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      Josephine Rossi needed a break. Not in the sleep late, spa weekend, indulge in a glass or two of wine kind of way—although as a single mom, she’d take any of those and run like an Olympic athlete going for gold. No, Jo needed a big break. The kind that made careers. The kind she’d once gotten, then lost in spectacular fashion. The kind she needed now if she was going to have any hope of living her dream of becoming a full-time actress.

      After all, as her agent had delicately pointed out, thirty-two-year-old single moms with limited experience weren’t exactly a casting producer’s first choice for breakthrough roles in new TV series. Not even when those roles spoke to said single mom/actresses deeply, or when they were staring down their very last shot at getting on the silver screen.

      Jo’s stomach butterflied at the reality check. Ugh, what was she even doing, coming to Remington for this audition? She was never going to get this role—for God’s sake, Teresa Park was directing the show. Park might not be the most famous director in the business, but her work was well-respected and well-known. Jo had been reading about this new show for months and salivating over the lead role for just as long. But so had probably dozens of other actresses. Younger actresses, prettier actresses, actresses with gobs more experience. Jo hadn’t held any major acting gigs since she’d found out she was pregnant with her daughter, Mikayla, nearly six years ago (despite what her agent said, those half dozen commercials and the walk-on role as Brunette #2 on a semi-popular sitcom so didn’t count).

      Jo clattered to a halt mid-step on the chilly city sidewalk, her heart beating a panicked rhythm behind her travel-rumpled sweater. What was she thinking? Yes, Mikayla was in good hands with her father—Derek might’ve been a shitful partner, but he was a great dad, not even hesitating to care for Mikayla while Jo came to Remington—but this was crazy. Seriously, she needed to turn around right now and go back to Savannah. She could probably get a late flight home tonight if she hustled. She’d have to make up a whopper excuse to escape her agent’s wrath—Genevieve had pulled some pretty serious strings to get Jo an audition, she knew. But even if Jo dazzled the casting director with her talent and nailed every single syllable of the audition, there was probably someone younger/older/skinnier/curvier/taller/shorter/whatever-er than her who they’d want more. She’d been nuts-on-toast to think she had even a sliver of a chance of getting this part.

      “Jo-Jo!” The familiar voice, so loaded with happiness that Jo’s heart lurched in her rib cage, froze her further to her spot on the pavement.

      She turned on the heels of her favorite (read: practical) riding boots and pasted a smile over her face as she greeted her older sister, whom she’d been on her way to meet for dinner. “Frankie, hey. You didn’t have to come outside to greet me.” Damn it. Now Jo would have to wiggle her way out of this face-to-face.

      “Oh, yes I did,” Frankie said, wrapping her arms around Jo in a tight hug. “Because I know that look on your face, and you are not ditching out on this audition, cucciola.”

      Well, shit. Her sister could read her like a fifty-foot billboard. “Has anyone ever told you that you are a mammoth pain in the ass?” Jo asked, unable to do anything other than give in to her laugh.

      Frankie matched her laugh in reply. “I’m a detective, sweetheart. Mammoth pain in the ass is pretty much my job description. Now, come on. Since you’re not going back to Savannah for another three weeks”—this, she punctuated with a lift of one dark brow—“let’s get you out of this cold and in front of a good, hot meal, okay? The Crooked Angel is the best bar and grill in the city. You’ll love it.”

      Jo gave in to the warmth of her sister’s welcome, stowing away her unease over the audition for now. She was spending three weeks in Remington, taking some much-needed time to catch up with Frankie, her boyfriend Shawn, and Shawn’s daughter, Isla, as well as prepare for the audition itself, which was scheduled for two weeks from now. Landing the role might be a longshot, and her already-fragile ego might take a shellacking in the process, but there was a silver lining, here.

      Linking arms with Frankie, Jo listened to her sister chatter happily about her recent move in with Shawn and Isla and her even more recent job with Remington’s Vice Unit as they made their way over the sidewalk and into the brightly lit bar and grill. Frankie’s road had been harder than most, and she’d only reunited with Shawn a few months ago after the two of them spending years apart, both detectives in separate cities. If anyone deserved true love, it was Frankie and Shawn, and the joy on her sister’s face made Jo’s heart squeeze.

      Whoa, that joy turned into something other-worldly as soon as Frankie got to a nearby table and caught sight of the man in question.

      “Hey,” Frankie said, smiling as she leaned in to give Shawn a quick kiss. “Look who I found. The soon-to-be-famous actress!”

      “Hey, Jo,” Shawn said, standing up to give her a hug. “You made it.”

      Jo lifted a brow at Frankie—who threw on her best what? expression—but kept her smile in place. For better or worse, she was here for this audition. She even had her very own place to relax and prepare for it, since Frankie still had the lease on her old apartment for another month. Jo might as well make the best of the trip, even if her sister was having some serious delusions of grandeur. “Yep. I sure did.”

      “Well, it’s great to see you,” he said, and Frankie nodded, gesturing to the group seated around the table.

      “These are the detectives from the Intelligence Unit. Addison Hale”—the petite blonde on Shawn’s other side lifted her bright pink Cosmo and smiled a greeting—“Matteo Garza and Liam Hollister”—the two men across from Shawn and Addison, one dark-haired and the other sporting a neatly trimmed auburn beard and a knit beanie, nodded a hello—“and that cutie pie at the end of the table is baby Elijah, and his mother, Isabella Walker.”

      “It’s nice to meet all of you,” Jo said. She slid into the empty seat at the head of the table, situating herself between Shawn and Frankie. “No Isla tonight?” Jo had met the sweet three-year-old last month when the trio had visited the Rossi clan in Savannah, post-holidays.

      “We came here right from work,” Shawn said, his eyes lighting up at the mention of his daughter. “So she’s hanging out at home with our nanny, Annette. But she’s excited to see you this week.”

      The way Shawn had so casually referred to himself and Frankie as “our” was not lost on Jo even though Frankie wasn’t Isla’s biological mother. “I’m excited to see her, too. She’s a great kid.”

      “Oh, perfect timing,” said Frankie, looking at a spot over Jo’s shoulder. Jo turned, her expression entirely WTF until her eyes landed on the sin-hot blond guy behind her, and dear, sweet Jesus, could her sister not warn a girl?

      “Uh, for what?” Jo semi-stammered. But come on. Between the blond waves curling over his ears and reaching down toward his shoulders, the dark-chocolate eyes fixed directly on hers, and the black T-shirt molded to his lean, ropy muscles, she couldn’t be blamed for her lack of composure. For God’s sake, the man’s forearms were practically foreplay.

      Frankie, who had X-ray vision into Jo’s head after decades of practice, at least had the good graces to tuck her smile between her lips. “For ordering. Jo, this is Sawyer Knox. He’s one of the bar managers here at the Crooked Angel. Sawyer, this is my sister, Josephine Rossi.”

      “Right. The soon-to-be-famous actress,” Sawyer said, making Jo want to die quietly on the spot. How long had he been standing there?

      “Not exactly,” Jo said. The last thing she needed was to call attention to the fact that she had a snowball’s chance in hell of landing this role. “But, um, hi.”

      Sawyer’s mouth settled into a half-smile that did criminal things to Jo’s insides. “I’ve never met a not-exactly-soon-to-be-famous actress before,” he said, reaching out to shake her hand.

      Because Jo’s level of nerves was directly proportional to her tendency for sarcasm, she said, “I can’t imagine that’s the case. Women like me? We’re everywhere.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” Sawyer said kindly.

      Jo flushed. “I meant actresses who aren’t famous yet. There are…there are a lot of us, so, you know. We’re everywhere.”

      “Ah,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “Well, what can I get you, Jo?”

      “A glass of merlot would be great.” One big enough for me to drown myself in, please and thank you. Seriously, this guy couldn’t be more than twenty-five, and he was probably nice to all the customers. She had no business getting all fluttery over his smile.

      “You got it. How about you, Frankie?”

      Everyone else placed their orders, and Jo managed a polite “nice to meet you” as Sawyer departed for the bar at the back of the restaurant. Frankie and Addison started talking about the best menu items—a solid tie between the Cuban sandwich and the French dip—and Isabella excused herself to change the baby’s diaper. Shawn had just turned to ask Jo how her flight had been when a chorus of cell phone chimes and buzzes went off around the table.

      “What the…oh, my God,” Frankie said, her eyes going wide as both Addison and Matteo slid back from the table, phones in hand.

      “I’ll call Annette and let her know,” Shawn said, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair, and holy crap, they all looked so serious.

      Jo stole a deep breath. “What’s going on?”

      “I am so sorry,” Frankie said, flicking another glance at her cell phone, then meeting Jo’s gaze. “We have to go. I can’t really say more, but there’s been an emergency downtown, and they need backup—”

      “No, no. I understand. Just be careful, okay.” Jo’s heart was beating at about ninety miles an hour. How they could all be so calm about the danger they faced on the daily was a bit mind-blowing, honestly.

      “I promise, we will. We have each other’s backs.”

      With how intense Shawn’s dark blue stare had just become at Frankie’s promise, that actually did make Jo feel better, if only by a millimeter. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you later.”

      Frankie reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a key ring, handing it over to Jo. “Here’s the key to my old place. It’s not a palace, but it’s clean and quiet.”

      “Two things my house in Savannah isn’t,” Jo offered with a smile to lighten the mood. “Go. Don’t worry about me,” she added, because her sister wasn’t the only one who could do the sibling mind-meld thing, and the last thing she wanted was for Frankie to head into an emergency distracted. “I’ll get dinner, then call a Lyft.”

      Frankie nodded, turning toward the door. “Okay. Text me when you get there so I know you’re safe? We’ll catch up more tomorrow, I swear.”

      “Yes, I’ll text you. Go,” Jo said, shooing her on her way with the rest of the detectives.

      As soon as they’d crossed the threshold, Jo eyed the empty table, then the bustling restaurant around her. Sitting here at this huge table by herself seemed silly, not to mention pretty embarrassing. She could just go to the bar and grab a quick dinner there. Sure, she was alone, but plenty of people went out to eat by themselves. She’d never done it, personally, but there was no reason why she couldn’t be bold and badass like her older sister and start now.

      Except for the fact that she was neither bold nor badass. She was sitting in the middle of a crowded restaurant all alone, about to face what might well be her very last audition ever, and that settled it. Takeout and wine in her pajamas might be just as pathetic as dining alone, but at least no one would be around to witness that.

      Jo turned toward the back of the restaurant. All she had to do was cancel her order at the bar, then make a quick stop in the restroom, and she’d be on her way to where she really belonged.

      Her comfort zone.
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      Sawyer Knox had been in as many war zones as he had time zones. In his six years as an active-duty Marine, he’d been chased, shot at, and—in the act that had ultimately benched him for good—had an IED detonate 300 yards from the spot where he’d been standing. But none of that had quite prepared him for the gut-dipping terror of his friend Isabella rushing out of the ladies’ room in the back of his bar and grill and handing him her baby.

      “Oh, thank God!” she said, her words tumbling out in a rush. “There’s been a huge emergency downtown and my entire unit, plus probably half the cops in the district, just got called in.”

      Adrenaline perked in Sawyer’s veins, his senses defaulting to full alert. “What’s going on?”

      Isabella dropped her voice even though the alcove where they were standing was empty of anyone other than the two of them. Well, three, if you counted the squirming baby. “Between us? There’s been a credible bomb threat down by the Plaza. I have to go, like, now. Kellan’s on his way to come pick the baby up, but can you watch Elijah until he gets here? Please?”

      “Uh,” Sawyer grunted, his heart jackhammering behind his black Crooked Angel T-shirt. “I’m not sure I’m the, ah, best person for that?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Isabella said. “I know you. I trust you. All you have to do is put him in his stroller for ten, maybe fifteen minutes until Kellan gets here. I just changed him, and he’s already had dinner. Chances are, he’ll drift off to sleep any second now, anyway. Won’t you, my little sweet pea?” she asked the baby with a smile.

      Elijah wiggled in Sawyer’s grasp, and oh, hell, why couldn’t she have asked him to do something easy, like bullseye a target with an M14 from a hundred yards away. In a sandstorm.

      “Oh. Well…” Sawyer hedged. She couldn’t exactly take her baby anywhere near harm’s way. Plus, how hard could it really be to keep the little guy safe for ten minutes? “Yeah, sure. You got it.”

      “Ah, thank you! You’re the best.” She took the briefest of seconds to grab Sawyer’s cell phone number, then text him both hers and her husband, Kellan’s, before she kissed the baby one last time. “I owe you one.”

      “Be safe,” Sawyer said as she hustled out of the alcove.

      Two-point-two seconds later, Elijah burst into tears.

      “Oh, no. No, no.” Sawyer’s gut bottomed out somewhere in the vicinity of his kneecaps as the baby’s tears morphed into a wail. He shifted his hold on the little guy—which was already pretty awkward, since Sawyer had never held a baby in his entire twenty-six years—and wait, how was the baby crying even harder now?

      “Okay, okay. It’s going to be okay,” Sawyer said, more to himself than Elijah. But Kellan was going to murder him if he came in to find his son screaming like he was being stuck with pins. Isabella had said the baby would fall asleep. Should he put him in the stroller? Or, no, maybe he should walk around with him—wasn’t that what people did on TV to get babies to stop crying?

      Sawyer cradled Elijah in the crook of his arm, which only made the baby squirm harder. He pivoted on one work boot, trying to pace through the tiny alcove to soothe Elijah—

      And nearly ran smack into the very beautiful brunette whose merlot was probably sitting on the bar, waiting for him to deliver it.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” Sawyer said, not wanting her to think he’d somehow hurt Elijah.

      “Oh, good,” Jo said. “Because no offense, but you’d make a terrible kidnapper.”

      Sawyer’s pulse rattled. “What? Oh. God, no. I’m not—I wouldn’t—”

      “Relax, Sawyer. I know you’re not kidnapping Isabella’s baby,” Jo said. He must have looked confused, because she added, “I was at the table when the whole unit got called away. I assume you’re on babysitting duty?”

      “Uh. Yeah.”

      One corner of her mouth went up. “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?”

      “What gave it away?” he asked, and she laughed, not unkindly.

      “The look of sheer, abject terror on your face was kind of a dead giveaway.”

      Elijah continued to fuss, and Sawyer continued to make lame attempts to comfort him, to no avail. “Do you want some help?” Jo asked, and it took all Sawyer had not to let his relief commandeer his face.

      “I didn’t want to assume that you have more experience with babies than I do just because you’re a woman, but if you do, then yes. Please. Clearly, I’m out of my depth here.”

      A look crossed her face, some combination of confusion and something else that Sawyer couldn’t quite peg. But then it was gone, replaced by a no-nonsense nod. “Lucky for you, I can help.”

      Rather than take the baby from him, though, she gestured with her hands, guiding him through her directions.

      “He looks about five months old, so I bet he’s got a little stranger anxiety. Try holding him up on your shoulder so he can look around. The lights might distract him.” She gestured to the white lights strung from the bar’s rafters overhead. “Just keep one hand under his bottom and the other on his upper back to make sure he doesn’t wiggle free.”

      “Like this?” Sawyer asked, certain he was doing it laughably wrong.

      But Jo just nodded, reaching out to readjust his grip on the baby a little. “I’ll see if I can find something in his stroller to snag his attention.”

      She rummaged for less than ten seconds before coming up victorious, holding something small and blue between her fingers. Slipping around Sawyer, she popped it into Elijah’s mouth, and whoa…

      He stopped crying.

      “You are magic,” Sawyer said as Elijah’s hitching breaths began to even out beneath his palm.

      “I’m just somebody’s mom,” Jo countered, but nope. No way.

      “Magic,” he insisted. “I never would’ve thought to hold him differently or to look for…one of these thingies.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, pacifiers usually do the trick. He just needed a little comfort, that’s all. Didn’t you, sweet boy?”

      Jo reached out to smooth a hand over Elijah’s head, and the baby let out a little sigh in response.

      “He likes you,” Sawyer said, and again, Jo dodged the compliment.

      “I think he might be getting sleepy. You could try to put him in the stroller and see if he starts to drop off.”

      Worry pinged between Sawyer’s ribs. “What if he cries?”

      “Then you can just pick him back up again,” she said with a shrug. “It won’t hurt him.”

      Testing her theory, Sawyer moved over to the stroller, carefully angling Elijah into the seat. Jo reached down to strap him in, then recline the seat back—which Sawyer had no idea you could even do—and miraculously, Elijah settled in quietly. After a minute, his eyes grew glassy and heavy, then after one more, they began to drift shut.

      “Wow,” Sawyer half-whispered in awe. “Your merlot is completely on me.”

      “Oh.” Her brown eyes went wide, and Sawyer noticed that in this light, they were the color of warm caramel, glinted with little flecks of gold. “Actually, now that everyone was called away, I was going to just head out.”

      Why her words sent a pang of disappointment through Sawyer’s gut, he wasn’t quite sure, but they did. “You sure? I don’t mean to brag or anything, but we do make a killer Cuban sandwich. Might even be the best you’ll ever eat.”

      “You’re awfully sure of yourself,” Jo said, and Sawyer lifted one shoulder partway before letting it drop.

      “Just stating the facts. If you want to prove me wrong, guess you’ll have to stick around for dinner.”

      For a second, Sawyer was certain she’d say no, and maybe that was just as well. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but that didn’t necessarily mean she was single, especially since she’d mentioned being a mom. He didn’t much see the point in bullshitting himself, and the truth was, she was fucking gorgeous. Sure, he wanted to thank her for her help, but he also wanted her to stay for less gallant reasons.

      Jo tilted her head, a smile blooming over her pretty, pink mouth, and Jesus, less gallant was a colossal understatement. “You’d better hope you can live up to the hype. I’m Italian, through and through. We take our food very seriously.”

      “You’re a woman after my own heart,” he said, gesturing toward the dining room. “Please. After you.”

      Pushing the stroller down the wood-paneled corridor, Sawyer made his way to the bar with Jo. He found her a seat at the end of the wood, right next to an empty two-person bar table that he slid out of the way to make room for the stroller. Before he could get to the business end of the bar, though, Kellan appeared a handful of feet away from Jo.

      “Hey,” Sawyer said, lifting his chin in greeting. “The little guy just fell asleep.”

      He pointed to the stroller, and Kellan gave up a grateful smile. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate you looking out for him until I could get here. I know it was kind of a big ask.”

      “I’d say it was no big deal, but to be honest, Jo here did all the hard stuff.”

      “Jo Rossi,” she said, waving from her spot at the bar. “And it was teamwork.”

      Kellan’s dark brows lifted. “Rossi, as in, related to Frankie?”

      Jo’s hands went up as she smiled. “Guilty as charged. She’s my sister. I’m here from Savannah for a few weeks.”

      “Ah. Well, work emergencies aside, I hope you enjoy your visit.”

      A flicker of unease moved through Jo’s eyes, gone so fast it could’ve been imagined. “Thanks. I hope so, too.”

      Sawyer waited until Kellan had wheeled a blissfully sleeping Elijah out of the restaurant before placing a glass of the best merlot they had on the bar in front of her. “Here you go, ma’am.”

      Jo winced. At his lifted brows, she said, “Sorry. ‘Ma’am’ makes me feel about a hundred years old.”

      Great, now he’d insulted her. “I can promise, that wasn’t my intent at all. It’s a habit I’m sure I’ll take to the grave.”

      “Were you raised by nuns?” she asked, and he had to laugh.

      “The Marines, actually.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh. Are you still active duty, then?”

      Sawyer dodged the pinch in his chest. “Retired.”

      “Wow, really? You’re so young.” Again, Jo winced, clamping her teeth over her bottom lip in a way that made Sawyer want to bite it, too. “And I’m going to shut up now, since clearly, my brain-to-mouth filter is malfunctioning.”

      Her self-deprecating honesty loosened something inside his chest, allowing him to breathe. “No, it’s okay. You’re not wrong. It’s unusual for someone my age to retire. I was injured in the line of duty.”

      “God, I’m really sorry,” she said.

      But her words held no syrupy pity, only truth, and hell if that didn’t make him find her even more attractive. “I am, too. But in the end, it led me here, so I guess I can’t really complain.”

      “Did you always want to manage a restaurant, then?”

      Curiosity sparked in her stare, but there was something else there, too, and it made him open his mouth. “Yeah. My old man owns a bar not too far from here, in Charlotte. He’s run the place for over thirty years. He loves it.” Sawyer couldn’t help but smile at the thought. “So, I guess I come by it honestly.”

      “Well, if it helps, you’re a natural.” Jo lifted her glass of merlot for a sip. “Not a lot of people could convince me to stick around for dinner by myself when my pajamas and Netflix were calling.”

      Sawyer knew that flirting with her was probably a dumpster fire of an idea. So, naturally, he didn’t fucking hesitate. “Ah, but you’re not having dinner by yourself. You’re having dinner with me, remember? And I promise, it’ll be way better than pajamas and Netflix.”

      He placed a menu on the glossy surface of the bar, giving her some space to look it over while he took care of a few drink orders and checked in with both their hostess, Evie, and the waitstaff. The height of the dinner rush had passed, which allowed him to hand off the rest of the bar patrons to one of the servers whose section had lightened up—Sawyer knew the guy needed the tips more than he did—and return his attention to Jo.

      “Anything look good?” he asked, his blood heating up at the blush pinking her cheeks in the soft bar light.

      “You piqued my interest with your bragging. I’ve got to see if this Cuban sandwich lives up to the hype,” she said, sliding her menu over the bar.

      Sawyer wrote up a bar ticket and handed it off to a passing server. “It’s not bragging if it’s true.”

      “Well, I hope it is, because I’m starving.” Jo took a sip of her wine. As if their earlier conversation hadn’t skipped a beat, she asked, “So, are you from Charlotte?”

      “Born and raised. I went all over while I was in the Marines, but after my injury, I came home.” He didn’t add that it was partly because Remington Memorial had an excellent Traumatic Brain Injury rehabilitation program, and at the time, his migraines had been so brutal, his neurologist had bumped him to the top of the mile-long waiting list. Not to mention the crushing PTSD he’d been suffering from at the time.

      Speaking of silver linings. “I met another veteran at a local thing—a firefighter at Station Seventeen—and mentioned I was looking for work. His wife is the general manager here, and she just had a baby, so I moved out here last year.”

      “Sounds like kismet,” Jo said.

      Sawyer nodded. Gamble and Kennedy had saved his ass in more ways than one, Gamble especially. He was all too happy to give them the peace of mind of knowing her restaurant was in capable hands while they spent time with their son, Theo. Plus, Jo wasn’t wrong. Sawyer really did love managing the place.

      “What about you?” he asked, pulling a box of cocktail napkins from a nearby storage drawer and topping off the dwindling stack to his left. “Tell me about this not-exactly-soon-to-be-famous thing you’ve got going on.”

      Jo took a sip of her wine that bordered on a gulp. “That’s okay. You really don’t have to make small talk with me just because I’m here all alone.”

      “I’m making small talk with you because I want to know more about you,” he said, prompting her tart little smile—and the bolt of heat it sent through Sawyer’s blood—to make a comeback.

      “Ah, so flirting with your bar patrons is part of the job description, then.”

      “Being polite is part of the job description,” he amended. “I only flirt when I mean it.”

      “Which one are you doing right now?” Jo asked softly, and yeah, there was no fucking way he was going to leave that one untouched.

      Sawyer braced both hands on the bar in front of her, leaning in just enough to cut the space between them but not so much that she couldn’t easily pull back if she wanted to. “I suppose that depends.”

      Jo didn’t pull back. “On?”

      “Which one you had in mind.”

      “Oh.” It was more of a whisper than a word, yet it made his heart drum faster all the same. Especially when she said, “Flirting is good.”

      Sawyer smiled. Definitely single, then. “I couldn’t agree more. So, where were we?”

      “Not exactly famous,” Jo said. “Which, when you’re an actress, isn’t really an endorsement.”

      A server appeared with Jo’s sandwich, perfectly plated beside a pile of golden-brown fries, and Sawyer nodded his thanks as he took the plate to put it in front of her. Her expression loosened in pleasure, likely at the scent of cumin-spiced pork and fresh-baked roll that even he could smell from the other side of the bar, and man, he loved feeding people.

      “This looks incredible,” Jo murmured, unfurling her napkin and popping a fry into her mouth, smiling as she chewed.

      “It’s one of my favorite things on the menu,” he agreed by way of an ‘I told you so’. He gave her a few minutes to eat in peace, although her happy little moans made him damned glad for the half-apron slung over his brewing hard-on.

      Finally, in between bites, she said, “I’m actually in Remington to audition for a part in a pretty big new TV show. But it’s really a longshot. I doubt I’ll even get a callback.”

      “How come?” Sawyer had no clue how these things worked, but he was pretty sure they didn’t let just anyone audition for things like TV shows. Plus, she was fucking gorgeous, with that warm brown stare and those legs that went on for days, perfectly showcased by her dark jeans and tall boots. They’d be crazy not to put her on screen.

      Jo shrugged, her dark hair brushing her shoulders. “Well, I’ve spent most of the past five years single-parenting my daughter, so I don’t have any substantial experience on TV shows, especially in a regular role. But the real reason is that the part is pretty far outside my comfort zone.”

      “So, it’s kind of like me trying to take care of Kellan and Isabella’s baby?” Sawyer asked.

      Her smile was a non-verbal nice try. “If you multiplied it by a thousand and put a cherry on top, you might be close. Honestly, it’s probably a horrible idea to do something this far from my norm.”

      Sawyer could’ve let her off the hook. Hell, he probably should’ve. But he’d seen that fiery streak hiding beneath all her caution, and yeah, he’d learned the hard way how short life really was.

      “Oh, come on. It’s good to get outside your comfort zone every once in a while.”

      Jo scooped up a French fry, pointing it at him before taking a bite. “I like my comfort zone. It never lets me down. It’s always exactly what I expect it to be. No shake-ups. No surprises.”

      “Except you want a job that isn’t in your comfort zone,” Sawyer pointed out, and there—there was that spark she kept so well-covered. “So maybe that zone of yours is just a little too comfortable.”

      Jo’s cheeks flushed. “And maybe risks like this role are just a little too uncomfortable.”

      An idea bloomed in Sawyer’s head, one that would probably end up in a crash and burn, but taking the gamble felt far too good. “Would it make you feel better if I took a risk, too?” he asked.

      A startled laugh flew past her lips. “What, like, right now?”

      “Right this minute.” Sawyer nodded.

      She looked at him, suddenly wary. “You’re not going to do something crazy that will turn into a viral Internet video, are you?”

      “Not quite that drastic.” Reaching for a cocktail napkin with one hand and a pen with the other, he wrote out an address and handed it to her. “Be here tomorrow at six. Dress warm. Oh, and be prepared to get a little adventurous.”

      Jo quirked a brow at him before sliding the napkin between her fingers. “I thought you were the one taking the risk.”

      He looked at her, letting his smile have its way with him. “I asked you out, didn’t I? Now all you have to do is say yes.”
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      Jo could count the number of times she’d slept in over the past five years on one hand and have fingers to spare. So, of course, given the chance to hit snooze as many times as she’d like, her eyes flew open at six a.m., refusing to close long enough for her to drift back off.

      “Damn it,” she muttered after fifteen minutes of trying anyway. At least now she could FaceTime with Mikayla before her morning got busy with script studying and reading up on this project.

      Also, she could spend a good hour or two thinking of the fact that Sawyer had asked her out on a date after knowing her for all of two hours. Sawyer, with his flirty smile that turned her into a great, big pile of hormones. Sawyer, who had made her feel far too good when he’d asked her about herself with genuine interest.

      Sawyer, who made her want to throw all of her carefully crafted caution out the window so she could impulsively climb him like a fifteen-foot spruce, and okay, yeah. She needed a shower. The colder, the better.

      An hour later, Jo was up, dressed, and no less hopelessly horny than she had been when she’d thrown off the covers. But honestly, she couldn’t shoulder all of the blame. Yeah, her girly bits had gone neglected for the past…ugh, too long, and her vibrator only got her so far. But Sawyer was freaking beautiful. With those lean muscles and that melty, dark brown stare, it wasn’t her fault that she’d been a little hypnotized by his flirting.

      Girl. That’s not hypnotized. It’s dicknotized, and you’ve been there, done that. Got the kid and the single-parent lifestyle to prove it.

      The thought, plus a quick scroll through her phone, fixed those errant, impulsive thoughts right up. Derek might’ve been the love of her life once, but their relationship had started in a whirlwind and grown serious, fast. The surprise pregnancy five months into things had only made their relationship more intense, and by the time Jo was showing, she’d been starting to see the signs that, while Derek seemed committed to their soon-to-be-born child, his commitment to her had dimmed. When she’d caught him cheating the first time, he’d sworn it was an error in judgment.

      The second time? Jo realized she’d been the one to make an error in judgment. But Derek had never wavered as a parent, supporting Mikayla financially as well as being very involved in her day-to-day care. Despite the fact that it had taken Jo a long time to get over the sting of their relationship collapsing (there may or may not have been a period of time when Jo and Frankie referred to him exclusively as “Dickweasel Derek”), ultimately, it was for the best. Mikayla had two parents who loved her. Jo and Derek were raising her amicably and equally. Sure, Jo had shifted her priorities in order to focus on single parenting, and yes, that included both her career and her (complete lack of) sex life, but things could be a hell of a lot worse.

      At least she’d learned to take things slow and trust caution over impulse.

      Jo tapped the icon beside Derek’s name, propping her phone up on the kitchen counter as she poured herself a ginormous cup of coffee.

      “Hey, Jo,” he said, his face appearing on her screen. “You’re up early.”

      “Sorry. I know mornings are hectic, but I just wanted to catch Mikayla before you take her to school.”

      Derek shook his head, as laid back as ever. “It’s all good. She’s having breakfast. Hang on and I’ll give her the phone.”

      “Thanks.”

      Mikayla’s face filled the screen a minute later, making Jo’s heart squeeze. “Hi, sweetheart. How’s it going with Daddy?”

      “Good. We watched a movie last night with his new girlfriend. She wears sparkly lip gloss and giggles a lot, but she’s nice.”

      That sounded on-brand for Derek. “I’m glad you had fun,” Jo said. “Did Mr. Callaghan like your Popsicle-stick tower?”

      “Oh, yes,” Mikayla said, giving up a gap-toothed grin. “He said it was ‘impressive’.”

      “It was pretty awesome,” Jo said. She’d only been semi-kidding about the possibility of still having glue in her hair. “Well, I just wanted to check in super quick and tell you that I love you. I’ll call again in a couple of days, okay? But you can ask Daddy to text me any time.”

      “I know, Mommy.” Mikayla nodded at the screen. “Have fun getting ready for your audition.”

      Jo’s heart considered exploding, but she kept herself in check and smiled as brightly as she could. “Thanks, butter bean. Love you.”

      Ending the call, Jo grabbed her cup of coffee and decided to get to work. She’d no sooner gotten settled on the couch with her printed copy of the audition script though, when a knock sounded off on the door to the apartment.

      Jo padded over, looking through the peephole cautiously. Frankie gave up a wave from the threshold, with Isabella standing beside her, and Jo unlocked the door to let them both in.

      “Holy crap, you guys start early,” Jo said, but Frankie just laughed and held up a box with a pink and black logo reading Sweetie Pies.

      “It’s never too early for sugar and carbs.”

      “Or coffee,” Isabella added, moving to the breakfast bar, then passing a cardboard cup over to Jo. “Vanilla latte with oat milk and cinnamon, right?”

      “You brought me coffee?” Jo asked, although she took the cup, because a) it smelled far more heavenly than what she’d just brewed, and b) it was her favorite, and she wasn’t stupid.

      “I brought you ‘thank you’ coffee,” Isabella said. “Word is, you totally helped take care of Elijah last night after we had to run. When Frankie said she was heading over here to bring you breakfast, I invited myself to come, too. She told me what to order.”

      Jo shook her head. “That’s nice of you, but really, it was nothing.”

      “That’s not what I heard,” Frankie sing-songed, plucking a cruller from the box. “Apparently, you saved Sawyer’s bacon.”

      “I didn’t do anything to Sawyer’s bacon,” Jo said, realizing a beat too late that it sounded vaguely dirty. “He just needed a little help finding the baby’s pacifier, is all.”

      Frankie swapped a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it look with Isabella before turning back to the box on the breakfast bar. “Well, if that’s ‘thank you’ coffee, then these are apology pastries. Wait, is that a thing?”

      “Yes,” Jo said. “I don’t know what you’re sorry for, but whatever it is, gimme.”

      Frankie laughed and handed over a chocolate glazed donut. “I’m sorry I had to bolt like that on your first night in town. There was a bomb scare downtown, but it ended up being fine, mostly because Remington’s SWAT team is as good as the police force.”

      “If we do say so ourselves,” Isabella chimed in with a grin.

      “No one was hurt, and the suspect was apprehended and handed over to the FBI. I’m glad it all turned out okay, but I hate that we had to leave you by yourself,” Frankie said.

      Jo took a bite of her donut, the sweet, cakey goodness making her sigh. “Oh, it was fine. And I wasn’t by myself. I hung out with Sawyer.”

      Frankie wasted not one nanosecond before pouncing like a jungle cat. “I knew it! Spill the details.”

      Ugh, there was no way of getting around this. Her sister was a detective, with interrogation skills and everything. “There are no details. At least, not the kind you’re looking for,” Jo said pointedly. “He took pity on me, sitting at the bar by myself, and we got to talking.”

      Both Frankie and Isabella stared at her, and she had no choice but to confess the rest. “He, um, also might have asked me to meet him out later tonight. But I really don’t think it’s a big deal.”

      “Bullshit!” Frankie crowed. “That’s a date.”

      “Hate to say it, but yep. Totally a date,” Isabella agreed.

      “It might be a date,” Jo agreed. God, this was crazy. “But I’m sure he goes on tons of them.”

      Tipping her head, Isabella said, “Actually, I don’t think so. Kellan hangs out with Sawyer kind of on the regular. There’s a veterans’ group that meets up a few times a month. Kellan was an Army Ranger before he became a firefighter,” she added. “He’s never mentioned Sawyer seeing anybody. Or a lot of anybodys.”

      Frankie nodded. “He was definitely flirting with you.”

      Here, Jo had to concede. Sawyer had even told her as much. Still… “I don’t know. I might not even go. Don’t you think it’s a little…”

      “Exciting?” Frankie asked.

      Jo let out a sigh, sliding onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar. “I was going to say crazy.”

      “What’s so crazy about it?” Isabella asked.

      “Well, for one, I’m pretty sure he’s a freaking demi-God.” Jo started ticking the reasons off on her fingers. “Two, I’ve got to have at least half a decade on him, probably more. Three, he lives here and I don’t. Nothing could ever come of it. And four, I don’t even think I remember how to date.”

      Isabella raised her brows in question. Thankfully, Frankie took the reins and said, “Jo’s got a five-year-old and an ex who didn’t do her ego any favors.”

      “Ah. Well, I get how your past can mess with you,” Isabella said, and something told Jo the woman was speaking from firsthand experience, “and as someone who hasn’t been single for a long time, I may not be the best authority here. But isn’t dating kind of like riding a bike?”

      Jo laughed, because it was better than the alternative. “It would be my first date since like, the Jurassic period. Anyway, I don’t even live here. Maybe I should just cancel and forget it.”

      She fully expected Frankie to pull out all that mettle that made her a great detective. So it was quite the gut-punch when her sister’s voice came softly.

      “You could do that,” Frankie said. “But you could also look at it as one night to have fun with a good and good-looking guy. Nothing more, nothing less. If anyone deserves that, it’s you.”

      Jo paused. When she put it that way, it seemed almost logical. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to go on one little date.” Sawyer knew she lived in Savannah, and anyway, it’s not as if he wanted to get serious. He’d asked her on exactly one flirty date. Impulsive? Maybe a little. But it was hardly reckless.

      “Who knows?” Frankie waggled her brows, and there was the sister Jo knew all too well. “Maybe you’ll have a lot of fun.”

      “Settle down, there, Cupid,” Jo warned. “We’re only going to spend a couple hours together.”

      She’d had a lot of fun six years ago, and she’d ended up with a broken heart and her dreams in a dumpster. She wasn’t about to let history repeat itself by diving headfirst into anything crazy.

      But as Frankie thankfully dropped the subject and the conversation turned to other things, Jo couldn’t help but wonder just how good a little crazy might feel.
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      Ten hours later, Jo got out of her Lyft and took in her surroundings. Because flying blind was so not on her agenda, especially where “getting adventurous” was concerned, she’d Googled the address Sawyer had given her not long after Frankie and Isabella had left for their respective precincts. Her search had yielded precious little by way of insight into Sawyer’s plans, as the Remington Sports Complex housed everything from indoor zip lining to batting cages. But no matter what he had planned, Jo had promised herself she’d go into things with an open mind. Tonight was about fun.

      Unless he was crazy enough to want to take her zip lining. Oh, God, on second thought, maybe stepping outside of her comfort zone with a guy she barely knew was a bad idea after all—

      “Hey! You made it.” Sawyer’s voice slid over her like warm honey, rooting her feet to the ground despite her hammering heart, and God, was there no end to her libido’s treachery?

      “I did,” Jo said, unable to take the suspense any longer. “So, what’s our big adventure?”

      Sawyer shifted, revealing a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. “Well, I had to do a little reconnaissance in order to make this happen, so I hope you don’t mind, but…” He rummaged through the bag for a minute before tugging something out and—

      “Ice skates?” she asked with a laugh.

      “Yeah. I texted Frankie to ask her what size you wear, and you just so happen to be the same size as one of our bartenders, January. She’s about eight months pregnant with twins, and definitely not skating this season, but she was more than happy to loan these out.”

      “I haven’t skated in ages,” Jo admitted, her stomach dipping at how much potential this date had to end in tragedy. Or the emergency department.

      Sawyer tilted his head at her, looking far too sexy in a black knit hat that was the perfect contrast to the blond hair peeking out from beneath the fabric. “We could go zip lining instead, if you want.”

      Her eyes went wide—a normal girl’s reaction to mortal fear, thank you very much—and Sawyer laughed. “Relax, Jo. I’m only kidding about the zip lining. I skate here a lot, and I can help you if you need it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she agreed. Sawyer put her borrowed skates back into his bag, and they turned toward the entrance to the sports complex, falling into step side by side. They passed the batting cages and a huge indoor swimming pool, both with large observation windows for onlookers to check out the action within. Jo suppressed her shudder at the sign reading Zip Lining/Obstacle Course with a bold arrow marking the way, relief flickering through her as Sawyer led her in the other direction.

      “In the winter, the rink is outdoors, under a covered pavilion,” he said, holding the door open so she could pass through. Sure enough, chilly air surrounded them as soon as they got to the benches lining the perimeter of the brightly lit ice, and Jo was glad she’d gone with her fleece-lined leggings and oversized sweater.

      “Any pointers?” she asked, her heart skipping about six beats at how efficiently he’d slipped out of his boots and into a pair of well-worn hockey skates.

      “Not really. If you’ve skated before, it’ll come back to you with some practice.” He gestured to the skates she’d been fumbling with in a non-verbal may I? and while Jo might have enough pride to fill a semi, she also wasn’t above trusting an expert.

      Sawyer knelt down, his fingers firm on her calf as she guided her foot into the first skate, and God it had been too long since she’d had sex if this was enough to make her panties damp. “We’re just here to have fun, right? There aren’t really any rules.”

      Jo swallowed hard. “Oh. Uh. Well, I’d like to make it through the evening without breaking anything.”

      “You won’t break anything. Just take it one step at a time and trust yourself a little. You’ll be fine.”

      “Your faith in me may be misplaced,” she said, and why, why couldn’t her nervous default be to clam up?

      “And you might just be stronger than you think.” Sawyer looked up at her, his dark-brown eyes framed by those gorgeous gold lashes, and suddenly, talking was the last thing on Jo’s mind. He shifted forward, so close that she could smell the woodsy scent of whatever soap he used, and her heart did a backflip as his strong, sexy mouth formed a smile.

      “So, what do you say? You ready to take a little risk?”

      Because trusting her voice not to betray her was a bad idea, she nodded. Standing was a bit tricky, but after a minute of gingerly testing her balance, Jo managed to tiptoe/shuffle her way to the edge of the ice. Sawyer stepped out first, gliding in an effortless half-circle to face her, and ugh, nothing about this could end well.

      “Would this help?” he asked, holding both of his now-gloved hands out to her, and Jo bit the bullet, placing both of her hands in his, squeezing through mittened fingers. Taking a fuck it breath, she stepped out onto the ice. Her equilibrium squawked, making her knees wobble and her heart brew up a fresh batch of adrenaline, but she death-gripped Sawyer’s hands to steady herself.

      Holy shit, it worked.

      “There you go.” Sawyer moved backward slowly, pulling her along with him. It wasn’t the most graceful thing Jo had ever done—she wasn’t even sure she was doing the hard part with the way Sawyer was guiding her movements—but she wasn’t sprawled face-first on the ice, either. They made it a quarter of the way around the rink before Jo began to push off to create her own momentum. By the time they finished one full lap around the outskirts, Sawyer was able to drop her hands and skate beside her, albeit a lot more slowly than the other people gliding past them.

      “I’ve got to hand it to you,” he said with a grin she felt in a whole lot of places. “You’re doing far better than I did when I first gave this a shot last year.”

      Surprise sparked, lifting her chin. “You’ve only been skating for a year?” He looked so confident, gliding in sure movements over the ice.

      “Yep. I started to clear my mind, if you can believe that.”

      “It is kind of relaxing,” Jo admitted. “Once you get past the fear of face-planting on a very hard, very cold surface.”

      Sawyer laughed softly. “I spent my first few months in a helmet, so, yeah. I’m in touch with that fear.”

      “Really?” Her balance wavered a bit—the turns weren’t easy—and he cupped one hand beneath her elbow to steady her.

      “Yeah. As it turns out, one TBI is all it takes to earn you all sorts of cranial precautions.”

      Jo spun through her mental database and came up empty. “TBI?”

      “Traumatic Brain Injury,” Sawyer said. “Sorry, between the medical terms and the military, there are a lot of acronyms and abbreviations.”

      Wow. He’d said he’d been injured, and that it had been enough to cut his active duty short, but… “That sounds really serious.”

      He paused for a second before admitting, “It is. I did a lot of rehab. Physical therapy. Occupational therapy. Social support. You name it, and chances are, I did it.”

      “Oh, my God. That must have taken forever.” The worst injury Jo had ever had to contend with was a broken finger, which had been splinted for a handful of weeks, then healed. She couldn’t even imagine having to tackle something as serious as a brain injury.

      Sawyer gave up a small nod. “It took the better part of a year, and I still have to contend with symptoms like nasty headaches and fatigue from time to time. I won’t lie. The whole thing pretty much sucks. But it’s also how I started skating, so there’s a little bit of a silver lining.”

      Jo took a second to concentrate on making it around another curve on the ice before saying, “This isn’t very traditional PT, is it?”

      “Nope. Like I said, we had to take a lot of precautions, and I didn’t start until I’d had a ton of other rehab first to be sure I was good to go.”

      “So, why skating?” she asked, unable to curb her curiosity.

      Sawyer’s smile sent a shot of warmth deep through Jo’s belly. “Because it scared the crap out of me.”

      “No offense, but that sounds like shitty therapy.”

      She jammed her teeth over her bottom lip—why, why couldn’t she do that before her thoughts tripped directly out of her mouth?

      But Sawyer surprised her by laughing. “I thought the same thing, at first. But it turns out, taking me out of my comfort zone was just what I needed to clear my head. My support team helped me choose something that was safe enough for me to try, but that would also challenge me. My dizzy spells were nearly all behind me at that point. Being on skates gave my brain and my body a good workout—it’s great for balance. Plus, skating let me face doing something that scared me.”

      “Okay, but if skating scared you, why choose it instead of something safer?” Jo asked. “I mean, I’m terrified of heights. I know better than to go to the top of a skyscraper—or try zip lining—to face that fear. It’s only going to make me more scared.”

      “There are some things I knew better than to try,” Sawyer said, gliding along for another beat before continuing. “Like you said, some fears are always going to run too deep. But I wasn’t scared of skating like that.”

      Jo’s brows lifted toward the brim of her red knit hat. “Then why were you scared of it?”

      “Because it was something I wasn’t sure I could do. Something I was pretty sure I might really fuck up, actually. And it was the first big risk I took after coming home.”

      The words hit her right in the chest, making her pulse tap faster. “And that’s why you brought me here?”

      Sawyer shrugged, but he didn’t drop his gaze from hers. “Skating taught me how to trust myself again. Kind of a risk worth taking.”

      At any other moment, Jo probably would’ve felt too cautious, or at the very least, too chicken to act on the feeling pulsing through her. But Sawyer had faced a traumatic brain injury, for God’s sake, and he’d trusted her enough to tell her about it. The least she could do was get bold and give him a little trust in return.

      So she reached out and grabbed his hand. The move slowed them both to a halt at the outermost edge of the ice, and before Jo could stop herself, she slid in front of him, leaving barely an inch between their bodies. His pupils flared enough to make her breath catch in her throat.

      But still, she moved closer. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sawyer breathed. His fingers tightened around hers, his stare dropping to her mouth. He didn’t move, though, giving her the lead.

      Jo took it. Pressing up, she touched her lips to his. She’d meant it as a quick gesture, little more than a brush of their mouths. But he exhaled at the contact, a soft sound coming out of him that turned her boldness into pure impulse. Jo threaded her arms around Sawyer’s shoulders, bringing their chests flush, and he responded by reaching up to cup her face with his gloved fingers as he deepened the kiss…

      And then froze, as solid and still as the ice beneath their feet at the sound of a throat clearing.
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      Sawyer had to be dreaming. It certainly explained how he’d felt so comfortable talking to Jo that he’d blabbed about his TBI and all the rehab he’d done after moving to Remington. It definitely explained how she’d grabbed his hand, turning to lift that gorgeous, bow-shaped mouth to his in a kiss he’d wanted since the second he’d clapped eyes on her last night. But now he was being rudely awakened, dumped back to reality by someone standing behind Jo, and he opened his eyes, fully prepared to tell whoever it was to move along.

      But as recognition struck, he arched a brow, letting the edges of his mouth kick up as he gently spun Jo so they were side by side. “Jesus, Donnelly. I should’ve known.”

      His buddy, Finn—who, funny enough, had been the guy who’d helped Sawyer get acquainted with the ice in the first place—cracked a smile that bordered on a smirk. “I saw you on my way out from practice and thought I’d throw on my skates and say hi. Didn’t realize I’d interrupt.”

      Sawyer ran a hand over the back of his neck, stowing the thought of the kiss away for later. “No worries. This is Jo Rossi. Jo, this is my friend, Finn Donnelly.”

      Jo’s eyes went round with surprise. “Finn Donnelly. As in, the superstar center for the Charlotte Rogues, part of the team that’s won back-to-back championships. That Finn Donnelly?”

      Finn laughed. “Well, I kind of prefer to think of myself as just a guy who likes to play a little hockey now and then. Oh, and also the guy who taught this upstanding gentleman how to skate last year.”

      “Holy shit.” Jo turned toward Sawyer. “Finn Donnelly taught you how to skate?”

      Sawyer couldn’t help it. He grinned. “You want a real surprise? You’re wearing his wife’s skates right now.”

      Jo blinked down at her feet, wobbling a little in the process. “Seriously?”

      “She’ll be happy they’re going to good use,” Finn said.

      “How’s January doing?” Sawyer asked. She’d made it partway through her second trimester before working behind the bar at the Crooked Angel had become too much for her, especially since her day job was running the day-to-day office operations at Station Seventeen. Sawyer missed her bubbly personality and meticulous organizational skills. In that order.

      Finn’s face lit up, and man, even Sawyer could see how far gone for January the guy was. “She’s good. Pretty excited to finally meet the babies next month. We both are.”

      “I bet. Tell her we miss her at the restaurant.”

      “Will do. Well, I don’t want to keep you. Jo, it was great to meet you. You’re here for a few weeks, right?”

      Jo blinked, and damn it, that’s what Sawyer got for telling January about his date with Jo. “I am.”

      “Feel free to hang onto the skates until you head home. This guy has come a long way since he and I first started lessons. There’s no one better to show you the ropes.”

      The words sent a pang of surprise through Sawyer, and he lifted his chin in both a wordless thanks and see ya later. Jo murmured a goodbye, and as soon as Finn was out of earshot, she turned to hit Sawyer with a brows-up stare.

      “You are full of surprises,” she said, pushing off to skate around the perimeter of the rink again. She was holding her own on her skates—he’d meant it when he’d said she was far better at it than he’d been right out of the gate—but still, he grabbed her hand and held on.

      “Is that a good thing?”

      Jo squeezed his fingers, and damn, how could she be so sexy and sweet at the same time? “That’s a good thing.”

      “We’ve spent a lot of time talking about me. Tell me more about you,” Sawyer said.

      “Well, you already know about the not-exactly-famous thing. I put my full-time acting career on hold when I found out I was pregnant with my daughter, Mikayla.”

      Jo stared at her skates for a second too long, telling Sawyer there was more to that story than she wanted to let out. But that was fine. He was a patient guy, and getting pushy—even though he was curious as hell—wouldn’t make her do anything other than clam up.

      But then her face brightened as she said, “She’s five. As sappy as it sounds, she’s totally the light of my life.”

      “That doesn’t sound sappy at all,” Sawyer said. “I mean, I’m not a parent, but isn’t that how it’s supposed to work when you have kids?”

      “Things don’t always pan out the way they’re supposed to,” Jo pointed out. “Yes, I have a great kid who I love more than anything. The happily ever after with her father? That was definitely never a thing.”

      Sawyer trod carefully. “That must’ve made things harder.” He’d been single-parented by his old man after his mom had decided to run off with one of the bouncers from his father’s bar. Sawyer hadn’t heard from her in decades, and didn’t particularly want to. But he knew that raising a kid on his own hadn’t been easy for his father.

      “For a little while,” Jo admitted. “But even though we were a terrible couple, we are weirdly great at co-parenting. Mikayla’s well-cared for by both of us. My ex gets to sleep around as he sees fit. Everyone’s happy.”

      “What about you?”

      A little crease appeared between her dark brows. “What about me?”

      “Are you happy?” Sawyer asked.

      “Yes and no,” Jo said. Her expression made it obvious that she was surprised to have admitted it out loud. But, to his surprise, she lowered her guard and kept talking. “You know the show Way Back When?”

      Sawyer chuffed out a laugh. “Is there anyone in the country that doesn’t?” It was a hugely popular prime time drama, with loads of awards and killer ratings. He’d never watched it, but he’d certainly heard of the show. January and Kennedy talked about it all the time at the restaurant.

      Jo nodded, focusing her attention on the ice as she skated beside him. “So, you know the part of Amanda, then.”

      “That’s the role Priscilla Contreras plays, right?” The actress had pretty much become a household name after the show took off like a rocket five years ago.

      “Yep. Only, she wasn’t the director’s first choice.”

      Confusion crowded Sawyer’s brain for just a second before realization smacked him in the face. “Holy shit. You were supposed to star in Way Back When?”

      Jo let go of a slow exhale that puffed around her face in the cold. “Yeah. It was a huge break for me. I’d only ever done small roles before that, and half of them had been things like ‘woman at coffee shop’, where my character didn’t even have a name. But Way Back When’s director wanted a new face in that role. I auditioned twice, once on my own and once with Gray Davis, who plays the male lead. They offered me the part less than a day later. I was on top of the freaking world.”

      “I bet,” Sawyer said, even as he sensed the but from a mile and a half away. Still… “I’m sure it took a lot of hard work to land that role.”

      Jo lifted one shoulder in a haphazard shrug. “All for naught. I found out I was pregnant three weeks later. It was a surprise, but I always knew I wanted at least one kid. I thought I was in a good relationship”—she gave a tiny roll of her eyes—“so I was happy. But the show’s producers were definitely not.”

      Damn. “So, what happened?”

      “I asked them if we could work around it. Loads of actresses hide their baby bumps with props and carefully angled camera shots. But it would mean reconstructing some of the plot—there were things I just wouldn’t be able to do, not to mention they’d have to write in something to explain my six-week absence for maternity leave. One of the producers had worked with an actress who had needed to go on bedrest in her second trimester, and her extended absence really hurt the show’s ratings. They knew they had a potential blockbuster on their hands. They didn’t want to take the risk, so they let me go and hired Priscilla. And the rest is history.”

      Sawyer said the only thing he could think of, even though he knew it wasn’t enough. “I’m sorry.”

      To his surprise, Jo broke into a smile. “Thanks. In a way, I am, too, but I don’t have any regrets. I have a fantastic kid. I have a decent job as a drama teacher. I don’t love it,” she added, that honesty that Sawyer liked so much showing in her eyes. “But I don’t hate it, either, and it pays the bills.”

      “You’re here in Remington, though,” he said. “So, you must still want to act.”

      “I do, but—”

      Sawyer stopped on the ice, tugging her to a halt before sliding in front of her. “It’s a complete sentence, Jo.”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “I do,” he repeated, “is a complete sentence. If you still want to land a big role, there’s nothing wrong with that. Clearly, you’re talented as hell, and you want it enough to make a trip out here to audition. There doesn’t have to be a ‘but’.”

      Jo stood perfectly still, staring at him with a look he couldn’t decipher for all the world, and shit. Shit! Yeah, he’d meant what he said, but she was obviously nervous for this audition. He shouldn’t have been so damned direct. Sawyer opened his mouth—to say what, he had no fucking clue—but then Jo gave up a tiny smile.

      “For someone I’ve known for twenty-four hours, you have an awful lot of faith in me.”

      Sawyer’s pulse picked up in his veins as he smiled back. He liked her more than he should, but it felt too good, too full of possibility, for him to care.

      “I do.”

      He let the sentence hang there until she laughed. “Point taken. It’s a complete sentence.”

      They began to skate again, the conversation moving to lighter topics. He asked Jo about her daughter, and she asked him about his father in return. They traded stories until her legs got tired, then traded at least a dozen more over cups of hot chocolate that turned into dinner at a local café. Sawyer discovered her love for action movies (she was firmly on Team MCU, even though he’d tried to argue that the DC Universe had a shitload of merit, not to mention Superman), her dislike for tomatoes (“I know, I know. My Italian family considered disowning me.”), and that her favorite color was green. The conversation lasted until the dishes had been cleared away and their server had started giving them that polite but pointed look that said they were her last table for the night, and even though he didn’t want to, he said, “I guess we should probably head out before they start putting the chairs up around us.”

      Jo’s lips parted in surprise as she looked around the otherwise empty café. “Oh, my God. I didn’t even notice.”

      Sawyer slipped an extra twenty on the table before standing to usher Jo toward the door. “Can I give you a ride back to wherever you’re staying?”

      “Actually, that would be great. Thanks.” They walked the handful of blocks back to the sports complex where his Jeep was parked. She gave him the address to Frankie’s former apartment, which wasn’t far at all—much to Sawyer’s disappointment—and they made it there in less than ten minutes.

      “I know I may never live this down,” Jo said with a smile. “But this risk-taking thing isn’t so bad.”

      Sawyer knew he could tell her he was glad she had a good time, make sure she got inside the building safely, and leave it at that. In fact, it was probably the smart thing to do. Jo lived in Savannah, where she had a five-year-old and a job and a life, and anyway, they’d only just met. But Sawyer had learned the hard way to live in the moment, and in this moment, he didn’t want to say any of those things.

      He wanted her.

      “Well, in that case,” he said, leaning toward her while still giving her the option of regaining her personal space if she wanted it. “Maybe we should do it again tomorrow.”

      “I want to, but…this could get complicated,” Jo murmured, but Sawyer simply shrugged.

      “Or it could be a fun couple of weeks. Look”—unable to help it, he reached out, tracing two fingers over the curve of her cheek—“I don’t suffer any illusions, here. I know you have a daughter. Priorities in Savannah. I would never mess with that. But I’m not going to lie and say tonight wasn’t the best date I’ve had since…hell, I don’t even know how long. I know there’s an expiration date on whatever we do, and I’m not asking for any strings. I just want to spend time with you again.”

      A beat passed that felt about two hours long, but probably lasted more like two seconds, before she said, “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      Jo smiled, closing the space between them to lean over the Jeep’s center console and kiss him softly, just once. “It’s a complete sentence, Sawyer. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      And without another word, she slid out of the Jeep and into her apartment building.
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      Sawyer took one look at the woman standing at the end of the bar and knew he was in very deep shit. His boss, Kennedy, was still on maternity leave. She’d decided to take a full three months off to be with her son, Theo, who was now about eight weeks old. Sawyer had had no idea that babies’ ages were measured in weeks when they were little, but Lia, the short-term bartender who was covering for January while she was out on leave, had made mention of Theo being eight weeks old the other day. Lia had two kids of her own, so Sawyer figured she must know what she was talking about.

      None of that, however, explained why Kennedy was standing at the end of the bar, her hands folded neatly over the polished wood surface and her Cheshire-cat smile aimed directly at him.

      “What are you doing here?” Sawyer asked, prompting Kennedy to laugh.

      “Not to put too fine a point on it, but I own the place. Or, at least, half of it.” She’d done a business deal with the owner last year that had given her joint partnership in the Crooked Angel. But the guy was more of an investor than anything else, and Kennedy ran the bar and grill to a strong profit every year. He’d been all too happy to give her control of the day-to-day operations and partial ownership to sweeten the deal.

      “Okay, fair,” Sawyer said, holding up his hands in concession. “What I meant was, why aren’t you enjoying your maternity leave in a place that isn’t work?”

      “Oh, I am enjoying myself. We made it a family outing.” Kennedy gestured across the bar to the tall, tattooed firefighter effortlessly cradling their infant in one tree trunk of an arm as he chatted up the other members of Station Seventeen at their usual table. “Anyway, after I talked to January the other day, there was no chance I wasn’t going to come out here and do a little recon.”

      Sawyer’s gut tightened, but he kept his expression on the level. “Recon for what?”

      “Oh, my God, you’re so cute when you’re trying to play it cool. For Jo, that’s what!”

      Oh, hell. Sawyer swung a look around the bar, praying like mad that Jo and Frankie and everyone else from the Intelligence Unit were way out of earshot.

      “It’s not that big of a deal,” he said, although the way his pulse had just picked up at the sight of Jo standing by the pool table and looking far prettier than any other woman in the room said otherwise.

      Kennedy’s darkly lined green eyes went wide. “She’s the first woman you’ve shown any interest in since you moved to Remington. You don’t think that’s a big deal?”

      “No. Yes. It’s…” Sawyer blew out a breath. “A little complicated.”

      “Mkay. Come on.” Kennedy was off her bar stool in a flash, leaving Sawyer in a thick wake of WTF.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, catching up to her as she slipped beneath the pass-through to let herself behind the bar.

      “Somewhere a little more private so we can talk this out,” she said. Pausing only to ask Lia and Evie to hold down the bar, Kennedy led the way through the kitchen and to the back office, giving Sawyer the choice to either follow or be dragged.

      Since he wasn’t an idiot—not only was she his boss, but she was tough as hell—he followed her into the office and sat on the couch in the small, quiet space. Kennedy closed the door, then moved over to the desk and leaned against it to face him.

      “Okay. Spill it, Knox.”

      Sawyer took a slow breath. He knew better than to argue with her—she was like a big sister to the tenth power, times two—but still… “I’m not sure there’s much to spill, necessarily. Jo is visiting from Savannah for a few weeks.”

      “She told me.” At Sawyer’s raised brows, she added, “Frankie introduced us when Gamble and I got here a little while ago. Jo is pretty fantastic.”

      “I know,” Sawyer said, and even though his face heated, he wasn’t about to pull back on the truth. “I think so, too. But we’ve only been on two dates.”

      After their skating date had gone so well, Jo had agreed to go out with him again last night. Although his experience as a Marine had given him a bit of an unfair advantage, he’d chosen laser tag to challenge her comfort zone. Despite the fact that Jo had needed to warm up to the adventure, she’d eventually let him give her some pointers and had seemed to have fun. Sawyer had enjoyed being around her even more than he had on their first date, although he was starting to realize that liking her as much as he did might not be such a great thing.

      He knew he should pull back. Take it easy, at least a little bit. But fuck, every time he saw her, every time she laughed or trusted him to coax her a little farther out of her shell, he just wanted her more.

      “Okay.” Kennedy’s throaty voice brought him back to the office. “Two dates isn’t a lot, I’ll grant you. But you like her, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said without hesitation. “I like her a lot. But I think that’s part of the problem.”

      “Sorry, how is liking her a problem?”

      “For one thing, she’s been burned in the past by taking things too fast. Her ex wasn’t exactly a champ in the monogamy department, and they share a daughter,” he added, but didn’t need to elaborate further before Kennedy lifted her chin in understanding. “She’s also here auditioning for a pretty big role. She’s got a lot going on, and I don’t want to mess with that.”

      Kennedy nodded, her black hair brushing her shoulders. “That makes sense. Still, spending time with her doesn’t necessarily equate to messing with anything. You can just hang out and do what feels right and let the rest unfold from there.”

      Sawyer knew Kennedy was right. He and Jo were supposed to be having fun. Maybe a fling, if things went the way he wanted them to. Anything else would mess with the fact that she had a life back in Savannah, and he had a very separate one here in Remington. For her sake, he could keep things casual.

      For her sake, he had to.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you give pretty good advice?” Sawyer asked with a grin.

      “Years of tending bar.” She winked. “You’ll get there soon enough. Just do me one favor, would you?”

      “Name it.”

      Sawyer expected a smartass retort to match Kennedy’s steel-toed personality. But what he got shocked him into place on the office couch.

      “When the rest does unfold, promise me you’ll listen to your head and your heart. There’s a lot to your story, Sawyer. To who you are. If Jo is worth sharing that with, then don’t be afraid to do it, even if it feels risky.”

      Sawyer’s heartbeat pounded in his ears. He did have a complicated past, one he’d worked really fucking hard to reconcile, or at least try to. He hadn’t told Jo the worst of it when they’d gone skating the other night—not even close. How badly he’d been hurt. How much he’d lost. The soul-crushing guilt he still felt sometimes at having survived when others hadn’t. The headaches, the panic attacks. The blurred vision and memory loss, the days he was one hundred percent certain he was going insane.

      Not that he wanted to bury those things. Not anymore, anyway. They just hadn’t seemed like first date material, especially not with Jo, who was so cautious with her feelings.

      Kennedy was right. Those things were a part of his story. But they were also loaded with emotions, most of them painful. He’d just promised himself to keep things casual with Jo. He couldn’t go blabbing about his ghosts and expect her not to run. Not anytime soon.

      So he worked up a smile and went with the truth he could tell. “I’m not exactly scared to take risks, boss. Thanks for the heart to heart.”

      As long as his heart stayed out of things, Sawyer would be just fine.
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      Four hours later, the crowd at the bar had thinned out considerably. The kitchen had gone dark over an hour before, with all the stations cleaned, broken down, and prepped for tomorrow’s lunch shift. Sawyer was closing with Lia, and they’d been slow enough for the past hour for them to get the majority of the bar tidied up and stocked. The firefighters, cops, and first responders had all said their goodnights. Jo had lingered at the end of the bar, and between the lack of customers and the way Lia had shooed him away every time he’d tried to split the remaining work with her, Sawyer had spent most of the last ninety minutes deep in conversation with her.

      He knew he needed to stop liking Jo so damn much. Trouble was, the more he talked to her—the more she told him about herself and the more she listened to him as he did the same—the more he realized the truth.

      He just didn’t want to. He wanted whatever she’d give him.

      He wanted her.

      “Okay,” Sawyer said, turning toward Lia and clearing the thought from his mind. What he wanted was only half of the equation. No matter how hot Jo looked when she threw her head back and laughed at something he’d said, or how wide-open and beautiful she was when she listened to him tell stories about growing up at the end of his old man’s bar. “You’ve done enough for tonight. Far more than I have, in fact. Go on. Get out of here.”

      Lia’s coppery brows rose. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. There’s barely anything left for me to do, other than a little bit of restock and putting up the bar stools.” There was paperwork, sure, but he could just as easily do it tomorrow morning when he came in.

      “I can help,” Jo offered. “Consider it payment for hogging the end of the bar all night.”

      Lia laughed. “Okay, okay. You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sawyer. Goodnight, Jo.”

      “I can still walk you to your car,” Sawyer said. The Crooked Angel was in a pretty low-crime part of Remington, but still. The two people who closed always walked each other to their vehicles every night. Safety in numbers, and all.

      Grabbing her purse from beneath the bar, Lia waved him off and headed toward the front of the bar. “I got a spot right out front.”

      Sawyer shook his head. “It’s no big deal.”

      “Look, if you stand right here by the windows, you can see my car.” She waited for Sawyer to get to the windows lining the front of the place, then pointed, and sure enough, her hybrid SUV was sitting at the curb. “I’ll be fine. Goodnight.”

      She gave Sawyer and Jo one last wave before heading out the door. Sawyer watched through the window as she reached her car and got in, locking the front door and turning to rejoin Jo at the back of the bar and grill only once Lia had safely driven off.

      “That was nice of you,” Jo said, sliding off her bar stool as Sawyer returned to his spot behind the bar. The place was empty now, save the two of them, but somehow, that just made the space seem more cozy.

      “We always walk each other to our cars at night, no matter who’s closing,” Sawyer said. Any one of them could be mugged or attacked, regardless of size or gender. “It’s just a precaution, but…”

      “No, I get it. Everyone who works here is like a family. I think it’s great that you all have each other’s backs.” Jo pointed to the pass through at the end of the bar, her brows lifted. “May I?”

      Sawyer nodded, mostly because he selfishly wanted her closer to him. “You don’t have to help me finish cleaning up, you know.”

      “I totally camped out at the end of the bar and monopolized your attention all night,” she said with a laugh, moving over the thick rubber bar mats to stand beside him.

      “I let you,” he countered, but she shook her head.

      “I’m still helping you clean up.”

      They worked together for a few minutes, refilling various napkin holders and placing clean glasses on the trays where they belonged, the silence around them comfortable. She wiped down one end of the bar as he took charge of the other, both of them working toward each other until they met in the middle. Her fingers brushed over his, and even the slight contact lit him up in about ten separate places, all of them on fire for her.

      “Oh.” The word coasted past her lips as little more than sound. Fuck, how could he want her more than he had ten seconds ago? “Hi.”

      “Hi.” Although it nearly broke him, Sawyer held himself in check, letting her make the first move—or no move, if that’s what she chose.

      But she didn’t. Leaning closer, Jo tilted her chin up to meet his stare, her eyes glittering in the soft white lights strung overhead. She didn’t speak, simply pressed up on her toes to fit her mouth to his. Sawyer’s brain screamed at him to take it slow, to kiss her softly and sweetly and not drown himself in the way she tasted and felt even though his dick was fully on board with that as a Plan A. But then Jo parted her lips, her tongue sliding over his as she sighed into his mouth, and all bets for slow and sweet were off. One of Sawyer’s palms found the back of Jo’s neck, his fingers splaying upward to tangle in her hair as his other hand gripped her hip, tightening over the denim there. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders to close the slight space between them, bringing their bodies flush. His breath hitched at the contact, but he didn’t stop.

      More. More. He wanted more.

      With a demanding sweep of his tongue, he deepened the kiss. A sound broke from the back of Jo’s throat, needful and hot, and it shot directly to Sawyer’s cock. She kissed him back just as hard, her mouth hungry as she tasted and took, then let him take in return. But it wasn’t nearly enough—Christ, he would gladly drown in this woman—and before his brain even realized he would, he’d reached down low to lift her off her feet.

      She knotted her legs around his waist in one quick movement that nearly fucking killed him. “Sawyer,” she breathed, her lips still pressed against his. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she tilted her head back to give him access to her neck. Sawyer took it without thought. He placed her on the bar so he could pay her body the full attention she deserved, settling himself in the cradle of her hips. Their bodies weren’t quite level—they were both tall, well-aligned when they were standing, but sitting on the bar gave her the height advantage.

      But with the way his mouth currently lined up with the center of her chest, Sawyer would gladly surrender every advantage just to have a taste.

      Starting at her neck, he kissed a slow trail over her collarbone. Jo arched into the touch, and all the resolve he’d tried so hard to build slipped.

      But then it disappeared altogether as she murmured one sweet, single word.

      “Please.”

      His fingers moved over the buttons on her shirt, freeing just enough of them to expose her petal-pink bra. Her nipples strained against the thin fabric, making his mouth water and his cock painfully hard.

      Still, he looked at her. But again, she said, “Please.”

      He couldn’t refuse her.

      Sawyer slid the satin aside, dipping his mouth to one nipple. Jo gasped, her body going bowstring tight. Then she hooked her knees over his waist, bringing his belly in contact with the gorgeous heat building between her thighs, and it was all the encouragement he needed. Using his palm to hold her steady, he licked and sucked, first in short, fast flicks of his tongue, then in slower, harder strokes. Jo moaned, thrusting against him and whispering his name in that throaty voice that he couldn’t get enough of, and in that moment, Sawyer wanted nothing more than to make her come just so could strip her naked and bend her over the bar and make her come again. To—

      A knock at the door made his heart slam and Jo’s eyes fly wide, both of them stilling in an instant.

      “Is that—”

      “Stay here,” he said quietly, slipping her from the bar so she could find her feet. True, anyone with bad intentions probably wouldn’t knock, especially since Sawyer would be able to see whoever it was as soon as he got to the windows. He still proceeded with caution, making his way to the front door on full alert.

      Lia stood at the front door.

      “Sorry!” she said through the glass as soon as she saw Sawyer. If she noticed his mussed hair or kiss-swollen mouth, she didn’t show it. “I left my cell phone behind the bar. I’d have called you to tell you I was coming back for it, but…”

      Sheepishly, she shrugged. Sawyer tried for a smile, although he had a feeling he’d missed by about a hundred yards. He slid a covert glance at Jo—clothes righted, expression entirely neutral as she wiped down the bar he’d just wanted to bend her over, and fucking hell, what had he been thinking?

      “Right. Sure, come on in. Jo and I were just finishing up.”

      Lia made fast work of grabbing her phone from behind the bar, apologizing again before heading back out. Unease perked in Sawyer’s chest, but he couldn’t exactly ignore what he and Jo had just done. What they’d almost done, right there on the damned bar.

      “Jo, I—”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” she said, shaking her head. “Really. I should probably apologize. I got a little…um…”

      She broke off, clearly flustered, but no. No way. They might’ve gotten more impulsive than either of them had intended, but the last thing he wanted from her was an apology.

      But first, he needed to get one thing straight. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure?” she said, wary.

      “Do you regret kissing me just now?”

      Jo blinked in surprise but didn’t pause. “No. I just, um, got kind of carried away.”

      “Me, too,” Sawyer admitted. “But it felt pretty good, getting carried away with you. Maybe not something we should do in the middle of a bar,” he conceded, and there, there was the smile he was after. “But I don’t have any regrets, either. Just because it was impulsive doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing.”

      After a beat, then another, she nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “Good. Now let’s finish up so you can get home.” Sawyer said. But as they put up the bar stools and he walked her to her car to say goodnight, he knew he wasn’t going to stop wanting her any time soon.
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      After four outfit changes, three attempts at putting on fake eyelashes—all of them a fail—and one breakneck trip to the mall to splurge on new bras and panties, Jo had to admit she might be just a teensy bit out of her depth with this whole dating thing. Not that she thought Sawyer would necessarily want to see her bra or panties tonight. But this was their fourth date this week, not counting the night she’d stayed at the Crooked Angel until closing time. Her cheeks heated at the memory of Sawyer’s kisses, hot and hard and bordering on wild. The feel of his hands on her body. The desperate way she’d wanted nothing more than to beg him to make her come until she forgot her own name. They’d dialed things back a little since then, having spent the last few nights on various dates, each of which had been just as much fun as the night he’d taken her skating and each of which had ended in slow, seductive kisses at her doorstep. He’d put that ball firmly in her court—she’d had a feeling if she’d asked for more, he’d have been all too happy to comply. But he’d seemed equally okay with just doing what they’d been doing, and hell if that didn’t make her want to fling her panties at him even more.

      Tonight, Jo had offered to cook him dinner, which she’d meant as a genuine date—after all, Sawyer was all about risk, and her cooking skills fell square into the “this could be delicious or a disaster” category. But the more she’d thought about it, the more she’d realized the implications of having him over at her place, just the two of them, with her bedroom right there, and God, she was such a dolt.

      The only thing more nerve wracking than Sawyer thinking she’d invited him over specifically so they could have sex was the knowledge that Jo really, really wanted to have sex with him. Fast, hard, dirty sex, the kind she’d seen in countless movies. The kind she was sure Sawyer was great at, if her preview from the other night was any indicator. The kind she’d never really had in her life, where she lost herself so thoroughly in the moment that the pleasure made her scream and the orgasms arrived effortlessly and more than once—no, twice.

      Yeah, Jo might not make it through her salad without spontaneously combusting.

      Thankfully, her phone rang, saving her from her thoughts. “Hey,” she said, putting her sister on speakerphone as she moved through the kitchen to assemble her dinner ingredients.

      “Hey! How’s the audition prep going?” Frankie asked.

      Knowing it would be futile to sugarcoat things like she had with her agent earlier today, Jo said, “Eh.”

      “Okay, I may need more to go on than that,” Frankie said, and the truth tumbled out of Jo before she could stop it.

      “The part is great. Like, game-changing, career-changing, life-changing, exactly what I’ve been looking for, perfect.”

      Frankie let a second drop off the clock before asking the obvious. “Shouldn’t that be a good thing?”

      Jo’s laugh was short and lacked humor. “For normal people, sure. For me, it’s just…” She paused for a shaky breath. “This is my last shot at something big, you know? And I really want the part. I’m just not sure I can land it.”

      “Of course you can land it,” Frankie said, the same way she’d say that the sun set in the west, or the sky was blue, or any other universal truth. “You’re an incredible actress, Jo. Auditioning for a big role is a risk, sure, but I know you. You’re talented and fierce. I don’t care what anyone says about Priscilla Contreras. You’re the original Amanda from Way Back When, the one they wanted first. They chose you. Josephine Fucking Rossi. You’ve got what it takes to nail this audition and make the producers beg you to play the part.”

      “Part of me knows that,” Jo admitted. She’d landed a lead role on a major prime time show, for Chrissake. No one did that unless they had chops. “I’m just not so great at the big risk part. I keep thinking of all the ways that’s burned me before and all the ways it could go wrong. I mean, I can’t even date a ridiculously hot guy without unintentionally propositioning him. How am I supposed to beat out hundreds of other actresses for this part?”

      A shocked silence skipped over the line, and damn it, damn it, damn it! Why did her mouth have to have so much independence all the time?

      Finally, Frankie said, “You propositioned Sawyer.”

      “No. Maybe. I’m not quite sure?” Jo amended, and but her sister pounced.

      “Explain. And don’t even think of scrimping on the details.”

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re like a barracuda, only not as charming?” Jo grumbled.

      “As a matter of fact, yes. And nice try, but I’m waiting.”

      Knowing she had no other choice, Jo told Frankie how she’d asked Sawyer over for a cozy dinner for two. “I didn’t realize it would sound like a booty call. But it totally does, right? Like, I pretty much said, ‘I want you to come over and take my clothes off with your teeth?’, didn’t I?”

      Frankie laughed, but not meanly. “Well, not to put too fine a point on it, but he said yes, didn’t he?”

      Jo stopped with her hands halfway to the cupboard in front of her. “Oh.” Oh. “I hadn’t really thought of that.”

      “Look, I’m going to tell you something I think you already know. Sawyer’s a good guy.”

      “I do know that,” Jo said. Yes, the kisses they’d shared had been nothing short of incendiary, and that night at the bar had been…God, she didn’t even think there were words for that. But he’d never pushed her for anything more.

      “He’s also a twenty-six-year-old, super-duper hetero guy,” Frankie pointed out. “I saw how he looked at you the night he met you, and from what you’ve told me about your dates this week, he’s more than a little into you.”

      Heat crept into Jo’s cheeks, but she couldn’t deny what Frankie was saying. “Okay, maybe, but—”

      “Sweet Jesus in the manger, Josephine. Could you please, just this once, throw caution to the wind and let yourself have a scorching-hot fling? Sawyer’s not some rando you met on Tinder. For the love of all things sacred, let the man bake your potato!”

      For a second, Jo’s hard-earned defenses wanted to keep up her argument. But, as much as Jo would probably pay for saying so out loud, Frankie was right.

      “For the record, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at baked potatoes the same way again,” Jo said, letting a microscopic smile slip over her mouth.

      “Sorry,” Frankie said. “That one kind of flew out. I’m not trying to push you, Jo-Jo. I just hate to see you second-guessing yourself all the time.”

      “It’s okay. You’re not really wrong.”

      Well, that got her. “I’m sorry. What?” Frankie asked.

      Jo took out a box of pasta, then bit the bullet. “I do second-guess myself, especially when it comes to anything risky or impulsive. I had that sort of relationship with Derek, and I got really burned.”

      “Oh, honey,” Frankie said. “Sawyer and Derek are two totally different men.”

      “I know,” Jo said slowly. “And I know this is a different situation. I’m only here for a couple more weeks, and we’ve only been on a handful of dates. But the truth is, I really do want to have sex with Sawyer. It might be impulsive, and I may be a little graceless about it,” she added, because she was probably the only person on planet Earth who didn’t realize that inviting him to dinner might make him think she meant to seduce him, “but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “So, you’re going to cook for him, huh?” Frankie asked with a smirk in her voice, and damn, her sister knew her far too well.

      “If following the very detailed, step-by-step instructions that Angelina sent me for a pasta dish she literally called ‘idiot-proof’ counts as cooking, then yes. I am cooking for Sawyer.”

      At the mention of their renowned chef cousin, Frankie’s voice grew relieved. “If it’s that one with the pancetta and sun-dried tomatoes and olives, I can personally vouch for the fact that it’s guaranteed to get a man into bed.”

      Jo laughed. “Well, at least it’s been field tested.”

      “Go,” Frankie said. “Have fun tonight. And use condoms! No throwing caution that far to the wind.”

      Oh, for the love of… “I’m not stupid,” Jo said, rolling her eyes. Fine. So she’d picked up condoms today, too. A girl could never be too prepared. “Also, I’m never telling you anything again. Ever.”

      “Good luck with that.” After one last laugh, Frankie disconnected the call, leaving Jo to baby-step through the video instructions her cousin had sent her to get this dinner together. She managed without botching things too horribly, and by the time things were well underway, she didn’t have time to worry about what might happen tonight, because Sawyer was buzzing up from downstairs.

      “Hey,” he said a minute later as he arrived at the door to her apartment, Jo’s heart kicking out a steady stream of yes-yes-yes at the sight of him in a black leather jacket and pair of perfectly battered jeans.

      “Oh, you smell good,” she blurted as he leaned in to kiss her cheek, his ensuing laugh rumbling past her ear.

      “I ran home to shower after my day shift. But I don’t smell nearly as good as this apartment.” His eyes darted to the kitchen with curiosity. “Have you been holding out on me, Rossi? Because I can always use talent in my kitchen.”

      Jo snorted, and so much for being seductive. “Hardly. But, luckily for you, I can follow step-by-step recipe instructions like a boss.”

      They moved into the kitchen, which was the size of a postcard, and Sawyer held up a bottle of wine. “I took a flyer and figured merlot would work,” he said, gesturing to the glass-doored cabinet where a few wine glasses stood.

      A prickle went through her that he’d remembered her order from last week, and she smiled. “Thanks.”

      Sawyer shrugged out of his jacket, revealing a snug, long-sleeved gray T-shirt that worshipped his muscles. Placing the bottle on the counter, he pushed up his sleeves and grabbed the corkscrew Jo passed over, his forearms flexing and releasing in even pulls as he opened the wine, and the neglected spot between her legs ached with every move.

      She bit her bottom lip, hard. “So!” she chirped, and oh, God, was it possible to actually expire from horniness? “Dinner is pretty much ready, so…”

      “Great.” Sawyer waited for her to dish up two portions of the pasta—which actually did smell pretty divine, if she did say so herself—then brought the two glasses of wine he’d poured to the small, two-person breakfast table tucked beneath the window. The nerves that had taken up residence in her belly eased as he took a bite of the pasta and his eyes drifted shut with a smile.

      “You have been holding out on me,” he said. “This is delicious.”

      Jo laughed, taking a bite, then another, before saying, “It really could’ve gone either way.”

      “Well, I’m glad it went this way.” They ate for a few more minutes, then he asked, “So, how was today? Did you get a lot done with your audition prep?”

      Annnd just like that, Jo’s appetite pulled a Houdini. “I’ve got most of the lines down,” she said, trailing her fork through the pasta on her plate.

      “That’s a good thing, right?” Sawyer asked.

      “Yes,” she meant to say, then drop the subject like a flaming-hot potato. But what came out was, “It would be, but I’m struggling with the script even though I’ve got it nearly memorized.”

      Sawyer tilted his head. “Is there something specific tripping you up?”

      “I’m not sure.” But rather than go the cautious route and slap a lid over her feelings, Jo found herself letting them pour right out.

      “I dug into the lines really hard this week, getting a handle on the characters and how they’re meant to be portrayed.” She’d done the exact same thing for the Way Back When audition, studying not just her role, but those of the other leads as well, to better portray her own character’s feelings. “The role I’m auditioning for is really nuanced. Every time I read the script I uncover a different way the character might be portrayed. She’s just so complex. I don’t”—Jo paused, but, God, she was so tired of holding back—“I don’t know if I can do this.”

      For a minute, Sawyer said nothing, the silence expanding into the space between them. Then he pinned her with a stare so intense, her heart began to pound.

      “You’ve been taking risks with me all week, right?” he asked, and Jo had to nod. The ice skating trip hadn’t been their only adventure. They’d gone Go Kart racing, played laser tag, and—in a move that had probably pushed Sawyer’s comfort zone to its limits, too—taken one of those wine and paint classes. Jo had thought she’d be miserable so far out of her comfort zone.

      She’d never raced a Go Kart in her life, and holy crap, she was terrible with a paint brush. But she’d ended up having too much fun to care that she might be bad at whatever it was they were doing.

      “Yes,” Jo said.

      One side of Sawyer’s mouth kicked up. “And none of those have ended in disaster, right?”

      “No, but there’s a little more on the line with this audition.”

      He considered this, finally nodding. “So, maybe it would help if you did something bigger than Go Kart racing, then.”

      “You think I should take a bigger risk?” she asked, her voice dropping to a murmur.

      Sawyer didn’t stop holding her gaze, but he didn’t move, either, as he said, “I think life is short. If you want something, even something that scares you a little, then maybe you should go all in and take it.”

      Jo knew he meant the role. After all, he’d been encouraging her from the start, taking her just far enough out of her comfort zone to give her the confidence she needed. But right now, she wasn’t thinking about the role, or about anything other than the intensity in Sawyer’s dark-brown eyes.

      Go all in and take it.

      Without realizing she would, Jo pushed to her feet and stepped toward him. He stood, too, and her pulse quickened in her ears. But as bold as seducing Sawyer might be, it didn’t feel risky or scary or dangerous.

      It just felt right.

      “I’m sorry,” Jo whispered, pressing one hand over the flat plane of his chest.

      His brows creased, just slightly. “For what?”

      “For the fact that your dinner is going to get cold before you can finish it. But I don’t want to wait any more. I want you.”

      Sawyer’s heart thumped faster beneath her hand, his stare shuttering as he dropped it to her mouth. “Show me, Jo. Take what you want.” His lips ghosted over hers, barely a touch, but God, she felt it everywhere. “All of it.”

      She lifted her mouth to his in a rush. He met her halfway, his lips soft even as the kiss was anything but, and a moan broke free from the back of Jo’s throat.

      “Christ, that is hot,” Sawyer said against her mouth, as if he wasn’t quite willing to part from her entirely to speak. The words made her brave, and she arched against him to deepen the kiss. Knotting her fingers in his hair, she held him steady, exploring his mouth with greedy glides of her tongue. She experimented with softer, slower movements, tasting and teasing. Sawyer returned each one, until the want building in Jo’s belly made her break from him on a gasp.

      “More. Please,” she said. Her voice didn’t even sound like it belonged to her, so throaty and needful. But Sawyer didn’t hesitate. Sliding one palm against the small of her back and the other over her ass, he pulled her flush. Jo moaned at the unmistakable ridge of his cock between her hips, then moaned again when he thrust against her in a way that—oh, God—left nothing to her imagination.

      “More what?” he asked, his voice gravel and sin and every other thing that made Jo want to come right there in her kitchen.

      “More you.”

      She grabbed his hand, fully intending to lead him through the tiny apartment to the tiny bedroom so they could give each other some decidedly not tiny orgasms, but he planted his boots to the floorboards and didn’t budge.

      “Jo.” He pinned her with a stare so intense that she stopped where she was. “I need you to say it.”

      “Say…what?” she asked, genuinely confused.

      Sawyer smiled. “All of it. What you want. What you don’t. If those things change at any point. I’m all for living in the moment”—he brushed a thumb over her bottom lip—“but none of what happens tonight should be a risk for you.”

      “It’s not,” Jo said, the words immediate. “I want you, Sawyer.” Summoning her courage, she continued, keeping her gaze steady on his even as her thoughts made her cheeks heat. “I want you to take me down the hall to my bedroom. Once we’re there, I want you to take off my clothes, then let me go as slow as I want while I return the favor.”

      A sound came out of him, something caught between a moan and a grunt, and the power of it shot right between Jo’s thighs, making her bolder. “I want you to touch me until I beg you not to stop, and then I want to fuck you until you beg me right back. So, please.” Her fingers tightened over his. “Take me to bed, Sawyer. Give me what I need.”

      His kiss was more of a claiming, and Jo gave in to it without a second thought. They managed to move through the kitchen and down the hallway, pausing a few times to let their mouths linger together. Jo kicked the door to her room all the way open and led him to the spot beside her bed. Her room was heavily shadowed—probably a good thing, since she wasn’t exactly a neat freak—and she gave her eyes a minute to adjust to the dim strains of light filtering down the hallway from the main living space before turning to Sawyer. His mouth found hers, then the curve of her cheek, then the—ah—sensitive skin behind her ear.

      “So pretty,” he murmured, her heart racing in reply. He slid both hands to the hem of her top, gripping the fabric and lifting it up in one swift motion. A curse grated out of him as he took in her red lace-and-satin bra, his fingers tracing the ribbonlike straps. But he didn’t let his touch get any bolder, and all at once, Jo realized that he was waiting.

      I need you to say it.

      “Take it off, Sawyer.” Jo shrugged one shoulder just enough to loosen the bra strap that had been resting there, then repeated the movement with her other shoulder. “I want you to touch me.”

      He trailed a blunt fingertip over the swell of her breasts, one then the other. His callused touch sent a shiver through her, turning her nipples into hard points, and he cupped her with both hands. Returning his mouth to her neck, Sawyer strung a trail of open-mouthed kisses over her collarbone. His lips rested on the line where satin met skin for just a beat, and then, as if something broke free inside of him, he tugged both breasts free, pulling one nipple past his lips as he rolled the other firmly between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Oh, God,” Jo sighed, her spine bowing into the contact. Sawyer took the encouragement, his movements purposeful as he tried out different touches and speeds to discover what pleasured her most. Her clit throbbed with every lick and suck, her need snowballing into something that had no name when he cupped both breasts together to alternate his attention in faster flicks of his tongue.

      “Sawyer.” It was all she could manage to get past the uncut want singing through her body, turning her panties wet and her mind into a haze.

      Thankfully, he didn’t make her wait. With fast hands, he finished undressing her, then let her tug off his T-shirt and lower his jeans as he kicked out of his boots, and whoa. Whoa.

      Sawyer had the body of a Greek sculpture, lean and defined and perfect, and he was looking at her as if she were a gift.

      Jo’s need to be touched took a small detour at the sight of him standing there beside her bed in nothing but a pair of dark gray boxer briefs. His sculpted muscles were visible even in the soft light, and she ran her fingers over his shoulders, then his chest, taking him in. She mapped the hard plane of his abdomen with her hands, a thrill bursting through her at every hitch in his breath. Jo’s throat knotted when she got to the scattering of hair below his navel, and their moans twined together when she slid her hand over the impressive length of his cock.

      “Fuck, Jo,” he grated, his hips moving in time with her hand as she stroked him over the thin fabric. He dropped a hand between them, his fingers sliding over her pussy with ease, and Jo was entirely helpless against the moan that flew out of her.

      Then, his touch was gone. Before Jo could protest, though, Sawyer’s arms were around her. He pulled her to the bed, breaking her fall with his body before situating them both more fully on the mattress, his head on one pillow.

      “That’s better.” He thrust against her, his boxer briefs the only barrier between them. He was hard and hot and, wow, okay, bigger than she’d realized, and a twinge of worry snuck in past all of her want, making her freeze.

      Sawyer’s hands stilled on her hips. Ugh, of course he’d noticed. “What?”

      “I still want this,” Jo assured him, because she really, really did. “It’s just been…a while.”

      “A while,” he repeated.

      Her face heated. Not in the good way. “A long while,” she admitted into the shadows. “And you’re, um…”

      She gestured to the spot where his cock was currently pressed tightly against her body, and thank God, he connected the dots. “Jo.” He propped himself on one forearm, levering closer so he could meet her eyes. “For the record, I don’t do this all the time, either. As for the rest”—he shifted her forward a few inches, his mouth hitching into an infernally sexy smile—“I’ve got you.”

      Sawyer slid her farther up, so she was straddling his abdomen, and now Jo was the one connecting the dots. Her breath collapsed out of her in a pleasured “oh” as his destination became wildly clear, his hands guiding her hips over his chest.

      “Do you have any idea how hot those little noises you make are?” he asked, his fingers moving to the back of her thighs. Jo’s inner muscles clenched at the closeness of his mouth, the heat of his breath so near to where she desperately wanted him, and all she could do was shake her head.

      Sawyer was completely undeterred. “Let’s find out if you taste as sweet as you sound.”

      He angled his shoulders beneath her, widening her thighs as he pulled her flush against his mouth, and oh, God, oh, GodohGodohGod. Pleasure shot through her, knotting her throat and turning her breath into gasps. He moved slowly, but with intention, exploring her pussy with his lips and tongue as his hands held her steady in front of him. Somewhere, in a dim passageway of her brain, Jo realized maybe she should feel vulnerable. After all, she was straddling Sawyer’s face, and—oh, oh, oh, that was so fucking good—making all sorts of needy, greedy noises as he laid her bare with his mouth. But then he moaned in response, making Jo realize that he was just as turned on as she was, and she rocked against him, guiding his tongue right over her clit.

      Sawyer’s fingers tightened, slipping around to cup her ass and hold her close. Sparks burst under her skin, in the pit of her belly, all the way in her toes, but she didn’t stop. She gripped the headboard in front of her, steadying her pace so she could chase the orgasm beckoning from the spot deep between her thighs, where she wanted…she wanted…

      Jo went utterly still for just a beat, hanging in the space between need and sweet release. Then her orgasm smashed into her, her pussy pulsating against Sawyer’s wicked, unrelenting tongue. He wrung every moan and please and call to God out of her before easing his grip on her hips, gently maneuvering her beside him on the mattress.

      “Even sweeter,” Sawyer said. He proceeded to repeat the process with his fingers, slowly finding every spot that rebuilt her need. Somewhere along the way, she tugged his boxer briefs to the floor, stroking his cock in return, until finally, she was certain she’d die if he wasn’t inside of her.

      “Sawyer,” Jo whispered. She spared only a brief second to grab a condom from the nightstand drawer, then moved back to the center of the bed.

      He took the condom from her, getting it safely into place, then settling himself between her parted knees. Anticipation trembled through her, doubling when he slid his rock-hard cock over her waiting body. He lingered on her clit for just a beat, driving her need to a fever pitch before pressing slowly into her pussy.

      “Oh, fuck, Jo.” He retreated, then nudged farther inside, seating himself more fully. The pressure made her gasp, but she was so slick with arousal, so full of need, that all she wanted was more.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Please don’t hold back.”

      For just a second, the words hung between them, reverent.

      Then Sawyer gave her exactly what she’d asked for. He began to fuck her in hard, even strokes, filling her over and over. Her body lit up, the pleasure of watching him take what he wanted giving her a bolt of wild satisfaction. She was making him moan. The focus in his gaze as he watched his cock disappear into her pussy, the sheer pleasure that replaced it when she cried out, all of it made Jo reckless with the need to make him come. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she changed the angle of his thrusting, guiding him even deeper.

      “You feel so fucking good on my cock,” he whispered. Although the words tempted Jo to feel a naughty thrill, the look on his face was almost vulnerable, making something break loose in her chest.

      “Please, Sawyer,” she whispered back. “Take what you need.”

      He didn’t hesitate. His motions grew more purposeful, then faster. Jo kept time with him the whole way, her own pleasure racing through her as his grew. His eyes squeezed shut, his breath coming in harsh gasps as his movements grew less controlled. He filled her entirely with one last thrust, his body going bowstring tight for a long moment before beginning to loosen. Jo unwound her legs from his waist, but held Sawyer close as his breathing slowed. After a few minutes, he disentangled their limbs just long enough to deal with the condom, then returned to the bed.

      Jo waited for the post-coital awkwardness to descend and trash the moment. But then, Sawyer pulled her in, tucking her head to his shoulder and kissing the top of her head as he simply held her, and instead, she just felt blissfully, weightlessly good in his arms.
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      Sawyer was in completely uncharted territory. More specifically, he was naked in Jo’s bed, his body loose, his stomach full, and his chest loaded with emotions he had no idea how to name. After the first round of mind-scrambling sex, they’d eventually gotten semi-dressed and returned to the kitchen. There, he’d discovered that the dinner she’d made was just as delicious warmed up as it had been the first time she’d served it, that she looked adorable in her oversized sweater and matching knit shorts, and that she loved olives so much, she’d stolen them right off his plate. Although neither of them acknowledged the detour they’d taken to her bedroom that had kept them from finishing their meal the first time, their conversation came just as easily as it had all week. By the time Sawyer had snagged the tomatoes off her plate (turnabout, and all), helped her tidy the kitchen, then taken her back to bed for a second, slower round of sex that had somehow been even better than the first, he’d come to a startling realization.

      Jo was here for two more weeks. She clearly had a job opportunity in front of her that was both big enough to alter her career and make her doubt herself all in one go. She was cautious—not without reason, but still. She probably didn’t want anything other than a casual extended hookup while she was here in Remington.

      Goddamned inconvenient, then, for him to discover that he hadn’t just wanted her, but he really fucking liked her.

      “Hey,” Jo said, her voice half-sleepy and fully hot. “You okay?” She paused to bite her lip, and sweet baby Jesus, was she trying to end him? “Is this weird? The staying the night thing, I mean.”

      Sawyer shook his head. “No,” he said. She hadn’t technically asked him to stay, but it was well past midnight at this point, and he definitely didn’t want to leave. “It’s not weird at all.” A thought occurred to him then, making his oh-shit meter spike. “Unless you don’t want me to?”

      Jo laughed. “Are you kidding? I definitely want you to,” she said without pretense. “But if that’s not it, then what’s the matter? You’re awfully quiet.”

      He knew he could dodge around the question. Tell her he was tired, or that it was nothing, or make up some story to avoid the feelings that were churning around in his rib cage. Hell, he really should.

      But life was short, and happiness came at a premium. Taking it, especially when it was right there in front of him and so damn beautiful that it ached?

      That was something he’d sworn he’d never pass up, and it wasn’t a promise he ever intended to break.

      So Sawyer said, “My mom wasn’t really in the picture when I was growing up, so my old man raised me on his own. He’s a good father—better than most, actually. But it was just me and him, and most of that time, he was working. He had to, I know. There were bills to pay, and running your own bar isn’t a nine-to-five. But I always kind of felt…I don’t know, a little lonely, I guess.”

      “That makes sense,” Jo said. The quiet that ensued gave him the room to keep going, and hell if he didn’t take it.

      “I enlisted in the Marines the week I graduated from high school. I wanted to serve, and I knew they’d pay for college as I went, which was great, because we didn’t have the money for me to go without taking out a huge loan. At the time, I thought those were the only two reasons I chose the military, but now, in hindsight, I know I was also looking for a second family.” Anton, Mikey B., Pax, Daniela—God, they’d all been more than unit-mates. They’d been his brothers and sisters.

      He pulled in a breath, trying to let it steady what would come next, but Christ, this never got easier. “I did three tours, with time home in between. The military’s not too interested in burning people out,” he said, the words falling softly in the shadows. “I was active a lot of the time I was stateside, doing training and working on my degree. But I never questioned that I’d go back for as many tours as I could. By then, I had a pretty wide skillset, and that sort of experience is valuable on certain operations.”

      Of course, he couldn’t tell her anything more specific than that. God knew it was an understatement the size of a small town. Only personnel with the highest-level security clearances had been briefed about some of the things he’d been trained in and all of the things that his unit had done. Including his last op.

      “Were you with the same people the whole time?” Jo asked, and he nodded.

      “Mostly. Some people do one tour and they’re done, others opt for different deployments if they can get them,” Sawyer said. “But there was a small group of us who ended up together all the time. We were really close. And since we’d had a lot of training and were used to being in different locales, by the third tour, we were being sent out on some pretty covert ops.”

      “You mean dangerous,” Jo said. Since Sawyer couldn’t really answer, he didn’t, but she read between the lines well enough. “God, that must have been terrifying.”

      “In a way. But we were a unit. A family. It’s a lot like how your sister relies on Maxwell when they work together, I’d guess. The shit may be hitting the fan, but you know you can put your life in your teammates’ hands and it’ll be okay. We were well-trained for combat situations. For all situations, really.”

      The irony of it slapped Sawyer in the face. For a whole excruciating year, he had questioned the validity of that claim. Was there something he’d missed that day? Something one of them could’ve done that would have changed the trajectory of events? If Anton, who was notoriously slower than the rest of them because of his two hundred-sixty-pound linebacker frame, had been on point instead of Mikey? If Daniela had been on everyone’s six instead of Sawyer? Or Pax?

      But he knew now that those questions had no answers. Nothing would change what had happened, no matter how much he’d bargained with God at one time for that not to be true, and as hard as it was to talk about his past, he needed Jo to know.

      So he kept going, pushing the words past his thumping pulse. “A couple of years ago, we were on an op. It was far from home, but nothing we hadn’t done hundreds of times before. We got to a certain point where the terrain made it impossible to keep our cover. We didn’t usually put much distance between us, but we couldn’t risk being seen. I’d been on our six, so the rest of my unit advanced while I stayed farther behind to make sure we had a safe exit path if we needed it, and also to keep watching their backs.”

      As if she could sense what was coming, Jo slid her hand over his chest, propping herself on her other forearm to look at him. “Sawyer, I know I asked what was on your mind, but we don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.”

      He shook his head, wanting to get the words out. Needing to. “They were about three hundred yards away when one of them tripped an IED. There was a split second where I saw the flash of light before I realized what it meant,” Sawyer said, and Christ, how that moment had lasted both forever and not long enough for him to do anything other than scream. “The heat and noise were unreal. I was blown completely off my feet.”

      “Oh, my God,” Jo whispered, her eyes wide in the shadows. “That’s how you got hurt.”

      Sawyer nodded. “I hit my head on the ground when I landed.” Okay, so it was a massive understatement, but there was no reason to scare her with words like communicated skull fracture and cranial blunt force trauma. “My helmet gave me some protection. To be honest, I probably would’ve been killed if I hadn’t been wearing it. Something like a third of people with severe head injuries die. Still, even with my TBI, I ended up being the lucky one.”

      Jo tightened her hand over his. “I’m so sorry, Sawyer. I can’t even imagine how horrible that must have been.”

      “Three of my unit-mates were killed instantly in the blast,” he said quietly, holding onto her hand like it was a lifeline, letting her presence ease the breath jammed to his lungs. “The fourth, Pax, was seriously injured. The blast took out both of his legs, one above the knee. I stabilized him as best I could and radioed for an emergency evac, but it was bad. We both knew it.”

      Jo’s hand stayed steady even as the pulse at her wrist quickened beneath Sawyer’s grasp, and the steadiness let him get the rest out. “Pax made me swear that if I made it out of there, I’d live enough life for all of them. That I wouldn’t be afraid to grab every chance that was in front of me and run with it, and that I’d never waste a single opportunity.”

      “And you promised,” Jo said.

      “It was the last thing he ever heard,” Sawyer said. “I swore, right then and there, that I would do right by my unit-mates. I’d live not just my life, but the ones they’d never get, too. It took a year of so many hospitals, MRIs, and medical tests that my file is the size of a dictionary. I finally ended up here in Remington because they have one of the best hospitals on the East Coast, but when I got here, I was in pretty rough shape, both physically and emotionally. I didn’t think I had it in me to do the work to heal.”

      “Oh, Sawyer, I’m so sorry.”

      Bolstered by her steady presence, he nodded. “Thanks. I ended up going to a Marine PTSD group therapy session—mandatory, because I probably wouldn’t have done it otherwise—and that’s where I met Gamble. We talked, and after a few more sessions, I started to realize I owed it to myself and to my unit-mates to do the hard work of healing. I did every kind of therapy that exists. Physical, occupational, psychological—it was painful and soul-crushing and I wanted to give up every fucking day. But I couldn’t. I’d promised Pax I’d live my life with no regrets. I had to heal, no matter how much it hurt.”

      Understanding dawned on Jo’s pretty face. “That’s why you’re not afraid to go big all the time.”

      And here it was. The thing he needed her to know. The risk he had to take. “I don’t know what this thing between us is, or what it’ll bring. But here’s what I do know. The idea of spending the night here with you is the opposite of weird. Impulsive or not, I’m pretty fucking crazy about you, Jo. I don’t want to go home. I want to be right here, with you. I want this.” He brushed a kiss over her mouth. “No matter what it is, for as long as you want it, too.”

      For a minute, she said nothing. Then she broke into a smile so pure and so utterly beautiful that it knocked right into him.

      “I suppose that’s a good thing,” Jo murmured, returning his kiss with a slow press of her lips. “Because as crazy as it is, I don’t want you to go home, either.”

      And as she settled in beside him and they both drifted toward sleep, Sawyer realized that telling Jo about his past and seizing the present moment hadn’t been a risk at all.

      It had been a beginning.
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      Jo brushed her teeth, made a pot of coffee, and waited for the other shoe to drop on her head like an anvil. Not only had she and Sawyer had toe-curling sex (twice!), but he’d trusted her enough to tell her about his past. Jo’s heart had ached as he’d told her about the attack where he’d been so seriously injured, then nearly broken outright as he’d confided he’d been the only one to survive. If anyone had told her, even a couple of weeks ago, that she’d meet a guy who would reveal such a personal part of himself with her after only five dates, she’d have said it was too much, too fast. But nothing about Sawyer felt anything other than just right. His devil-may-care outlook made perfect, heartbreaking sense now. He was living his life to the fullest not just because it was what he wanted, but also because he’d sworn to honor the people he’d considered family.

      Frankie was right. Sawyer was a good man. A man who had held her as they’d fallen asleep. A man who wanted to spend the next two weeks with her, no matter where that led them.

      A man who was standing, shirtless and beautiful, in the doorway to her kitchen, and oh, Jo was in deep, deep trouble.

      “Hi!” she chirped, cringing inwardly at her far-too-happy-for-the-morning tone. Ugh, she was going to bungle this. She had no idea how to handle even regular mornings-after, let alone ones after a night like they’d just shared.

      Sawyer? Apparently knew exactly how to handle them, because he simply smiled and breezed into her kitchen, wrapping an arm around her to brush a quick kiss over her mouth. “Hi. Thanks for the spare toothbrush.”

      Jo had learned—yes, the hard way—to always keep an extra toothbrush in her purse in case of emergency auditions. “Oh. Sure. Do you want some coffee?”

      “Please.”

      She turned to grab a mug from the cupboard above the coffeepot, her movements growing easier. This was just Sawyer. Same as always, even though the whole shirtless-and-barefoot-in-jeans thing was more than slightly killing her. “There’s milk in the fridge, and sugar right there on the counter,” she said, passing him the now-full mug.

      “Ah, no, this is perfect. Thanks.”

      Before she could ask him what time his shift started at the Crooked Angel, her cell phone rang, and shit. Shit!

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, scrambling to grab it from the counter. “I totally forgot I have a morning video chat with my daughter. I really can’t—”

      “No, no, take it. I’ll go back to your bedroom to give you some privacy,” Sawyer said, moving toward the door.

      “You don’t have to.” The words were out before she could stop them, but she didn’t try to pull them back. “It’s fine. Really. I won’t be long.”

      Sitting in one of the chairs at the small kitchen table, Jo propped her phone against her mug and hit the button to answer the call. “Hey, butter bean.”

      Mikayla’s face appeared, making her heart squeeze. “Hi, Mommy! Were you sleeping? You took a long time to answer.”

      “Nope,” Jo said, willing her face not to flush. “Just making sure I had a good spot to chat with you. Did you eat breakfast?”

      “Yes. Daddy made pancakes and bacon and eggs.”

      Jo’s brows lifted. “That sounds fancy.”

      “He had a sleepover with a new friend, so we needed a lot,” Mikayla said, and theeeeeere it was. “But Daddy made me a Mickey Mouse pancake. I ate the whole thing.”

      “It sounds delicious,” Jo said. She spent a few minutes asking Mikayla about school, listening to her chatter away about the local book fair and her last swim lesson. Although Jo was focused on Mikayla, she couldn’t miss Sawyer on the periphery, patiently drinking his coffee and scrolling his phone on the other side of her kitchen. After a few more minutes, Derek popped onto the screen to say hello to Jo and gently tell Mikayla it was time for school. Jo said goodbye to both of them, blowing kisses at Mikayla and promising to talk to her again tomorrow.

      “Sorry,” she said, dipping her chin as she flipped her now-dark cell phone face down on the table.

      Sawyer waved her off. “Please don’t ever apologize for talking to your daughter, Jo. She’s the most important person in your life.”

      “She is.” Jo smiled warmly. “Mickey Mouse pancakes and all.”

      “Gotta be honest, I work in the restaurant industry and I didn’t know that was a thing.” Sawyer laughed, coming over to sit across from her. “Pretty brilliant.”

      “Ah, you learn all sorts of things as a parent. Most of them very strange and not very useful as a whole.”

      Sawyer lifted a brow at her in challenge. “You knew that a pacifier would make Kellan and Isabella’s baby stop crying.”

      She lifted a brow right back. “I can also sing every song on the Moana soundtrack, know how to get peanut butter out of pigtails, and can successfully change a diaper one-handed.”

      “Damn. I’m not sure whether to be impressed or turned on.”

      Jo threw her head back and laughed for a solid five seconds before she realized Sawyer might not have been kidding. “Seriously? You heard me say diaper, right?”

      “That’s not the part I’m talking about,” Sawyer said, playfully rolling his eyes. “But come on. That’s some pretty high-level ability. Smarts and skill? Definitely hot.”

      “Clearly, you’ve never seen the sleep-deprived parent of a teething toddler,” she joked.

      Sawyer shrugged. “No, but I kind of hope to be that parent someday.”

      Jo’s coffee mug hit the table with a thunk. “You want kids?”

      “You look surprised.”

      “Well, maybe, yeah. It’s not necessarily something you hear a lot of twenty-six-year-old ex-military badasses say.” For God’s sake, she hadn’t even given kids a whole truckload of thought until those two pink lines had shown up on that pregnancy test.

      “Maybe not,” Sawyer agreed. “And I’m not saying I want kids right this instant. But someday, yeah. Having kids is something I definitely want to do.”

      Jo thought about Frankie’s boyfriend, Shawn, and what a great dad he was to Isla, and how amazing both Gamble and Kellan were with their infant sons. Was it really that big of a surprise that Sawyer wanted kids someday?

      “Well, I kind of got thrown into the deep end when it came to becoming a parent, and I respect the fact that it’s not for everyone,” Jo said. “A lot of people don’t want kids, and that’s totally okay. But for me? I couldn’t imagine not being Mikayla’s mom or not having her in my life.”

      “She sounds like a great kid,” Sawyer said. “She’s definitely got a great mom.”

      His eyes glinted, his mouth curving into a smile that turned her panties into dust. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      Sawyer stood, taking her hands and gently pulling her to her feet. Jo wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her body melting against his as he kissed her neck. “Even if it’s true?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered, her sigh becoming a gasp as he kissed lower, then dropped to his knees.

      “Good. Because as far as you’re concerned, I want to be everywhere. And I’m going to start right here.”
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      Sawyer stood behind the bar at the Crooked Angel and let his grin have its way with him. Not that it was a tough battle. Four days had passed since the night that had ended with him in Jo’s bed, four mornings that he’d woken up in her arms. She’d adjusted her audition prep schedule to fit around his hours at the Crooked Angel, and they’d spent every non-working minute together, only taking breaks from their trips around the city and long conversations so she could FaceTime with her daughter. Sawyer had heard so many stories about Mikayla that he felt like he knew her. Although they hadn’t crossed that particular bridge just yet, he’d be ready when Jo was. Mikayla was the center of Jo’s world. Sawyer might not have a clue about kids, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t figure it out.

      Damn, he was falling for her. And as crazy as that was, it didn’t feel crazy at all.

      It felt like living.

      “Uh-oh. Look out,” came a voice Sawyer knew all too well, but not even the cocky smirk that went with it could put a dent in his bulletproof mood.

      “Don’t you have a photo shoot to get to, superstar?” he asked Finn, matching his friend’s smirk as he reached into the beer cooler at his hip for Finn’s usual IPA.

      Finn rolled his eyes, but kept his smile in place. He’d probably been getting a raft of shit from his teammates for the high-profile underwear ad that had appeared in select magazines this week. Not that it was going to keep Sawyer from joining in, because Finn in a pair of expensive-ass skivvies in front of God and everybody? That shit was priceless.

      “Don’t hate, Knox. The twins need college money, you know. Anyway, don’t think for a second that you’re going to distract me from calling out that look on your face.”

      Funny, Sawyer didn’t lose his smile, either. “What look?” he asked, popping the cap off Finn’s beer and sliding it over the bar in a well-practiced move.

      “The goofy grin that appears every time you sneak a look at a certain pretty brunette sitting next to her sister over by the door. For the record, you may be half-gone for her, but you’re not stealthy.”

      Sawyer’s pulse tripped in his veins. Having feelings for Jo was one thing. Other people being able to tell just by looking at him? Definitely another. “Jo and I are enjoying the time we have together,” he said, swiping at a spot on the bar with a towel even though he could practically see his reflection in the surface.

      “But?” Finn asked. His expression grew serious, his dark brows tugging downward in concern, and shit. Sawyer just wasn’t good at holding anything back.

      “The ‘but’ isn’t on my end. I do really like her, probably more than I should after only two weeks.”

      Finn waved a hand in dismissal, although not rudely. “I’m a firm believer in ‘when you know, you know,’” he said. “You might be taking it faster than usual, but if you like her that much, is it really such a bad thing?”

      Sawyer shook his head, slipping a gaze across the bar at Jo. She looked beautiful, her dark-brown hair framing her face in soft waves as she laughed at something Maxwell said, her bright red sweater and jeans hugging every curve. “No. I don’t know.” Shit. “Maybe.”

      “Really? Because she’s clearly into you, too,” Finn said, thoughtfully sipping his beer. “I mean, goofy look on your face aside, you two have been practically joined at the hip the whole time she’s been in Remington.”

      Shock lifted Sawyer’s brows. “Who told you that?”

      Finn snorted. “Please. Jo tells Frankie, who tells Isabella, who tells Kellan, who tells January, who…do you really need a diagram, here? Those cops and firefighters may be supreme badasses, but they gossip like middle schoolers. But that’s beside the point. What matters is that your feelings for Jo seem to be mutual. I’m failing to see the problem, here.”

      “The problem is that her audition is tomorrow, and she’s supposed to go back to Savannah next week.”

      “And that could complicate things,” Finn said, connecting the dots. “Have you talked to her about getting more serious?”

      Sawyer hedged. Of course, he’d wanted to bring it up with her, but… “She’s been burned before, taking things really fast. I’d never hurt her, but I don’t want to push too hard, either. We’ve been kind of living in the moment. I’m not sure either one of us thought we’d end up here. With, you know...”

      “Feelings so big that Neptune looks like a fucking map dot in comparison?” Finn supplied. At Sawyer’s WTF stare, he added, “What? You think you’re the only guy who’s ever had feelings for another person? I am wildly in love with my wife, you know.”

      “Okay, but it’s not like most guys really sit around and talk about their feelings,” Sawyer said.

      “Maybe not with just anybody,” Finn agreed. “But the whole ‘men shouldn’t have emotions’ thing is a load of horse shit. Anyway, I’d never leave a brother in need.”

      The word, with all its implied closeness, hit Sawyer center mass, making his rib cage tighten. “Thanks.”

      Finn nodded, leaning his forearm on the bar and dropping his voice to keep their conversation private from the scattering of people drinking and laughing around them. “I know it might be hard to believe it now, but my relationship with January was complicated in the beginning, too.”

      Sawyer kept his jaw from dropping, but it took some pretty monstrous effort. “You guys were complicated?”

      “Well, yeah. I was playing for New Orleans at the time, and in case you haven’t noticed, that’s not exactly in the same time zone as Remington. Plus, let’s just say January and I have some past history together that made getting together a challenge.”

      One day, Sawyer was going to pry that story out of his buddy, but for now, he settled for, “Damn. I had no idea. You guys are so perfect for each other.”

      Tilting his head, Finn huffed out a laugh. “I didn’t always know it, though. What can I say? We professional hockey players have hard heads.” He rapped his knuckles against his temple, his wedding ring glinting in the bar light. “It took some doing for me to see what was right in front of me, but once I did, I knew January was the love of my life.”

      “How did you figure it out?” Sawyer asked.

      Finn put his beer on the bar, all traces of his usual, cocky smile fading into something a lot softer. “I followed some excellent advice.”

      “Which was…?”

      “To fight for what I really cared about. Well, that and get my head out of my ass,” Finn qualified with a laugh, “although I think you’re a lot smarter than I was. My point is, things might get complicated. They might even get bad before they get good again. But if you care about Jo—if your feelings really are the size of Neptune—don’t be afraid to fight for her if you have to.”

      Sawyer looked across the bar at Jo, the tiny white lights strung from the rafters casting a warm glow over her face. She turned to meet his gaze, their eyes locking together for just a beat before she smiled, and oh, hell, Finn was right.

      She was worth fighting for. Even if Sawyer lost it all.
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      Jo looked at the clock and contemplated throwing up. Her audition was in two hours. Yes, she’d spent two solid weeks preparing, and yes, the more she’d dug into the role, the more she’d felt absolutely positive that it was everything she could possibly want. The perfect opportunity to do the one thing she’d always dreamed of, for real this time. The last chance she’d have to land a role that could make her career, and maybe her life, truly limitless.

      Annnnd welcome back to wanting to throw up.

      Jo’s cell phone pinged with an incoming text message, snagging her from her stress-filled thoughts, and she tapped the screen to life.

      I know I’m not supposed to wish you luck, but that’s okay. You don’t need it. You’re ready. You’re perfect for the part, and you’re going to nail this audition.

      Sawyer attached a photo of him and the whole Crooked Angel staff giving a thumbs-up from behind the bar, and okay, she had to laugh. This audition was a big deal (fine. It was huge. Gargantuan. Supermassive), but Sawyer was right. She was ready. She’d done every single thing possible to prepare for the audition. This last week in particular, she’d thrown herself into the lines on an even deeper level than she’d thought herself capable of, allowing herself to shed her doubts and just live in the moment. She felt at home with the role, like she was exactly where she was meant to be.

      Like she felt when she was with Sawyer.

      Setting the thought aside, Jo scooped in a deep breath. She had to focus on the here-and-now, which meant this audition was the only thing she could allow into her brain. This part was made for her, and she was made for it in return. She was going to pour everything into this audition, and she was going to get the part.

      Which meant she had to start acting like it.

      Living her life meant going all-in, and she’d held back for far too long.

      Turning her attention back to the phone in her hand, Jo scrolled through her contacts, letting her nervous energy bolster her instead of holding her back.

      Derek answered on the second ring. “Hey, Jo. Mikayla’s at school.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “Oh.” His voice pitched in confusion. “Is everything okay?”

      Taking a deep breath, Jo said, “Everything is better than it’s been in a long time, actually. But you and I need to talk.”
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      Four hours later, Jo’s mood had gone through a fucking woodchipper. But at least she was at a bar. Who cared that it was two o’clock in the afternoon?

      After an audition like that, she deserved copious amounts of liquor.

      “Hey!” Sawyer said, and ugh, not even his ridiculously sexy smile could get her to her happy place. “How did it go, Ms. Soon to be Famous Actress?”

      “More like Ms. Close but No Cigar Actress,” Jo mumbled, plopping down on a bar stool. The Crooked Angel was nearly empty, with only a handful of patrons enjoying the lull between the lunch rush and the dinner crowd. “Can I get a glass of wine, please? The biggest one you’ve got would be great. One for each hand would be even better.”

      Sawyer’s blond brows lifted in surprise, but smartly, he didn’t say anything about the early hour. “I’m sure the audition wasn’t that bad.”

      “Actually, it wasn’t,” Jo said, and welcome to the most shitastic part of the whole thing.

      “Okay, you’ve lost me.” Sawyer served up a blessedly heavy pour of merlot. “If it wasn’t bad, shouldn’t we be celebrating?”

      “It was worse than bad. It was close. I had a real shot at the role, and I blew it.”

      Throwing her pride out the window, Jo recounted the audition, starting with the bundle of nerves that had made her stumble through not one, but two takes before she’d shaken them off and asked-slash-begged Teresa Park and the other executives for a third try—which, of course, she’d nailed.

      “They let me go through the entire scene, which might have been amazing if it had been my first take. But it wasn’t. Then they gave me the kiss of death and said they’d ‘be in touch.’ They didn’t even have the courtesy to cut me loose right there on the spot.” Tears pricked at her eyes, borne more of frustration than sadness. “Damn it! I should have known better than to let myself think I had a real chance at this.”

      “Jo.” Sawyer crossed to her side of the bar, reaching out to pull her close. “You do have a real chance at this. So, you stumbled. You wouldn’t be human if you weren’t nervous. And you just said that them letting you go through the entire scene is a good thing.”

      Her heart caught in her throat, making her voice waver. “It’s a good thing if it happens the first time! I stumbled twice, Sawyer. I gave it everything I had and I still came up short. I’m going to go back to Savannah a failure.”

      “Hey. Not getting this part doesn’t make you a failure.” His eyes flashed with the seriousness of his claim, but Jo sighed.

      “I know you think so, and that’s really sweet. But the truth is, I’m not so sure I had any business putting myself out there like that in the first place.” For God’s sake, she was a single mom who taught middle school drama classes for a living. Had she really been deluded enough to think she’d get this part?

      “I don’t think so. I know so,” Sawyer said, a muscle in his jaw going tight. “You’re incredible no matter what.”

      “Sawyer—”

      “Jo, listen. I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I don’t want to keep it from you anymore. I know it seems impulsive, but…I want us to be together. Part or no part.”

      Jo’s heart tripped in her chest, and she gripped the bar in an effort to steady herself.

      It didn’t work. “What?”

      “I’m crazy about you.” He leaned toward her, a soft smile shaping his lips. “More than crazy about you, actually. I know we live in separate cities, and that we’ve only known each other for two weeks, but we can figure all that stuff out.”

      “Figure all that stuff out,” she echoed, her pulse whooshing faster, making her dizzy, and all the dread from her audition, from the day—God, from all of this, spilled right out. “You’re talking about my life. Your life. We can’t just play those things by ear.”

      Sawyer took a step back, brows bent. “I didn’t say I thought it would be easy. Of course there are logistics. But I want this. I want you, no matter what.”

      For a single split second, Jo wanted to say yes. She wanted to take the risk. To let herself fall for him, to drift off to sleep beside him at night and wake up, safe and cared for and wrapped tightly in his arms. She wanted to take the chance that they’d beat the odds and make it work—the distance, the impulsiveness, her daughter—even though she hadn’t gotten this role.

      But then reality crashed in, swift and sharp, and Jo shook her head.

      She was walking, talking proof of how much a person could lose by taking risks that big. She’d been burned six years ago. Hell, she’d been burned a few hours ago. Caution had never let her down, and it had damn sure never broken her heart.

      She had to play it safe and walk away before she fell for him any harder.

      “We wanted each other in the moment, Sawyer. This was fun while it lasted, but”—she forced herself to look right into his melty brown stare even though she saw nothing but hurt there—“it’s time for me to go back to Savannah, where I belong.”

      “Jo, please,” he said. “Let’s just talk about this, okay?”

      “I’m sorry,” Jo whispered. “But the only thing left to say is goodbye.”

      She turned and walked away before her breaking heart could stop her.
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      Jo pulled the last sweater from her dresser and shoved it into her suitcase just in time for a knock to sound off on the door to her borrowed apartment. She considered not answering it—she hadn’t buzzed anyone up, and she sure as hell wasn’t expecting anyone—but then the knock grew more insistent, making her approach the door with caution.

      “Jo, it’s me. I know you’re in there because I heard your footsteps. Open up.”

      Sighing, Jo released the chain and flipped the deadbolt to open the door. Of course Frankie still had an extra key to let herself into the main entrance. Jo should’ve known she’d show up here eventually.

      “You don’t have to be a cop every second of every day, you know,” she groused, standing back to let Frankie in.

      “It’s not my fault you fell for that,” her sister said, arching a brow. “I’m good, but unless you’re stomping toward the door or you’re carrying a linebacker on your shoulders, I can’t really hear your footsteps. Anyway, it’s justified. You weren’t answering your phone. How else am I supposed to find out what the hell is going on?”

      Sadness stretched out in Jo’s chest, but she soldiered past it. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      Grabbing Jo’s hand, Frankie led her over to the couch, and Jo knew from experience that fighting her was useless. “Well, let’s see,” Frankie said. “I went by the Crooked Angel to celebrate your audition, but when I got there, you were suspiciously absent and Sawyer was in a mood that can only be described as abominable. When I asked him what was going on, he told me to ask you. But since you didn’t answer your phone…damn it, Jo, please don’t make me put on my interrogation voice, because—no offense—you look like shit and I’m worried about you. So, can you please help me out, here? What the hell happened?”

      Jo meant to stand her ground. She meant to stay tough like always and just say things hadn’t worked out with the audition or Sawyer or anything else, no big deal.

      But instead, she started to cry, and fuck it. Frankie wasn’t going to let her off the hook now.

      “I, um. I think I really screwed things up,” she said.

      “Okay.” Frankie lifted a finger. “Give me a sec. I’ve got you covered, babe.”

      Working quickly, she grabbed a box of tissues and made two cups of tea, snagging the half-full bag of chocolate chunk cookies from Jo’s cupboard before coming back to the couch and listening to the whole story. Jo skirted around the details of Sawyer’s past out of respect for his privacy, but everything else came pouring out. Their dinner date. Their incredible conversations, including the one about kids. The time they’d shared together. The feelings she’d been too scared to admit to. The way she’d believed—truly believed, in her heart and soul—that she’d get this part and move to Remington for the filming and finally have all the things she’d wanted six years ago. How it had all come crashing down in the span of a few hours. By the time Jo finally got through the recount of her horrible audition and the ensuing non-versation with Sawyer, her tea was cold and her heart still ached as if she’d been kicked square in the chest.

      “Oh, sweetie.” Frankie reached out to squeeze Jo’s forearm. “I’m so sorry the audition didn’t go the way you wanted it to. I know you really wanted the part.”

      “I should’ve known better,” Jo whispered. “The part, this thing with Sawyer. If I’d played it safe and just stayed in Savannah where I belong, none of this would have happened.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Frankie asked, and Jo looked at her in confusion.

      “Well, yeah. If I hadn’t come to Remington for the audition, then—”

      “Not that part,” Frankie said, shaking her head. “Do you really believe that you belong in Savannah, teaching middle school and watching Netflix alone on Friday nights?”

      Jo opened her mouth to say of course she belonged in Savannah. She’d lived there for her whole life. But the truth was, she had been prepared to move to Remington to take this role if she’d landed it—she’d even talked out all the details with Derek, outlining a plan that would allow for her to move Mikayla here while she filmed and for him to bring her back to Savannah for a few extended visits throughout the year. He hadn’t been wild about it, but he’d also recognized that she’d wanted it deeply, and that it was a huge opportunity she couldn’t pass up. Jo had been ready to take the leap, to dive into the career she’d always wanted and keep waking up next to the man she’d always dreamed might be out there for her.

      Could she belong here in Remington—here with Sawyer—even if she didn’t get the part?

      “It’s not that easy,” Jo said, shaking her head.

      Frankie put her mug down on the coffee table, reaching for Jo’s hand. “It’s also not that hard. I know you like to play it safe, Jo, and I get it. I really do. But when you’re around Sawyer, you don’t just look happy. You look like you’re really living. You look like you. Don’t you think that’s worth a little risk?”

      Jo’s heart pounded in response. Her past had taught her to be cautious—for crap’s sake, the one and only time she’d acted on impulse, she’d ended up with a surprise baby, a man who could only commit to sleeping around, and a career she’d had to put on indefinite hold, probably ruining it forever.

      But this thing with Sawyer didn’t feel like that. It didn’t feel scary, or risky, or dangerous, and it never once had. When Jo was with him, she only ever felt like she was exactly where she belonged.

      When she was with Sawyer, she felt right, and oh, God.

      “I told him no,” Jo whispered, her eyes going wide. “Worse than that, I said goodbye! I walked away. How am I supposed to fix that?”

      “Well, I think that all depends,” Frankie said, “on whether or not you’re willing to get a little bold to get him back.”

      Jo didn’t think. She didn’t have to. She wanted Sawyer, no matter what. “I am. I’m done being scared to live in the moment.”

      Frankie smiled, pushing to her feet and pulling Jo up with her. “Come on, then. I’ll even give you a police escort. After all, what are sisters for?”
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      For the first time since he’d started working at the Crooked Angel, Sawyer had no desire to be behind the bar. He’d tried not to let it show too much; after all, the dinner rush wasn’t really going to give a shit that his heart had been smashed into a thousand pieces. But the more he tried, the harder it was to keep his head on straight, let alone smile at the customers starting to fill the seats around the bar.

      Yeah. He was going to have to figure out a way to deal with the fact that Jo had left, but it wasn’t going to be tonight.

      “Hey, Evie,” Sawyer said, snagging the attention of their hostess and his assistant-manager-in-training. “I’m going to head back to the office to work on the books for a bit. Javier should be all good in the kitchen, but text me if we get slammed.”

      “Sure thing,” Evie replied, then tagged on, “Are you okay?”

      Nope, screamed the hole in his chest, but seriously, he needed to just get through this shift. “Headache. I’ll be fine.”

      He got them often enough that the excuse worked. Making his way through the restaurant, Sawyer cut a path to the small office off the kitchen. The sights and smells normally calmed him, and maybe tomorrow, they’d work a little. But tonight, all he wanted was to be alone.

      No. Scratch that. What he wanted was to be with Jo. Jo, for whom he’d fought. Jo, for whom he’d been willing to risk his heart.

      Jo, who had said goodbye and walked out the door anyway, and damn it, he had to do something to stop feeling like this, even if it was only temporary.

      Sawyer threw himself into inventory and kitchen orders, then staffing schedules for good measure. He found as much of a groove as he was going to, losing himself in the work enough that when his phone vibrated with an incoming call, he was shocked to see how much time had passed, then shocked again at who was calling him.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Sawyer,” Frankie said. Unlike the ruckus unfolding in Sawyer’s chest, she sounded perfectly calm. “Sorry to bother you while you’re working, but I was wondering if you could help me out with something.”

      “Okay,” he said, although it was far more of a question than anything else. What could she possibly need his help with?

      “Great. I’m here at the restaurant. Can you meet me at the end of the bar? Thanks.”

      This was officially getting weird. But Frankie had already ended the call, and despite Sawyer’s piss-poor mood, if she needed something, he didn’t want to leave her hanging. Plus, maybe she’d spoken with Jo about the audition.

      Let it go, his inner voice warned. He’d done all that he could, putting his feelings on the line to fight for her. He’d known it was a risk, especially when she’d told him that the audition hadn’t gone well, but he’d taken it anyway.

      Crash, meet burn. The best thing he could do—the only thing, really—was to try to forget it and move on.

      Running a hand through his hair, Sawyer made his way through the kitchen, then out to the bar. The dinner rush was in full swing, and he scanned the crowded bar in search of Frankie.

      Instead, his eyes caught on Jo, sitting in the spot at the end of the bar she’d been in that very first night and looking so beautiful it made Sawyer ache, and he walked toward her before his brain could even register that his legs were moving.

      “Hi,” she said, and now that he was closer, he realized with a pang that her eyes were rimmed in red, as if she’d been crying. “Sorry we lied to you.” She broke off to gesture across the restaurant, where Frankie waved from her usual seat with the members of the Intelligence Unit and the firefighters from Station Seventeen. “But I wasn’t sure you’d want to talk to me.”

      Sawyer’s heart smacked into his sternum. “Why wouldn’t I want to talk to you?”

      “Because I’m an idiot.” Jo slid off her bar stool, closing the space between them until she was less than an arm’s length away. “You were honest with me, and I didn’t return the favor before. I want to do that now, so here goes. I’ve been so cautious for so long that I lost sight of the bigger picture. The one where I have to not just believe in myself, but take a risk or two in order to really live. I let what happened at my audition today scare me into thinking I’d been too risky, and I panicked. But the truth is, being with you isn’t a risk at all. It feels real. It feels right.”

      “It feels right to me, too,” Sawyer said, hope filling his chest. “I know we have a lot to figure out, and that parts of that are overwhelming as hell. You live in Savannah, and your daughter is there. My job is here. I wanted to be honest with you about how I felt, to let you know that I believe in you—in us—even if you didn’t get the part, but I realize now that I kind of sprang it on you. I don’t blame you for wanting to play it safe.”

      Jo took a step closer, looking right into his eyes. “It’s true that playing it safe never broke my heart, but it never let me fall for anyone either. I’m done letting caution hold me back. We do have a lot to figure out, and that means we’ll probably have to do this long-distance for a while, but I don’t care. Part or no part, I want to go all-in. I want you, Sawyer.”

      “I want you, too, Jo.”

      Not caring that he was in a bar full of people, he cupped her face and kissed her. Jo didn’t seem to care about the PDA either, because she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him right back, holding him tight until the sound of a throat clearing interrupted them.

      “Is it safe to assume you two got that all worked out?” Frankie asked, and Sawyer laughed.

      “You’re an excellent detective,” he said. “And an even better sister.”

      “I’m going to remind you of that when you come to meet the rest of our family,” she teased, but Sawyer just grinned.

      “Deal.”

      He turned to ask Jo if she wanted her usual, but the sound of her cell phone ringing beat him to her attention. “Hello?” she said, the crease of her brows marking her confusion. “Oh, hi, Genevieve. No, you came up as Unknown Caller.”

      Sawyer’s great mood dropped down a peg. Jo’s agent was probably calling with the official word on the audition. He guided her to a quieter section of the bar, then stepped back to give her at least a little privacy to take the call. Frankie shot him a worried glance, but Sawyer shook his head. Jo was smart and talented and absolutely fucking gorgeous. She’d land another role. He was sure of it.

      Five minutes later, she walked back toward him, and oh, hell, she looked like she’d seen a ghost.

      “Jo?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I, uh.” She blinked, staring first at her phone, then at him. “I got the part.”

      Sawyer’s breath left his lungs in a gust. “You what?”

      “I got the part.” That time, the words seemed to sink in, and she covered her mouth with one hand, eyes wide. “Apparently, Teresa Park was so impressed with my third take that she told the other executives she didn’t want to see anyone else. She said”—Jo paused for a breath, reminding Sawyer that oxygen was probably a good idea, all around—“she said that it took balls to ask for a third take after two side-steps, and that it took unbelievable talent to nail an audition the way I had, and that those two things are exactly what she wants in the actress who plays this role. She had to convince a few of the others, and I’ll have to seriously bring my A-game to every shoot, but Genevieve said it’s a done deal. The part is mine.”

      “I knew it!” Sawyer scooped her up and swung her around, and Jo held on tight as she began to laugh along with him. “I’m so proud of you, Jo. You did it.”

      “We did it,” she said. “I never would’ve believed in myself if you hadn’t believed in me first.”

      “I believe champagne is in order,” Sawyer said, motioning to the bartender for a quick round, then holding his glass up to Jo’s, the pale liquid dancing in the soft light. “Here’s to new beginnings.”

      “To new beginnings,” she murmured.

      And as Jo pressed up to kiss him, Sawyer knew they were both exactly where they belonged.

      Together.
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      One month later

      Sawyer walked a six-foot loop at the back of the Crooked Angel, a sleepy infant in the crook of his arm and a pacifier in his opposite hand, just in case.

      “Okay, little dude,” he said, bouncing the baby the way Kennedy had advised when she’d passed him off ten minutes ago. “Your mom’s gotta work and your dad got stuck fighting a fire and he’s running late, so you’re stuck with me.”

      Theo squirmed a little and yawned, starting to fuss. Luckily, Sawyer knew just what to do. Popping the pacifier into Theo’s mouth, he lifted the baby up to his shoulder, patting the baby’s back and taking steady, measured steps until Theo’s fussing stopped and his little body went lax. Sawyer knew better than to claim victory just yet, though—Theo was a tougher customer than Elijah, a fact that Sawyer had learned the hard way over the past few weeks since Kennedy had started to work a few shifts here and there. But Sawyer didn’t mind helping out. After all, he’d learned how to soothe babies from a consummate pro.

      The fact that he was head over heels in love with her and wouldn’t mind having a baby or two of his own with her one day didn’t hurt, either.

      “Well, well. Look at you,” Kennedy murmured, her darkly lipsticked mouth parting in a smile as she walked into the alcove. “If word gets out that you’re the Baby Whisperer, you’re going to be in high demand.”

      “I can’t take much credit,” Sawyer said softly, taking care to shrug with only his non-baby shoulder. “Jo’s the one who taught me how to do this, remember?”

      Kennedy had laughed her head off at the re-telling of that story. Naturally. “Well, I, for one, am damned glad she imparted her wisdom on you.” Reaching for Theo, she slid him into the baby sling situated over one tattooed shoulder, kissing his head before turning back to Sawyer. “You must be excited she’s coming back into town today.”

      After Jo had found out she’d landed her dream role, she’d spent two weeks in Remington. One of those had been for rest and relaxation. The filming schedule was going to be both long and arduous, and Jo wouldn’t have much, if any, downtime for a while. The second week had been spent on logistics. Jo’s ex, Derek, had brought Mikayla to Remington so Jo could show her the city and introduce her to Sawyer. Although they’d technically “met” via FaceTime over the course of the week prior, Sawyer had been nervous as hell to meet Mikayla face to face. But, as it turned out, Mikayla loved ice skating and Go Karts, and she’d even gotten Sawyer to try a drop-in karate class with her to see if she might like to start lessons once she moved. They’d gotten along incredibly well, and the week they’d all spent together had been one of his happiest. Jo had invited him to go apartment hunting with her and Mikayla, then privately asked if he’d consider moving in with them once Mikayla was settled into a routine and felt comfortable enough with him around full time. His answer had been a resounding and immediate hell yes. Jo and Mikayla had gone back to Savannah two weeks ago, Jo to pack up their place and Mikayla to spend extra time with Derek before making the permanent move to Remington.

      Today.

      “Yeah, although it’s a little hard to believe today is finally the day. I’m so freaking happy to not have to say goodbye to them ever again, you know?” Sawyer said, knowing his grin was big and wide and more than a little lovestruck, but honestly not caring that there was a ninety-nine percent chance that Kennedy would give him a huge raft of shit for it.

      To his surprise, her expression softened. “I’m so freaking happy for all three of you. You’ve been through a lot, Sawyer. You’ve faced more than anyone should ever have to. I’m so glad you followed your heart. You deserve every minute of the happiness you get to share with Jo and Mikayla.”

      Sawyer’s heart squeezed. “Thank you, Kennedy. But the truth is, I wouldn’t be here without you and Gamble.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” came the masculine voice of the man in question, and Sawyer turned to catch sight of Gamble just in time to catch the guy’s big, wide, lovestruck grin as he crossed the alcove to kiss his wife and son.

      “Hey, man,” Sawyer said, shaking Gamble’s hand and clapping him on his opposite shoulder. “I don’t normally make it a habit to argue with guys who are bigger than me, but…”

      “Yeah, do yourself a favor and don’t start tonight,” Gamble said, one corner of his mouth still lifted in a smile. “Because I’m right. You’re a fighter. You’d have been okay no matter what.”

      “Okay, maybe,” Sawyer conceded. “But if it weren’t for you two, I wouldn’t have this job that I love and the family that goes with it, and without this job, I never would have met Jo. So, yeah. I’ll argue, respectfully,” he added, because while he wanted to make a point, he also wasn’t brainless, “that without you two, I wouldn’t be here.”

      He rubbed a hand over his sternum to hammer the sentiment home. Kennedy’s eyes filled with tears—an absolute rarity Sawyer was sure he wouldn’t see again for a long, long time—and Gamble held up his hands.

      “Just glad you’re happy, man. Speaking of which, there are two pretty ladies sitting at the end of the bar, asking for you. I told them I’d see what I could do about turning you up.”

      Sawyer’s smile took over again, his feet already in motion. “Thanks. Sorry to rush off, but—”

      “Go!” Kennedy said, although any seriousness with which she’d intended to deliver the order was erased by her laugh. Sawyer rushed out of the alcove, scanning the bar with hope in his heart, searching, searching…

      His eyes met Jo’s as if they were both magnets being pulled together by some force of nature too strong to ever be denied. Her hair was loose around her face, her expression lighting fully as she nudged Mikayla and gestured to Sawyer. Mikayla got to him first, scrambling down from her perch to zip across the glossy floorboards and jump into his arms.

      “Sawyer!” She hugged him tight, but only for a second before pulling back to give him a gap-toothed grin. “Look! I lost another one!”

      “Ahhh, you know what that means?” he asked, trying to look as serious as possible.

      Her brow furrowed. “What?”

      “Ice cream, of course. How will you be able to eat anything else without both front teeth?”

      Mikayla cheered and hugged him again before letting him put her down and turned toward Jo. “Mommy said the Tooth Fairy will know where our new apartment is. Right, Mommy?”

      “Absolutely. I sent the Change of Address form to the post office, remember? She gets all of those.”

      “Okay. Can I go color with Isla while we wait for ice cream?”

      “Yep.”

      Mikayla turned to give Sawyer one last hug, and man, this kid was making quick work of his heart, for sure. “You’ll come over tonight and make sure the Tooth Fairy finds us, right?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it, kiddo.”

      Mikayla made her way over to the table where Frankie, Shawn, and Isla were all sitting with the rest of the Intelligence crew, leaving Sawyer to pull Jo into a not-quite-suitable-for-kids embrace.

      “Hey, you,” he said, brushing a kiss over her mouth, then kissing her again to capture her smile. “I missed you something fierce.”

      “Mmm. I missed you, too. But I’ve got a solution to that problem.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Sawyer asked, pulling back a little but not quite willing to let her go. “What’s that?”

      Jo slid a hand into her jacket pocket and pulled out a key. “This. I am officially a Remington resident, which means you can see me any time you want.”

      “Well, that’s a relief, because I’m officially in love with you.”

      Jo gave up a big, wide, lovestruck smile of her own, and damn, Sawyer would never get enough of her. “I love you, too, Sawyer.”

      And as he made his way to go have ice cream with his two favorite people in the world, Sawyer knew this was the beginning of forever.
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