down.”
 
   “But she’s okay to make a full statement?” 
 
   “She’s been cleared of other injuries and should be able to talk briefly, yes. I’d like to keep her a little while longer for observation, but if all goes well, she should be released fairly soon. We’ve contacted family for both of them.” Dr. Fisher stood, tucking both charts beneath the arm of his rumpled white doctor’s coat. “Ms. Gallagher might be a little groggy or disoriented from the injuries. She got damned lucky. Head injuries like that are usually a lot worse, but overall, she’s fine to make a statement. Right this way, detectives.”
 
   They moved down the corridor in a unit, their various footsteps sending soft echoes over the gray and white linoleum. Dr. Fisher directed Jason to a room toward the back of the emergency department before offering to take Noah upstairs to surgery, and they parted ways with a pair of tight, reciprocal nods. 
 
   Jason eyed the geometric pattern on the tightly-drawn curtain blocking his view into the room, cueing up his most relaxed expression. With a deep breath, he rapped his knuckles over the glass door, just hard enough to feel the impact across the back of his hand and make sure his presence was clear before he pushed it open.
 
   “Ms. Gallagher? Jason Morgan, Brentsville PD.”
 
   A sharp intake of breath sounded off from behind the fabric, followed by a feminine voice curling around a decidedly unfeminine swear. Jason froze to his spot, but the loud crash that capped off the exchange had him whipping back the curtain in one swift yank.
 
   “Serenity?” His pulse clattered through his veins, individual images registering in rapid-fire succession. The creased white sheets framing the empty hospital bed, the overturned rolling stand and attached blood pressure monitor sprawled out across the narrow expanse of linoleum like a downed oak tree.
 
   And Serenity Gallagher, looking both utterly stunned and utterly irritated as she stood in front of him in nothing but her bra and underwear.
 
   “Oh!” she chirped, her gasp of surprise colliding with Jason’s words.
 
   “Whoa! I’m sorry.” He jumped back and averted his eyes, but the image of pale blue lace and smooth, creamy skin burned a path all the way through him and refused to dissipate. “Are you hurt?” That equipment had come down pretty hard. Undressed or not, she might need help.
 
   Holy hell. She was very. Very. Undressed. 
 
   “Most people wait for a come in after knocking,” Serenity said crisply, her words punctuated by a smaller crash and a huff of irritation that slapped him back to the hospital room without pause.
 
   “I’ll take that as a no.” Jason cocked his ear toward her, eyes still purposely trained away even though a deeper, baser part of him was sorely tempted to look. “Can I help you, ah, find your hospital gown? Or would you like me to get a nurse?”
 
   “No thank you to both.” Fabric rustled in a series of quick movements, followed by the sound of a zipper being tugged into place. “It’s safe to look now.”
 
   He blinked, his confusion quickly clicking into realization at the sight of her in a navy blue T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans. No way was he going to let her jump the scene without giving a statement, and anyway, she’d just taken a pretty serious whack to the head. Jason might not be a doctor, but he was fairly certain all the up-and-about wasn’t in the game plan. 
 
   He needed to slow her down, and he needed to do it now. “What’s the hurry?” Jason asked with a manufactured smile, but before Serenity could answer, a nurse rushed past the curtain, her gaze locked onto her patient with laser-like attention.
 
   “Is everything okay in here? I heard a crash from the nurse’s station.” The woman looked down at the still-overturned blood pressure monitor, then narrowed her eyes on Serenity’s wardrobe change. “You shouldn’t be out of bed. And where’s your gown?”
 
   Serenity’s dark eyes went as round as her mouth, and she took a step back, bumping to a halt against the edge of the bed rail. “I, um…I…”
 
   “It’s actually my fault,” Jason said, stepping in to give the nurse a sheepish smile while he blocked Serenity from the woman’s view. “I knocked right into this thing while I was helping Ms. Gallagher back to her bed so she could rest while she waits for her release papers. I’m so sorry, I didn’t even see it.” He tossed up his hands in a whoops-like approximation, cranking up his most winning smile as he reached down to set the rolling stand back to rights, and God bless her, the nurse bit hook, line and stethoscope.
 
   “Oh.” The nurse blushed, her attention diverted. “I apologize, detective. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay down here.” 
 
   “Everything’s great,” Jason said, choosing as much genuine truth as possible while still cultivating an advantage. “Sorry to alarm you.”
 
   The woman’s glance flickered over Jason’s shoulder, where Serenity must’ve given some sign of acknowledgment, because the woman headed toward the door without wasting so much as a step. “Just use the call button if you need anything. And please stay in bed, Ms. Gallagher. Just because your MRI came back clear doesn’t mean you should be running around. It’s easy to get dizzy with a head injury, even if you think you feel fine.”
 
   He waited until the door bumped shut against its frame before turning to lift his brows at Serenity, who perched on the edge of the bed even though every inch of her body language had her poised for the door.
 
   Nope. No chance. Jason angled himself directly into her exit path, smiling to temper the move. “Now where were we? Ah, right. I was helping you get back into bed,” he said, stepping in to pull back the thin cotton blanket and offer up his hand.
 
      Her expression was wary, but she balanced it out with a firm grip of her fingers over his as she replaced herself against the mattress. “Why did you cover for me?” Serenity asked, and Lord, he was a sucker for a woman who got right to business. Her eyes flicked to the spot on his shoulder that blocked her view of the door, and okay, yeah. She meant a lot of business.
 
   “I didn’t think you getting on the nurse’s bad side would help either of our causes,” Jason said, shocking himself at the straight answer.
 
   Her brow popped high enough to disappear under the dark fringe of her bangs, and even though she made a good effort to cover the resulting wince, he caught it. “And what causes would those be?”
 
   “You want to get out of here against medical advice pretty badly, Ms. Gallagher. And I don’t want to let you.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   A wash of heat rode high on Serenity’s cheeks, although whether it was from having been stone cold busted in her underwear or from the piercing ocean-blue stare of the detective standing across from her, she couldn’t be sure. Of all the cops who could’ve caught this case, fate just had to dish up the one who ate lunch at her diner once a week and could probably charm the chalk out of the world’s stodgiest schoolmarm.
 
   But Serenity didn’t do anything on a whim, ever. And she wasn’t about to buck tradition with a fast-talking detective, no matter how many nurses he flirted into submission.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, Detective Morgan.” Serenity pasted an ill-fitting smile over her face, and ugh, even that made her head throb. Okay, so the chances that he hadn’t figured out her bungled escape plan were pretty nonexistent, but no one had told her the police would come talk to her here. And while Serenity had finally gotten in touch with Jules and convinced her to go to the diner instead of coming to the hospital, Mac’s was still her responsibility. She needed to make sure the place was taken care of so she could go upstairs to get an update on Colin. He wasn’t just her friend, he was her employee, which made him her responsibility too.
 
   No matter how charismatically Detective McHot-Hot was looking at her. 
 
   “Jason,” Detective Morgan corrected, pointing to the front of his gray and white striped dress shirt, and even though his expression was totally relaxed, Serenity felt him studying her nonetheless. “And I think you know exactly what I mean.”
 
                 Okay, so he was as sharp as he looked. “I’m sorry. I wanted to check on my cook and my restaurant, and Dr. Fisher said I’m fine.” She left off the pretty much part, dropping her eyes to pick at a loose stitch in the blanket pooled around her legs. “I know Mac’s is just a small-time diner, but I take my job seriously.”
 
                 “You took a pretty nasty hit to the head.” He slid his hands into his pockets, and even though it wasn’t a question, she answered anyway.
 
                 “Yes, but I still have people to take care of and a business to run.” Serenity’s throat triple-knotted over the words, and God, she would give anything to be up to her eye teeth in kitchen prep, slicing crisp apples for turnovers and working through the comfortable routine of feeding people.
 
   “I understand,” Jason said, and the words, coupled with the sincerity of his expression, snared every ounce of her attention. “My partner just went upstairs to get an update on Mr. Worth and talk to his wife, but all I know is that he’s in surgery. Would you feel better if I checked the status on the diner?”  
 
   Serenity’s chin popped up. “You can do that?”
 
                 “Sure.” He removed one hand from the pocket of his charcoal-colored pants to reveal his cell phone, keying in a number with a smile so nothing-doing, she’d have sworn he was ordering pizzas rather than dialing up a crime scene. “Hey, it’s Morgan. Can I get an update on Mac’s Diner over on Fourth Street? Yeah. Okay. Who’s on-site?” Jason nodded, his blond hair glinting under the over-bright fluorescents. “Great. Let’s make sure that goes down as soon as possible, yeah? Thanks.”
 
                 “Well?” Serenity tried to sound nonchalant even though her body thrummed with the urge to throw back the covers and carve a hot path to the door. She couldn’t take care of anything just sitting here. 
 
   “Well, the bad news is that our techs are still there, and nothing can happen until they’re done, including opening to customers.”
 
                 “Nothing at all?” Disappointment and unease whooshed from her lungs like steam from a pressure cooker, but Jason countered it with a quick step toward the edge of the mattress. 
 
                 “The good news is there doesn’t appear to be a lot of property damage, so cleanup and repairs should be pretty straightforward. Your restaurant manager, Julianna Shaw, is there. We can’t let her in the building yet, but she’s in contact with our guys. So Mac’s is in good hands.”
 
                 “Oh, thank you.” Relief splashed through Serenity’s chest. Jules could run their busiest lunch service with a short staff and a full house. If anyone could handle a room full of cops, it was her. Hopefully Jules would be able to make them breakfast once they were done, too. At the very least, she’d keep things under control until Serenity could get there to feed them herself. 
 
                 Jason replaced his phone in his pocket, but he didn’t budge from his spot at her bedside. “You’re welcome.” He flashed her with the full force of his All-American smile. “Now that we’ve gotten that taken care of, why don’t we get down to business?”
 
                 The twin sting of realization and chagrin hit Serenity just a beat too late. “You only made that phone call so I wouldn’t leave,” she said, and God, how could she have been such an idiot? Of course his sweet talk had been all talk, just like it had been with the nurse.
 
   “I made that phone call to get a progress report on your diner,” Jason said, and hell if that didn’t state a fact without confirming or denying a thing. “And you and your cook were assaulted during a break-in. I’d like to catch the guy who did it so he doesn’t hurt anyone else. I take my job pretty seriously, too.”
 
                 Serenity hesitated. As badly as she wanted to get out of the helpless confines of her hospital room, she didn’t want some criminal hurting other shop owners, either. Even if it did mean she had to chat it up with Inspector Gadget. “Fine. What do you need to know?”
 
   If he was put off by the blunt edge on the question, he didn’t show it. “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me what happened when you arrived at the diner this morning?”
 
   “I got there at about five, just like I always do on Fridays. I went in through the front.”
 
   Jason nodded, and even though he didn’t write anything down, his expression said he’d remember every syllable. “And did you see anything unusual? Anything out of place at all?”
 
   “No, but it was dark.” A shiver sifted up her spine, vibrating at the base of her neck before disappearing. “When I got to the kitchen, I saw Colin on the ground. That’s when I called 911.”
 
   “What happened then?” Jason’s question came so easily and without weight that in spite of the ugliness of revisiting the scene in her head, Serenity closed her eyes to try and capture every detail.
 
   “The back door was open, and the doorknob was all screwed up, but I thought…” She paused, swallowing hard at the memory of the intruder’s dark, soulless eyes. “I didn’t see anybody at first, so I thought whoever had broken in was gone. I wanted to help Colin, but then I heard the man behind me.”
 
   “You’re sure it was a man?” 
 
   “Yes. He was big, muscular. He had on a baseball hat, and boots that made a heavy noise on the floor.” Serenity’s pulse fluttered through her, quickening along with her breath, and she squeezed her eyes even tighter. 
 
   “Did he have a weapon?” Jason’s voice scraped just slightly over the last word, but his calm expression didn’t budge.
 
   The dull metallic glint that had flashed at the man’s side spring-boarded into Serenity’s mind, and realization gathered, low and thick in her belly. “Yes. I saw a knife.”
 
   “Did you get a good look at the man before he assaulted you?” Jason asked, and when she nodded, he tacked on, “Do you think you’d be able to identify him in a lineup?”
 
                  She fought the shudder clawing its way up from her memory as she thought of the man’s cold, dead stare. “Absolutely. I won’t ever forget his face.”
 
   An image popped into her brain, a sudden slice of clarity pushing up from the churning background of her thoughts. “Oh! He also had a tattoo on his arm! Some kind of skeleton.”
 
   Her eyes flew wide at the excitement of the recognition, but the sudden rush of light, coupled with her involuntary movement forward, made her vision wobble and flicker.
 
   “Whoa!” Jason moved so fast, he caught the hand she’d thrown out to steady herself, planting one hip on the bed next to hers to do the job instead. “You okay?”
 
   A heated shot of embarrassment clung to her cheeks, but Serenity managed to push a yes past her lips as she tried to regain her focus. The purely masculine scent of fresh cedar and coriander filled her nose, and she looked down to see Jason’s forearm twined around hers, his palm cupping her elbow and his body only inches from her own.
 
   “Just a little dizzy, that’s all.” 
 
   He dropped his gaze over hers, and wow, eyes that stunningly blue were just unfair on a man. “Do you want me to call the nurse?” 
 
   Serenity blinked up at him, his suit jacket soft under the curl of her fingers, his body even warmer beneath that. “No,” she whispered. “I—”
 
   “How are we doing in here?” 
 
   Serenity’s heart pitched against her breastbone as Dr. Fisher’s voice filtered into the room from the doorway. At least, she thought it was Dr. Fisher. With the way Jason had gone full-on human shield in front of her, it was impossible to see for sure.
 
   Which was probably a good thing, since she was fairly certain the flush on her cheeks was visible from outer space. Had her face seriously been thiiiiis close to Jason’s?
 
   And had she double seriously wanted him even closer? 
 
   “Great!” Serenity chirped, trying not to notice that Detective Morgan had taken three steps back from her bed in as many seconds. “How’s Colin? Have you heard anything?”
 
   Dr. Fisher flicked an unreadable glance at Jason before transferring his gaze to hers. “There was a…bit of an issue stabilizing his blood pressure. He’s still up in surgery.”
 
   Serenity’s breath stuck to her lungs for a split second before it left her on a sharp exhale. “But he’s going to be okay, right?”
 
   “He’s got a great team of surgeons working on him, Ms. Gallagher.”
 
                 “And with all due respect, you’re giving me the runaround, Dr. Fisher.”
 
                 The edges of Jason’s mouth twitched with the slightest suggestion of being impressed, but it was gone before Serenity could be certain she’d seen it. The doctor paused, readjusting the stethoscope draped over the back of his neck before finally answering.
 
   “The damage from the stab wound is fairly significant,” he said, his voice matching every ounce of the gravity in the words. “The last update I got listed him as stable, and we are doing our very best job to repair the damage.”
 
                 Serenity’s voice quavered despite her best attempt to wrap her response in calm strength. “But he’s not out of the woods, is he?”
 
                 Dr. Fisher shook his head, just once. “Not yet, no.”
 
                 Despite having taken a few steps back so she could talk with Dr. Fisher, Jason stood close enough by for her to easily pin him with a stare. “You need me to identify this guy, right? So you can figure out who he is and arrest him.”
 
                 Jason’s dark blond brows shot up, but it was the only sign of his surprise. “Yes. If you make a positive ID off a mug shot and a lineup, we’ll have enough for an arrest warrant.”
 
                  Anger and resolve swirled together in her chest, pushing the words past her lips without thought. “Dr. Fisher, I’d like my release papers, please. Detective Morgan and I are headed downtown.”
 
   #
 
                 Jason watched Serenity click through screen after screen of digital mug shots, discarding each possibility with methodical conviction. She only paused to take phone calls from her restaurant manager, a friendly redhead Jason knew from his weekly lunches at Mac’s. But they’d been going hard at the database for nearly two hours, and judging by the way the back of Serenity’s neck was starting to bruise beneath the fall of her dark brown ponytail, she had to be in pain, not to mention exhausted.
 
                 Jason cleared his throat, his chair giving up a healthy creak as he pushed back from the desk next to hers. “I’m thinking of raiding the vending machine. It’s not as good as Mac’s apple turnovers, but I bet I can get my hands on some decent cheese Danish. You hungry?”
 
                 “Thanks, but I don’t need a break.” Her eyes never left the screen, and man, she was so serious. 
 
                 “Dr. Fisher said you shouldn’t exert yourself,” he said, giving it another shot even though he was fairly certain his odds at moving her sucked. Christ, she even had a little crease of determination between her eyebrows now.
 
                 It was the hottest thing Jason had ever seen.
 
                 “I’m not exerting myself. I’m sitting perfectly still.” The even cadence of Serenity’s voice clapped him back to reality, and he shuffled the paperwork in front of him into an orderly pile.
 
   “Ah, right.” Real smooth, jackass. Okay, so she was pretty. But she’d just been assaulted. He had no business thinking of anything other than making a collar on the guy who’d broken into her diner. “I didn’t mean literally. Just that the computer screen might hurt your eyes after a while.”
 
                 “I’d rather get this over with, if that’s okay. No offense,” she added swiftly, and great. Her blush was even hotter than the crease in her forehead. “I just want to help catch whoever did this so I can get back to normal.”
 
                 The last thing Jason could argue with was the desire for justice, especially when someone you cared about had been hurt. Or worse. “I’m glad Colin’s surgery was successful,” he said, hoping the reminder of the last update she’d gotten would at least put her at ease.
 
                 Bingo. A tiny smile flickered over Serenity’s lips. “Me too. His wife said he’s still in recovery, and he’ll be in the hospital for a while, but the overall prognosis is hopeful.”
 
                 Jason matched her smile with one of his own before tipping his chin at the computer in front of her. “Well, if you need a break from faces, we can switch to trying to figure out the tattoo.” The city database had thousands of body art images in it, not a small number of which were of the skull and crossbones variety. “Just let me know.”
 
                 “I will. Thank you.” She returned her attention to the screen in front of her, the click of the mouse sounding off like a tiny plastic metronome against the pale green walls, and Jason looked at his stack of paperwork with renewed vigor. He had the power to solve this case, and that’s what he needed to do, plain and simple. No matter how cute Serenity’s forehead looked.
 
   Pushing up his sleeves, he flipped open a case file from one of the robberies he’d investigated last month after Noah had been shot, cross-referencing the details with this morning’s assaults. They were close, but there was something just off enough about the alley, the way this morning’s assailant knew just how not to get caught, and the niggling feeling that had been pulling at him all day took another tug at his gut.
 
   A skeleton tattoo…a crime with no evidence…not calculated, but cold-blooded…
 
   “Oh my God.” Serenity’s voice was barely a whisper, but it gripped every ounce of his attention as if she’d stood on the desk and screamed. “That’s him. That’s the man who was in Mac’s.”
 
   Jason stood, rounding the corner between their adjacent desks to look over her shoulder. 
 
   Oh shit. Shit.
 
   “Are you sure?” Dread knifed through his gut, and he prayed for her to recant, to be mistaken, to say anything other than—
 
   “Definitely. That’s him. I’m sure of it.”
 
   Suddenly shit didn’t begin to cover it.
 
   “I’m going to need you to sit tight while I talk to my Lieutenant,” Jason said, running off a quick printout of the mug shot on her screen. He hustled into the hallway before she could ask any questions, not breaking stride as he summoned Noah from their shared office a few doors down.
 
   “We need to talk to Lieu, right now. This case just went from bad to nightmare.” 
 
   A frown bracketed Noah’s perpetual five o’clock shadow as he followed Jason toward the glass-walled office at the end of the hall, where Lieutenant Martin was clearly on the phone. “Come on, Jay. How bad could…ho-ly shit,” Noah said, staring at the printout Jason had just flashed in his direction. “Please tell me that’s not who Serenity Gallagher just put an ID to for this assault.”
 
   “I could.” Oh man, he wanted to. The word no felt almost decadent in his mouth. “But it would make me a liar.”
 
   “You think he’s getting opportunistic now that Sands is in jail?”
 
   “I think the Black Skulls made a lot of money ripping people off with the smash and dash. This is just a slicker version of the same crime. Only this time, he left a witness.” 
 
   Having likely seen them coming, Lieutenant Martin waved Jason and Noah into his office, hanging up the phone as they crossed the threshold and shut the door. “Tell me we’re getting somewhere on the Gallagher case.”
 
   Jason gripped the printout in his hand so hard it crumpled, and he forced himself to stand still on the carpet in front of Lieu’s desk. “We’re getting somewhere, alright. She just gave up a positive ID on a mug shot.”
 
   “And why is it that we’re sitting here talking about it instead of bringing this guy in?”
 
   “Because that tattoo she saw isn’t of a skeleton. It’s of a very distinct Grim Reaper.”
 
   The lieutenant’s brows snapped together. “Are you telling me—”
 
   “She ID’ed Dirk Brody.”
 
   Lieutenant Martin’s shoulders hit the back of his desk chair with a thump and a hard curse, and yeah, that about summed things up. “Christ. Is she sure?”
 
   The image of Serenity’s face, with the stubborn crease in her forehead and her balls-to-the-wall attitude, forced a humorless laugh past Jason’s lips. “One hundred percent. And now that Ernie Sands is in jail, it only makes sense that Brody would step in to expand his territory.” The guy might value brute force over brilliance, but he was slicker than a case and a half of Pennzoil. Copycatting the robberies with his own touch in order to make fast cash was just his speed.
 
   “Detective Morgan.” Lieutenant Martin split his dark-eyed gaze between him and Noah, settling it on Jason before he spoke. “Are you still interested in this task force?”
 
   Confusion pricked through him, but he answered anyway. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Good, because you’re about to be up to your ass in it. Up until this morning, Brody belonged to vice. But now he’s ours, and we’re going to need to work fast.”
 
   Noah shook his head, marking his confusion. “I don’t get it. Dirk Brody fronts the biggest drug ring in Brenstville, possibly in half of upstate New York. Vice has been trying to nail him for ages. Why would they just turn him over to us?” he asked, and Jason echoed the sentiment. No self-respecting cop would let another department snap up jurisdiction on a case they’d been building for years. Unless…
 
   “Because I just got off the phone with dispatch,” Lieutenant Martin said. “There was another robbery with the exact same MO at a hardware store on Ninth. Both employees were stabbed to death at the scene. This is a murder case now, gentlemen, and it happened in our backyard. Which means we have jurisdiction, but we’re going to need vice’s help to nail Brody if he’s responsible.”
 
   “Oh hell,” Jason murmured, his shoulders threading up tight. Brody had never been afraid to get his hands dirty, but he was notoriously careful, and even more notoriously clean. No one had ever been able to pin him for anything, let alone anything that would send him to prison for the rest of his rotten life. “You want me on this case as part of the task force so we can collar Brody for these murders and break up his drug ring?”
 
   Lieutenant Martin’s voice went as unyielding as his stare. “Exactly. And if Serenity Gallagher is going to testify against him in a case that’ll link him directly to a double murder, we need her in protective custody. As of right now, Morgan, that woman doesn’t leave your sight.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Serenity stared at Detective Morgan’s GQ-worthy profile from the passenger seat of his Tahoe, stuck squarely between wanting to scream her head off and cry her eyes out. Not that either would help her epically crappy situation, but right about now, at least the screaming would feel down-to-her-toes good.
 
   “Look, are you absolutely certain all of this is necessary?” It was a total last-ditch effort, but come on. Protective custody? She had a business to run. Not to mention sanity to preserve. Yes, Jules had stepped up to run Mac’s temporarily, and her staff had rallied to fill in the gaps in a show of incredible support. But being cooped up all alone with no one to cook for and no diner to manage was going to drive Serenity completely whack-a-doo.
 
   “’Fraid so,” Jason said, keeping his eyes on the road as he passed off a little shrug, and God. How could he be so nonchalant?
 
   “But you said this Brody guy has been arrested. I mean, I picked him out of a lineup.” A thick tangle of dread tugged her belly at the memory. None of the men in the lineup had been able to see her, and Jason and his boss had been right there at her side the whole time. The process had taken less than a minute once the DA had asked her to identify who’d attacked her in the diner.
 
   But a minute’s worth of looking into the eyes of the man who’d viciously stabbed her friend was fifty-nine seconds too long.
 
   “Yes, Brody’s in custody.” Jason made the turn toward her apartment building, the headlights of the SUV slicing through the warm evening air. “But since Colin wasn’t able to identify anyone from the photos my partner brought to the hospital, you’re our only witness. It’s safer to keep you in a secure location, at least for now.”
 
   Serenity cleared her throat, not quite willing to ditch her last-ditch. “If he’s in jail, then Brody can’t hurt me, right?”
 
   “It’s a necessary precaution, Ms. Gallagher. We wouldn’t do it otherwise.”
 
   The easygoing flash of his baby blues hit her in full force from the driver’s seat, and she rubbed a hand across the back of her aching neck with a wince. “That doesn’t work on me, just so you know.”
 
   He pulled the Tahoe into a vacant parking spot and cut the engine before turning to look at her more closely. “What doesn’t work on you?”
 
   “That…charming thing you do. To try and distract people and get what you want. It doesn’t work on me.” Okay, so maybe she was pushing the boundaries of polite conversation. But her whole life had just been upended with one swift tug. Would it kill him to give her a straight answer? 
 
   Rather than take offense, or even get frosty, he simply said, “Good to know. Look, we don’t have a whole lot of time here, and I’m sure you’re exhausted. So what do you say we get your things and head over to the safe house so we can get settled in?”
 
   Her thoughts screeched to a halt right along with her movements, and she froze with one hand mid-lift toward the car door. “I’m sorry. Did you say we?”
 
   Jason got out and popped the handle for her, smooth as freshly rolled pie crust. “You’ll have someone with you for the first few days, at least until the arraignment.”
 
   “And that someone is you?” Say no. Please say no. Please…
 
   “Yes.” Cue the mischievous boyish smile, and her traitorous immunity considered a permanent holiday. “Most of the time, that someone will be me.”
 
   Fantastic. Because what she needed was a whole bunch of downtime with a silver-tongued detective whose ass looked firm enough to give perfectly in-season cantaloupes a run for their money.
 
   Not that she was checking out his ass for less-than-savory purposes, but come on. The guy was right in front of her on the sidewalk, and for God’s sake, dress pants at a casual gait gave a whole new meaning to the phrase scenic view.
 
   Serenity stumbled for just a step before speeding up to slip around him as they got closer to her front door, and she forced herself to focus. It wasn’t lost on her that Jason’s gaze swung from one end of the grounds to the other in a constant assessment of their surroundings. In the four years she’d lived here, there had never been so much as toilet paper in the trees. Surely he was overreacting with all this cloak and dagger stuff. 
 
   “Okay,” he said after a cursory sweep of her apartment. “There’s a backup unit nearby who will come get your laptop and cell phone so we can keep them secure down at the precinct, but go ahead and grab anything else you’ll need.”
 
   Unease trickled into her chest as one more thing hurtled out of her control. “Nobody said anything about handing over my cell phone.”
 
   “It’s too easily traced. If we have guys who can find you in less than five minutes using the GPS coordinates, you can bet Brody does too.”
 
   “But what if there’s an emergency at Mac’s?” At the very least, Serenity needed to be able to get in touch with Jules. The diner was her lifeblood, her home. She hadn’t worked her butt off for four years just to pass it off like a football on game day. 
 
   “Your manager has all my contact information, as well as my partner’s and my boss’s. Plus we’ve stepped up police presence at Mac’s and put a few extra security measures in place for your employees, just in case. You don’t have to worry,” Jason said, stepping in from his spot by the front hallway with a trust-me smile.
 
   Whether it was her shredded nerves playing catch-up from this morning or the unexpected blast of reality setting in, Serenity couldn’t be sure. But all of a sudden, the pain in her head grew fangs as it rattled along with her pulse, and she pressed her fingertips to the bridge of her nose to try and check the sensation. 
 
   “If I didn’t have to worry, we wouldn’t be doing this.” The words lacked any heat, and Jason’s smile fell into something more serious as he pegged her with a stare.
 
   “I know this is a lot to take in right now. But Brody’s not going to hurt you. Not on my watch.”
 
   Whoa. Serenity reached out for the edge of the small table in the foyer, steadying herself against the sudden shot of dizziness rolling through her aching skull. “O-okay.”
 
    Jason’s brow tugged downward over a look she couldn’t decipher, but the expression disappeared before she could unravel it. “Why don’t I help you with your suitcase?”
 
   “Oh.” Surprise pinged through her chest, easing her grip on the polished wood of the hall table. Dr. Fisher had said even mild concussions could be serious, and her balance sure did seem like playing whoopsie-daisy was its new favorite pastime. A little assistance might not be such a bad plan. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”
 
   “No problem. It’ll go faster with two of us, and the less time we spend here, the better,” Jason said, giving up a thoroughly pleasant look chock full of just doin’ my job.
 
   “Right.” Of course that was why he’d offered to help. Ugh, even his ulterior motives were charming. 
 
   Serenity squashed her chagrin like trash in the compactor and kicked her feet into gear, heading past her kitchen and through the cozy living room. Jason followed her down the short stretch of hallway leading into her bedroom. She realized, two steps too late, that her laundry hamper was about five days past critical mass and her bed was half-made at best. The bright red tank top and matching pair of boy shorts she’d tossed aside as she got dressed this morning were smack on the top of the clothes pile in his path, and great. Between that and this morning’s run-in at the hospital, Jason had officially seen more of her lingerie collection than everyone she’d dated for the past year combined. 
 
                 He cleared his throat, taking an awkward step back toward the doorframe as he locked eyes on the offending items, and suddenly her cozy little bedroom was hotter than Satan’s kitchen.
 
                 “So, uh, apple turnovers,” Jason said, snapping up all her attention in one fell swoop as he winged his gaze up from the floorboards. It was just a weird enough thing to say that an involuntary laugh burst past her lips, scattering the tension that had hooked into to her shoulders for the last hour straight.
 
                 “What about it?” Serenity asked, rebounding enough to excavate her suitcase from beneath the bed and start rifling through her closet. Maybe when she was finally done with this mess of a day, she’d be able to bake for a bit. Cooking always set her to rights, but apple turnovers, with their perfect juxtaposition of buttery, flaky crust and mellow, cinnamon sugar fruit? Now that was comfort food. 
 
   “They’re a Mac’s specialty, right?” He shifted into a casual lean against the glossy white trim of the doorframe, and how had she not noticed how broad his shoulders were before now? 
 
                 “Oh, ah, yes.” She folded the thin cotton sweater she’d pulled from its perch in the closet, and the purposeful movement steadied her as she repeated the process with a few more garments. “A lot of the recipes at Mac’s are a group effort, and some of them are even family dishes brought in by the employees. But the turnovers are all mine. It’s one of the first recipes I ever came up with, right down to the pastry dough.”  
 
                 “Mac’s signature apple turnovers are your recipe?” 
 
                 The combination of interest and disbelief in his voice lifted her attention from the battered old suitcase splayed over her rumpled coverlet, and she bit back a tiny smile. “Don’t sound so surprised, Detective. I do own the place.”
 
                 “Oh, I’m not shocked. It’s just that my sister would kill to know how you make those.” His eyes lit just a touch at the mention of his sister, and Serenity connected the dots with a start.
 
                 “The blond you have lunch with every week is your sister?” Now that she thought about it, the resemblance was pretty obvious. But that’s what she got for sticking mostly to the kitchen.
 
                 Jason nodded, shifting back to let her pass by and open the dresser drawers on the other side of her bedroom. “Violet’s my twin, although I’m older.”
 
                 “You’re older.” The smile quirking at her lips was impossible to tamp down this time, and Jason matched it with a full-blown grin that took a potshot at her knees.
 
                 “By six minutes. But it counts.”
 
   Serenity swallowed as she grabbed one last handful of T-shirts from a drawer to finish packing, and God, was her thermostat completely non-functional? “You two must be close if you have lunch together every week.” 
 
   He nodded, a brief flash of fondness sparking in his eyes. “We are. What about you? Any brothers or sisters?”
 
   “Are you asking for the police report?” Jeez, he hadn’t been kidding about covering all the bases for safety. Not that family would be an issue for her, but still.
 
   “No, I’m asking out of curiosity. Or does polite conversation not work on you either?” Jason moved her well-worn suitcase to the floor with a fluid lift-and-swing, propping the handle into his palm to maneuver the thing across the floorboards with a chuckle Serenity felt under her skin. 
 
   “Oh, no. I mean, yes.” She grabbed a dark blue travel bag and headed into the adjoining master bathroom, grateful as hell to have a task to focus on. Even if it would get her closer to leaving. “Polite conversation is fine. I don’t really have any family. Other than my staff at Mac’s.” 
 
   “None at all?” 
 
   At least this was an easy topic. “Well, I’ve never met my father, and my mom is somewhere in India, learning to read Sanskrit and embracing her inner light. Or at least she was four months ago. I’m not sure where she is now.”
 
   Jason did a quick blink-and-gape combination that would’ve been amusing if Serenity hadn’t built total immunity to the response over time. “That sounds…uh, deep.”
 
   She lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted demi-shrug and slid her shampoo from the ledge in the shower. “You don’t have to sugar-coat it. My mother’s lifestyle is totally weird, but she’s always been like that. She mostly moves around restoring failing restaurants, but there are plenty of extended ‘life-experience’ trips according to her latest whim.” She paused to snag her mother’s favorite phrase in air quotes. “I was raised on a steady diet of go-where-your-spirit-takes-you.”
 
   One gold-blond brow went up. “And how many places did her spirit take you?”
 
   Serenity didn’t have to pause to double check the count. She knew the number by heart. Even if her heart had never been in any of those places. 
 
   “Twelve. Including two European countries and a commune in Oregon.”  
 
   “Wow,” he murmured, watching her methodically pack the last of her toiletries into the bag balanced on the white marble vanity top. “That is a very free spirit.”
 
   The smile tickling the edges of her mouth tasted wry, but it felt better than she had all day. “The woman named me Serenity, Detective. Are you really surprised?”
 
   Jason took the bag from her, close enough for his woodsy, cedar-like scent to break over her senses. “So you’re pretty good at packing up, then. Is that why you’re so cynical?” His gaze flicked over the suitcase they’d left in the narrow confines of the hallway, and Serenity’s throat tightened at the sight.
 
   “I prefer to think of myself as pragmatic. And this is the first time I’ve gone anywhere in four years.” The thought of leaving Mac’s behind, even temporarily, plucked at her yet again. She was responsible for every person, every meal— hell, every last spoon— in the place, and that was exactly how she liked it.
 
   Only now, she wasn’t.
 
   Serenity dropped her eyes to the beige ceramic floor tiles under her feet. As much as she hated every ounce of leaving, it was better to just do it quickly, like ripping off a bad-situation Band-Aid in one hard yank.
 
   “Anyway. I just need to grab a few things from my kitchen, and then we can go if you want.”
 
   But Jason didn’t move from his spot in the doorframe. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She waited for the inevitable quip and agenda-fueled little half-smile that would surely follow on its heels, but instead he just met her eyes with a flash of sympathy so genuine and real, it might as well have reached out and held her tight. The thought pressed Serenity’s breath flat in her lungs, and as idiotic as it was, her arms ached to lift up in order to grab onto him, to cancel out the turmoil of her day, to let him surround her with the expression weaving between them so tightly right now.
 
   As if he’d camped out in her mind, Jason shifted toward her, close enough that she could feel the warmth rolling off his body, and it was all she needed to tumble right over the edge of reason. Serenity folded herself against the expanse of Jason’s chest, her breath releasing its iron-fisted hold on her lungs in one long exhale as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. His strong palms pressed into her shoulder blades, but he didn’t pull anything sappy like rubbing her back in little circles or trying to tell her everything would be fine, and damn it, that only made her want to hold him tighter. 
 
   And the way they were clasped together in the tight, warm space of her bathroom made her want to do a hell of a lot more than hold him.
 
   Serenity pulled her chin up, angling her face toward his, and yeah, eyes that blue were just plain cheating. “Thank you,” she breathed, but still her arms refused to disengage from the lean, hard line of Jason’s shoulders. 
 
   But he didn’t budge either, except to drop his eyes to her mouth. “You’re welcome.”
 
   She pressed up to brush her lips over his, intending it to be no more than a feather-light touch. But the warmth banked between them sparked low and hot in her belly, and when Jason slid one hand around to cup the side of her face, deepening the kiss instead of pulling away, she parted her lips to let him. The masculine scent of cedar and spice surrounded her, filling her up, and Serenity tightened her grip to press her aching breasts into the plane of his chest.
 
   Keeping the hand on her cheek in place as he slid his tongue over her upper lip in a lingering sweep, Jason swung her around to gently place her back to the vanity. He framed her hips with his own as he closed the last inch of space between their lower bodies, and any thoughts Serenity might’ve had of this being crazy or impulsive or wrong vanished like smoke in a downdraft. The flare in her belly spiraled down between her thighs, turning the ache into a demand as she skimmed her hands down his lean waist to get better access to the delicious friction building between them…
 
   And smacked her palm right into the cold, unyielding steel of the gun on his hip.
 
   Jason jerked into motion so fast it had to be pure instinct, snaking an arm between them as he pushed back and blocked his right hip from both her grasp and her line of vision. The maneuver sent her into a backward stumble as if her legs had been manufactured by Goodyear from hip to heel, but Jason reached back in to steady her just as she regained her balance.
 
   “Jesus. Serenity, I’m sorry.” He hitched, his hand hot on her forearm for just a breath before the touch turned perfunctory, and okay, this day had officially punched every hole in her crazy ticket. She might’ve had a truckload of stress with a couple of adrenaline chasers on top, but to go all White Knight Syndrome on a guy she was about to go into close quarters with and wasn’t even sure she particularly liked?
 
   She must have hit her head a lot harder than she’d thought.
 
   “No, I should be the one apologizing. I let the tension of all of this get the best of me, and I was wrong to be so impulsive.”
 
   Jason opened his mouth as if he wanted to argue, and she lifted her spine up straight, ready to stand her ground. But then his cell phone rang, the electronic trill cutting through whatever argument he’d been about to work up.
 
   “Why don’t we call it even, Ms. Gallagher?” he asked, his expression calm and professional as he slid his phone from his pocket.
 
   Hell, she’d call it jam and bread for breakfast if it meant they’d both forget her flinging herself at him face-first on nothing more than an emotional whim. “Fine by me, Detective.”
 
   Jason lifted his phone to his ear, but didn’t turn his eyes from hers. “This is Morgan.” His words echoed a rough path off the bathroom walls, and Serenity ducked her chin into the V of her dark blue T-shirt, intending to slip past him to gather a few things from her kitchen. But his body went taut in front of hers, the don’t move subtext coming through as if he’d shouted it into a bullhorn.
 
   “When?” His blue eyes narrowed in suspicion before swinging out to survey the hallway and the living room beyond. “No, we’re clear here. Roger that. I’ll check in when we get to the safe house. Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   He dropped the cell phone into his pocket, stopping to skim the holster on his hip on the way back up, and a chill blasted all the way down her spine that had nothing to do with the room temperature. But it wasn’t like this day could get any worse, so she forced her voice to firmness as she asked, “What’s going on?”
 
   “We need to get moving. It’s getting late,” Jason said, his even-keeled tone betraying nothing as he gestured toward the door.
 
   Oh, hell no. No way was she letting him maneuver around a straight answer. “I’m happy to get moving just as soon as you answer the question.”
 
   He closed his eyes for just a fraction too long to be a blink, but when they opened, they didn’t move from hers.
 
   “That was the DA. Brody’s attorney is asking for the arraignment to hit the docket as soon as possible, which means he’s expecting to be granted bail. And if he gets it, Dirk Brody will be a free man until the trial.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Jason eyeballed the quaint six-paneled bedroom door in front of him as if the thing were about to explode. It wasn’t, of course—he’d checked and re-checked every square inch of the single-story safe house last night when he and Serenity had arrived. But the antique brass knob hadn’t budged since she’d used it to pull the door shut sixteen hours ago, and she hadn’t let out so much as a creak on the old pine floorboards in that entire time. 
 
   Christ, he shouldn’t have scared her by blurting out the straight-up truth about Brody, and he damn sure shouldn’t have kissed her. Being in a relationship with anyone, no matter how casual, would only mess with his priorities.
 
   Being with Serenity would smash those priorities into dust.
 
   But all it had taken was one little sliver of vulnerability to bubble up from those layers of toughness she normally kept wrapped around her like a super-serious force field, and bam. Jason had blown past all the rules, throwing every objective out the fucking window in exchange for the hottest kiss he’d experienced in a decade. Add to it the fact that he’d uprooted the woman from a place she clearly thought of as home and likely scared her into next week, and it made him feel like a jackass of the first order. If anyone understood the true depths of the family bond thing, it was Jason.
 
   But better a little stir-crazy than a lot dead. And keeping Serenity safe— not to mention keeping her at arm’s length— was his job. One he couldn’t ease up on, even if she locked herself in that bedroom for a month.
 
   Shit. If Brody’s lawyer managed to swindle bail out of a judge on Tuesday, they’d be stuck here three times that long.
 
   He definitely shouldn’t have kissed her.
 
   Stuffing his hands in the pockets of his jeans, Jason moved down the hallway toward the white-walled kitchen. The place was nice enough, if a bit outdated, and he popped the blue and white ceramic knob on the cupboard in front of him in search of something to call lunch. A complete inventory of everything edible took less than ninety seconds, and he shut the last cupboard with an empty-handed frown.
 
   They were going to have to figure out a way to get some groceries over here, stat. It was a hell of a lot less risky than having a delivery guy show up two times a day. He and Serenity might be way out on the periphery of the city in this gently aging cottage, but precautionary measures weren’t optional, even with Brody still behind bars. Just because you could see someone coming from way out here in the sticks didn’t mean you’d be safe once he arrived.
 
   And according to the informants vice had in place, word in Brody’s business circles was that if the guy made bail, he was definitely coming.
 
   The muffled thump and shuffle of feet on floorboards sent a tendril of relief through Jason’s unfilled gut, and a few minutes after the groan of the ancient pipes from the bathroom sink came to a soft lull, Serenity appeared in the kitchen’s entryway. The taut stance holding her jeans-clad frame at attention was totally at odds with her sleep-kissed face and slightly mussed hair, and despite the just-business bargain he’d struck with his conscience, Jason was powerless against the half-smile creeping over his face.
 
   “Good morning, Ms. Gallagher. Or should I say good afternoon?”
 
   She put a slow blink on the sixties-era manual clock over the stove, surprise widening her dark lashes into a shadowy arc. “It’s after one?”
 
   He measured her with caution. He’d had a little extra time this morning after checking in with Lieutenant Martin and doing a phone brief with vice, so he’d done a quick Internet search on the after-effects of head injuries. Periods of prolonged sleep and mild confusion had topped the this-is-normal list, but still. Was she supposed to look so pale?
 
   Jason tipped his head at the cupboards even though he knew they held precious little. “Yup. How’s your head?”
 
   “It hurts like hell,” she said, the words a steady reminder that she liked her conversations with a big, fat side order of nothing but the truth.
 
   “I was just going to make some lunch. Are you hungry?” He hadn’t seen her throw back so much as a bite of anything in the last twenty-four hours. If he was hungry, she had to be downright famished.
 
   Serenity nodded, her movements on a two-second delay with her words. “Maybe a little.” She padded into the space, and as she moved to stand next to him at the butcher block counter, the loose neck of her top dipped down over one shoulder to reveal the thin ribbon of her emerald green bra strap. “What’ve we got?”  
 
   “Uh,” Jason said, feeling about as eloquent as a brick. Couldn’t this woman have undergarments in normal colors, like beige? His mind tripped back to the barely-there tank top and matching scrap of red cotton shorts he’d seen on her floor last night.
 
   Right. Because doing a mental catalogue of her lingerie drawer would really keep her at arm’s length. 
 
   Jason cleared his throat, but damn, it was a production. “Not much, I’m afraid. Looks like all we have is half a container of rolled oats, some condiments of questionable age and origin, and a can of Mountain Dew.”
 
   “Well, it’s not coffee, but that Mountain Dew doesn’t sound half bad.” She moved to the fridge to grab the brightly colored can, popping the top with a one-handed flick. “Talk to me about the condiments.”
 
   “You asked for it,” he said, unloading the contents one by one. “Besides the oats, it looks like we’ve got some salt, a can of evaporated milk, powdered creamer, sugar packets, and…” He tugged at the jar on the back shelf until it gave up with a crackle. “The world’s oldest jar of molasses.”
 
   Serenity took another drink, and what do you know, her color actually did look a little better. “Well, it’s not ideal, but it’s workable.” She pushed the long sleeves of her form-fitting black T-shirt up to her elbows, her bare toes brushing the pine floor with banked energy as she went to wash her hands.  
 
   “Into what, exactly?” He looked down at the ragtag pile of ingredients he’d lined up on the counter, wishing like hell he could turn them into a pair of cheeseburgers.
 
   Serenity reached up to grab a saucepan from one of the open-air shelves over the stove, the hem of her shirt riding up just enough to reveal a tantalizing sliver of cream-colored skin above her low-slung jeans.
 
   Seriously. Between the neck and the hemline, the freaking top was a menace. 
 
   “Well, I can’t guarantee it’ll be fantastic, but I think we have enough to make passable oatmeal,” she said, and mercifully, his stomach perked up and let out a low rumble.
 
   Better to think with that than his dick, especially if he didn’t want to get slugged. Or fired. Or both.
 
   “The only oatmeal I’ve ever made has been from those packet thingys. Is this the same stuff?” he asked, forcing himself to focus on the saucepan in her hands.
 
   “Not quite. You have to cook them differently. Unless you have a thing for eating cardboard.” Serenity smiled, the endearment warming into a grin as she moved over the wide-planked floorboards with an odd combination of strength and grace. “Rolled oats aren’t instant, like packaged oatmeal. They have to boil for a few minutes to thicken up and turn out right, kind of like pasta.”
 
   She filled the saucepan halfway with water, sliding it over the black, cast-iron grates of the burner between them, and man, he was really out of his element here. Why couldn’t they need a strategically orchestrated raid on a nightclub, or something easy like that?
 
   Jason fiddled with the buttons on his shirt, watching as she readied the ingredients. “I’m glad you know what you’re doing. For a minute there, I thought we might be forced to eat the molasses right from the jar.”
 
   “This isn’t so hard once you get the hang of it. I take it you don’t cook at all?” 
 
   The topic seemed safe enough, especially since the more she poked around in the kitchen, the rosier her cheeks got. Although that crease in her forehead was still front and center, and great. It was still maddeningly cute, too.
 
   He leaned one hip against the counter and dove into the subject. “I’m not a total loss in the kitchen, poor oatmeal-making skills notwithstanding. But honestly, I think my sister got all the cooking genes.”
 
   “Your sister cooks?” Serenity coaxed some oats from the cardboard drum to the saucepan, turning her eyes to can of evaporated milk even though Jason got the impression her attention was on his answer.
 
   “That is quite the understatement. Violet’s a chef. She used to work at Coco’s, over on Eighth, but now she does the personal chef thing. Makes the best breakfast burritos you’ll ever have, I kid you not.” The thought of his sister and her family-famous breakfast recipe pushed a smile over his face, knocking his mood squarely into all-right territory despite the hunger gnawing at his belly.
 
   Serenity’s brows popped. “Wow. And you guys come to Mac’s for lunch every week even though she’s a chef?”
 
   Jason opened the cupboards on the opposite side of the stove from the dried goods, rummaging for bowls. “Why wouldn’t we? The food is killer.”
 
   “Thank you. But Coco’s is kind of upscale. Mac’s isn’t really fancy or anything. It’s just comfort food.”
 
   “That’s why we like it, though. Our family is just me and her, and eating at Mac’s gives us the chance to hang out, nice and easy.”
 
   Her expression flashed with something he couldn’t quite peg, but in the next breath, it was gone, covered over by her all-business demeanor. “Well, I’m glad you’re not a huge fan of pretense. This oatmeal is pretty bare-bones, but at least it’s something.”
 
   She filled the two bowls he’d unearthed from the other side of the kitchen and topped each one with a sprinkle of sugar, and hell if it didn’t look like the most enticing meal he’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
   “Thanks.” Jason parked himself in the chair across from her at the long, farmhouse-style kitchen table, waiting for her to take a bite before ladling up a heaping scoop of his own. The deep, earthy flavors of oats and molasses hit his tongue, and he paused in shock despite his stomach’s rough demand for more. Unlike straight-from-the-box oatmeal, the stuff in his dish split the difference between creamy and textured with simple, belly-warming perfection, and he filled his spoon once, then twice more just to get a handle on it. 
 
   Forget bare-bones. This kicked comfort food’s ass.
 
   “Have you ever considered going on one of those reality cooking shows? You know, where you have to make something incredible out of a basket full of weird ingredients? Because this is really good.” Jason dug in again, wondering if they could get decent-sized bowls delivered along with some groceries. 
 
   He caught the edge of Serenity’s smile before she buried it between her lips. “I balked at leaving my diner to go into protective custody, Detective. Once this is over, leaving Mac’s won’t be on my agenda again.”
 
   “That’s pretty hardcore.” Not that he couldn’t see it. Jeez, even her crease was doing double-time. “What, do you go to the walk-in for vacation? Or does the pantry have better nightlife?”
 
   No hiding her smile on that one. “Funny. Look, I know it probably doesn’t make a lot of sense to you, but Mac’s is the only home I’ve ever had. I have everything I need there, and I don’t need to be anywhere else.”
 
   The family thing made sense, but still…“Swiss Alps?”
 
   “I don’t ski.”
 
   “Black beaches in Hawaii?”
 
   “I’d be antsy in five minutes. Plus, I’ve been there. Twice.”
 
   He buckled down in thought. “Space shuttle to the moon?”
 
   “Full marks for creativity. But no thanks. I like my food from the earth, not a tin foil packet.”
 
   “Ugh, you win on that one.” Jason hit the bottom of his bowl, and Serenity reached out to take it, her bare feet swishing over the floorboards as she moved to scoop up seconds. “Thanks, but I could’ve gotten that. You really should take it easy.”
 
   “Oh.” She blinked down at the bowl in her hands, returning it to the table with a shrug. “I guess I’m just really used to feeding people. To be honest, it comforts me as much as the cooking.”
 
   “Is that why you chose Mac’s?” He took another bite, his stomach rumbling with happy approval.
 
   Serenity smiled, not one of those restrained pleasantries, but a start-to-finish stunner that made a bulls-eye of Jason’s sternum. “I might own the place, but Mac’s definitely chose me. My mother and I restored the diner four years ago—she bought it on a whim, naturally. But something about being there made me feel just right. So when we were done, instead of going with her to San Francisco, I took out a whopping loan and bought it. I haven’t left since.”
 
   “It must’ve taken a lot of hard work to get the place back in the black.” Jason remembered when it had been a greasy little spoon of a place, way back before he’d made detective and had worked patrol. The place had been one giant health code violation.
 
   “Yeah. But starting from scratch had its benefits. I got to build the place from the bricks in. It was a blood, sweat and tears endeavor, but it was all mine and my staff’s. Most of them have been with me since the beginning. I always wanted a place to belong, and I can’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else.”
 
   Serenity leaned back in her kitchen chair, all the tension magically gone from her normally-serious features. The worried V between her brows had been replaced by an easy softness, and the dimple in her cheek flashed as she paused to dip her spoon into the pint-sized blue bowl in front of her. She looked so honest and pretty, all lit up with the thought of the place she called home, and for just a brief sliver of a moment, Jason wanted nothing more than to get up and fold her against him again, to inhale the fresh-laundry scent of her shampoo and do whatever it took to keep that purely happy look on her face.   
 
   Was he out of his mind? Yes, keeping her calm was important, and okay, even though he was a cop, of course he was human and he didn’t want her disgruntled. But the fact of the matter—the fact he’d forgotten—was that he was a cop. 
 
   And Serenity was his witness.
 
   “Thanks again for lunch,” Jason said, throwing all his effort into a polite wrap-up. “I know the location isn’t ideal. But it’s necessary.”
 
   “The location’s not so bad, although the ventilation makes it pretty hot in here. That, and I haven’t seen appliances like this since my mom and I restored a one-room burger dive built in 1962.” She looked at the vintage-style refrigerator and the timeworn enamel farmhouse sink, pausing thoughtfully before tacking on, “Are all the places you guys use for stuff like this out in the middle of nowhere?”
 
   “Every safe house is different.” He fought the urge to bolt from his chair to put some professional distance between them, weaving just enough ho-hum around his reply to be both casual and vague. 
 
   But rather than letting the conversation peter out, Serenity dug in. “So if this Brody guy has to stay in prison until the trial, I might not have to stay here, right? He can’t hurt me if he’s locked up.”
 
   “The DA is going to do all she can to have Brody remanded.” Jason’s brain clicked over to detective mode, although he still tread with caution. Between Brody’s high-priced lawyers and his frustrating-as-hell track record of avoiding serious trouble by way of bribes and threatening leverage, the DA had her work cut out for her and then some. But none of that boiled down to concrete fact, and giving air time to a bunch of what-ifs was pointless. 
 
                  Serenity let out an audible breath, dropping her spoon into her mostly-empty bowl with a hard clink. “You know, if you and I are going to be stuck here together for a while, it might be easier if you were just straight with me.”
 
   Despite the ingrained instinct that usually kept him calm, cool and just slightly cocky, Jason pulled up to fill every inch of his six-foot frame beside her at the table and leveled her with a stare to match her austerity.
 
   “He’s extremely dangerous, and that’s just the point. I’m not keeping the details from you on purpose. But Dirk Brody’s got a nasty reputation, and I don’t think he’d hesitate to do whatever it takes to get away with the evil things he did yesterday. I know you’re asking for full disclosure, but trust me when I say you don’t want every gory detail. It’ll only scare the shit out of you.”
 
   Serenity’s lips parted into a purely startled expression, and Christ, he really needed to keep his mouth shut if he couldn’t control what was going to come out of it. Keeping her calm was part of keeping her safe, and he’d do well to hammer that thought front and center instead of scaring her senseless. But something about Serenity’s unvarnished honesty had wound its way right past all his pre-loaded answers and work-related tactics, pushing his emotions right out of his mouth.
 
   And letting those out would only screw with doing his job.
 
   “I apologize, Ms. Gallagher. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Jason’s thoughts screeched into the mental equivalent of a six-car-pileup on the freeway. “For snapping at you?”
 
   “No. For telling me the truth.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
                 Serenity mopped her brow as she shifted back from the sturdy Frigidaire Custom Imperial double oven, sliding a skillet of bacon to a dormant burner with a scrape and clang. She’d spent a disproportionate amount of the last two days sequestered inside the heated confines of the safe house kitchen, chopping, mixing, baking and frying. Somehow, when she had her hands on the food and her mind on the simple task of preparing an ingredient or putting a dish together, everything else seemed to recede.
 
                 Like the fact that a wily, cold-blooded criminal wanted her very, very dead. And first thing tomorrow morning, said criminal was standing up at his arraignment, with both his own freedom and her personal safety swinging around each other by very tenuous threads.
 
                 “You okay in here?” Jason poked his head into the kitchen, hands in the pockets of his jeans and his gun holstered firmly to his hip.
 
                 “Yes, thank you.” Serenity nodded, giving the huge stock pot full of boiling new potatoes a gentle nudge with one hand.
 
                 “Sorry about the heat,” he said, pointing up to the sad excuse for a downdraft over the oven. “The house is old, and while the ventilation system is safe, it’s not very efficient.”
 
                 She ignored the trickle of perspiration sneaking between her shoulder blades, just grateful that the stove was functional. “It’s okay.”  
 
                 “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that Detective Blackwell will be here tomorrow to relieve me so I can go to the arraignment. Brody’s first on the docket, so it’ll be kind of early.”
 
                  She hadn’t been shocked to discover that Jason was an integral part of this case; after all, not only was he stuck here with her, but he’d also been checking in with his Lieutenant at regular intervals, performing thorough security sweeps of the property, and poring over hours’ worth of case files on his laptop. In the same way she’d been living and breathing the kitchen, Jason had been one hundred percent absorbed in his job.
 
                 Which meant he’d been one hundred percent absorbed in her, even though they’d exchanged nothing but polite words and need-to-know information for the last two days.
 
                 “Are you hungry?” Serenity blurted, forcing herself back to the safe haven of the farmhouse kitchen. “I’m making BLTs and potato salad, and there’s plenty.”
 
   Sure, as long as plenty translated to enough to feed ten of you. But she couldn’t help it she missed Mac’s. Getting her hands on the groceries the department had delivered was a decent enough substitute, but it was temporary. She had to hold out hope that the arraignment judge would see reason and leave Brody in jail until the trial. Then maybe it would be safe enough to work her way back to her diner and her life again.
 
   Jason paused, his blue eyes zeroing in on the cast iron skillet that was very likely older than both of them combined. “I don’t want to put you out.”
 
                 “It’s no trouble at all.” She reached for the golden-crusted loaf of white bread she’d pulled from the oven this morning, slicing off a handful of thick slabs before repeating the process with a fatly ripe tomato. “So is everything going okay at Mac’s?” 
 
                 He nodded, just one economical lift of his chin. “Detective Blackwell was there last night.”
 
                 “That doesn’t really tell me if the place is still standing, you know.” Serenity clamped down on her lip just a breath too late. Two days ago, she’d chalked up his evasive maneuvering to another attempt at finessing his way through a tough situation. It had flat-out never occurred to her that he might have a good reason to dodge the truth.
 
   Trust me when I say you don’t want every gory detail. It’ll only scare the shit out of you.
 
                 “Sorry,” she said, and meant it. “I know you’re trying not to frighten me. It’s just hard to not know what’s going on all the time.”
 
                 “No worries.” A smile kicked one corner of Jason’s mouth up toward the clean-shaven angle of his jaw, but he rearranged his features quickly back to neutral. “Mac’s is just fine. He said your cook makes a great American burger.”
 
                 Serenity drained the potatoes into an enamel colander so heavy it might be bulletproof, breathing in the steam and letting it mix with the relief in her lungs. “I’m glad he enjoyed it. Nobody’s seen anything suspicious, have they?” God, she’d never forgive herself if another one of her employees got hurt.
 
   “So far, there’s been no sign of trouble. Your staff is really alert. It helps.”
 
                 “Thanks.” A sharp pang of homesickness corkscrewed through Serenity’s chest, and she covered the ache with her palm. She assembled the ingredients for the warm potato salad recipe she and Jules had come up with one night after too many margaritas, grabbing a wooden spoon from the deep-bottomed drawer next to the sink.
 
                 “Why don’t I set the table?” Jason asked, and her brain’s command to stay impassive fell victim to the spark of surprise winding through her.
 
                 “Sure.” Serenity plucked a handful of fresh parsley from the fridge, sending up yet another round of thanks to the powers in heaven that she’d had the foresight to grab her knife roll from her kitchen last week. Mac’s might not be fancy, but it was just stupid not to invest in high-quality cutlery.
 
                 Not that she could get there to use it.
 
                 “Wow, that’s pretty impressive.”
 
                 It took her a minute to realize that Jason had stopped setting the table, eyes fixed on the blur of her hands on the butcher block as she put an efficient chop to the herbs. “Thanks. But it’s actually more practice than skill.”
 
   “Somehow I doubt that,” he said, but she shook her head to stand her ground.
 
   “Do you go to the gun range? For practice on those paper target things?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jason drew the word all the way out as if it were a question, and the mixture of confusion and curiosity stamped over his face was endearing to the point of distraction.
 
   Or was that attraction?
 
   “It’s the same thing.” Serenity grabbed at a breath to modulate her reply into something less ridiculous than her thoughts. “The chopping, I mean. I bet you can hit the center of that target without even thinking twice, right?”
 
   “I’d kind of suck at my job if I couldn’t.” With the table ready for dinner, he crossed the floor to stand next to her.
 
   She eased the still-warm potatoes into an oversized bowl, adding the parsley and eyeballing some salt and pepper into the mix. “And you don’t even think twice about it, do you? You can aim and shoot and hit the center of the target just like breathing or driving a car.”
 
   “Being able to shoot accurately is part of my job.”
 
   “And good knife skills are part of mine.”
 
   Serenity finished assembling the meal, giving her warm potato salad a drizzle of balsamic and olive oil before stirring it all to perfection. Under normal circumstances, she’d plow through the stuff like a lumberjack, but under the current stress-soaked conditions, her appetite had pulled a definite Houdini.
 
   Ironic, since she’d cooked enough in the last few days to feed an entire platoon.
 
   She dished up healthy-sized portions of both the sandwiches and potato salad for Jason, making herself an identical plate in the hopes that the sight of the food might kick-start her love affair with carbs and bacon back into gear. But rather than letting Serenity bring the plates to the table, Jason took them from her, gesturing for her to sit.
 
   “Can’t say I’m really used to that,” she said, indicating the table with a thankful tilt of her head.
 
   “And I can’t say I’m really used to having someone cook for me. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   Silence cropped up between them, punctuated only by the soft sounds of the meal being eaten and the rustle of fabric as Jason pushed the sleeves of his dark blue button-down shirt over his forearms. They’d kept things politely distanced ever since he’d given her the bold-faced truth, and while Serenity appreciated the direct route, there was one teensy problem.
 
   She ran a diner, which meant she was used to interaction in large doses. If Jason kept up with this whole just the facts ma’am thing, she was going to come one-hundred percent grade-A unglued.
 
   “So do they teach the paper target thing right off the bat at the police academy, or did you have to work up to it?” Okay, so it was pretty lame as far as conversation kindling went, but at least she hadn’t mentioned the weather.
 
   And even better, Jason bit. “I did over a hundred hours of firearms training as a recruit, but it was kind of cheating. I already knew how to shoot when I got there.”
 
   Surprise skated through her, and she lowered her fork to the rough-hewn kitchen table. “Not exactly a common life skill for someone just out of college.”
 
   The wide, easy grin she hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of since Saturday made a guest appearance, streaking through her with instant heat. “It is when your father’s on the force. My dad taught both me and Violet how to shoot when we were seventeen.”
 
   “He taught your sister marksmanship?” 
 
   “Yup. Of the three of us, she was the best shot, too. My father would even put her targets up on the corkboard by our fridge. God, she never let me live it down.” Jason shook his head like he hadn’t called up the memory for a while, but anyone with eyes could see it their family wasn’t just a see-you-at-the-holidays affair.
 
   Serenity couldn’t help but match his smile. “Is she still better than you? Or did all that training finally give you an edge?”      
 
   “I don’t know.” His voice downgraded along with his expression, but only by a notch. “Violet hasn’t gone to the range since our father was killed seven years ago.”
 
   The fork she’d just picked back up dropped to her plate with a clatter. “Oh God, Jason. I’m sorry.” He’d mentioned the other day it was just him and his sister, but jeez. Talk about shoving your foot in your mouth.
 
   “Thank you, but it’s okay. He wouldn’t want people to tiptoe around mentioning him just because of what happened.”
 
   Jason’s expression was so laid back, so impossible to read, that it smacked into Serenity all at once. He might’ve let the words out, but how he felt about them was still locked up tighter than a high-security bank vault. And while she might not get the family dynamic thing from a blood-relation standpoint, she knew what it was like to care about people— and miss them— all the way down to her bones.
 
   “Well, you’re in luck, detective. I love a good story. And as it turns out, I have nothing but time.”
 
   #
 
   Jason gazed up at the shadowy ceiling in his safe house bedroom. Clasped firmly between the foggy haze of a food coma and the relaxing drift of half-sleep. What was supposed to have been a perfunctory meal had turned into a three and a half hour conversation, complete with the swapping of family anecdotes, several helpings of the most insane cherry pie on the planet, and so much laughter, his sides hurt just thinking about it.
 
   He knew getting up close and personal with Serenity headlined the list of Very Bad Ideas, especially with this arraignment in less than nine hours. But the way she’d taken a potentially awkward conversation and treated it with serious, genuine interest had been all Jason needed to open his mouth and let the stories tumble right out.
 
   With just the two of them in that warm little kitchen, there hadn’t been any pressure to cover things up, to gloss over anything with a joke or an evasive maneuver. He hadn’t needed to explain his devotion to work because Serenity was equally dedicated to Mac’s, and the conversation had flowed because of it. Talking with her had been easier than the last ten dates he’d been on, combined.
 
   Shit. This was a Very, Very Bad Idea.
 
   Jason rolled over, closing his eyes and reciting statutes from the New York Penal Code until his mind gave in and finally start to float. Exhaustion won the battle for his consciousness, and he exhaled into that first delicious sliver of twilight sleep…
 
   A shrill scream ripped through the house, and Jason was on his feet with his Glock in his hand before he’d even registered his eyes flying open.
 
    Fighting the needle-sharp urge to rip a path down the hall like a cyclone, he placed his free hand on the bedroom doorknob, listening for a beat before swinging it silently open. The darkened hallway was clear, and his gut bottomed out at the sight of Serenity’s wide-open bedroom door. More silence rushed around him, and damn it, he couldn’t risk taking a shot at anything in the dark.
 
   “Serenity?” He put as much gravel to his voice as he could work up, an uncut flood of relief pulsing through him as she answered.
 
   “I’m in the kitchen. I saw…I saw someone outside.”
 
   “Okay. Don’t move. I’m coming.”
 
   Dropping his Glock low to his side but still ready to use it if necessary, Jason’s strides ate up the space between the hallway and the kitchen. Serenity stood, rigid and unmoving, on the kitchen floorboards, her sight trained on the window over the sink.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep, so I got up for a drink of water. I saw…I thought…there was a face in the window, but…”
 
   Jason did a quick scan of the yard, flipping the flood light to double check the lawn in its entirety. “It’s clear, but I’m still going to call it in. Can you tell me what he looked like?” He walked back over to her, and Christ, she was shaking like she’d been left in a blizzard wearing nothing but a bikini.
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know. I really thought I saw someone, but how could he have moved so fast? Maybe…I don’t know…”
 
   He guided her down the hallway, pausing only to grab his cell phone from his bedside table and call in a covert patrol of the area. “Okay. There’s a unit really close by, and they’re going to double check the entire perimeter, just in case.”
 
   Serenity’s eyes flashed, dark and wide with residual fear. “It was probably nothing. I feel ridiculous for waking you up. My brain is just on overdrive, and—”
 
   “And you did the right thing. I’m going to do a full sweep of the house and check in with the responding unit as soon as they’re done. Let me start with your room so you can go back to bed.”
 
   “Are you kidding? I’m not going to fall asleep again until I’m forty,” she said, her chin lifting up into that defiant expression that canceled out the fear on her face. “If you’re checking the place out, I’m going with you.”
 
   Something dark and proprietary lurched behind Jason’s sternum, and he reached out to put a hand on her arm as if the gentle move would stay her. “No, you’re not. We’re following protocol on this, period. You stay in a secure location within the house. If you hear anything out of the ordinary, call 911 and barricade yourself in.”
 
   “So I can be a well-protected sitting duck? No thank you.” Serenity went to move down the hall, but his hold on her arm became a draw in toward his body. 
 
   “We’re wasting time. If this guy is still near the house, I need to know. This is my job, Serenity. I need to do it, and I need to do it right now. If you hear anything wrong, you follow protocol and call first, do you understand?”
 
   Whether it was the gravel he’d thrown into his voice or the direct words he’d put it to, Jason couldn’t be sure. But she gave up a tiny nod, taking the cell phone he’d extended and pivoting toward her bedroom.
 
   “Okay. But if anything crazy happens—”
 
   “Nothing crazy is going to happen. Not on my watch.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
                 Serenity was up to her wrists in a giant bowl of pastry dough when the sound of a car trundling up the gravel drive jerked her pulse into gear. What little sleep she’d gotten last night had gone down well after the premises had been checked, re-checked, and called secure. She’d felt like an idiot of epic magnitude for the false alarm, but it was nothing compared to the way even benign sounds now sounded amplified and terrifying.
 
                 It was only a car, and she wasn’t here alone. Plus, Jason had said nothing crazy was going to happen.
 
                 What’s more, she actually trusted him.   
 
   By the time Serenity had removed the cherry-printed half-apron knotted tightly around her waist and grabbed a meat cleaver because, hey, a girl could never be too safe, Detective Blackwell had all-cleared the incoming vehicle as Jason’s Tahoe. But rather than calming her down, the information only ratcheted her heartbeat into hyperdrive. She had no clue how long arraignments were supposed to last, but oh God, was it supposed to have been so fast?
 
   The even cadence of Jason’s footfalls took an absolute lifetime as he shouldered past the front door and into the foyer, and damn it, his face showed nothing more than his classically handsome good looks. He and Detective Blackwell exchanged a brief check-in before the detective uttered a polite goodbye and disappeared into the kitchen, the solid clap of the back door the only break in the deafening silence.
 
                 “Well?” Serenity asked, trying supremely hard not to jump out of her skin as she made one last effort to read Jason’s face. “What happened?”
 
   “The arraignment was fairly standard,” Jason said, his eyes sweeping the living room in that same ingrained manner she’d grown accustomed to over the last few days. “The DA asked for Brody to be remanded, just like we discussed, and his lawyer fought it, just like we expected.”
 
                 “And?”  
 
                 A muscle twitched along Jason’s jawline. “The judge granted him bail, Serenity. He posted it twenty minutes after the hearing was over.”
 
                 Serenity’s breath kicked from her lungs on a hard whoosh of disbelief. “But he stabbed Colin and attacked me in my own diner! How could the judge grant him bail? I saw him!”
 
                 “Yes, but your testimony can’t be admitted until the trial,” Jason said, so calm and matter-of-fact she was sure she’d scream. “The DA did her best, but Brody’s slick. He’s never been arrested for anything where the charges stuck, and he runs several high-profile businesses in Brentsville, all of which are legitimate on paper. The judge had no choice but to consider that.”
 
   “So that’s it?” Serenity’s knees responded with a hard wobble, and she reached out to grasp the armchair in front of her in a flimsy effort to restore her balance. “He’s just…free?”
 
                 Jason stepped in, close enough for her to feel the warmth of his body on her flour-smudged arm, and the near contact sent an odd shot of comfort through her before he stiffened and pulled back. “Brody’s not in jail, but he’s not exactly free, either. First of all, the judge hit him with the maximum amount for bail, which shows the charge is being taken seriously. And now that he’s been formally charged, we have some leeway to investigate him more aggressively than before. If the guy so much as orders a hamburger, our vice squad is going to know if he wants pickles and mustard on it. And trust me, they want to nail him as badly as we do.”
 
                 Okay, but… “So I’m stuck here until the trial.”
 
                 The hitch of Jason’s shoulders beneath his suit jacket gave her all the answer she needed. “Yes.”
 
                 She grabbed for a deep breath, some last-resort Zen from her mother’s favorite yoga instructor— anything that would keep her frustration at a manageable level— but it was a complete and utter no-go. “And when is that?”
 
                 His eyes zeroed in on hers, bright blue and unyielding. “The judge granted Brody’s request to fast-track the trial. But opening statements still aren’t scheduled for another two months.”
 
                 No way. “I have a business to run, too! I can’t be gone from Mac’s that long.”
 
                 “We’ll work something out to keep you in regular contact with Jules. But your safety is the most important thing, and the best way to guarantee that is for you to remain in custody.”  
 
                 A hot wash of unexpected tears pricked behind Serenity’s eyelids, and she squeezed her lids shut to keep them at bay. She wasn’t an idiot— the sixty seconds she’d looked into Brody’s eyes during the lineup had sent a lifetime’s worth of chills up her spine. Plus, if there had been someone lurking outside the kitchen last night, staying under police protection with Brody on the loose was not only smart, it was necessary. 
 
                 But she didn’t have to take it lying down. 
 
                 “Okay,” she said, resolve building in her chest. “But if we’re stuck here for the long haul, I want to know exactly what I’m up against, no holding back. And I want to know how to fight it.” 
 
                 Jason’s shock was wildly evident on his face. “You want me to teach you how to go up against a guy like Brody?”
 
                 “Absolutely.”
 
                 Fifteen minutes later, when Jason had moved all the furniture to the periphery of the living room and changed into a pair of black basketball pants and matching T-shirt, Serenity’s absolutely took on a slightly less emphatic edge.
 
                 “When I said I wanted to learn how to fight Brody, I didn’t mean literally.” The guy had at least sixty pounds on her, with mean to spare. No way could she beat that.
 
                 But Jason shook his head. “No, you’re right. You deserve to know what’s going on, and it’s smart for you to know some basics.” 
 
   Serenity’s throat threatened a rigid knot over the words forming there, but she forced them into the open air anyway. “So you think he’s going to try to find me.”
 
   He paused. “Our informants on vice have heard a few rumors. Nothing we can prove as an outward threat. But yes. I think that’s a safe assumption.”
 
                 “Oh.” A thin layer of paralyzing fear bloomed beneath her breastbone, threatening to spread out and swallow her, but Jason moved into her direct field of vision, so close that she had no choice but to drag her gaze over his.
 
   “Which is exactly why it’s a great idea for you to learn some self-defense. Every little bit helps.”
 
                 Serenity nodded, bolstered by his surety. “Okay, but Brody’s a total thug. He could squash me in about two seconds.” She ran her fingers over the fading bruise at the base of her hairline, an all-too present reminder of her attacker’s strength.
 
                 “He might be stronger, but you’re going to be smarter.” Jason guided her to the middle of the cleared-out space, pivoting on the faded china-blue area rug to face her. “Brody wants you quiet, but he’s not stupid. It’s likely he’ll try to take you to another location so he can, ah. Control the situation on his own terms.”
 
   Serenity shivered as her imagination served up some fill-in-the-blank details, and yeah. Maybe there were a few euphemisms she was willing to let him have. “So how do I outsmart him?”
 
   “It depends. Obviously, you want as much space between the two of you as possible. The more stuff in the middle, the better.”
 
   Huh. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   “Unfortunately, it’s also not too likely. Brody’s not afraid to do his own dirty work and he doesn’t take chances, so he’ll probably play it so he can get his hands on you.” Jason lifted his palms casually, and Serenity waited for him to gesture her into the next part of the lesson.
 
   But instead, he wrapped both hands around her arms and had her back against his chest in less than a breath.
 
   “Oh!” Her lungs seized and went into lockdown, heart slamming against her breastbone so hard, Jason had to be able to feel it against the arm he now had angled snugly over her torso.
 
   “It’s all about action and reaction, Ms. Gallagher,” he said, his breath hot as it curved into her ear. “So what are you going to do?”
 
   Even though it clicked in the back of her mind that this was part of the drill and that Jason would never really hurt her, Serenity froze. “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “Well the first thing you need to do is relax.”
 
   Right. And next she could do backflips all the way across the area rug. “Are you kidding me?” She let loose a sardonic laugh. “Look at my circumstances here.”
 
   “I am looking at your circumstances. If you freeze up, you’re not going to be able to react. Just because I’ve got you doesn’t mean I’ve beaten you. Unless you let me.”
 
   Jason’s voice was so calm, so laid-back and reassuring that she was able to scoop in a breath, then another. “I don’t want to let you.”
 
   From over her shoulder, she saw his smile from her peripheral vision as much as she felt it next to her skin. “Good. Now think.” 
 
   While his hold on her wasn’t particularly rough, the intense cedar scent of his closeness filled Serenity’s nose and threatened to short out her senses, and the feel of his lean hips snug against her back sped up the passage of air to her already taxed lungs.
 
   Nope. No way. It might be the ugliest escape in the history of self-defense, but she could do this. Gathering her will, she squeezed the muscles in her belly as tight as they’d go and tipped her pelvis forward, thrusting back into Jason’s body with the resulting momentum. He hitched in surprise, and hot adrenaline clashed with pure instinct in her veins. Serenity used the split-second distraction and the space it had created to her advantage, jerking one foot from the floor to try and sidestep his grasp.
 
   But the heavily-soled heel of her kitchen clog smashed directly onto Jason’s bare toes instead.
 
   “Crap! I’m so sorry!” She yanked the offending limb back off the carpet as Jason exhaled in a sharp grunt, but the move— combined with the arm he still had wrapped around her— turned her footing into toast. Serenity threw her hands out in an effort to regain her fading balance, but with all the furniture moved well out of grasp, the only thing within distance was the person she was tangled up in.
 
   And they were about to take one hell of a carpet nap.
 
   Serenity braced for impact as her only remaining shred of equilibrium kicked out from under her. But at the last second, Jason arced her around with a swift twist, his body firmly beneath hers as he hit the floor and she landed straight in his lap.
 
   Oh God. Oh God. 
 
   “No. Just us. But you sure as hell are a force of nature,” Jason rasped on a groan, and only then did Serenity realize she’d blurted the words out loud. She lifted her head from the spot where she’d intuitively buried it in his shoulder, pressing her palms into the thick nap of the rug to push up and scan his face and upper body. 
 
   “I am so, so sorry. Are you okay?” Serenity leaned back in, skating one hand from his temple to the smooth line of his jaw, checking to make sure there were no obvious injuries to his head. Everything looked intact, and his gorgeously blue eyes were wide open and alert.
 
   “Yeah. I’ll live.” He blinked a few times without the suggestion of seeing anything, and oh God, she’d maimed a police officer with her total idiocy. “And don’t be sorry.”
 
   “I smashed your foot into the carpet and knocked you all the way to the ground,” she protested, but Jason reached out to capture her roving fingers with his own.    
 
   “No, you did exactly what I asked you to. You reacted.”
 
   All at once, Serenity registered the hard muscle of his abdomen beneath her angled-open hips, the inches-only proximity of her face to his mouth, and the Caribbean blue eyes that weren’t just wide and alert, but wide and alert and focused darkly on her lips.
 
   And then she reacted again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
                 As Serenity levered forward to bring that perfect pink mouth dangerously close to his, Jason knew having her in his lap with that serious-as-hell expression on her face was a very bad idea. It was his job to keep things calm, cool and professional, to protect her and work the case until he uncovered enough evidence to put Dirk Brody permanently behind bars so she could go home.
 
                 It was not Jason’s job to press up and slant his mouth over hers in one hot stroke.
 
                 But he did it anyway.
 
   Her lips were soft on his, just a whisper of warm skin completely at odds with the rush of electricity winding around it, and he traced the rim of her upper lip with his tongue in a wordless request for more. Serenity released a sigh as Jason parted her lips to deepen the kiss, and the vibration of her breath shot through every inch of his body. Her denim-covered thighs sparked wicked friction along his waist as she rocked forward for better access, pushing him to arc his tongue against hers in a demanding sweep. She tasted like the answer to a dare, hot and forbidden and so fucking sexy, all Jason could do was up the ante as he grabbed her hips to slide the seam of her jeans across his aching cock.
 
   Screw the rules. This woman was blowing his mind.
 
   “Oh.” A soft moan sifted up from Serenity’s chest, and he met it greedily, kissing, testing and exploring her mouth with want that quickly turned into a bidding of more-right-now from somewhere deep beneath his skin. Her crisp linen scent mingled with the taste of her as he broke from her lips, threading his fingers through the glossy black fall of her hair. As if she’d read his lust-filled mind, Serenity arched under his mouth, cupping the back of his neck with a hot palm to grant him full access to the bare skin below her ear.
 
   “Kiss me. Right there.”
 
   The velvety demand laid waste to Jason’s last ounce of resolve, and he gave in to it with a reckless slide of his tongue. Christ, she was going to destroy him right here on the floor if she didn’t stop pressing against his mouth like that, encouraging him to kiss his way down the column of her neck to where the deep V of her sweater met the top swell of her breasts.
 
   Jason reached down low, grasping the flair of her hips to notch their bodies together with dark suggestion that belied the clothing still between them. But rather than return to Serenity’s lips, he followed the trail of flushed skin over the line of her collarbone, lifting his hands to the tiny buttons on her sweater as his mouth followed the path of his fingers.
 
   Even if they had a year, he wouldn’t get enough of her.
 
   The dark green edges of soft cotton fell away to reveal a thin layer of off-white lace, and a groan tore from Jason’s chest as he lowered the fabric just enough to reveal the edges of her honey-colored nipples. 
 
   “Jason, please touch me.” Serenity bowed into his palms, sliding up his body to brace her hands over his head on the floor, but rather than removing her bra to give in to her need-soaked request, he skimmed the backs of his fingers over one lace-covered nipple in just a hint of a touch.
 
   The sound that broke low in her throat made him do it again by sheer, raw instinct.
 
   “Damn, you are so hot like this.” His breath whispered into the space between her breasts, and he cupped her to guide one tightly-drawn nipple into his mouth. The delicate lace still cradling her breasts provided even more friction, and he worked his tongue and fingers over one breast, then the other until they were both panting. Slipping from the reach of his mouth, Serenity lowered her body to fit into him side by side, bringing her lips back to his with a kiss that left his imagination wide-open and begging.
 
   “Oh, God. This is crazy,” she murmured, but her hand didn’t falter as it skated down the midline of his chest, and when her nimble fingers slid over his pants to wrap around his cock, all the air in the room vanished. Jason coasted a touch over the curve of her belly to find the heat at the juncture of her thighs, his every intention locked on stripping Serenity down and burying himself inside her until they both screamed.  
 
   But she was right. And just because he’d decided to consciously chuck the rules didn’t mean she wouldn’t regret this later.
 
   “Serenity.” Jason pulled back, although his libido went all sorts of drill sergeant nasty about the loss of contact. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes glinting in the afternoon sunlight sneaking past the thick overhang of curtains covering the windows. “We’re being straight with each other, from here on in, right?”
 
   He nodded. “Right.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   It was the perfect chance to bow out, to resist, to put Serenity back on the other side of the professional barrier he’d cultivated since they’d arrived.
 
   But the trouble was, Jason didn’t want her there. He wanted her exactly where she was, with her right-out-there expressions and her ballsy convictions and the gorgeous way she was looking at him right this second. 
 
   He wanted Serenity bad enough to break the rules.
 
   “I’m sure,” he said, and she turned him inside out with her next breath.
 
   “Good. Because I want you, too. And I don’t want to wait.”
 
   #
 
   Serenity led Jason down the hall to her room, her bed still rumpled from her toss-and-turn session from the night before. She turned to face him, and even though her heart pumped with nervously-edged anticipation, she didn’t pull back on her gaze.
 
   Instead, she kissed him.
 
   “God, Serenity. You feel incredible.” Jason laced his hands into her hair as he broke from her mouth, sliding kisses down her jaw and into the hollow behind her ear. She wrapped her arms around the tight angle of his shoulders, pulling him closer and suppressing a moan at his hard body on the soft rush of her sweater and partly exposed skin. 
 
   He nibbled and teased and tasted, traveling down the column of her neck, across her collarbone, circling slowly back up to her ear. Every pass of his mouth and flick of his tongue filled her need while daring her higher, but when Jason closed his teeth over her earlobe with a gentle tug, the need outbalanced the gradual build for more. Serenity arched into him, the bow of her back greedy in its curve, absolutely certain she would unravel without him inside of her.
 
   “Jason, please. Take me to bed. I can’t wait,” she breathed, reaching low for the hem of his shirt. His hands dropped down to skim the length of her thighs, coasting over hot, faded denim as he returned them higher to still her fingers.
 
   “And I can’t hurry.” Jason pulled back, his eyes glittering to a near-navy blue with want, but he stared into her all the same. “Let me look at you.”
 
   “What?” Serenity hitched, but only enough to put a few inches between them.
 
   His gaze never wavered. “I want to see you. All of you.”
 
   Jason cupped her face with strong hands, barely touching his lips to hers. This kiss had none of the raw demand of the ones from just moments ago, but the intensity captured her so fully, Serenity knew in that second she’d remember it even if she lived to be a thousand. He pulled back in a slow draw, spreading his hands over her while his eyes followed, brushing her shoulders to slide her sweater down her arms. The silky fabric whispered against her skin, and it had barely hit the floor before Jason repeated the process with her jeans.
 
   “You have a lot of really hot lingerie,” he said, his mischievous half-smile coming out with a dark edge that shot right between her thighs. Every cell in her body hummed with want, so loud and sinfully good that she stepped in to fulfill the desire.
 
   “Take it off.” Serenity turned her back to him, so close that the heat between their bodies became a bold suggestion, and she dropped her chin toward her heavy breasts. “If you want to see all of me, take it off.”
 
   In one fluid motion, Jason’s arm was around her waist, bracketing their bodies together from behind. His erection was rock-hard against the cradle where her hips met the small of her back, and he thrust once, then twice with intention that had her reaching out to grip the edge of the tall footboard in front of her. But then he complied, slipping her bra and panties from her body, and even though Serenity knew she should feel vulnerable being naked while he was fully clothed, she let him turn her around anyway.
 
   Jason’s eyes raked over her in a slow sweep, and she felt every inch of his palpable gaze on her skin.
 
   “You are…Jesus, you are beautiful.” Pulling her in tightly once again, he put his mouth on hers, with just enough pressure and cadence to make her desperate for more. With quick motions, she undressed him down to his boxer briefs, her eyes going wide as a thought sprang through her mind.
 
   “Please tell me you live by the whole be prepared motto.”
 
   He leaned in to kiss her neck, and she felt his smile against the crook of her shoulder. “That’s the Boy Scouts, not the police. But you don’t have to panic.” He slipped from the room for only the barest of seconds, returning from across the hall with a condom. “Still sure?”
 
   Serenity closed the space between them, electricity sparking through her as she did away with the last article of clothing keeping them from skin on skin. “I trust you.”
 
   Lowering his face while lifting her body, Jason picked her up and placed her on the bed, kissing her with everything from urgency to reverence. Her hands moved at will over his back and his hips, and when she reached between them to stroke his cock, he tensed and moaned all at once.
 
   “We’re not going to be here long if you keep doing that.”
 
   A wicked smile twisted over her mouth from way deep in her chest. “Oh yes we are. Because then we’ll be doing it twice.”
 
   But then Jason swung from beside her to part her thighs with his leanly muscled body, and oh God, the ache in her core became an absolute command. Jason paused only to put on the condom, bracing himself on the threshold of her body, and Serenity let her knees fall wide. The heady scent of cedar and spicy coriander filled her senses, and she gasped as he rocked forward, slowly filling her body as well.    
 
   “Jason.” She whispered his name again and again, desire building in the single word with every inflection. He kissed her neck, twisting his fingers through her hair to reveal more skin, more want, more everything as he slid his tongue over her. 
 
   They moved in rhythm, slowly at first, but all too soon Serenity’s body demanded more. She lifted her hips, thrusting against him again and again until they were joined so completely, she couldn’t hold back. The heat in her belly uncoiled, low and bright, and her orgasm came on a wave of breath that begged him not to stop.
 
   “Serenity.” Jason cut out her name, his voice all gravel and undiluted lust. Watching the spot where their bodies joined, he gripped her hips with a strength bordering on despair. Serenity met his every move, opening her eyes wide to watch his face as he whispered her name again, this time in release.
 
   For an indeterminate amount of time, they lay together, their breath unwinding from rapid intakes to slower, near-silent draws. Jason dropped his forehead to hers, their lips close enough for contact but just short of actually touching, and just for that moment, lying there in his arms, Serenity felt like she’d found another place to belong.
 
   #
 
   Dawn broke over the tree line at the eastern edge of the safe house property, the soft purple and gray light announcing daybreak just like it had for the past week. The house remained quiet, as it had for the entire night before, with not even a hint that anything was less than safe and peaceful and totally sound.
 
                 Which was exactly how Serenity looked, curled up next to Jason and fast asleep.
 
                 After their impulsive afternoon between the sheets, he’d waited for the forbidden pang of his conscience to rear its ugly head and pick a fight with his libido. Sleeping with Serenity had been incredible, yes, but it was also the mother of all conflicts of interest. Easing up on his job for any reason—even a beautiful reason—just wasn’t on Jason’s agenda. First and foremost, he was a cop. He’d sworn when his father was killed seven years ago he would never put anything else above the force. Hell, he’d even made detective despite Violet’s strenuous urges to choose something safer. But being a cop was in his blood, and he owed it to his father to not let anything stand in the way of putting sadistic criminals like Brody behind bars.
 
                 Damn. Serenity really was beautiful. 
 
                 As if she’d somehow zoned in on the unrest in his brain, Serenity shifted, the flutter of her dark lashes barely visible in the scant early morning light edging in around the curtains.
 
                 “Hey.” Her sleep-wrapped voice slid over him in a velvety glide, destination: the center of his lap, and he turned to face her without hesitation.
 
                 “It’s too early to be up. Go back to sleep,” he whispered, tracing the little divot of concern forming between her brows.
 
                 “You’re up.”
 
                 Guess her right-to-the-point moxie didn’t slack in the face of five AM. Not that he’d expected as much. “I’m not the one still recovering from a head injury.” The medical website had said it might take her weeks to get back on a normal sleep schedule. And tough as Serenity was, she wasn’t indestructible.   
 
   “No, you’re the one dodging the subject. What’s bothering you?” Her frown was visible even in the not-quite-there daylight, and Jason blanked his expression, buckling down over the urge to let his inner conflict have an outer heyday.
 
   “Nothing. I was about to try and go back to sleep myself.”
 
   “You regret this, don’t you.”
 
   The words filled the space between them without accusation or heat, but his answer was automatic. “No. God, no.” Jason wrapped a bare arm around her, and she fit against his chest all too easily. “It’s just…it could get complicated.”
 
   “Would you get fired if someone found out?” Serenity rested her head on his shoulder, and somehow, the shadowy cover combined with the warmth of her at his side made the conversation a whole lot easier.
 
   “It’s unlikely, but I’d definitely get reassigned.” Hell, losing his position on the task force hadn’t really crossed his mind until now, but there was no denying it would be a given. Staying level to protect any witness was challenging enough. Keeping it cool to protect someone you cared about?
 
   Apples to oranges had nothing on that. But even with the logical knowledge firmly in place, Jason’s instinct snapped down hard at the thought of leaving Serenity in someone else’s care. He was too far invested in this case to walk away now.
 
   He was far too invested in her.
 
   “But that’s only if someone finds out, right?” Serenity’s whisper was so straightforward, so completely level, that it knocked Jason back to reality with a nod.
 
   “It is.”
 
   He felt her deep breath against his body. “Listen, I don’t want to make this difficult, but I’m not going to lie. It might be impulsive, and yeah, a little crazy. But I meant it when I said I trust you. I don’t know what might happen once we leave this safe house. But until we do, I want to be with you, Jason.”
 
   Shock rattled through him, and the realization hit him with all the grace and speed of a freight train going downhill. 
 
   What he’d taken as seriousness and cynicism was really simple honesty, and Serenity was so sure of it that she was willing to back herself up no matter what the cost.
 
   And as much as Jason owed it to his father to fulfill his promise on the job, he owed it to Serenity to return the favor of that honesty.
 
   “I can’t make any promises, other than keeping you safe.” Sliding his hands to her hips, he angled their bodies together to pull her on top of him, and God, her heat made him hard in less than a breath. “But I want you, too. Impulsive and crazy, I want you.”
 
   Serenity tightened her knees against his hips, arching against his erection with just enough pressure to drive him mad, and in that second, Jason knew he couldn’t resist her.
 
   “Well that’s a good thing, Detective. Because you haven’t even touched the tip of the iceberg with my lingerie collection. And like I said before, I have nothing but time.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Jason sat in his regular red vinyl booth at Mac’s just like he did every Wednesday afternoon, only for the first time ever, nothing on the menu looked even remotely tempting. It wasn’t that he’d eaten a huge breakfast, or that he was trying to get in shape for the annual charity basketball game between the Brentsville PD and the guys over at Firehouse Thirty-Two. Even more, Jason knew that he could close his eyes and blindly point to something on the menu and whatever his finger landed on would be mouth-wateringly delicious. 
 
   The problem was, what he really wanted was the woman he’d left safe and secure in the farmhouse under Noah’s supervision. The woman he’d laughed with, done hours of daily self-defense lessons with, and made hot, passionate love to for the last three weeks. The woman who, if he didn’t seriously watch his step, he was going to fall in love with despite the fact that she was a witness in high-profile case linked to a double murder.
 
   Screw complicated. This was flat-out impossible.
 
   “Jeez. Whatever’s going down at work must be a whopper.” Violet leaned in to plant a kiss on his cheek before breezing over to her side of the booth, and holy crap, when had she even walked up?
 
   Jason threw a smile over his face, but buried his attention in the menu so he wouldn’t have to continue the charade of keeping it there. “What makes you say that?”
 
   She threw her dark blond hair over one shoulder, arching a brow up into the fringe of her bangs. “For one thing, you look like someone totally kicked your dog. And secondly…” She reached out to give his menu a one-eighty. “This is upside down.”
 
   Great. Violet might have his number, but he wasn’t caving just yet. “For the record, I don’t have a dog. And I’m not that much of a workaholic, you know.”
 
   In truth, even though he got why it was necessary, evading the particulars with Violet always rankled. She hated his job as a detective enough as it was. She’d eased up a little since falling in love with Noah, but it was still hard to keep things from the one person he cared about most.
 
   Not that she couldn’t see it on his sorry face anyway.
 
   “Please. Work is the only thing that puts a look like that on your kisser.” She paused, flipping her coffee mug over to signal a yes please to the waitress behind the counter. “Well, I guess there are two things that could do it, but since you haven’t been jacked up about a woman since the Bush administration, I went out on a limb and assumed it was work.”
 
   “I’m not jacked up about her.” The denial flew out before Jason could cage it, and oh shit. Violet’s eyes snapped up at the same time her menu dropped way down.
 
   “Oh my God. You’re seeing somebody!” She propped her elbows on the gray and white Formica tabletop, leaning in with a bright blue stare that told him he was up for a whole lot of familial vivisection, whether he liked it or not.
 
   “A little louder, Blue. The people in the next county can’t quite hear you. And I’m not seeing anybody.”
 
   But neither the use of her childhood nickname nor the staunch denial of her accusation slowed his sister down. “Come on, Jay. I’m not asking for details, because ew. No. But you are totally off your axis over something right now. Who is she? Come on, you’re killing me here.”
 
   Not even the brief interruption of the waitress arriving to fill their coffee cups and take their orders was enough to dilute her pressing interest. But Jason dug deep for his old standby, flashing a charming smile and hating himself in the process.
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you, but my axis is completely functional. It must be all that residual joy spilling over from the hearts and unicorns in your world.”
 
   “Are you comparing my boyfriend to a unicorn? Because seriously? That’s a high-octane offense as far as Noah’s concerned.”
 
   Okay, so it was hopping from one patch of thin ice to another, but at least they were headed in the right direction. Not only was diving into the topic of his love life dangerous from a literal standpoint, but revealing anything to Violet about Serenity would put his sister in a bad spot with Noah. And as much as he trusted his best friend to stay mum if he asked him to, Jason would rather walk through a nest of angry bees than catch Noah in a conflict of interest.
 
   And didn’t Jason just know all the words to that fucking song?
 
   “You’re the one who said it,” he said, using his spoon as a pointer before dunking it into his coffee to stir in some cream.
 
   Violet rolled her eyes, but thankfully pitched her voice lower and played along. “This don’t ask, don’t tell game is ridiculous, you know. I’m your sister. Can’t you just not be a cop around me for a little while?”
 
   He swept a calculating gaze over the surrounding booths and the counter area beyond, but they’d hit the sweet spot between the lunch and dinner rush, and the closest person was a good fifteen feet away. “’Fraid not.” Speaking of which… “Anyway, I don’t have too long today. I’ve got a meeting at two-thirty. So let’s not waste time talking about me.”
 
   “For the record, we’re not talking about you. Despite all my efforts.”
 
   Jason glossed right over her last-ditch bid for intel. “What’ve you been up to?”
 
   “Noah and I are moving in together.”
 
   His coffee cup met the Formica tabletop with a loud thunk. “As in, you’re going to bring all your stuff to Blackwell’s apartment and have your mail forwarded and stay forever?”
 
   The snort welling up from Violet’s chest counterbalanced the sheepish expression on her face. “Hell no. Well, not the his-apartment part, anyway. We’re going to live at my place. I had to promise he could bring all those Kung Fu movies, but for the other stuff…yeah. We’re going to live together. Permanently.”
 
                 Jason pressed all the way back against the cushy red booth, trying to make room for the shock rebounding through his system. Any idiot with eyes could see how crazy Noah and Violet were for each other, and more than anything, Jason wanted Violet to be happy. 
 
                 But Noah had already started to pull back on the job when he’d passed on the task force. Not that he could blame the guy, but being a detective was a full-time job, twenty-four-seven, three sixty-five. 
 
                 And Jason couldn’t pull back. Not for anyone.  
 
                 Violet started to fidget with her paper napkin, and it hit him, too late, that she’d mistaken his silence for disapproval. “Look, I know it seems kind of fast, but I just…I know he’s it for me. You can doubt, or make fun if you want, but I—”
 
   “How?”
 
   She blinked. “How what?”
 
   Don’t ask. Just close your mouth, bite your tongue, wire your traitorous jaw shut, but don’t…“How do you know Noah is it for you?”
 
   “Oh.” Violet’s fingers stilled over the table. “Well, it’s pretty sappy.”
 
   “Try me,” he said, both relieved and full of dread when she nodded.
 
   “I feel like…without him, I’m just a bunch of pieces. Don’t get me wrong—they’re mostly good pieces. But when I’m with Noah, he just puts me together in a way that makes sense. It’s like he’s my cornerstone, but the only person he fits is me.” Violet’s cheeks flushed deep pink, and she tossed out a self-deprecating shrug, but she met his gaze head-on. “Go ahead. I know you’re dying to start ribbing me. Get it over with.”
 
    But Jason just shook his head. “I’m glad you’re happy, Blue.”
 
   No way in hell would he tell her he knew just how she felt. Especially since there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.
 
   #
 
   Jason loosened his tie and shot his partner a disgruntled glance in a rare departure from his play-it-cool demeanor. But it was kind of tough to be cool when everything on your plate had just been tossed into a pressure cooker, and the lid was only inches away from slamming home.
 
   “It’s been three weeks since Brody made bail. Are you honestly trying to tell me vice has nothing they can use to make this case a slam dunk?” Jason burned a tight path over the floorboards in the bedroom he’d long-since abandoned in favor of sleeping with Serenity in hers. Keeping his voice to manageable levels was nine kinds of challenging with her just down the hall in the kitchen, but no way was he going to let her see his frustration over the meeting he’d had with Lieutenant Martin and the DA this afternoon. 
 
   The one that had led exactly nowhere. Just like all the evidence connecting the murders at the hardware store to the attacks on Serenity and her cook. Damn it, this case was disintegrating, piece by speculative piece.
 
   “I hate to give a degenerate like Brody credit, but he’s smart.” Noah scrubbed a hand over the permanent stubble on his chin, leaning forward in the antique corner chair to brace his forearms across his thighs. “His people are buttoned up tighter than a military base at Defcon One. If anyone knows anything about those hardware store murders, they’re not talking.”
 
   “And all the evidence the lab turned up was inconclusive.” No prints, no fibers, no weapon— nothing concrete to put Brody in both places, even though the crimes had the exact same MO, right down to the pristine alleys in the back.
 
   “Ms. Gallagher’s ID is pretty solid. Once the DA preps her, the testimony will go far.”
 
   “For the break-in at Mac’s, maybe. But Brody’s slippery. He’ll pounce on any chance he can to create doubt and get away with this. And as soon as he skates, the first thing he’ll do is come after Serenity.”
 
   Noah shook his head. “As far as we can tell, he hasn’t even put a toe out of line to try and find her now. Last three weeks have been quiet.”
 
   Irritation spurted in Jason’s chest, and he jammed to a stop on the floorboards. “Except for the guy lurking around the house in the dead of night, you mean?”
 
   “The one patrol never found any sign of?” Noah flipped back, matching the edge in Jason’s voice with his own gravelly version of watch-your-step.
 
   Yeah. Not happening. “That’s bullshit, Blackwell. Brody picks his people carefully, and they’re not stupid. That guy could’ve been casing this place to see if Serenity was here—”
 
   “Or he could’ve been a very natural figment of her torqued up imagination. Even she said she couldn’t be sure if someone was there.” His partner stood, leveling him with a cold, gray stare. “Look, I’m not saying Serenity’s not in danger. Brody’s a nasty SOB. But if we want him, we have to do this the right way. Sooner or later, he’s going to screw up. Until then, we have to be patient.”
 
   The words went in, complete with the logical message Jason knew made sense. But the sorry man, you’re right coming from the rational part of his brain fell victim to something else coming from deep inside his marrow. 
 
   “That’s not good enough. I’m telling you, all this quiet from Brody doesn’t feel right. He’s not backing off. He’s just biding his time.”
 
   Noah paused, and Jason recognized the hitch in silence as one that meant Noah was calibrating a very careful reply. “You’ve spent the better part of a month here with this woman, Jay. You sure you’re not too close to this one?”
 
   Jason bit down on his expletive-laden response half a breath before it breached the confines of his mouth. Just because he and Serenity had been together for the last three weeks didn’t mean it was anything serious. Diving into a relationship with her would only divide his attention, something Jason couldn’t afford for even a second now. Plus, picking a fight with Noah—not to mention giving his emotions any air time—wasn’t going to get him anywhere other than reassigned. And since pulling back on his job and leaving Serenity now headlined the list of Things Not Happening, he needed to get a handle on this conversation like, yesterday.
 
                 “My assignment is to keep Ms. Gallagher safe. Hell yes, I’m close to it. But only because I take the job seriously, just like you.” He chose his words with precision, knowing Noah couldn’t argue them, even though the manipulation felt more like a lie than a necessity.
 
                 But it worked. “Okay.” Noah held up his hands but didn’t drop his stare. “We’ll keep tracking Brody on our end and reach out to vice to see if they’ve got anything new. I’ll see you in a couple days.”
 
                 “Roger that. And by the way.” The unease building in Jason’s bloodstream took a quick breather as he went all brows-up at his partner. “Congratulations on your impending change of address.”
 
                 Catching Noah off-guard was rare, but the look on his face suggested Jason had struck gold. “Violet told you.”
 
                 “In case you haven’t noticed, her poker face sucks, Blackwell. Of course she told me.”
 
                 “She thought it would be, ah. Better coming from her,” Noah said, his stare taking on an edge of softness that didn’t lessen its intensity. “But you should know the job isn’t the only thing I take seriously anymore.”
 
                  Jason nodded, jamming his feelings down tight once and for all. “Just don’t go asking me to help you move that ugly-ass recliner of yours. I’ll never hear the end of it from my sister.”
 
                    
 
       
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Serenity wiped her brow and inhaled the made-for-each-other scents of spicy cinnamon sugar and tangy, oven-soft apples as she slid the baking sheet full of apple turnovers to a cooling rack. Reaching beneath the curtain to prop the side window open just a crack, she greeted the much-needed breath of cool twilight air. The safe house kitchen might not have stellar ventilation or be the diner she knew by heart, but it wasn’t all bad, either. Between her daily self-defense lessons with Jason and her equally frequent phone conferences with Jules to keep Mac’s running smoothly, Serenity’s mind was actually busier and more at ease than she’d hoped for.
 
   And when she factored in the toe-curling sex they were having every night, not all bad suddenly became very all right. She knew her caution flags should be at high alert— after all, living impulsively was her mother’s trademark, not hers. But when Jason flashed her that sexy little half-smile and held her like they were the only two people on the planet, it didn’t feel capricious or fleeting.
 
   It felt right.
 
   “Hey,” Jason said, pulling her from her thoughts right back to the kitchen as he came in from the front of the house. Worry lines bracketed his mouth, and his honey-blond hair stuck out just enough to suggest he’d been raking a hand through it for the better part of the day. “Noah just left, so I’m going to secure the house for the night.”
 
   A smile quirked at the corners of Serenity’s mouth, and she let it out in an effort to erase some of the worry from his face. “You know he did a sweep not even two hours ago, right? This place is like a cute farmhouse version of Fort Knox. Plus, I hate to say it, but you look like hell. Why don’t you sit down and have a turnover? You can always check the place out when you’re done.”
 
   Jason’s gaze tracked over the space of the kitchen, lingering for just a second on the dead-bolted side door before turning toward the baking sheet full of turnovers on the butcher block. “Mac’s specialty. What’s the occasion?” 
 
   “Funny you should ask. All the ingredients, including my secret blend of spices for the filling, showed up as part of today’s grocery delivery. You wouldn’t happen to know how that came about, would you, Detective?”
 
   His face remained impassive as he nudged his tie aside to fiddle with the buttons on his shirt, and although he still looked ragged, a smile flickered over his lips. “Nothing I can confirm or deny at this time, Ms. Gallagher. But hypothetically speaking, it’s plausible that your restaurant manager makes a very accurate list.”
 
   Serenity laughed, and she closed the space between them, her kitchen clogs squeaking softly over the wood planks. He looked like he’d had one hell of a long day. The least she could do was comfort him with a little food. “If you wanted apple turnovers, all you had to do was ask.”
 
   “I didn’t,” Jason said, pulling her close to plant a kiss on her mouth before she could call him out. He’d eaten two huge helpings of peach cobbler in one sitting earlier this week. No way was she falling for him not having a soft spot for pastry. “What I mean is, it’s not why I asked Jules to make the list.”
 
   Confusion licked through her, and she pulled back to give him a look. “It’s not?”
 
   “Nope. I know you miss being at Mac’s. I thought maybe the turnovers would make you feel a little more at home.”
 
   “I feel at home with you.” 
 
   The words were out before Serenity could clamp down on them, her cheeks burning hot in their aftermath. But they had come out, and there was no sense in trying to cover them up. So she said, “Look, I know we agreed not to make any promises, but I can’t lie about how I feel. After we leave here, I don’t want this to end, Jason. I want to be with you when we go back home.”
 
   Jason’s unreadable expression became nearly impenetrable. “We said no promises for a reason, Serenity. This isn’t just complicated because it’s my job to keep you safe. It’s complicated because there’s always going to be a witness, or a case, or a guy like Brody to put behind bars. And I’m always going to need to answer those calls.”
 
   His body went rigid beneath her hands, the tension gripping his body a clear invitation to drop it so he could dodge his emotions.
 
   But rather than letting him cover them up or stuff them aside, she met them head-on with the truth.
 
   “I’m always going to want you to answer those calls, Jason. It’s part of who you are. But you’re not just a damn good cop.” Serenity slid her palm over his chest, tracing a path over the soft cotton of his shirt until her fingers splayed gently over his heart. “You’re a good man. And it’s about time someone showed you that you can have both.” 
 
   She lifted up onto her toes, cupping his face with both hands as she placed a gentle kiss on his mouth. “Let me show you.”
 
   Jason dropped his forehead to hers. “It’s more complicated than this. I want to, but—”
 
   “Let me ask you something,” she said, brushing the pad of her forefinger over his lips to quell his protest. “Do you think Noah is a good cop?”
 
   His chin snapped up. “I trust him with my life every day.”
 
   “Exactly.” Serenity’s pulse beat double-time through her veins at the look of sheer intensity on Jason’s face, but she didn’t hold back. “Do you believe he loves your sister?”
 
   “He’d better,” Jason muttered, but then he tacked on an honest, “Yeah. I do.”
 
   “And your father.”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   Jason went completely still under her hands, and Serenity knew she was venturing into the heart of touchy territory. Jason had told her all about his mother passing away when he and Violet were young, and how their father had raised them. “He was a devoted cop. And he raised his family. He had both, just like Noah and Violet have both. I’m not asking you for forever, Jason. I don’t know what’ll happen when we walk out that door any more than you do. But I want to at least give it a shot and see what happens.”
 
   “And what if I can’t do both? What if I’m not like Noah, or my father?”
 
   The question rode out on nothing but honesty, which was exactly how Serenity answered it.
 
   “You have to take a leap of faith and find out. But I trust you, and I want us to try.”
 
   He closed the space between them in a rush, kissing her with fierceness that bordered on need, and she kissed him back, matching his desire. Serenity wrapped her hand around his tie, keeping him close as their tongues slid together, deepening the kiss, the contact, everything between them. Undeniable heat sparked between her thighs, and she arched against him in the doorframe in hungry suggestion only he could fill. 
 
   “Serenity. You are so wide open and…God. Beautiful.” 
 
   Jason’s voice was reverent against her neck, and it was all the answer Serenity needed. Reaching down low, she entwined her hand around his, guiding his arms all the way around her body.
 
   “Take me to bed, Jason. Let me show you how good you really are.”
 
   #
 
   Serenity lay in the middle-of-the-night dark of her bedroom, watching the patterns of shadow on shadow as they crept over the ceiling. Her breath wound into her lungs, calming her with each intake and release, and the muscles in her shoulders eased away from her spine in a blissed-out state of post-sex euphoria.
 
   Her stomach let out a gurgle and growl that shattered the nighttime quiet like a thunderclap. 
 
   “Nice,” Jason said over a sleepy chuckle, sliding a bare arm around their already entwined bodies to pull her even closer under the sheets. “We really should do something about that.”
 
   Suddenly, Serenity didn’t feel so tired after all. And as Jason slid his hands around her ribcage to settle her right in the center of his lap, it became wildly apparent that he was anything but sleepy himself. “What’d you have in mind, Detective?”
 
                 “Apple turnovers.”
 
                 The laugh that rolled up from her chest felt too good to pull back on. “You have a one-track mind,” she said, pushing up from the warm confines of the bed to rummage for her shirt and jeans.
 
                 “You might want to reserve judgment until you see how I’m going to feed them to you.” Jason pulled his own T-shirt over his head, but she stayed the rest of his motions with a gentle touch. 
 
                 “In that case, stay right where you are. You’re going to need all the energy you’ve got.”
 
                 Serenity slipped her feet to the floor, shrinking back for just a moment at the shock of the cold boards on her warm skin. The kitchen in this place might run hotter than an active volcano, but the rest of the house still knew it was a spring night in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Jamming her feet into her discarded kitchen clogs to ward off the chill, she sent one last look over her shoulder at Jason, who lay smiling and seductively sleepy-eyed in her bed, before promising,
 
   “Be right back.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Jason lay back against the pillows, breathing in the fresh-linen scent of Serenity’s shampoo with the hot edge of anticipation for her return to bed. It didn’t matter that they’d just made love twice, or that she was a witness and he was a cop.
 
   He wanted her anyway, and not just in bed. He wanted to be with her.
 
   He wanted her for good.
 
   Serenity’s footsteps echoed softly as she padded down the hall, and Jason collected their rhythm out of habit. They’d practiced moving through the house at night more than once, and after spending the last three weeks with her in the farmhouse, he’d grown accustomed to the cadence of her feet as she carried her frame from room to room. 
 
   Every cell in Jason’s body snapped to attention, and he yanked on his jeans with one hand while reaching for the nightstand with the other.
 
   Something was very, very wrong.
 
   A muffled thump sounded off from down the hallway, and his instinct screamed again though the rest of him stayed silent. Serenity’s name sprang to the tip of his tongue, but he clamped down on it. Yeah, Jason had seen the deadbolt in place on the kitchen door earlier, and he’d completed a sweep of the rest of the house in between their bedroom sessions, just like he’d said he would.
 
   He hit the panic button on his cell phone without thinking twice.
 
   Silently checking the clip in his Glock, he stood and holstered the thing at his side. Doing his best to avoid the spots on the floor that gave up obvious squeaks, Jason moved to the cracked-open doorway, honing his attention on the hall. After fifteen excruciating seconds of nothing but silence, he drew his weapon with one hand. The other got busy palming the heavy brass knob he’d oiled into submission right along with the hinges the day they moved in.
 
   His heart slammed in his ears as he swept the hallway in both directions and saw…
 
   Nothing.
 
   The corridor was clear. The house was utterly quiet, only the soft glow of the kitchen light spilling in from around the corner through the living room. Yet still, his deeply ingrained survival instinct screeched of things not right. There were no utensils clinking softly as the drawers were opened, no slide of metal on wood as the baking sheet made the trip from the butcher block to Serenity’s hand.
 
   In fact, there were no signs of movement at all. And the closer he got to the kitchen, the more the air temperature spiraled down, the cold not just noticeable, but obvious.
 
   “Evening, Detective. Glad you could join us.”
 
   All the air collapsed from Jason’s lungs as he stood on the threshold of the kitchen, staring Dirk Brody in the face. Even though Jason had aimed his Glock with flawless precision before the exhale had ended, pulling the trigger was an absolute impossibility.
 
   The dirtbag stood in the dead-center of the kitchen floor, using Serenity to shield every single one of his vital parts with her own.
 
   Brody’s arm locked around her neck in an expert chokehold, capped off by a six-inch KA-BAR knife, the matte graphite blade close enough to her skin to make Jason size the guy up for a body bag. Serenity’s eyes glittered wide in a testament to her fear, the thin sheen of sweat on her brow ripping a path through his chest despite his screaming urge to stay steady. The curtains covering the side window fluttered in a heavy breeze, and black fingers of dread climbed Jason’s spine.
 
   He’d seen the deadbolt on the door, but he hadn’t checked the window. And now he was going to pay the price.
 
   “Brentsville PD. Drop your weapon and lace your fingers behind your head,” Jason bit out, and damn it. Brody knew exactly what he was doing. Taking a shot, even for a skilled marksman, had shitty odds written all over it.
 
   Christ, that knife was close to Serenity’s body.
 
   Focus. See the target. Follow protocol.
 
   “Well, that is cute. But I don’t think so.” Brody’s drawl dripped with menace that made the hair on the back of Jason’s neck stand up at full attention right alongside the rest of him. “How about you lower that gun of yours instead?”
 
   Jason lasered his focus on Brody’s one visible eye, forcing his heartbeats to keep time nice and easy with his breath. Rather than forfeit his only leverage, he went for distraction instead. “You’re not walking away from this if you hurt her, Brody. So why don’t you let Ms. Gallagher go and we’ll talk about options here.”
 
   Brody’s laugh welled up like rusty water from an old pump, bitter and sharp, and his tattoo flexed and pulsed as he angled his grip over Serenity’s chest. “Kinda fancy for the woman you been ballin’ for the last couple of weeks, don’t you think?”
 
   Shock ricocheted through his ribcage, but Jason refused to release even a hint of it to his face. The sound of Serenity’s choked-back sob twisted Brody’s face into an evil smile, and damn it, Jason had to do his job. He had to focus.
 
   “Let her go, Brody, or this isn’t going to end well for you.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” Brody’s gaze went dark as it slithered over Serenity from behind, and Jason barely slammed down on the urge to chuck hostage negotiation protocol and put a bullet right through the bastard’s beady little eye.
 
   “I kind of like my odds right now,” he leered. “Although I’ve gotta admit, you made me work for it. I had to bide my time for three weeks just to get my hands on Ms. Gallagher, what with you two glued together all the damned time.” 
 
   The realization that Brody not only knew they’d been intimate, but that he’d clearly been watching them at night for weeks knocked into Jason like a well-placed upset punch. He flinched, a barely perceptible twitch of his finger over the Glock’s trigger, and Brody’s humorless laughter told Jason he’d not only seen the move, but understood its origin.
 
   “Aw, you’re touchy. How sweet.”
 
   “I’ll be just fine once you give her some breathing room,” Jason returned, keeping his focus trained between Brody’s face and the knife. He had to keep control of this for just a little while longer…
 
   “Yeah, sorry to say that’s not going to be an option for either of you. See, I’m not too interested in living life on the run.” Brody relaxed his shoulders into a brief shrug. “But the only way this case falls apart completely is if neither one of you testifies. So you two lovers are about to take a permanent vacation. But don’t worry. I’ll bury you both in the same spot, nice and cozy. Not that anyone’s ever going to find it.”
 
   Serenity straightened, shifting her weight against Brody’s thick frame. “Jason,” she said, her eyes gleaming as he finally met them again with his own.
 
   “Shoot him.”
 
   Both men froze, but she said it again, low and clear and dead serious. “I know the protocol. Shoot him.”
 
   The sight of her pale face and the ragged fear in her voice ripped Jason’s heart in two directions behind his sternum despite her show of strength. But before he could tell her he couldn’t shoot Brody no matter how much he ached to, Serenity snared every last ounce of his attention.
 
   “Jason, look at me. Look at me.”
 
   He did, but it wasn’t the impassioned plea that registered in his brain.
 
   In that split-second slice of time, he saw her wide-legged stance, the distance she’d created by rattling Brody with her demand, the free hand sliding up to the space between his knife-hand wrist and her own collarbone.
 
   With startling clarity, he saw her foot, encased in a steel-toed kitchen clog and in perfect position to slam down over the flimsy Nike directly behind it.
 
   And then deep-seated instinct took over.
 
   “Now, Serenity!”
 
   She complied in a blur, smashing Brody’s foot as she used the hitch of pain and shock to dig her fingers into his wrist. She ducked and twisted in one fluid move, the grotesque sound of Brody’s elbow popping out of joint preceding the clatter of the knife to the floor and Brody’s howl of pain by just a breath, but by then, it was the least of the guy’s worries.
 
   Jason had his Glock trained only inches away from the center of Brody’s forehead, and the blue lights flashing from behind the curtains suggested there was a hell of a lot more where that came from.
 
   “Turn around and lace your hands behind your head,” Jason said, kicking the knife far out of reach without moving his eyes from Brody’s hunched over form. “Right. Now.”
 
   “That bitch broke my arm!” he protested, his face mottled with a mixture of pain and rage, but Jason didn’t budge.
 
   “She probably broke your toes too. Now turn the fuck around before I let her break the rest of you.”
 
   Brody winced, but the sound of the front door being kicked in and the multiple shouts of “Brentsville PD!” convinced him to comply. 
 
   “Detective Jason Morgan, suspect in custody!” Jason hollered, not lowering his Glock by so much as a millimeter until Noah and three other detectives barreled into the kitchen. Only when they took Brody into custody and read him his rights, marching him from the premises under armed supervision did Jason kick out of detective mode and turn around.
 
   The tiny kitchen was swarming with officers, with lights and voices and a cacophony of sounds, but the only thing he saw was Serenity.
 
   “Jesus, tell me you’re okay.” He was on her in a flash, hands covering her from the top down as the fear of what could’ve been finally flooded in. “Did he hurt you? I swear to God—”
 
   “I’m fine, Jason,” she said, her trademark honesty telling him it wasn’t just a rote response. “But only because of you.”
 
   A humorless laugh forced itself from Jason’s chest, and he ran his hands over her again, not quite believing the message his eyes delivered. “It’s my fault he got in. I didn’t check the window. If Brody had hurt you, I—”
 
   Serenity cut him off with a shake of her head. “I’m the one who cracked the window in the first place. If this is anyone’s fault, it’s mine. But Brody didn’t hurt me, because you taught me how to defend myself. And you called for backup before you came down the hall, just like I knew you would.”
 
   It had been automatic to hit the panic button on his cell phone before he’d grabbed his gun from its spot on the nightstand, but how could she have… “You did?”
 
   “It’s protocol, remember? You told me three weeks ago, if you hear anything wrong, you call first. No matter what.” 
 
   I know the protocol…I know the protocol…
 
   She’d known all along that Jason had a plan. That he’d be able to do his job.
 
   That he wouldn’t think twice.
 
   Jason hooked a finger under her chin, the half-grin on his face impossible to contain. “You would make an excellent cop. Has anyone ever told you that?”
 
   “As exciting as that sounds, how about I skip the academy and leave the detective work to the man I love?” Serenity asked, her gaze never wavering. “I love you, Jason. I trust you, and I want us to be together. What do you say?”
 
   Jason tightened his hold on her, and nothing had ever felt so right in his life. “I love you too, but I’ll only say yes on one condition.”
 
   That tiny little crease appeared on her forehead, and God, he would be lost for this woman for the rest of his life.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked, but Jason simply lowered his mouth to hers before replying,
 
   “You owe me apple turnovers in bed, Ms. Gallagher. And I intend to collect.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   

 
   

Serenity Gallagher’s Apple TurnoversYield: 8 turnovers and one very happy significant other 
 
   Ingredients:
 
   1 package frozen puff pastry, thawed and gently unrolled*
 
   3-4 medium tart, firm apples, such as Granny Smith, Honeycrisp or Pink Lady, cored and sliced, peeling optional (I actually prefer mine with the skin on for texture, but to each her own!)
 
   2 Tablespoons lemon juice
 
   2 Tablespoons butter
 
   ½ cup golden raisins
 
   ¾ cup light brown sugar
 
   1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
 
   1 pinch nutmeg (freshly ground is best)
 
   1 Tablespoon cornstarch
 
   1Tablespoon cold water
 
   ½ cup slivered almonds, toasted strongly preferred
 
   1 cup powdered sugar
 
   1 Tablespoon milk
 
   1 teaspoon almond extract
 
   *Note: In the book, Serenity makes her own dough. But Serenity is a fictional character and has the time to do that! The puffed pastry works wonderfully too, and to appeal to those of us with busy lives, I substituted it here. If you’re a purist like dear Serenity, come visit my website at www.kimberlykincaid.com for the dough-from-scratch version of this recipe.
 
   Pre-heat oven to 400 degrees. Press together any cracks in the pastry dough (wet fingers work best for this) and cut the pastry into eight even sections. Set aside.
 
   In a small bowl, sprinkle apple slices with lemon juice to prevent browning. In a heavy saucepan over medium heat, melt butter. Add apples, raisins, brown sugar, cinnamon and nutmeg. Stir frequently, cooking until the apples begin to get soft and your kitchen starts to smell like heaven (about 3-4 minutes). Meanwhile, combine cornstarch and water in a small bowl and stir into saucepan. Cook until mixture thickens, another 3-4 minutes. Remove from heat to cool slightly. Stir in almonds.
 
   Spoon even amounts of filling onto each section of dough (inhaling deeply and making happy noises is optional, but encouraged) Fold dough over to make a “pocket”, sealing edges with wet fingers and mark with the tines of a fork. Bake on a parchment-lined baking sheet, 22-24 minutes until pastry puffs and turns golden-brown. Cool for five minutes on baking sheet, then remove to a wire rack until completely cool.
 
   While turnovers bake, combine powdered sugar, milk and almond extract in a small bowl. When cooked turnovers are cool, drizzle glaze evenly over each turnover. Serve with lots of love.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Also By Kimberly Kincaid -Love On The Line: http://amzn.to/11Fzb4F 
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