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      Juno Folke stands out in Pink Springs, but that hasn’t stopped the whole town from falling in love with her. Well, everyone except the grouchy Sheriff Cooper Cross. Her best friend’s brother is off limits, but it’s not as if he’s knocking down her door. In such a small town, she can’t help but keep running into him. She just wishes he would stop haunting her fantasies.

      Cooper Cross came back to take care of his little sister, but now that she’s moved to the big city and is getting married, it’s time for him to start living a life of his own. Pink Springs is his home and he never plans on leaving, even if the woman that’s driving him crazy hasn’t put down any roots. It’s a bad idea to get involved with someone that could cut and run at any moment, even if that same woman makes his body weak with need. He can’t cage something so wild and free, but could he convince her to stay a while?

      Warning: Book 2 is even better than the one before! But you should absolutely read it and see for yourself! Can this perfect Hometown Hero find his match with the woman that can’t be tamed? You betcha!

    

  


  
    
      To big dreams, and even bigger love stories.

      Don’t be afraid to go after both!
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      I stare up at the ceiling, unable to fall asleep. I’ve been tossing and turning for the past hour and it’s all his fault. Cooper Cross is my best friend's older brother, and he’s invaded too many of my thoughts since he came back to town. Now he’s invading my dreams, and there’s no escaping him.

      When I moved back to the small town of Pink Springs, Lux and I became best friends instantly. I was so sure I was going to hate it here because it was so isolated. Before moving to the middle of nowhere I bounced between boarding schools and the city. Both of my parents were high-powered attorneys and the life they had was fast-paced. I was pushed into school early in life, and there wasn’t time to get to know them before everything changed.

      In the blink of an eye they were gone, and even now it’s hard to believe they died together in a plane crash. It took a while for me to come to terms with it, and Lux helped. When I showed up in Pink Springs to live with my grandmother, she shined light into my dark world. Now I’ve been doing the same for her since she lost her father.

      I close my eyes when I hear the bedroom door open. My heart begins to race in my chest because I know it’s Cooper. He is the only other person in this house besides Lux, and she’s fast asleep next to me. Luca is out tonight, which is typical for him.

      I’d never met Cooper until recently when he came back home after their dad passed away. He came back with the specific purpose to look after Lux, and now he’s the town sheriff, and everyone adores him. I had a crush on him before he even knew I existed. I saw photos of him around the house years ago when Lux invited me over for the first time.

      I thought he was the handsomest man I’d ever seen until I came face to face with him. Somehow he was hotter in person and was much bigger than his older pictures. I suppose being a SEAL could do that to anyone, but Cooper is insane to look at.

      After a long moment, I hear the door close again, and I kick off the covers. As quietly as I can, I sit up on the side of the bed. Cooper is going to lose his mind when he finds out what Lux has planned tomorrow, and to be honest, I’m kind of losing my mind over it too.

      I know she’s only moving a few hours away, but it’s going to be hard not having her around all the time. She tried to get me to go to the city with her, but I left that life behind. Once I’d gotten to Pink Springs, my eyes were opened to a whole new world, one that I want for the long haul.

      People here generally care about each other, and family actually means something in this town. It makes me long for a family of my own, but the problem is my crush on the town sheriff isn’t helping me to make that dream come true. Not to mention because I’m Lux’s best friend I’m included in the blanket rule in town to keep the opposite sex away from us. Her two brothers are not messing around when it comes to her, and that’s something else I’ve always longed for. Someone to truly look after me.

      When I get out of bed, I make my way quietly to the kitchen. Once I’m there, I grab a glass of water and lean up against the counter as I gulp it down. It’s going to be strange not coming over here all the time because Lux and I are pretty much inseparable. I suppose if it gets too hard I could follow after her. It’s not like anything here is holding me back except myself.

      The lights in the kitchen flicker on, and the glass drops out of my hand from surprise. The shatter isn’t loud, but glass goes everywhere, and I stand there frozen. Cooper is across from me, wearing nothing but a pair of gray sweatpants. Every inch of him is on display, and I’m seeing tattoos I didn’t know he had.

      “Fuck,” Cooper barks. “Don’t move your ass one step,” he orders.

      I’m not sure I could if I tried because I’m still in shock. Cooper and I don’t really talk much. He comes into the diner where I work a lot, so I hear him talk to others. But in all that time I’ve never heard him talk like that before.

      “I’m sorry,” I say when he comes back with a broom.

      “Shit, you’re bleeding.”

      He props the broom against the counter, and his hands go to my hips. He lifts me off my feet, and I bite the inside of my cheek as his strong hands grip me. He places me on the kitchen counter and barks another order for me not to move as he silently cleans up the glass.

      After a minute he comes back over with a first-aid kit. “It’s fine, Cooper.” It’s only a small cut on my foot, and it’s already stopped bleeding.

      “Then it will only take a second.” He drops to his knees on the kitchen floor, and I fight a gasp when his rough hands slip up my calf. My thighs part on their own, and he stills for a moment as my heart begins to race. But he’s right, and all too soon it’s over and he’s putting a Band-Aid on me.

      “Juno, do you have shorts on?”

      I look down at the oversized shirt I’d snagged from Lux’s bedroom. It’s an old high school shirt, and to be honest I was hoping it might have been Cooper’s at one point. It falls to the middle of my thighs, so I didn’t think I needed shorts.

      “No.”

      He closes his eyes as he stands up, but as he does his hands come down on the counter on either side of me. When he’s at his full height, all I can see in front of me is him.

      “When you go back upstairs, you’re going to take off Luca’s shirt.”

      Oh shit. I nod in agreement and wonder what is wrong with me. I should be mouthing back that I’ll wear whatever the hell I want, but somehow I’m agreeing with him.

      When his eyes drop to my lips, everything around me stops. The buzz from the light, the hum of the fridge, even my breathing doesn’t make a sound. He takes one look at me, and it’s like he makes a decision.

      “Fuck it,” I hear him say before his mouth is on mine.

      His fingers tangle in my hair, and his fists pull so that my head tilts back, making me gasp. His tongue slips into my mouth as he deepens the kiss, and all I can think is, It’s finally happening. Cooper Cross is kissing me.

      Finally my brain kicks in, and I moan and kiss him back. His full lips are soft yet strong as he commands this kiss and all that’s happening. I don’t know what to do with my hands, so they go to his chest. The feel of his muscles under my fingers is like silken steel, and I want to dig my nails into it.

      He pushes up against me, coming between my open legs, and I feel his hard cock pressing against my sex. When I cry out at the sweet ache, Cooper suddenly pulls away, backing up several feet. A cold wave washes over me as he takes his warmth with him and all that was promised in that kiss. My mouth tingles from the mark he’s left on me, and I don’t know what just happened.

      “That was a mistake,” he says, and he’s panting like he’s out of breath.

      “Mistake.” I repeat the word that slices right through me. I’m pretty sure I was also a mistake to my parents, not that they were around to ever say it to me. I’m not stupid, and they weren't cut out for the whole parenting thing, but hearing it from someone that I considered a good man is harsh.

      “I’m sorry.” He closes his eyes, shaking his head.

      He’s sorry? Great, I'm a mistake and a regret.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I try to keep my words calm as I slip off the counter. “This dirty secret will stay between us. I wouldn’t want the town to think you’re not the all-American hero.”

      I know I look different than most girls around town. I change the color of my hair all the time, and my style can be a bit out there compared to everyone here. I stand out in town, which isn’t a bad thing, but it’s a reminder that at the end of the day I’m still an outsider. I’ll never really belong anywhere no matter how hard I try, and I certainly won’t fit into the box Cooper Cross wants to shove me into.

      “Fuck.” He shakes his head. “Juno, I was…”

      “Don’t.” I hold my hand up, not wanting to hear it.

      It already hurts this much after only getting a taste of what I’d dreamed about. As quickly as it was mine, it was gone, and I’m not waiting around to hear the rest of his regrets. I’m only glad that I’ve found my voice again and can mask my pain. I’ve always been good at that, but it’s probably the years of practice.

      “You stay away from me and I’ll stay away from you,” I say before turning to leave him behind.

      He doesn't stop me from going, which gives me all the answers I need.

      Cooper Cross will never be mine.
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      “Hey, Sheriff, how’s it going?”

      I nod at Jim, the guy that owns the music shop downtown, and straighten my paper. “Good, just taking my lunch break.” I scan back over the sports section, reading again about the Lions’ win over East this past Friday night.

      There’s not much in the local paper, but I’m distracted and have to re-read a few times.

      “Out here?” Jim asks, and I look up again from the paper.

      I’m outside the music shop on Main Street sitting on a bench with my lunch half eaten next to me. It’s a beautiful day, so why wouldn’t I take advantage of the sunshine and summer weather just around the corner?

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Nothing really, just wondering if it’s because this spot is perfect for looking into the diner.” I glare at Jim, and the old man smiles as he tips his hat and goes into his shop.

      “Bunch of busybodies in this town,” I mumble, fluffing out my newspaper again and trying to read the sports section for a fourth—no, fifth time.

      I try like hell to read the article about the local high school's chance at going to state this year, but instead I find my paper slowly lowering so I can look over the top at the town’s only restaurant. The special today is fried chicken, and it’s the best in the whole state. My stomach grumbles at the thought of it, but then I catch a glimpse of lavender and I remember why I don’t go in there anymore.

      Grabbing the peanut butter and jelly sandwich next to me, I take a bite and try not to think about all the shitty sandwiches I’ve been eating lately. Last week I drove to the city to see Lux just so I could have a home-cooked meal. But then she asked me too many questions about…her, and then I had an emergency at work and needed to leave early.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and when I glance up from my paper, I see she’s watching me. Well, she’s actually glaring at me, but it stirs me all the same.

      Juno Folke has been a thorn in my paw since the day she met Lux. She’s always there, digging in, and I can’t get her out of me. I even tried one night to give in and—

      That’s enough.

      I scold my own thoughts because I can’t go down that path. I can’t think of that night in the kitchen, especially out here in the daylight. That’s a memory for when I’m alone and it’s dark. Not out here in front of women and children when I can’t do anything to hide what happens when I think about those soft lips…

      “Damn it,” I curse myself as I shake my paper out once more. The damn thing is going to be shredded by the time my lunch break is over.

      “They say talking to yourself is a sign of insanity.” I look up and see Luca leaning against the light pole with a toothpick in his hand. He’s smug as he smiles down at my lunch and shakes his head. “You know people drive from the next state over for that fried chicken, but here you sit with your PB&J with the most sour-looking face I’ve ever seen.”

      “Mind your business.” I take another bite of my sandwich, and it might as well be sawdust.

      “Sure was good today.” He rubs his belly and stretches his arms over his head. I roll my eyes as a group of girls pass, and he winks at them. “Afternoon, ladies.” They all giggle and blush.

      “I’m trying to have my break in peace,” I say without looking at him.

      “Seems an awful waste to sit out here when the prettiest view is inside the diner.” Luca says, trying to get me to take the bait.

      “You’d know a lot about waste. Like how you enjoy wasting my time.” I still don’t look up, forcing myself to stay calm.

      “I’m just stretching so my food can digest. You know Juno always gives me a little bit of her pie every time I see her.” When I glare up at him, he winks at me. “Sweetest treat in town.”

      “Luca,” I warn, but he plays with his toothpick and ignores the bomb inside of me that’s about to go off.

      “From what I hear I’m not the only one she’s handing it out to for free.”

      Before I tell my body what to do, I’m on my feet and inches from him. “That’s enough.”

      “Easy, big brother.” He winks at me before he pushes off the light pole and walks down the sidewalk. Just when I think he’s gone, he turns around to face me with his smile still just as bright as before. “Today was peach, and it sure was juicy.”

      His cackle echoes through Main Street as he walks away, leaving me standing there in a rage. I clench my fists at my side, the paper and my lunch long forgotten as I look into the diner.

      She’s at the window with an empty tray propped on her hip, looking at me. Her lavender hair is braided over one shoulder, and even from here I can see the hot pink on her lips. I don’t think about what that hot pink would look like on my skin. Instead I turn around, grab my trash, and stuff it angrily into the garbage can.

      By the time I glance back at the diner, she’s gone and so is my appetite. I get in my patrol car and do a couple of checks all over town before I head back to the station. An older woman named Ruth works dispatch, but mostly I think she gossips to the people that call in and report crimes.

      Our town is so small nothing ever really happens, and that’s part of the reason I love it here. We’re close enough to a big city that we can go have fun, but the biggest news in our town was last week when the Piggly Wiggly renovated their meat department.

      Other than me and Ruth, there’s a retired firefighter who volunteers on nights and weekends so I can have days off. Compared to the hours and demands in the military, this job is relaxed and exactly what I needed after coming back to Pink Springs.

      I wasn’t prepared to come back so soon, but after my father died, I knew I needed to take care of Lux. Luca was older, but he still needed someone to look after him too. After my run-in with him at lunch, I’m wondering if I shouldn’t have just left him to the wolves like the dog he is.

      “Afternoon, Cooper, anything good going on?” Ruth asks as I come into the office and hang my hat up.

      “I heard they sold out of chicken at lunch.”

      “Fiddlesticks, now what are Frank and I going to do for dinner?” She immediately gets on the dispatch radio, and I hear her telling one of her friends that the chicken sold out.

      I smile and shake my head as I go into my office and close the door. Pink Springs is always where I wanted to come and raise a family, but part of me wonders if that’s what this town wants for me.

      There’s only one person who’s ever turned my head, and once that happened there was no turning back. I force myself not to think of her, but it’s no use. It’s like when someone tells you to not to think of a lavender squirrel that’s pissed off, and suddenly that’s all you’re thinking of. Fluffy, cute, and ready to bite, but somehow you can’t stop thinking of her.

      There was one moment when things could have been different, but I stopped it from going any further. She’s my sister's best friend, but she’s also not the small-town type. One day Pink Springs won’t be enough for her, and when she leaves, she’ll take my heart with her.
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      I wipe down my last table before straightening the ketchup and salt and pepper shakers. The great thing about the chicken special is not only does the day fly by, but I get to see most of the town too. My favorite thing about the diner is the small-town feel. I’m not related to anyone here, but they all act like I’m their cousin or granddaughter. It gives me this sense of belonging, and it’s something I didn't have before I moved to Pink Springs.

      There’s a few dollars for a tip on the table, and I peek over my shoulder to see if Amy is looking my way. When I don’t spot her, I walk past one of her tables that still needs to be cleared off and drop the cash there before making my way to the back.

      Amy is a single mom, and her ex is an asshole. I know she can struggle at times to make ends meet, and she needs the money more than I do. The truth is, I don’t actually need any money at all. Everything that belonged to my parents went into a trust when they passed, including the life insurance. A judge was overseeing it since Grams never even took the allotted money she was supposed to receive. When I turned eighteen, everything was handed over to me, and now I’m just trying to figure out what I want next.

      “Are you out of here?” Amy asks, and I can see the worry on her face.

      “You need something?” I know she always feels bad when she asks me to cover a shift, but I never mind doing it for her. She works damn hard, and I don’t really have a buzzing social life at the moment.

      “Devin has a small fever,” she says, talking about her son.

      “Oh Amy, you should go then. I’ve got this.” I give her a big smile to reassure her it’s not a problem.

      “It’s fine, you both can go,” John calls from his office.

      “Thank you! Let me go clear my last tables.” She darts off towards the front, and I pop my head into John’s office.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, and he looks at me over the top of his glasses.

      “Yeah, Missy will be in shortly. We’re out of chicken, and most of the town has already been through here today. We’re going to be slow tonight.” I nod in agreement. There are a few people that do sometimes hit the diner twice in one day, but it’s rare.

      “All right, but you can call me if something changes.” He nods, giving me a warm smile before I exit out the back of the building to my Jeep. Before I get in, I check my phone and see I have a text from Lux. As I read it, I still can’t believe she’s pregnant.

      Lux: What are you having for dinner? I’m thinking burgers.

      Me: You always want burgers

      While I’m getting in my Jeep I think about how it sucks that all we have on the regular now is texting. I can’t say I still don’t know almost everything she’s up to because we’re always texting even when we don’t have anything to talk about.

      As I pull out of the back alleyway, my eyes drift over toward the police station, knowing Cooper is likely inside. We’ve both done well at avoiding each other. At least in keeping physical distance. He doesn't even come into the diner anymore.

      Still somehow at every turn I see him. Even when I’m at Grams’ I'll catch the patrol car driving by, and although I know it’s part of his job to ride the neighborhoods, I swear it’s more often than it should be. Or maybe part of me is hoping that’s why. Hope that this is hurting him the same way it’s been hurting me. I keep waiting for the pain of his rejection to lessen over time, but it never does. I’m not going to chase any man, and I’m getting sick of waiting.

      My phone goes off again, and I look behind me to make sure I’m not blocking anyone before I check it.

      Lux: I heard Paula is back in town.

      She sends a few puking emojis.

      Me: No clue who that is.

      If she’s back in town I might not have met her, and that name doesn't sound familiar. I let my foot off the brake just as another text comes in, and I glance over to the seat beside me to read it.

      Lux: Right. Duh! She and Cooper were prom king and queen. She left town soon after Cooper enlisted. I wish she would have stayed away.

      I stare down at the screen until a horn blares at me, and I jump, slamming on the brakes as a car drives around me. I’d slowly rolled into the street, not paying attention, and I curse my own stupidity.

      “What the hell, Juno!”

      I sigh because I know exactly who’s shouting at me without looking. When I turn my head I see Cooper Cross standing on the sidewalk, pissed off and glaring right at me.

      “You need to watch what you’re doing,” he goes on, scolding me as stomps over and closes in on my Jeep.

      With a smirk, I hit the gas and take off before he can get to my door.

      Probably not the best idea to run from a cop, but what’s he going to do, arrest me? It’s not like he’s going to slap his cuffs on me because that would mean he’d have to get close. He avoids me like the plague, and I don’t know how much longer he can keep it up.

      Lux’s wedding is right around the corner and we’re both in it. The thought of him bringing a date makes my stomach queasy. I’ve never seen or heard about him dating anyone in town, but now I’m wondering if this Paula chick will change that. I shake the thought out of my head, not wanting to go there. I’m getting way ahead of myself, which is something Lux always does, and I have to talk her off the ledge. There’s no sense in me worrying about something that might never happen.

      It doesn't take me long to make it to my Grams’ house and I see her in the flower bed when I pull up. She’s right in front of the porch, and when she hears me, she stands up and gives me a giant smile.

      She’s so different from my dad that it’s hard to believe he was raised by her. She told me a long time ago she lived in the city, and that’s where she raised him. It wasn't until after she lost her husband that she moved here to Pink Springs. It’s hard for me to see her as a city girl because this is the only way I’ve ever known her.

      “Hey, sweetie,” she says as I jump down from my Jeep.

      “Hey, Grams.” I follow her eyes when something grabs her attention, and my heart drops when I see Cooper in his patrol car.

      He doesn't stop, though. He just slows to a crawl and then keeps on going. I guess I’m not getting arrested after all. He’s all but giving me a free pass around town to do whatever I want.

      “I didn't think I’d see you tonight,” Grams says, pulling my attention away from Cooper. I walk over to give her a kiss.

      “I still have a few more boxes I need to grab.” Plus I want to check on her. She’s more than capable of taking care of herself, but she’s all I’ve got left.

      “It’s going to be strange without you living here anymore, but I’m happy you’re not going far.”

      “You know I wouldn’t.” When we walk inside I snag a cookie off the plate on the table then go up to my room.

      There are only a few boxes left, so it doesn’t take many trips out to my Jeep to get it all done. I don’t have anything big I’m taking with me, and I ordered whatever furniture I needed. Most of it is still in boxes, but I’ll get around to building it sooner or later. I bet I could trade pie for labor with Luca.

      “I think that’s it.”

      “Don’t look sad, sweetie. This is a new chapter of your life,” Grams tells me as she holds me close.

      “You don’t think it’s silly?” I might flop on my face, but when it comes to the arts, Pink Springs has got nothing, and I’m hoping to change that very soon. Not only to display my stuff but maybe do classes and even some small events.

      “It’s never silly to follow a dream.” She squeezes my hand one last time, and I give her a kiss.

      On my way back to the center of town, I think about how my Grams always pushes me to follow my heart. If she believes in me, I should believe in myself.

      When I pull up to the parking behind the main strip of buildings downtown, I look at my building. It sounds crazy to call it that, but it’s all mine now. The place used to be some real estate office, but they moved out, and it’s been vacant for a while. What’s great about it, though, is the apartment on the top floor, so I can have a studio downstairs while my living space is above.

      Taking out the keys, I go inside and put my code in the alarm. After that, I grab a couple of boxes and start carrying them upstairs. Once I’m in my apartment, I stare at all the boxes and wish Lux was here. I haven't told her about any of this even though I told her a long time ago it was a dream of mine. With her falling in love and getting married soon, and of course a baby on the way, it never felt like the right time.

      I walk over to the window that looks down at Main Street and see the police station right in front of me. There’s no missing it, but I can pretty much see all of downtown from this vantage point.

      Cooper comes walking out of the station right then, and my eyes widen when I see him standing next to a woman I don’t recognize. She must be the woman Lux was talking about. She’s got long, wavy blond hair that somehow goes perfectly with the blue dress she has on. That’s all I can really tell about her from this distance, but there's no mistaking her curves.

      She’s got lots of those in all the right places, and the way she stands next to him annoys me. I hate to admit it, but they are a cookie-cutter couple and what most around here would assume Cooper would end up with. Cooper must say something funny because she throws her head back and laughs. When her hand comes down on his shoulder, I turn away.

      I’m the opposite of her in every way, and I don’t like how I feel seeing it. How am I supposed to live around here seeing them together all the time? Maybe staying in Pink Springs wasn't the best idea.
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      Paula’s laugh is like nails on a chalkboard, but I try to hold my smile. When she touches my shoulder, I can’t fake it any longer, and I step back so her hand falls away.

      “Well anyway—” She begins talking again, and I’m not sure I’ve said more than three words to her since she came in the office today. “It’s been so long, but it’s good to be back in town. Why don’t you and Luca come over for dinner tonight? Mama is cooking up something special for my return.”

      “That’s really nice, but I’m afraid I’ve got work to take care of.”

      “Oh, come on, Coop, we both know nothing is going on in this town tonight.” She leans in like she’s going to tell me a secret. “I won’t say a word.”

      “Thanks for stopping by.” I nod to Paula and I can see the edges of her eyes tightening just a bit. That’s how I know just how pissed she is at not getting her way.

      Paula and I weren’t what I’d call a couple in high school, but she was quick to tell people we were together. She used to be obnoxious at games—painting my jersey number on her face and asking to wear my letterman jacket. I was a nice guy that didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so when she asked me to prom I agreed. Our graduating class had around a hundred kids, so it’s not like I had a lot of options. I wasn’t really into anything other than focusing on getting into the Navy after graduation.

      She made a big deal after prom about us being meant to be together, and I tried to let her down gently, but afterwards I heard she told people we’d gone all the way. It wasn’t true, and I sure didn’t start the rumor and even went out of my way to squash it when someone brought it up to me. After I left town, Luca told me that she was telling everyone we were engaged, and she was waiting for me to come back home. I wrote her a letter while I was in basic and told her in no uncertain terms that we were not together, and she shouldn’t wait on me. Soon after, she moved away from Pink Springs.

      I’ve been back a while now and haven't given her a second thought since basic training. Last week I heard her mom took a spill and broke her leg. I went by and checked on her and made sure she had plenty of help. Next thing I know, Paula is showing up at the station saying I’ve been asking about her and how she’s back in town for good.

      This is exactly what I don’t need right now, along with the headache that’s forming behind my eyes.

      “See you tomorrow, Cooper.” She waves as she walks towards her car. I don’t miss the exaggerated swing of her hips as she does it, and I have to force myself to not roll my eyes as I go to my patrol car.

      She tried that more than once back in high school, and it did just as much for me then as it does for me now. Which is exactly zero. For a long time after I graduated I wondered if that part of me just wasn’t working. I knew guys in my class that couldn’t wait to get their hands on a girl and were constantly pushing for details about Paula. I didn’t have this pressing urge to have sex or be with anyone, and I wondered if I was broken. I picture Juno with pink hair sitting on my kitchen counter, and it answers that question.

      No, I wasn’t broken. My body was in hibernation until the right woman came along. Little Juno with her skinny legs, stubborn chin, and an attitude the size of Georgia. She was the one to wake me up, and now she’s under my goddamn skin.

      Once Paula turns at the edge of downtown, I get out of my cruiser and make my way across the street. I see the light on at the old real estate place, and I plan on checking it out. It’s my job, after all.

      I check the front door and it’s locked with the shades pulled down. When I go around back, I see the door is ajar and Juno’s car is parked nearby. I knew she bought the place, because the bank came to the sheriff’s station to get the paperwork notarized. I asked around, but nobody knew why. Her grandmother's place is not too far from downtown, and from what I remember it’s plenty big for Juno and her. Why the hell would she move out and to a business downtown? Did she really need to be closer to work?

      Lux told me about her parents a long time ago, so I always kept an eye on her Grams. I send one of the boy scouts in town to cut her grass in the spring and summer, and I have the local builder clean her gutters out twice a year. We got some pretty bad ice a couple of times this winter, and I made sure to salt her steps before she woke up to go get the paper. They didn’t have anyone else looking out for them, and I wanted to help in some way. If I’m honest with myself—which I don’t like doing—I know I’m pretending when I say I’d do it for anyone else in town.

      I push the door a little and look at the stairs that lead up to the apartment. I’ve only been up here one other time, but that was before it was sold. One last look over my shoulder and then I decide I should check on Juno just to make sure she’s safe. I know I said I’d keep my distance, but I’m also the sheriff.

      The stairs are narrow, but I take them in no time and see the apartment door is wide open. “Jesus, it's like a neon sign for crime.”

      Without thinking, I walk in and I’m struck silent by the image that greets me. Juno is standing there in short shorts, a hot pink bra, and a glass of wine. She looks up at me and freezes for only a second before she puts a hand on her hip and raises that damn stubborn chin of hers.

      “You make it your business to walk into people’s homes now?” Her eyes narrow like she’s pissed, but I see the blush creeping up her neck.

      “I do if their fucking doors are wide open. Why are you half naked for the whole damn town to see, Juno?”

      “You got a warrant?” She takes a sip of her wine and raises an eyebrow.

      “I could take you in right now for underage drinking and indecent exposure.”

      “I dare you.”

      “Put some clothes on.” I glance around the apartment for something and see a sweater on top of a cardboard box. I pick it up and toss it to her, and she just lets it fall to the ground out of spite. “Damn it, Juno.”

      “I can’t decide if you like saying my name or if you can’t stop yourself.”

      I take a step toward her, and she places her wine on the table next to her. She grabs the sweater and slowly lifts it over her head and makes a show of covering up.

      “Happy?” she asks as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      “Not in a long fucking time.” I clench my fists at my sides because she’s undoing me again. “Not since the day you walked into my life.”

      She flinches, and I wish I could take the words back because they didn’t come out how I meant for them to. Since the moment I met her, she’s been driving me crazy, and I have no control. I wish I could go back to a time when I could have more than a single thought without her invading my mind. But there’s a dark part of me that whispers I’d never let that happen.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “The lights were on, and the door downstairs was unlocked. I thought maybe someone had broken in.” The lie rolls off easily, but she doesn’t believe it.

      “A chicken can’t take a shit in this town without you knowing about it.”

      “Watch your mouth.” It’s out before I have a chance to think about it, and she smirks with the challenge.

      “It’s my fucking house,” she taunts, daring me to do something about it, and God, how I want to.

      “So it is.” I tighten my jaw so hard it cracks. “You should lock your door; someone could break in.”

      “When exactly was the last time Pink Springs had a breaking and entering, Sheriff Cross?”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her just last week, but we both know it’s been longer than we’ve been alive. The worst thing that happens in this town is kids getting drunk on the football field after hours and throwing up in the bleachers.

      “Why don’t you get back to your patrol and we can pretend this never happened.” She dismisses me so easily it cuts down the center of my chest. When I turn around to leave, I hear her say softly, “Just like the last time.”

      I close my eyes tight, and I want to go back to her, but there’s too much between us. She doesn’t want me, and what I did to her in that kitchen broke whatever shine I had for her. My chance is gone, and it’s my fault, but I don’t have to stay here and let her pour salt in the wound.

      “Lock up when I leave,” I say without turning around.
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      “Looks hot, Juno,” Wes says from behind me while I stare in the mirror at my new nose ring. I’ve always wanted one but never pulled the trigger on it. “Anything else you want me to pierce for you?” I see him smirk in the reflection of the mirror, and I roll my eyes as I turn to face him.

      I’d be a liar if I said I’ve never thought about having a few piercings elsewhere, but I don’t want the first time a man is all up on my tits to be when I’m getting them pierced.

      “What do I owe you?” I say instead of answering him. I grab my bag off the counter and take my wallet out.

      “How about a date?” This guy is relentless.

      Wes is exactly the kind of guy I think most people would picture me with. He’s got tattoos all up his arms and chest, and I’m sure he’s got a few piercings hidden here and there. With his black hair and dark eyes, he really has the bad boy thing going on, but it’s not for me.

      Since he moved here a few years ago to open his shop, the girls in town have been falling all over him. I’m not going to join the club of women that have been in his bed. Besides, I really like Wes as a friend. He moved back here to take care of his own grandmother, and we like a lot of the same movies and music.

      “I’m not dating right now. My plate is so full I don’t have the time.” I give my normal excuse, and he smiles and shakes his head.

      “Shot down again.”

      “I think you’ll live. You have every woman in town falling all over you.” When he cringes, I wonder why. Most guys would be proud of the trail that follows him.

      “They have this weird idea of who and what I am. It’s getting old.” That might be true, but it can’t be getting too old. I heard he went out with Kimmy a few weeks ago. You really can’t hide shit around this town.

      “I feel you on that one.” I tuck my hair behind my ear and think it might be time for a change of color.

      I’m looking for a fresh start, and I think getting my nose pierced is an act of rebellion. Why do I try and push Cooper’s buttons? I can’t help myself, and it’s almost pathetic at this point. I know I do these things to try and get his attention, but I need to let him go. It’s clear he’s made up his mind about us, and that’s never going to change. I know my age is part of the reason he tries to stay away from me, but I think it also has a lot to do with how I look and act. I’ll never be that beautiful blonde I saw him talking to yesterday.

      “Didn’t you want to talk to me about something?” he reminds me.

      “Oh yeah, I wanted to mention I’ve finally closed on the studio. I’m still coming up with ideas for classes, but if you ever have something in mind or want to do a show, I’m open for that.” Wes is an incredible artist, and a lot of people actually drive all the way out here to get their tattoos from him.

      “I might. I’ll come up with some ideas and we’ll talk.”

      “Awesome.” I reach into my wallet and try to pull out some money.

      “Don’t even think about it, Juno. All I did was pierce your nose. You even brought in the stud.”

      “Thanks, Wes.” I slide him some cash for a tip and he nods his thanks. “I better get going. It’s my last day at the diner.” It’s going to be strange not working there anymore, but I have so much to do to get myself off the ground and running.

      Wes gives me a hug before I leave. I wave over my shoulder and head to work. The drive is short, but when I pull up, I see the place is packed. What the hell is going on? No way there was a chicken special again. I park in the back and grab my apron, then tie it on as I walk toward the backdoor.

      “Hey!” Amy chirps loudly as I put my bag on the hook.

      “Hey,” I greet her back, and when I turn around, she smiles.

      “Did you finally pierce your nose?” She comes closer.

      “Yeah.” I shrug, not wanting to make it a bigger deal than it is. “Why are there so many people here?”

      “Oh right,” she says, not answering me. “I mean, let's go see.” She grabs my hand and pulls me toward the front.

      When I push through the door, I hear everyone shout “surprise,” and I’m so shocked I put my hands over my face for a moment. My eyes fill with tears as I peek out at the crowd, and I’m overwhelmed with love.

      “You guys,” I say, and a knot forms in my throat. There are balloons and posters everywhere. Anyone would think I’m moving away, not quitting. I turn to the owner and feel tears sting my eyes. “John.”

      He gives me a giant hug, and I squeeze him right back for doing this for me. I love this town, and this really makes me think I’m starting to belong here. I’m not the new girl anymore, I'm one of them.

      “I’m going to miss your pies. Quinn can’t make them as good as you.” His wife is going to murder him one of these days.

      “I’m standing right here, jackass.” Quinn crumples up a napkin and throws it at him.

      “You’re going to end up on the sofa tonight,” I tease John.

      “She can try, but it’s not going to work.” John smirks at his wife. “Go have fun. You’re not working tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I say again. “I know I don’t work here anymore, but if you ever get in a bind, call me and I’ll be right over.”

      “You’re too damn sweet.” Quinn wraps her arm around me and gives me a hug too.

      I make my way around, talking to everyone, and I swear half the town is here. I notice one person not in attendance, and I can’t help but glance out the window to the bench across the street. To my surprise, Cooper’s there watching us, and I’m so annoyed I turn my back on him. I’m tired of seeing him all the time, and he can see me walk away for once.

      “Are you going to show me your new place?” Luca asks before he takes a bite of cake.

      “Did you cut my going away cake before it was time?” I glance around and see it sitting on the counter with one piece missing out of it.

      “My blood sugar was low,” he says, making me laugh.

      Why can’t I be attracted to Luca? He’s sweet and laid back and handsome. Not to mention funny and up to do anything. If he fell for a woman, I don’t think he’d ever let her go, but I’ve only ever seen him as an older brother.

      “Since you stole my cake you can come over and help me build some furniture. Everything is still in boxes.”

      “I think I can do that.” Out of the corner of my eye, I catch the blonde from the other day headed our way.

      “Luca!” she squeals as she goes in for a hug. She’s even prettier up close.

      “Paula?”

      “Yes, Paula. Don’t pretend you forgot me.” She elbows him in the side playfully. Her smile is bright, but it doesn't meet her eyes.

      “It’s been a while” is all Luca says, shoving another bite of cake in his mouth. I hide my laugh because I can almost read his mind. He’s thinking if his mouth is full he won’t have to answer any questions or elaborate.

      Paula’s attention comes to me, and her eyebrows furrow. She reminds me of a Barbie with how perfect she looks. I could see her with a few babies and a white picket fence, commanding the school PTA.

      “You must be new. Is this your girl, Luca?” She doesn’t direct the question at me, and it’s clearly a slight.

      “You do know this party is for her, right?” Luca looks at me and then back at her.

      “Oh.” She lets out a giggle that’s borderline obnoxious. “Does Cooper happen to be around?” My stomach tightens. “He’s supposed to come over for dinner tonight. Mom’s excited to see him. There’s so much to catch up on.”

      “I should go be social with some more people,” I say, trying to step back from this conversation. Honestly I don’t want to know anything about it, and I’m suddenly wishing I could escape my own party.

      “Oh! There he is.” Paula spots Cooper out the window on the bench. “See y’all later,” she says before taking off, and I don’t let myself watch as she goes after him.

      The excitement of the party fades away as my irritation starts to grow. Shit, that burns. Out of spite I pull out my phone and text Wes. I shouldn’t, but it doesn’t stop me. I need to do something to try and move on. I’ve been holding out hope for too damn long. I’m going to die an old virginal spinster if I keep thinking Cooper Cross will ever get his head out of his ass.

      Me: I changed my mind.

      Wess: Date?

      Me: Yep.

      I quickly put my phone away when Amy starts talking to me. Then I spend the next hour hanging out with everyone and wondering if that’s enough time before I can head home.

      “Hey.” Luca snags my attention again as I move away from a group of people. “You okay?”

      “Great.” I smile up at him, but I can tell from his face he’s not buying it.

      “Don’t worry about Paula.” He rolls his eyes. Why do both Luca and Lux not care for this woman? I’ll have to ask Lux later.

      “Why would I?” I respond, keeping the smile tight on my face.

      He shakes his head. “How about we order pizza and put some of that furniture together?” he offers, and I jump at the chance.

      “That would be awesome. I’m tired of sitting on boxes.” My eyes drift back to the bench across the street, and I see Paula sitting with Cooper.

      “Pizza makes everything better.” Luca puts his arm around my shoulder as he guides me out of the diner. I shout my goodbyes, but most everyone has left already.

      “If it’s a supreme pizza then I might agree with you,” I say, mostly to distract myself.

      He keeps his arm around me as we make the walk to my new place. It’s only four blocks, so it feels good to go on foot.

      “Maybe we should get wings too,” he suggests.

      “And breadsticks,” I add.

      “Now we’re talking.”

      I snort, and I’m thankful that I have Luca to distract me for the night. I don’t want to think about Cooper or Paula or my date with Wes. I just want to get through this knot in my stomach, and if pizza can’t do it, nothing can.
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      “You wouldn’t want to disappoint Mama now, would you?” Paula coos as she slides closer to me on the bench.

      It’s then I see Juno and Luca coming out of the back of the diner and walking toward her place. Why the fuck does he have his arm around her?

      “I’m sure if we leave now, we can still make it on time.” Paula keeps talking, but I’ve not said a word to her. Although I’m certain she doesn’t really care about what I have to say, only the optics I can provide by being on her arm around town.

      “No thank you,” I say as I get up from the bench and walk to my patrol car.

      “Cooper, can you give me a lift?” I hear her heels clicking behind me, and they really are impractical for this town.

      “It’s against the law.” I get in my car and close the door as she starts to say something.

      Maybe I should feel bad, but I’m too distracted by the sight of Juno and Luca together to think straight. Paula is a pain in my fucking ass, and she only responds to negative reinforcement. If I give her an inch there’ll be a wedding announcement in the paper tomorrow. So maybe I’m acting like a dick, but I know exactly how she operates.

      Driving around to the back of the diner, I see Juno left her Jeep there. I circle back around and go a couple of blocks over so that it’s not obvious I’m stalking what they’re doing. After a few minutes I see them going in the back door of her new place, and Luca closes the door.

      I’m frustrated as I turn the corner and go around the next block, trying to calm down. I need to clear my head, but this town isn’t big enough to hold my obsession with Juno. I drive away from downtown and toward the edge of the city, trying to put distance between me and my racing thoughts.

      I know my brother, and I know he’d never do anything to betray me, but have I really done anything to stake my claim on her? I’ve kept her at arm's length, but it was to protect her. He loves to give me shit and tease me about going after her, but it’s all been in jest. He wouldn’t really go after her if he thought I was interested in her. Would he? Thoughts of them together flash in my mind, and I jerk the wheel to take me back toward downtown.

      When I get to her parking lot, I see Joey, the pizza delivery guy in town, getting in his car and leaving. Now I’m imagining Juno and Luca all cuddled up having dinner together, and rage comes over me.

      “Over my dead body,” I mumble to myself, parking the patrol car and getting out.

      When I go inside, I slam the door behind me for good measure and then pound up the stairs. Her apartment door is shut this time, but I don’t bother knocking as I push it open so hard it knocks against the wall and tries to bounce back.

      “What the hell, Cooper?” Luca asks from the corner of the room. He’s surrounded by about a million pieces of wood and tools.

      “Looks like the only breaking and entering in this town is being done by the sheriff,” Juno says from the other side of the room.

      She looks ten shades of pissed off, and suddenly the images of the two of them I’d conjured in my mind dissolve into nothing.

      “I…um…” I stand there wondering how the fuck I got myself back in this same spot, but Luca only looks relieved as he stands up.

      “It’s about time.” He hands me the screwdriver, and I take it dumbly. “See ya later, Juno.”

      He goes to walk out, and she looks between us. “Wait, where are you going?”

      “I don’t know how to build any of that stuff, but Cooper’s a pro.” He pats me on the back as he goes to the door and looks back. “Oh, and I got you the parmesan wings.” He winks at me before he closes the door behind me and leaves Judo and me alone in her apartment.

      “That sneaky bastard,” she hisses as she stomps over to the pizza.

      “What just happened?” I ask, looking over my shoulder and then down at the screwdriver.

      “He baited you into coming over and putting together my furniture.” She holds out a plate of food with a scowl on her face. “Are you staying or not?”

      Seeing all the boxes everywhere and the furniture in pieces, I scowl. “You really haven’t even put your bed together?”

      “This pizza doesn’t come with a side of judgment.”

      “Wanna bet?” She tries to scowl back, but I see the edges of her lips fighting a smile.

      I walk over to where Luca was sitting and try to make sense of the mess he’s made. I’m quiet as I read over the instructions and see he was putting together the headboard. Why is it in so many pieces?

      As I begin to assemble, a plate of food appears next to me along with a beer. When I look up to say thank you, Juno’s already in the kitchen unpacking a box. She looks like she’s trying to keep herself busy as she moves boxes from one place to another and then unpacks and repacks the same thing twice.

      I work quietly and eat as I build, and pretty soon I’ve got her headboard together. Not long after that, the frame is complete and I stand up to move it. “Where do you want it?”

      “Um, by the window.” She points, and I shake my head.

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no? It’s my bed, Cooper.”

      “The windows aren’t insulated; you’ll get cold.”

      She opens her mouth to argue and then hesitates. After thinking it over, she points to the other side of the bedroom. “Over there then.”

      I move it where she points and then pick the mattress up and place it on the frame. There’s clean bedding next to it, and I grab the fitted sheet.

      “I can do that.” She tries to take it from me, but I hold on to it.

      “So can I.”

      “Fine, then let me help,” she snaps. She goes to the other side of the mattress and tucks in her corner.

      “This is a small bed,” I say, looking at her and then down at the space between us.

      “Not everyone in town is as big as you.” She says the words then presses her lips tightly together like she regrets saying it.

      I smirk as I grab the top sheet and we get to work on it. “Been picturing me in it?”

      Now it’s my turn to regret the words I’ve laid out, and instead of saying anything else, I grab the comforter.

      “You made it perfectly clear you didn’t want to be anywhere near my bed.”

      She walks out of the bedroom, but the space is so small she has nowhere else to go.

      “Juno,” I say, following behind her.

      “Why are you here, Cooper?” She turns, and I see hurt lingering there. Fuck, I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her until it’s gone. “Answer me. Was the thought of Luca fucking me so infuriating that you had to barge in here and make him stop?”

      “That’s enough.” I step forward in her space, hating the fact that she’s even thinking about it.

      “Why, Cooper?”

      “Because I can’t stop!” I shout, and it’s too loud for the small apartment.

      “I’ve given you every opportunity to have me, and every time you’ve made it abundantly clear that it’s never going to happen. Stop getting in the way of my life if you’re so desperate to be out of it.”

      It’s like we’re back in my kitchen all those months ago. She’s looking at me with those big brown eyes, and my body has disengaged from my mind. Without a thought, I close the distance between us and pick her up at the same time I crush my lips to hers.

      Somehow I find a wall and press her against it as my mouth devours hers. She’s angry, but she’s kissing me back, and I feel her hands claw at my skin. She might hate me for this later, but I have to do this. I have to taste her.

      “Goddamn it, Juno.” I kiss her harder, and when her tongue touches mine, my grip on her tightens. I can’t let her get away.

      Her hand snakes up my shirt, and when I feel her fingers on my bare skin, it’s like flames licking across my chest. She’s my wildfire in the summer, and this one match will burn me to the ground. But I don’t want it to stop. This is how I want to be with her, completely and utterly consumed.

      “Cooper,” she moans, grinding against me, and my cock swells beyond the capacity of my jeans.

      I’m humping her against the wall like I would fuck her, and all I can think about is doing it right here right now. I want to be balls deep in her hot little cunt while she rides me.

      “Bed,” I manage to say between kisses as I pull her from the wall and carry her back to the bedroom.

      The small frame groans from my weight as I come down on top of her, but I’m too far gone to consider if it will hold me. I don’t care if the floor falls out from under us, I’m not going to stop.

      Her lips are soft and demanding, and her legs tighten around my waist. She’s seeking her pleasure, and all I want to do is give it to her. I reach under her shirt and pull down the cups of her bra. She gasps in my mouth as I pinch her nipples under the thin fabric until she’s arching her back and grinding harder against my cock.

      “Let me taste you,” I say when I move my lips down her neck. Without waiting for her agreement, I push her shirt up and suck on her nipples.

      “Fuck!” she cries out, and I graze my teeth over one in warning.

      “Watch your mouth.”

      She threads her fingers in my hair, and I feel them tighten, but she doesn’t pull them away as I keep on sucking. The way she’s responding, I bet I could get her to cum just from this.

      While my mouth is on her tits, my fingers go to her shorts, and I unbutton the front of them. When I start to dip inside, she puts a hand on my wrist to stop me. I look up and see her brown eyes wide with so many emotions. Excitement, need, nervousness, and maybe even a little something I’m not willing to admit.

      “I…um…you know.” She shrugs, and I wait, wondering what she means.

      “Are you on your period? Because I don’t care if you are.”

      She smiles, and her cheeks flush as she shakes her head. “No, it’s not that, I’ve just…um…never done this before.”

      I bring her wrist up to my mouth and kiss the soft skin there. “I’ll go slow,” I say, reassuring her, and she nods as she lets go of it.
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      Chapter 6 Juno

      “I don’t want slow, Cooper.” I’ve got him in my bed, and the last thing I want is for him to take his time. My body is demanding he speed this up and give me what it wants.

      “Good.” He shifts, then pulls my shorts and panties off quickly before tossing them away.

      He doesn’t stop there and goes for my shirt next. I lie there spread out and completely naked for him, and then I begin to feel self-conscious. I wonder what he’s thinking when he looks at me. I'm small compared to most other women my age, and I’ve been told I’ve got chicken legs.

      His eyes are all over me like he’s committing everything to memory. It pushes my insecurities away because there’s no missing the hunger in his eyes. Or the huge bulge pressing against his jeans in a noticeable bulge.

      “Fuck, baby.” His hands roam over my stomach. “You’re so fuckin’ soft.”

      Compared to his rough hands, I can believe it. They drift down lower, and he pulls my legs apart, spreading me open for him. His hand cups my sex in a possessive hold, and I try to raise my hips, wanting to move. I’m desperate to find friction against something as my body hums with need.

      When his eyes come back to mine, there’s no missing the anger. “Why are you bare, Juno?”

      I stare at him, not sure what he’s asking me. “Bare?”

      “Your pussy,” he growls.

      “Because I wax it.”

      “For who?” His hold tightens, and although I should be getting pissed, I like knowing Cooper is getting worked up. Seeing him jealous makes me want to poke the bear a little more.

      I shrug. “You never know what the day might bring you,” I lie, because that’s definitely not why I do it. I wax because I like the way it feels, and it’s easier than shaving. “You don’t like it?” I let my other leg fall open wider so he can get a good look.

      “Like it? I fucking love it.” God, it’s so hot how he’s staring at me down there. “It’s mine now.”

      “You don’t get to make the claim on me.” I glare at him.

      No way in hell. Not after how he’s been avoiding me these past few months. My heart aches in my chest, and I don’t even know why. I don’t know why he pushed me away, and I’m too scared to examine it. He could break my heart clean in half if I let him.

      “Wrong.” His voice is rough before he pounces on me like a wild animal that’s finally been set free.

      I let out a small scream when he grabs my hips and pulls me to the edge of the bed. My ass is hanging off, but I don’t have time to voice any kind of protest before his mouth comes down on my pussy. Gasping, I grip the comforter tight as he devours me. I’m already so turned on, a few swipes of his tongue is all I need. The orgasm hits me fast, and I cry out as it rolls through my body. Cooper keeps going, even as I become sensitive and try to wiggle away. His mouth never leaves my sex, and his frustration at trying to keep me still vibrates through me. Suddenly I want another orgasm, and I’m rocking against his tongue.

      He pushes one finger inside of me and pumps it in and out as his tongue teases my clit. A moment later, he adds another finger, and the sensation of being so full is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. He hooks them inside of me, triggering another orgasm from deep within my body, and my back bows off the bed. The muscles in my legs jump, and I cry out at the overwhelming climax.

      “Cooper, please!” I beg him. He pulls his mouth from me but keeps pumping his fingers as he kisses the insides of my thighs. I stare down at the only man I’ve ever wanted to do this to me, and I think I could orgasm from this image alone. That is, if I hadn’t cum twice already.

      Slowly he pulls his fingers from me and kisses his way up my body before he stands. I scoot back on the bed so I don’t fall off and watch as Cooper pulls his shirt off over his head. My eyes go to the scars on his chest, and then then tattoos.

      I get on my knees as he goes for his belt, but he stops when I reach up and touch the places where he was wounded. He plays with my hair while he watches me. This moment feels intimate, and I lean forward, kissing each mark. He must have gotten them when he was deployed, but I don’t know if now is the right time to ask.

      Cooper grabs my hand, and when I look at him, he leans down and kisses me with the same fire and passion as earlier. I press my bare chest against him as he takes me down on the bed and covers my body with his. The weight of him on top of me is heavy and perfect.

      He jerks back and curses as he looks into the living room. “That’s the station,” he says before letting go of me and getting up. It’s then I realize his phone is going off.

      “This better be important,” he snaps into the phone once he grabs it off the floor. I watch as tension starts to fill his body, and he looks back at me. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Everything okay?” I ask when he hangs up.

      “I’m not sure.” He walks back to the bed and grabs his shirt. “I can’t believe this is happening now.”

      I try to hide my disappointment because this is his job, but the timing couldn’t be worse.

      “Can you tell me?”

      “There’s an issue out at the Blair house.” I scrunch my nose at the sound of that name. “What?” He waits for me to explain as he puts his shirt on.

      “That woman hates me, but her son is nice enough. They both come into the diner a lot.”

      “How can anyone hate you?”

      “Right?” I agree, and he smiles as I get up from the bed and put on my robe.

      Hate is putting it nicely. I once heard her call me a witch. Every time she comes in she’s got a hand pressed to her chest as she watches me like a hawk. It’s like she thinks she’s protecting herself from my witchy ways. Her son isn’t too bad, but he’s always so shy and hardly ever says a word. How could you get a word in edgewise with a mother like Mrs. Blair?

      Cooper comes over to where I’m standing and cups my face before his hands dive in my hair and he grabs me there. His hold is tight as he tilts my head back and kisses me again with that same heat. I can still taste myself on his lips, and I moan at the thought of Cooper walking around town doing the same.

      “I’ll be back.” I can tell from his hold on me he doesn't want to leave.

      I thought I had a giant crush on Cooper, but with the way he’s acting now he’s going to send me head over heels in love. He’s being possessive and sweet, which is something I didn’t know was possible.

      He kisses me quickly once more before he smiles. “By the way, I love the nose ring, baby.” He gives my ass a squeeze and then smacks it. “Come lock the door behind me.”

      When I follow him out, he stops by the front door and picks up my keys. He shuffles through them and then holds one up.

      “Is this for the building?”

      “Yeah.” I scratch the back of my calf with my toe, wondering what he’s doing.

      “Good.” He takes the key off and then puts it in his pocket.

      “Hey! Giving keys is a big step in a relationship.” At least I think it is, unless you're my best friend Lux. She jumped right into having it all instantly. “We’re not even boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      “Juno, I will never be your fucking boyfriend.” He shakes his head. “Lock the door.”

      I stand there for a moment after he walks out, and then I hear him snap at me to close the door on his way out. I stomp over and flip the lock, but out of spite I put the chain on too. Now let’s see how his key works when he tries to come back. If he even tries.

      What the heck does that even mean that he won’t be my boyfriend? What the heck are we then? I plop down onto the sofa and think about what happened before we were stopped. I’m pretty sure we were about to go all the way, and I chew on my bottom lip as my mind spins.

      After a long moment I decide to get back to work so I can stop obsessing over Cooper’s words. I want to get this place together before all the construction downstairs starts next week. Once I get it all done up here then I’ll let myself finish designing the sign I want put on the front of the building.

      I pause when I hear tires screeching. A moment later I hear glass shattering, and it sounds like it came from below. Running to the front door, I quickly get the locks and grab my phone. What if a car crashed into the front of the building and I need to call for help? I send off a text to Cooper, telling him I need him and rush down the stairs. By the time I get to the front of the building, my phone is buzzing in my hand. But all my focus is on the large front window partially shattered with a giant hole in the center. There’s a red brick lying on the ground with broken glass all around it. The word WHORE is written across it in white.

      What the hell? I stand there in shock that someone would do this, and my eyes burn with tears. The sound of sirens grow louder until Cooper’s SUV comes sliding to a stop in front of my building. Another patrol car pulls up right behind him, but I’m almost numb.

      “You answer your phone when I call!” Cooper shouts as he gets out of the car. He uses the key on the front door before he’s right in front of me, and finally the tears escape.

      “Fuck, baby. I’m sorry.” He cups my face and tilts my head back so I look up at him. I can see the worry in his eyes, and he softens. “I didn’t mean to be harsh. You scared the hell out of me.”

      “It’s okay.” I texted him that I needed help and then didn’t answer when he called. That would freak anyone out.

      “Don’t cry.” He kisses my cheek. The act is so sweet it only makes me cry more. “It’s a window. I’ll have it fixed tomorrow.” I shake my head as he drops his hands.

      “It’s not the window I care about.” I point to the brick that two other uniformed officers are staring down at. Once he reads it, Cooper’s whole body goes rock hard.

      “Don’t touch anything,” he says to the men before he wraps his arms around me and walks with me upstairs. Once there, he helps me down on the sofa and kneels in front of me.

      “Get dressed. You shouldn’t be running around out there with only a robe on.” I roll my eyes at him. “And pack a bag,” he throws out as he starts to head down the stairs.

      “What? Why do I need to pack a bag?” I shout, but he’s already gone.

      I grit my teeth. If he keeps walking away from me like that, he’s going to find himself alone. I’m not the kind of woman to do what I’m told without asking questions. And I’ve got enough of my own after that incident downstairs. Cooper Cross might be ready to claim me, but he better be prepared to hang on.
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      By some luck when I got called out to the Blair house at the edge of town, the patrol from the next town over was already there. Betsy Blair is an older woman that lives almost on the border of two towns, so when she calls we always go. We don’t want there to be a time when she needs something and the other town doesn’t show up.

      In this instance it helped because when I got the text from Juno that she needed me, I grabbed the guys, and we hauled ass back to town. I was there within a matter of moments, but it felt like forever.

      “We’ll send it off to the lab and hopefully have something back for you by tomorrow,” Terrance, the other town's chief of police, tells me.

      “I appreciate you coming, and I’m thankful for anything you can do to help me out.”

      “She’s something special to you?” he asks, nodding up at the second floor where I left Juno.

      “She is,” I admit out loud.

      This might be the first time I’m allowing myself to consider what the future with Juno might appear to be, and I fucking love it. I’m just not sure she’ll ever feel that way. She’s so bright and full of light. She’ll get tired of my overbearing ways and take off.

      “Cute little thing,” he says, mostly to himself, but I feel my hackles rise.

      “Watch it, Terrance.” My voice is cold and cutting.

      “Hey, no offense.” He holds his hands up and smiles like he’s seeing me in a new light. Maybe he is. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thanks,” I say and nod to him and his guys as they pull out from their spots and take off.

      I look over the broken window we patched with some cardboard and tape. It’s not secure, but nothing will be until the glass gets replaced. I called the auto shop in town, and they’re going to come by tonight and measure it so they can cut a piece to replace it. Thankfully we’ve got good people here that can help as soon as possible. But my biggest concern is who the fuck did it to begin with and why they would target Juno’s business.

      It’s not even up and going, and the real estate people that sold it were happy with the deal. There’s no bad blood in town with this place or with Juno, as far as I know. Hell, from the going away party the diner gave her, you’d think she was the damn queen of Pink Springs.

      I lock up the shop door and go upstairs to find her. I’m finished with work for the day anyway, but I’m also itching to get her back to my place.

      “Juno,” I call out when I open the door, and I see her sitting on her bed with her arms crossed. “You ready?” When I call out, she doesn’t move.

      “You’re going to answer some questions first.” She scowls at me, and I’m surprised. A few moments ago she was in tears, and now she looks pissed. I guess dealing with an angry Juno is much easier than dealing with a crying one. I don’t know how to fix tears, and it breaks my heart when I see her do it.

      “I’ll answer your questions when we’re out of here.” I grab the bag sitting on the floor next to her, but she doesn’t move to get up. “Let’s go.”

      “Why am I leaving? Where are we going? You can’t just bark orders at me and expect me to do what you say.”

      “I don’t think it’s safe here, at least until we get your window fixed and some cameras. Maybe even a few more locks, a guard dog—”

      “Cooper,” she hisses, cutting me off.

      “You’re coming to stay with me for a few days while they fix your window.” Never mind that it will be fixed tomorrow. She doesn’t need to know all the details.

      “Oh.” Her arms fall in her lap like she didn’t consider this.

      “Did you think I was going to take you to the shelter at the church?” I want to laugh but have the feeling it will just piss her off more.

      “Fine. But you can carry my bag.” She stands up and walks past me with her chin in the air. I shake my head because I’m already carrying her bag. But whatever it takes to get her to come willingly.

      After a brief argument in the parking lot about leaving her car here, I finally give in, and she follows behind me in her Jeep on the way to my house. Luca still lives at home with me, but I hardly ever see him. He’s either hanging out with his friends or working, and sometimes his job takes him away for a few days at a time. He left town a few hours ago and won’t be back until next week, so I’m thankful I’ve got the place to myself with Juno.

      This is the house our parents built, but after they passed they left it to the three of us. Lux lives in the city now, and Luca has already said he doesn’t plan on staying in Pink Springs forever, so both of them gave it to me. I’ve done a few things over the years to change it and make it ours, but mostly my room and the kitchen have gotten the bulk of the remodels.

      When we pull up, I grab Juno’s bag from beside me and go over to open her door on the Jeep. She’s silent as we go inside, and when I put her bag down on the kitchen table, we stand there for a moment, just looking at each other.

      “Are you hungry?” she asks, looking around and then at her feet. Anywhere but at me.

      I shake my head as I see her leaning against the counter. She’s in the same spot I found her all those months ago, and it’s the image that haunts me in my dreams.

      “Do you want to watch a movie?” She still won’t look at me, but I shake my head anyway. She brings a finger up to her mouth to bite her nail, and I take a step toward her.

      “Don’t do that,” I say, and my voice is husky and low. I take the hand and bring the finger up to my mouth to kiss it.

      “So what are we going to do?” When her eyes meet mine she’s nervous, but I see an excitement there too.

      “I’m gonna take you to my room.” I kiss the inside of her wrist without taking my eyes off her. Her mouth opens, and she lets out a breath as I wrap an arm around her back and haul her up against me. “And introduce you to my headboard.”

      I grab her ass and lift her over my shoulder, carrying her up the stairs. I’m too close to the edge to wait on her to walk, and I’ll be faster. By the time I make it to my room and kick the door closed, barely a heartbeat has passed. I put Juno on her feet, and she wobbles a second as I steady her.

      “Strip,” I order, and to her credit she does as I say.

      While she takes her top off, I practically rip my own shirt off and toss it on the chair next to the window. I’m kicking off my boots and jeans just as she’s coming out of her shorts and panties. She doesn’t wear a bra, but her tits are small enough that she doesn’t have to. My cock jerks at the thought of being able to reach under her shirt at any time and play with her nipples without anything stopping me.

      Her panties hit the floor, and I’m already on her, kissing her like I need her mouth to breathe and walking her back toward the bed. My jeans are around my ankles, and I kick them off as I go. She pushes down my boxer briefs, and my cock springs hard and free between us. I feel the cool trail of precum smeared across her belly and growl in delight. Fuck, I can’t wait to mark every inch of her.

      “Let me lick you again,” I say, nudging her back on the bed and spreading her legs. Her pink lips spread, and I groan with pleasure as I slide my tongue between them. She’s already wet but a few quick licks of my tongue and she’s close to cumming.

      I’m so fucking hard that my dick is touching my stomach as I eat her pussy. I’m creaming over the tip and down my shaft. I know that as soon as I’m inside her, I won’t last.

      “You want to cum on my mouth or my dick?” I ask, biting the inside of her thigh.

      “Dick,” she says quickly, and I smile.

      “You sure?” I lick her clit, and she cries out and raises her hips.

      “No. Yes. I don’t know.” She wiggles then grabs my hair. “Wait, yes on your cock.”

      “Good girl,” I say as I climb on top of her.

      The skin over my cock is tight, and I’ve never been so big in my life. I’m worried about hurting her, after I felt how tight she was, but I’m going to control myself.

      “Just let me get all the way in, and then I promise I’ll make it good for you.” I look into her eyes, and she nods as she spreads her knees.

      I swipe the tip of my cock through her wet folds and then push into her opening. It’s so fucking soft and tight that I moan as I enter. I feel her tense, and before she can push me back out, I thrust all the way inside. I curse a stream of words that may or may not be intelligible. My body falls on top of hers as I bury my face in her neck and try to hold still. She’s tense under me as her nails bite into my back, but I don’t move.

      Black spots dot my vision because I’ve never felt anything so fucking perfect. It’s tighter than my fist and so goddamn wet. I kiss her neck and across her chest and then her lips. I look into her eyes and hold her face, and all I do is hold her without moving.

      Something passes between us, and even though I know it’s her first time, it feels like the beginning for both of us. Maybe this is where our story was meant to start, and from here on out it’s the two of us forever.

      God, I want to tell her I love her, but I don’t want to scare her. Before this I’d convinced myself I couldn’t have her because she didn’t want me, or this town, or my life, but here with her feels like forever. Why would I fight this?

      I open my mouth to confess all my feelings, but when she raises her hips and clenches around me, it steals the air from my lungs.

      “Move, Cooper, before I die,” she begs, and I’m a slave to her command.
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      I moan and stretch out on the bed as I feel every muscle in my body ache. Every part of me has a sweet soreness that’s nothing like the time Lux made us try out for the cheerleading squad. We practiced all weekend and then her ass changed her mind. Needless to say I was too tired to throttle her but glad she backed out. My body hurt for a week after that, and I didn’t have anything to show for it.

      Waking up and feeling the imprint of where Cooper loved my body is something I’m ready to sign up for. I had no clue sex could be that intense, but when it comes to me, everything about him is over the top.

      As I slowly open my eyes I try and remember the number of times Cooper made love to me last night. If he’s trying to make up for lost time he’s doing a damn good job at it. He’d been insatiable, but I do remember the last round of sex was when the sun was starting to peek in through the windows. Now the room is flooded with light, and I have no concept of time.

      I roll over to my side and see that Cooper isn't in the bed with me. He is, however, sitting in a chair close by staring at me. His gaze is unreadable, but honestly I never know what that man is going to say or do. One day that possibility could be exciting, but right now it’s a little scary.

      “Are you watching me sleep?” I ask, resting my head on my hand. The sheet that’s wrapped around me moves down, exposing my breasts to him.

      “Is there something you want to tell me, Juno?” He leans forward in the chair, and his elbows go to his knees.

      “I’m a late-night eater. Sometimes I wake up in bed, and there are cookie crumbs everywhere and I don’t remember even getting them.” His lips twitch for a moment, but his ghost of a smile drops away quickly, and he goes back to grumpy.

      I watch as he holds up my phone, and I can see the screen is unlocked.

      “What kind of cop shit did you do to unlock my phone?”

      “I put your finger on it.” His tone is hard, and there’s no apology in it. Aren’t men supposed to be happy when they get laid?

      “Sorry to tell you there aren't any naked selfies in there. But if you like pictures of kittens or of my art, you’ve hit the motherload.”

      “Knock it off,” he snaps and then stands suddenly.

      If I didn't know better I might actually be scared of Cooper. Instead I roll my eyes and sit up on the side of the bed. He walks over toward me, and I reach out, resting my hands on his hard stomach. He’s built like one of those football players he and Luca yell at on TV. He’s giant compared to my small frame, but at my touch he relaxes a little.

      “You have got to start using your words, big guy.”

      “Wes Holland ring any bells?”

      “He pierced my nose.” I try to wiggle it, but Cooper’s not finding me very cute at the moment. Even as aggravated as he is, his eyes keep dropping to my breasts, and there is no missing that he’s hard in his sweatpants.

      “The date,” he grits out.

      Crap, it totally slipped my mind that I’d agreed to it in the heat of the moment.

      “Ah shit,” I huff, falling back onto the bed. “I forgot about that.” Gosh darn it. I never should have said I would go out with him. There is no spark or anything with Wes, and I would only be leading him on.

      “Why would you even agree to go on a date with him?”

      I sit up again, but this time I pull the sheet partly over me. “Why wouldn't I? We”—I motion between him and me—“weren't together when I did agree, and I’m not even sure we are now. If I recall, you said you’d never be my boyfriend.”

      He tosses the phone onto the bed before ripping the sheet away from me. I try to grab it back, but he’s already on top of me, pinning me to the bed. I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t moan as his cock presses into my sex right where I need it.

      “You’ve always been mine, Juno, and you fucking know it.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t know. Deep down you know the truth.”

      My heart always hoped that because I’ve been so drawn to him from the start. It’s a pull I don’t understand. I don’t feel whole without him.

      “I’m not going on a date with Wes. Anyway, it’s your fault I agreed. You better keep that in mind, big guy. If you’re not my boyfriend, I can date whoever I want.”

      Something that sounds like a growl rumbles in his chest and vibrates through me. His hand locks around both of my wrists and pins them above my head. He tightens his hold on me, and damn if my hips don’t jerk up in desperate need of his dominance. I’m finding out that being under his control is a big turn-on.

      “Is there anything about me that’s boyfriend?” he asks as he pushes his hard length against me.

      I blink a few times to clear my thoughts, but nothing comes to mind. “Ah, I suppose not?” When he puts it that way, I understand what he’s saying. Cooper is not a boy in any sense of the word, and to call him a boyfriend would be so small compared to the space he fills inside me. Boyfriend isn’t enough.

      “You’re mine.” He stares down at me. He’s making it clear he’s not messing around, and I soften under his gaze.

      “Just like that?” I hold my breath.

      “Just like that.” His mouth comes down on mine in a possessive kiss, but then he presses his forehead to mine and closes his eyes. “I’m going to have to remind you what this is because last night I thought I made that pretty damn clear.” My only response is a moan because his fingers brush against my clit. “I think your pussy wants a reminder too. She’s begging for it.”

      “Yes,” I agree. I’d gotten turned on the moment he pinned me to the bed, so I’m already wet for him. It never takes much when Cooper is close, but after last night my body knows what he’s capable of.

      He shifts and yanks on his sweatpants so his cock spills free. I gasp at the pressure from the head of his dick as it demands entry. With one hard stroke he fills me with his thickness, and we’re connected so perfectly that I’m not sure where I end and he begins.

      “You too sore, baby?” He stops moving as his hard muscles strain on top of me.

      “No, don’t stop.” He stares down at me, waiting for more because I’m not sure he believes me. “I am. It only hurt for a second.” I lock my legs around him, not letting him go. “The pleasure is so much better than the ache.” I lift my hips, urging him to move, to thrust.

      A deep groan comes from him. “I’ll never get enough of you.” He rocks against me and then slowly withdraws. “Not that I have to worry about that, because you’re mine.” When he plunges back inside, I throw my head back and cry out.

      “Yes,” I agree, my nails digging into his back. My body is so attuned to his touch that my orgasm is close to the edge. It’s like now that I’ve had sex, it’s primed and ready to get off.

      “No other man asks you on a date, touches you, or even gets near you.” I’d laugh, but the only thing coming from me is agreement.

      “Cooper,” I call out as I start to cum, and every muscle in my body goes tight.

      I clench around him, and he groans my name as he starts to cum with me. His warm release fills the space deep inside of me, and it feels like this is how it was always meant to be. Our heavy breathing echoes in the room, and I cling to him, never wanting this feeling to stop.

      Cooper presses gentle kisses on my neck as he starts to pull out of me. His hand releases my wrist, and I wince at the sting when his cock slips out of me. He lets out a curse that would get my ass slapped if I said it.

      “It’s fine,” I reassure him as he helps me sit up. “It was worth it.”

      His thumb strokes my cheek, and he looks at me with such tenderness. “I’m sorry. I got pissed when I saw the messages. I shouldn't have taken you again, but damn it, I couldn’t help myself.” He shakes his head, but I’m not mad about it. I enjoy his jealousy over me—not that I would ever tell him.

      “Cooper.” I grab his hand. “I really am fine. Besides, a warm shower will help.” He relaxes some, and I can see the tension in his shoulders leave his body.

      “You want some coffee?” he asks, and when I sigh at the mention of it, he chuckles. I love when that sound comes from him.

      “I’ll talk to Wes,” I tell him, and the smile drops from his lips.

      “I’ll talk to him.” His tone is firm as his hand drops from mine, and he heads out of the bedroom like the conversation is over.

      “What? No, he’s kind of a friend.”

      “Friends don’t date,” I hear him say from the hallway, and I huff.

      This discussion isn’t finished, but for now I roll out of the bed and go for the shower. I’ve woken up in this house so many times, but never did I imagine it would be in Cooper’s bedroom. I love some of the changes he’s made already, and I can’t see what he has planned for the future.

      “Yeah, send me over whatever you got,” Cooper says into the phone as I walk into the kitchen after my shower.

      He points to the counter where he sat my coffee next to a couple of Advil. I don’t think I need them, but it’s a sweet gesture, so I take them.

      “I really appreciate all the help. I owe you one,” he says before ending the call.

      “Everything okay?” I take a sip of my coffee as he walks over to me and places a kiss on top of my head. The act is so natural that it sends warm pleasure to every inch of my body.

      “Yeah, I’ve got some reports being sent over. Hopefully it will give me some insight as to who busted out your window.”

      “I kinda forgot about all that,” I admit, leaning into him. A cocky smile pulls at Cooper’s lips. “Don’t even.” I slap at his chest, and he grabs me by the hips, making me squeal with laughter.

      Gosh, this is all too good to be true with Cooper, but I want this every day of my life. I might get everything I ever wished for, and Lux might actually be right.

      Dreams can come true.
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      The ride to the edge of town isn’t too far, but it’s far enough that I’m anxious about leaving Juno at home alone. Home. The thought of her being there with me all the time and the two of us making it ours stirs my soul.

      I texted Luca and asked him when he’d be back to the house, and he said he was headed back from a camping trip with some college buddies. His cell reception was spotty, but he’d text me when he got back to town. I guess knowing he’s on his way is better than nothing, but odds are that I’ll probably beat him back. Once I get some of my questions answered.

      After we ate breakfast I read over the reports Terrance sent over, and it left me with my head spinning. Instead of worrying Juno with it, I told her that I needed to go check some things out and then I’d be back. She seemed skeptical because she knows me better than anyone, but I managed to distract her with a few kisses to that sweet pussy of hers.

      The taste of her still lingers on my lips, and it makes my cock hard. All this time we’ve been keeping each other at a distance because of assumptions and the need to protect each other. When all along I could have been balls deep inside her and planning our future together.

      Everything happens for a reason, I suppose, but I’ll always regret not making her mine that night in my kitchen. I knew long before then, but I always thought she was just waiting on her moment to put Pink Springs in her rearview mirror. Little did I know she was busy putting her roots down. The truth is, I think I would have lost my mind if that day ever came. I’d chase her little ass down.

      I pass a couple of houses on the way out of town and spot the Petersons’ house. It’s where Paula grew up and I assume where she’s staying while she’s here in town. Mrs. Peterson is sitting on the porch with her broken leg propped up. I wave as I pass, and she smiles and waves back.

      Paula said she’s here for good, but when I knew her back in high school this is the place she never wanted to end up, so I can’t imagine she’ll actually follow through with it. I have a sneaking suspicion as soon as her mom loses the cast, she’s gonna lose Paula a second later.

      Turning the patrol car down the dirt driveway, I pull up to the Blair house. Mrs. Betsy Blair is sitting on her porch in a rocking chair just like yesterday when she called in an emergency. With all the commotion going on at Juno’s new store, I didn’t stop and think about the fact that we were called all the way out here for nothing. I was just thankful that the guys from the neighboring town were there to help me with protecting Juno.

      I get out of the car and put on my hat before I walk up the steps. “Good morning, Mrs. Blair.”

      “Hello, Sheriff. What brings you to this side of town?” Betsy doesn’t get up, but one of her aged hands grips the cross around her neck.

      “I’ve got a couple of questions for you, if you don’t mind.” I pull out my little notepad and pen that I bring with me at every call. “We didn’t get a chance to talk yesterday, so can you tell me why you called us out here?” I wait, and she smiles as she waves a hand dismissively.

      “Oh, I’ve already forgotten. You know how it is at my age.”

      “I thought you might say that.” When I say the words, her eyes sharpen. “Is your son Eugene around? I’d like to speak with him.”

      “No.” Her one-word answer is final.

      “I thought you might say that too.” I take out the piece of paper from my notepad and open it up for her. “Would you mind explaining to me why his fingerprints were found at a crime scene in town yesterday at the exact time you called us to the farthest part of our patrol area?”

      She glances down at the paper, but when she looks up, her eyes won’t meet mine. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Come on out, Eugene. I can see your boots behind the front door,” I call out, and there’s a long pause before the old wooden door creaks.

      I wait, and her son, who is older than me, quietly creeps out and moves to stand behind her rocking chair. She puts a protective hand in front of him like this almost ninety-year-old woman is going to somehow keep him from the law.

      “I’d like you to get off my property,” Betsy says and squares her shoulders.

      “Mrs. Blair—” I check my watch and shake my head. “If I have to call Judge Banks for a warrant it will pull him off the golf course, and you and I both know that won’t end well.”

      She huffs her irritation and presses her lips together before she turns her glare on me. “That girl is nothing but trouble.”

      “Mama,” Eugene begins, but she waves him off.

      “As soon as she moved to town things started to change. Young ladies shouldn’t have hair that color. It’s unnatural.”

      I’m trying with every inch of my body not to lose my cool, but I need to do this right if I’m going to get to the bottom of it. “You’re talking about Juno Folke?” I ask politely but scribble in my notebook that Betsy Blair is an old cunt.

      “Of course I am.” She waves a hand like Juno is right in front of her. “It’s indecent, the length of her shorts, and how she flirts with all the good men in town. Like yourself, Sheriff. I’ve seen the way she tries to tempt you.”

      “Mama,” Eugene tries to interject, but Mrs. Blair isn’t having it.

      “Oh shut up,” she snaps and tries to hit him, but he easily dodges her slow smack. “If you would have worn gloves like I told you none of this would have happened.”

      “So it was you that put Eugene up to this?” I look between them, and Eugene shakes his head as Mrs. Blair rolls her eyes.

      “You think my boy could come up with his own ideas?” she scoffs. “Now she’ll never make good on her promise.” Betsy Blair turns to her son, and the look of disappointment is almost painful. “I had one chance to marry you off, and look what you did. You’re a fool and don’t deserve her anyway.”

      “Mrs. Blair,” I say to get her attention and wait until she looks at me. “Who is it that put you up to vandalizing Miss Folke’s place of business?”

      “Well, Paula Peterson, of course.” She says it like I’m an idiot, and right now I might be.

      I grab my radio and call for backup from Terrance as I pull out my handcuffs. “Eugene, I’m gonna need you to step aside. I need to secure you and your mom.”

      “Okay,” he says softly, resigned to his fate. I can’t imagine what it was like growing up with a mother like Betsy Blair, but if he’s choosing jail time over her, things must be awful.

      After I cuff Eugene to a chair on the porch, I walk over to Betsy. “You’re really going to cuff an old lady like me?” She looks pissed, but I don’t give a shit.

      “I honestly don’t know what you’re capable of,” I tell her as I click the cuffs in place.

      As soon as they’re secure I call Juno, but it goes straight to voicemail. I send Luca a text asking him where the fuck he is and how far he is from the house. When I rode past the Peterson house earlier, I didn’t see Paula’s car. Now I’m wondering where the fuck she is and what the fuck she’s up to.

      When my text to Luca doesn’t go through, I curse and try to call Juno again. Once again it goes straight to voicemail, and I want to squeeze my phone into a million pieces. In the distance I hear sirens. Terrance must have sent a patrol car out on red alert. With help on the way, I hop in my car and race toward town.

      I just hope I’m not too late for whatever it is Paula has planned.
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      “You’re not mad at me?” I’m sitting on the kitchen counter swinging my legs back and forth as I talk to Lux on the phone. She’s my best friend and has helped me through the darkest times in my life. I love her and don’t want to damage our friendship because I’m with her brother.

      “Are you kidding me? We’re going to be sisters! This is awesome. Why would I be mad?” She says, and I didn’t realize how worried I was until the relief washes over me.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t tell you about my crush, so I know this might be coming out of nowhere.”

      “I saw the way my brother looked at you when he thought no one was around. Not to mention how his mood would change.” She laughs. “I never thought this day would come, but I think the oddest thing about all of this will be finally seeing Cooper with a woman.”

      I bite my lip because I’m kind of happy about that fact. We live in a small town, and the last thing I want is to be around other women he’s dated. Even with Paula, Cooper told me they’d only gone to a dance together in high school, and I’m still annoyed. Nothing ever happened with them, not even a goodnight kiss, and I don’t want to hear about it.

      “I think the whole town is going to be shocked that straight-laced Cooper is dating the girl with ever-changing hair and a nose ring.” Maybe I’m wrong, but that’s my immediate thought.

      Honestly, I don’t think anyone knows Cooper better than I do. If people knew what he says behind closed doors they’d fall over dead. My body heats, thinking about all the dirty things he says in my ear while he’s inside me.

      “They’ll be happy,” Lux says, pulling my mind out of the gutter. “They love Cooper and want him to be happy. I know you don’t believe it, but that town loves you too, Juno.”

      I don’t tell her about the brick going through the front of my store because I don’t want her to worry. Someone around here clearly doesn't like me, but I do believe her. After that party they threw for me at the diner, I'm starting to get it. I think my fear of not belonging has held me back in a lot of ways, even with Cooper. He thought I didn’t like Pink Springs and was sure I’d try and leave one day, when in reality it’s the only place I’ve ever felt at home.

      “You two should come up soon so we can do wedding stuff. This is going to be perfect.” She lets out another squeal and then we laugh.

      We talk a bit longer before saying our goodbyes, and I jump down from the kitchen counter. I run my hand along the cool stone and think about how much time I’ve spent in this house. It’s crazy that it's now going to be my home. Cooper made it very clear that we’d already lost a couple months and he’s not spending another night without me in his bed.

      That man is an adorable nut. When he had to run out for work, he told me to make a list of things that could be changed and updated around here, but I’m not sure if I can do that. When he went on talking about where my art studio could go, I had tears in my eyes. He wants this to be our home and to reflect us. I’ll start a list, but I want him to do it with me. I know a fight is going to be coming, though, because I’ll want to use my own money for some things. The only person who really knows about my inheritance from my parents is Lux. People can act weird when they find out what’s in your bank account, but I have a feeling Cooper won’t care.

      A flutter runs through me when I hear someone knock on the front door. Then I remember that Cooper wouldn’t knock on his own door. When I open the front door, I inwardly groan at Paula standing there. She’s really pretty with silky long blond hair, bright blue eyes, and a killer body. It feels a little too early for the sexy outfit and heels she’s got on, but if that’s what she likes, whatever. I’m clearly not going to judge someone based on their style choices. I’m not jealous over her crush on Cooper because she and I are night and day. If I’m what Cooper can’t keep his hands off of, then this chick will never have a chance.

      “Can I help you?” I smile up at her, trying to not be rude. I don’t want to be one of those catty girls, and no one really knows Cooper and I are together. She probably thinks he’s single so it should be fine to flirt and try to rub on him. My stomach rolls at the thought, and I guess I’m just as jealous and possessive as Cooper. My thoughts drift to the idea of convincing Cooper to get my name tattooed on him.

      “Yeah, you can help me,” she snaps, and it brings me back to reality. “You can get the hell out of this town.”

      With both hands, she reaches out and shoves me hard against my chest. It catches me completely off guard, and I stumble back, hitting the floor hard. She steps inside and locks the door behind her. I try to hurry and get to my feet so I can get the hell out of here. She probably has a weapon or something, and she’s so much bigger than me.

      “He’s supposed to be mine, not some trailer park whore’s.” She catches me by my hair and jerks me back. “You’re going to ruin him,” she hisses in my ear. “You really think they’ll re-elect him if he’s with you?”

      “You might think I look like trash, but you’re fucking crazy.” I swing back with my elbow as hard as I can, making contact with some part of her tall-ass body. She releases my hair and lets out a loud yelp.

      “You hit me!” she accuses me, like she’s shocked I fought back. She’s absolutely insane. “I’m here to save him from you and your devil ways. You’ve hypnotized him with a spell or something.”

      “It was actually just my vagina.” Great, Juno, provoke the nut job.

      “You’re disgusting. I didn’t want to have to do this, but I thought I could get you to leave once you realized it’s best for me to be with Cooper.” She shakes her head at me like a disappointed parent. “You’ve given me no choice.”

      My stomach drops when she pulls out a gun and points it at me. Holy fuck, this just got real.

      “If you kill me, you’ll go to jail.” I speak calmly and slowly. “I can leave right now,” I try to suggest.

      “No, I’m the one that’s right. I’m protecting Cooper and everyone else.” She’s waving the gun around as she speaks, and then her eyes lock with mine. “There is no other way,” she says coolly, raising the gun to aim at my chest.

      We’re both startled when the front door bursts open, and Paula swings around to point her gun at Cooper. Without thinking, I do the only thing I can, and I body slam her with all my might. I hit her hard with my shoulder and see the gun go flying up into the air as we both fall to the floor. Quickly I sit up trying to see where it went and am relieved when Cooper has it.

      When I look into his eyes, the expression on his face is even intimidating to me, and I know her crazy ass is in trouble now.

      “Cooper, you came for me,” Paula says, and her whole face brightens. She hobbles to sit up and points her red fingernail at me. “She hit me twice.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Cooper bellows, but Paula can’t control herself.

      “See! You never talked like that before you met this little—”

      I gasp when Cooper fires a shot at her, and then I realize it’s a taser. Paula hits the ground again, and this time her body jerks around before she finally stills.

      “Oh god. I thought you actually shot her,” I say as Cooper helps me to my feet then holds me tight against his chest. “Too bad,” I mumble, and he shakes his head.

      “What am I going to do with you?” He brushes a lock of my hair out of my face, and I see he’s relieved to have me in his arms.

      “I have a few ideas.” I smirk at him and then several more cops show up. Paula is now crying on the floor, and I almost feel sorry for her. “I think she needs a hospital or something. She’s not all there.”

      “You know she tried to murder you, right?” Cooper tightens his hold on me.

      “So are you right now. I can’t breathe,” I wheeze, and his arms relax a fraction.

      “Get her handled. I’ll be back,” Cooper says to one of the other officers. He takes my hand and leads me down the hallway and into his room. The second the door closes, he’s on me as he lifts me off my feet and presses me against the door. His mouth comes down on mine, and the kiss is untamed and needy. It’s almost painful in the sweetest of ways, and I give him back the same.

      “I could have fucking lost you. She’s lucky I didn’t actually shoot her. The only reason I didn't is because I can’t take care of your ass while I’m in prison.”

      “Thank goodness. I know I might look a bit edgy, but I don’t think conjugal visits would be my thing. Don’t get me wrong, I’d make it my thing for you, but all I'm saying is I’d rather not.”

      A small smile pulls at his lips, and I’m happy to have distracted him even a little. “We’re getting married today,” he announces suddenly.

      “Wait, what? We can’t, Lux is getting married.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I care! I don’t want to overshadow her.”

      “She’d be here in two hours flat if you called and said you were getting married. She would show up with a giant smile on her face, and you know it.” My shoulders drop because I know he’s right.

      “Cooper—”

      “I could have lost you today.” He cuts me off before I can try and protest again. “We never know what is coming in life. I regret the months I tried to stay away from you. I will not regret how long it took me to marry you.”

      “How can I say no to that?” I throw my hands up.

      “You can’t.” His smile grows wider, and I know I won’t be able to deny him what he wants. Because honestly, it’s what I want too.

      “You know it might not have been so terrible that you waited to make me yours. People might have talked since I had just graduated high school. I was eighteen and all, but still.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what anyone else thinks.”

      “I know, but you love this town.”

      He shakes his head. “That day I came home and I saw Lux was leaving for the city I was about to lose my mind. I was sure you were going with her. My fear was becoming a reality, but it was a stupid fucking fear because I would have lasted about two seconds before I was chasing your ass down. I might have avoided you around town, but I still had my eyes on you. Always. You were never going to get away from me.” This man is killing me with sweetness.

      “I love this town too, but hopefully it won’t come to that.” I need to put my faith in the people of Pink Springs. They’ve never given me a reason not to, and I’ve let my own insecurities cloud that fact.

      “If they don’t like it or give us shit we’ll pack up and find a new town to call our own.” My breath hitches.

      “You’d do that for me? Walk away from Pink Springs?”

      “In a heartbeat,” he says instantly. “Where you go I go, whether it’s the city or a whole other country. Being with you is what matters the most.”

      “I love you so damn much.” My eyes burn with tears. “We should call Lux because we’re getting married today.”

      “I love you too.” He brushes his mouth against mine. “I’m never letting you go.”

      It’s a good thing that in his arms is exactly where I want to be. From now until forever.
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        A few months later…

      

      

      I’m standing in the hallway at the back of the church waiting on them to tell us when to go. Since Bastian came into our lives through Lux, he’s become one of my closest friends. Mostly because Juno and Lux are inseparable even though they live hours apart. I’m just thankful that Bastian turned out to be a good guy and that he loves my sister the way she deserves.

      When Lux asked me to walk her down the aisle, I got choked up and couldn’t form words. But I was able to nod, and that was all the confirmation she needed. Today is finally their big day, and part of me is really glad that Juno and I didn’t do all this mess. I wouldn’t have been able to stand being away from her long enough to have the ceremony, and when I checked on Bastian earlier, I can see he’s already there.

      I’m ready to give away our baby sister, but Luca is running late, as usual. He said he would be here an hour ago, but traffic is holding him up. I haven’t told the bride because I don’t want to worry Lux, and thinking about her brother being late is the last thing she needs with everything going on.

      “God, you look so sexy in a tux; it almost makes me wish we had a wedding,” Juno says as she comes up behind me and grabs my ass. I turn her around in my arms and pin her to the wall. When I go to kiss her, she stops me. “Don’t smudge my makeup or Lux will have my ass.”

      “Fine, but only because it’s her big day,” I grumble, burying my face in her neck and kissing the tender skin there.

      “Oh god, and don’t do that thing or I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” I growl and do exactly what she told me not to.

      “Shit.” She melts in my arms as I slide my hands up her silk bridesmaid dress. Through the material I can feel her nipples and how hard they are.

      “Damn it, woman, why are you teasing me with this dress?” I slide my hand up the side and slip my fingers inside her top. I caress the edge of her breast, and the soft skin is taunting me to have more.

      “Lux picked it out,” she gasps, and then moans when I pinch her nipple.

      “Do you want me to defile you in the middle of a church for everyone to see?” I pinch her again, and she nods.

      “Yes, let’s go straight to hell without collecting two hundred dollars.”

      My laugh against her skin is rough, and I know my smile is evil. “When you’re standing at the altar, I want you to picture me fucking you on it.”

      “Oh god, we really are going to hell.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll wait until everyone’s at the reception.” I lean back and look at her, and she’s scowling.

      “You’re a tease, Cooper Cross.” She says it like it’s a curse.

      “And you like it, Juno Cross.” I raise an eyebrow, and after a second she shrugs.

      “Maybe.” She pretends to not look at me, and I lean down and kiss her lips, damn the consequences.

      “Hurry up and get that bride moving so I can have you calling out my name in this house of worship.” I wink at her, and her eyes widen.

      “Damn it, Cooper. Now I’m turned on and offended.” She stomps away, but I smack her ass, and she turns around to glare at me while trying to hide her smile.

      I stand there for a few more minutes checking my watch and trying to get my cock under control. Thankfully I’m calm enough that when Selma comes down the hall, I’m able to behave like a normal person and not the animal my wife creates when she gets close to me.

      “Hey Cooper, you all set?” Selma asks as she grabs her flower bouquet from the table beside me. She’s one of Lux’s bridesmaids, and she’s wearing a dress that’s similar to Juno’s but not exactly.

      “I’ll be much better when my brother arrives.” I say the last part through gritted teeth, but then relax when I see the front doors of the church open, and Luca struts in. “Thank fuck.”

      “I’m guessing that’s him?” she asks as she turns to see where I’m staring.

      “Yep, and it’s about damn time.” Luca walks quickly to where I’m standing and is fumbling with tying his bow tie the whole way.

      “Sorry I’m late. I couldn’t get this damn thing to work.” He fights with it one more time before letting it fall open and his arms fall to his side. “It’s just not going to happen.”

      “Want some help?” Selma offers, and Luca turns to her to say yes, but then he stops speaking.

      For a moment he’s struck silent, which for Luca has honestly probably never happened. And I stand there staring at the two of them. Have they not met before? I didn’t meet Selma officially until the rehearsal last night, but Luca was delayed because of weather, and his flight didn’t land until this morning.

      Selma is the first to react and goes right up to Luca and begins to fix his bow tie. He doesn't say a word, and I fight a smile as I stand there and watch it happen. I can’t remember the last time someone surprised my brother, but it seems Selma might have finally shut him up. I’ll think about all the ways to give him hell about this later, because right now the show is starting.

      Lux comes walking out of the dressing room in her wedding dress, and tears sting my eyes. I love my sister so much, and I know this is truly the happiest day of her life.

      “You look beautiful,” I say to her as I put her arm in my elbow and kiss her cheek. “I know Mom and Dad would have loved to be here, but I’m glad I could take their place.”

      “Stop it or I’ll start crying and then so will Juno,” Lux says and sniffs.

      Juno slaps me on my arm, and I see tears forming in hers. “She’s right.”

      “You look beautiful too, baby.” I lean down and kiss her cheek and then nod to Luca. “Go make sure he stands in the right place.”

      “I’m on it.” She winks at me, and I feel her swat my ass.

      “You’ll pay for that,” I hiss at her, and she sticks her tongue out at me.

      “Ready?” I ask Lux, and she nods.

      “Take me to Bastian before he comes storming through the doors.”

      When we’re all lined up and ready to go, I glance over at my brother. Luca is standing next to Juno, but his eyes are on Selma. I’ve never seen him look at a woman that way before, and I can’t help but wonder…is she the one for him?
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      “I think I need this one too.” Lux points to one of my paintings on the wall of my studio.

      “You don’t have any more wall space,” I laugh.

      Lux might be my biggest customer. She’s a dork. She must generally enjoy my work. I wasn't in need of help. I was actually doing very well. A lot of stuff is done online, but some customers still come in. Plus, everyone in town loves the classes. A few people have even rented out the space for a party because it’s so beautiful in here.

      “Bastian got a place up north. I have room.” She rolls her eyes as she says it. “The kids love the snow, though. You guys should come out there sometime.”

      “I’m sure we will.” I shake my head. “How many houses does that make for you?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “Between Bastian and Selma, I can’t keep up on the real estate, but I do love some of those places.”

      “Did you ever think this would be our lives?” We’ve done so much growing up over the last five years. How can all my dreams have already come true? I suppose I’d gotten a shitty hand early in life. Now the universe is making it up to me.

      “Not a chance in hell.” I start to shut stuff down, powering off my computer. “What’s the plan here? We sneak out or play it cool?”

      “Play it cool. Pretty sure he’s at the station doing paperwork.” It’s not far to where we’re going. He shouldn’t even know I slipped out, and this shouldn’t take too long. What I’m getting is pretty small.

      “If you say so,” Lux laughs. I grab my keys before arming the alarm. We exit out the front of the building. This is the best time for me to get this done. Bastian has all the kids with him at the moment. I’m sure they are wreaking havoc on our house as we speak.

      I love how close all the cousins are. When Cooper made me his, I got a whole family. For so long, it was only Grams and me. Now every holiday our home is filled with people. It’s everything I’ve always wanted.

      We make our way down the side toward Wes’s place. It takes us a few minutes to get there as people stop us every block to talk. Everyone was happy about Cooper and me getting married. They even surprised us with a party since we eloped.

      We push in the front of Wes’s shop, the bell dinging overhead.

      “You sure your man is going to be okay with this? It took two years before he stopped growling at me.” Wes gives me a skeptical look.

      “I mean, I’m sure he’d rather a woman do it, but you’re the best, and this is a forever kind of thing.” He nods in understanding.

      “I’ve been trying to get ink on you since we met. I can’t say no, but I do have an idea. Come on back.” He motions for us to follow him. He opens a door to one of the rooms. “You make any changes to the design you sent me?”

      “Nope.” I hop up into the chair in the center of the room. “What’s your idea?”

      “I’ll be right ba—” Wes is cut off when we hear what sounds like a bull entering the shop. Lux is already in a fit of laughter.

      “Juno!” I jump down, poking my head out the door. Wes stands in the hallway with his hands up like he’s trying to prove he’s not doing shit.

      “Will you calm down?” I roll my eyes at my husband, who is on me in a second flat.

      “No.” He glares at Wes. “Why are you here? You didn’t say you were coming here.”

      “I’ve been here for two minutes. How often do you check that dang tracker app?” I try to pretend I’m angry, but I’m not. Not even for a second. I adore Cooper’s possessive ways. I wouldn’t change them for anything. I knew from the moment I laid eyes on him he was everything I’d ever want in a man. Family always comes first to him.

      “It alerts me when you move.” He’s still glaring at Wes.

      “I thought we were cool now. I was over last month for a barbeque,” Wes reminds him.

      “Probably because he had his eyes on you and you weren't alone with his wife.” Lux points two fingers at herself and then to Wes. Of course Lux is on Cooper’s side. Poor Wes. “I think I’ll leave you all to it. Bastian and I will handle dinner.” She hugs both Cooper and me before she heads out.

      “Why are you here? If you say something about piercing your—”

      “Tattoo!” I shout before he can finish.

      “Whoa. I don’t have a death wish.” Wes takes two steps back.

      “I thought I was getting a tattoo,” he says. I shrug.

      “We’ve talked about it, but you’ve never done it. I thought I’d do it.” I bite my lip, looking down at the floor.

      “Baby. I’ve only been waiting for you to draw something up.” He steps into me, his finger coming to my chin to make me look up at him.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” He brushes a strand of my hair out of my face.

      “I’ve drawn something up. With our little ones’ names on it too. It will go right here.” I put my hand on his chest.

      “Then let's do it.” He puts his hand over mine.

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” he responds with a warm smile.

      “I’m still getting mine. Your name here.” I point to my hip. His nose flares, and I don’t know if he’s turned on or mad.

      “Before anyone dies, can I show you my idea?” Wes cuts in. We both swing our gaze to him. “Shelly!” he shouts.

      “Yo.” My mouth drops when Shelly O’Neal comes walking down the hallway. She slides up next to Wes. He wraps an arm around her.

      “Holy shit,” I say.

      “About time he got his own woman,” Cooper mumbles under his breath. I elbow him in the side.

      “I thought Shelly here could do your tattoo and I’ll do Cooper’s.”

      “Really!?” Shelly O’Neal isn’t just a tattoo artist, she’s an incredible artist too. Her work is pretty famous.

      “For sure. I actually have one of your paintings at my condo back home. Now I get to give you one of mine.” This is beyond cool.

      They set us up and start inking us together. I hold Cooper's hand. Neither Cooper nor I have a tattoo. I’m already getting turned on thinking about his name being branded into my skin and my name marking him too.

      “Fuck me,” Cooper growls when he sees my tattoo. I know from the look in his eyes he’s turned on. I lick my lips.

      “Maybe we should stay at the studio,” I suggest as we head out of the tattoo shop. I kept the apartment upstairs. We’ve used it a few times for guests, and I keep things up there for the kiddos too. Then there are times like this.

      I let out a squeal as he lifts me off my feet and carries me down the street. We hear a few laughs and cheers, making me blush. I don’t care, though. Cooper is mine, and I want everyone to know it.
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      Hometown Hero - April 23rd

      Big City Crush - coming May 14th
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