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Blurb

	Julia Bennett isn’t having a great day. Funding for her video game is low, her day job is sucking her dry, and to cap it all off she’s locked in a police station with the very handsome, extremely married guy she’s been avoiding at all costs. Max Connor isn’t having a great year. He’s getting divorced, his best friend is squatting in his house, and his inappropriate crush on the IT girl is getting out of hand. And that was before he locked the two of them in an evidence room. Surrounded by three decades’ worth of drugs, guns, and floppy disks, Max and Julia are forced to confront the heat that lies between them with dangerous, funny, and occasionally toe-curlingly sexy results.

	Dedication

	To Shinners, Cermet, Jessums, Louie and Tron. You know who you are. I think.
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Chapter 1

	JULIA Bennett had been the Brenthill Police Station’s IT person, or “computer girl” as she was still often called, for over a year. IT was a thankless job at the best of times but most days it seemed like Brenthill was striving to be voted “Least Technologically Capable Organization in Human Existence.”

	There were old cops who longed for the days of notepads, young cops frustrated by the outdated technology, general computer illiteracy, and some sexism thrown in for fun. Today alone she’d taught an old geezer how to use a wireless mouse, uninstalled more malware than she’d thought possible to download, and been bailed up by a shifty-looking constable who wanted to make his Internet history disappear. The cop tried to pass off the incriminating searches as investigative, but they both knew he was lying. Three years she’d spent getting her Bachelor of Design, another two earning an Advanced Diploma in Professional Game Development and this was how she spent her days; deleting weird porn in the same backwater town she’d grown up in.

	Her mother, when she wasn’t totally poached in wholesale Russian vodka, used to say Brenthill was like quicksand; it smelled bad and it sucked you down. The older Julia got, the truer that statement became. Her responsibilities kept her from throwing her belongings into her car and booking it toward the nearest airport, but on days like today it was tempting to do what Old Momma Bennett had done and get the fuck out of Dodge. It didn’t help that it was six o’clock on a Friday and her workday hadn’t ended.

	Ordinarily Julia cut and ran at five like everyone else, but she’d fallen afoul of Henrietta Stokes. Henrietta was one of those aggressively cheerful women who fluctuated wildly between sweetness and anger. Julia had no techniques with which to deal with her brand of demanding syrupiness other than to immediately agree to anything she asked. Synch up her phone, laptop, and tablet? Done. Convert her holiday photos into a slideshow with which she could bore others to death? Done. But today’s request was a whole new breed of bother. Henrietta had come into the break room, taken her mug of nitrogen-strength coffee away and said, “Please organize the entire computer section of the Brenthill Evidence Room and have it done by yesterday. Thanks.”

	Julia should have said no. She should have put her foot down. Instead she’d crumpled like a cheap suit.

	The Brenthill Evidence Room was about the size of a garage. Much like a garage, it was packed with a lot of useless junk: soggy backpacks, rusty bicycles, and tangles of fake gold jewelry. Brenthill wasn’t exactly the criminal hub of Australia. The cheap government housing attracted a lot of bad behavior but it came in the form of graffiti, domestic violence, and domestic violence’s mean old daddy—drunk and disorderly. When Henrietta said “computer section,” Julia expected a couple of busted monitors and a USB cord. She was wrong.

	Three years ago the cops had busted a guy collecting trailer-loads of computers from the tip. His goal was to build a CPU capable of overthrowing the government. The man was batshit—he couldn’t have overthrown a kindergarten—but the cops seized the would-be doomsayer’s “assets” and instead of chucking them back in the tip where they belonged, they became an almighty mountain of evidence. What Henrietta assured her was a “quick job” was, in fact, a war of man versus machine. Julia scraped herself four times on exposed copper wires as she untangled dirty cords and slid heavy monitors onto shelves. She spent two hours bagging floppy disks. Floppy disks. And they were blank.

	Initially, Henrietta had been supervising—i.e. chatting with passersby—while the trusty computer girl took care of business, but then her daughter was stung by a bee and, overwhelmed with maternal responsibility, she’d fled, propping the door open with a copy of Encyclopedia Britannica and begging Julia to finish the job.

	She shouldn’t have agreed. Brenthill might have a lax “this is a country town, let’s play lawn bowls” attitude but she wasn’t authorized to mill about the property office. If the station inspector found out she’d been in a position to steal all the weed and floppy disks, she and Henrietta could get sacked. The whole situation had her on edge.

	As she wrestled with a tangle of headphones, all of which wanted to strangle her, a burst of masculine laughter filtered into the office and she felt a familiar tumbling sensation in her gut. She knew it wasn’t him, his voice was lower, but her body tingled at the mere possibility. She stopped packing evidence and listened.

	“Why not Italian? The last time we had Thai my curry had a hair in it.”

	A woman laughed. “That was your own hair and you know it. I want roti bread. We’re doing Thai.”

	“Anything else we’ll be doing tonight?”

	It was Constable Greg Ford and Senior Constable Melanie Bastow. After six months of flirting, it appeared they were finally getting it on. It made sense: cops tended to screw, date, and marry other cops. Presumably, it was easier to be with someone who understood the hours and the stress. That’s what he’d done. Married a policewoman, bought a nice place, and probably had loads of sex using genuine police handcuffs as props.

	Julia cringed and forced her mind to return to the computer cables. Nightmare Fantasy Land was not a place worth visiting on a Friday night. Or ever. She began working on the last of the fractured mainframes when her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out to see her sister’s face, tongue protruding, blue eyes crossed, flashing up on the screen. Julia smiled. “Hey, Ash.”

	“Hey, girly. Why aren’t you home?”

	“I got asked to stay back in the evidence room, which is incredibly unlawful considering the heroin I could lay my hands on right now.”

	Her sister laughed. “Good luck with that. Anyway, Blake invited us to a two-day thing on his property, kicking off tonight. You keen?”

	Julia pulled two half-melted cords apart with a snap. “I dunno, I’m kind of tired.”

	“Liar. You want to sit at home and scribble pictures for your game.”

	Julia frowned. “Fine, you got me. The pitch needs to be done by the end of the month and I need to work. And they’re not scribbles.”

	She could practically hear Ash rolling her eyes. “Woman, all you ever do is work. You need to get laid. How long has it been? A month? Two months?”

	“An irrelevant amount of months. Scarlet Woman is my boyfriend and she needs all my love and attention.”

	“You can’t screw a video game. I hope you know that.”

	“No, Ash, I didn’t know that. I’m breathlessly awaiting the day Scarlet Woman gains a physical body and drills me against a wall.”

	There was a short pause and Ash sighed. “Are you coming to this party or not? Because that hot dreadlocks guy is gonna be there and I want to have sex with his face.”

	“Then have sex with his face. You don’t need me there for that.”

	“He’s a gamer and having a computer genius there will be a great icebreaker—”

	“I am not a computer genius. Stop saying that.”

	“—besides, guys always think we’re twins which is another excellent icebreaker.”

	“Sure, play on people’s incest fantasies, that’s cool.”

	“—and aren’t you the least bit curious about how dreadlocks would feel running over your naked body?”

	“Like greasy ropes I’m sure. No thanks.”

	Ash exhaled irritably. “What is your deal? You’re snarky, even by your already low standards. Did you see your cop or something?”

	Julia’s heart thumped loudly. “No I haven’t seen him.”

	“You’re just hoping to see him?”

	She winced. Her sister played up the white-trash angle but she didn’t miss a trick.

	“No and he’s not my cop. He’s one of the many cops I fix shitty, outdated computers for.”

	“Except much, much sexier.”

	“And much more married,” Julia said, partly to her sister, mostly to herself.

	Her phone beeped, informing her the battery was nearly empty. “I’ve gotta go, Ash. If you don’t hear from me, have a great weekend. Say hi to Blake and the gang.”

	“I will. Think, now you’ll have the whole place to yourself to unleash all your married-cop sexual energy.”

	Julia closed her eyes. “That’s disgusting. Goodbye.”

	With one last snigger, Ash hung up.

	“Heathen,” Julia announced to no one in particular.

	On the pathetic-ness scale, bailing on a party to draw pictures in your bedroom had to be an eight but the effort it would require to get dressed up, make fake smiles and awkward conversation until people were drunk enough to let go of their nervousness…who could be bothered? It was easier to go home, cuddle the dogs, and work on Scarlett Woman. Love and sex were a gamble, work and leftover Chinese food were satisfying if slightly pathetic guarantees.

	Julia finished packing the last of the computer cords, standing on her tippy toes to place them high on the shelf. She was five ten in boots and this was one of the only circumstances in which she was grateful for her height; reaching the top of shelves, no stepladder required.

	“Well that’s that,” she said just to hear the words echo around her. She dusted her hands on her black jeans, picked up her satchel, and strode to the door.

	She stopped dead and blinked, convinced her eyes were mistaken. The door was closed. With slick fingertips, she reached for the handle and turned. It didn’t budge. White-hot panic licked up her wrist like fire. She shook the handle again, making it rattle like a machine gun. Nothing. Her chest expanded and contracted, expanded and contracted. Someone, some life-ruining, IT woman-hating idiot, had pushed the encyclopedia to the side, locking her in the property office. Julia moaned softly. Brenthill was a twelve-hour station. There was no night shift, there was no weekend shift, and it was seven o’clock on a Friday.

	“No.” Julia slapped the closed door. “No, no, please no.”

	She froze. Digging through her bag, she pulled out her phone, which was hovering at a terrifying three percent battery and called Ash. It rang once, twice, three times. Julia held her breath, praying this would work.

	“Jules? What’s—” Her sister’s voice disconnected.

	“Shit!”

	Before Julia knew what she was doing, she’d flung her phone across the room. It shattered against a shelf of power tools with a tinkling crash. She gripped her hair. How many years of bad luck did you get for smashing your phone? A million? She forced herself to think. There was still a chance someone was in the building. Julia flung down her satchel and banged on the door like a war drum. “Hello? Hello? I’m trapped in here!”

	Minutes passed and her palms and neck grew slippery. There was no food in the property office, no bathroom…Christ, was there enough air? She bashed at the door, trying not to scream like a victim in a horror film. She couldn’t die in here, not when Scarlet Woman was painfully close to completion. Not when the best relationship she’d ever had was one night when she was eighteen. Throwing caution to the wind, Julia screamed. How had this happened? How could she have been stupid enough to agree to work alone in a locked room? She screamed again and this time she kept going until her throat burned and her eyes watered. She was breathless, teetering on the edge of blackout when she heard the most beautiful sound in the world. Footsteps, blessed human footsteps.

	“Hey! Hey! Is someone in there?”

	It was a man’s voice, calm and controlled and instantly she knew it was a cop. Relief blasted through her so all-encompassing she could barely speak. She slapped at the door trying to tell her would-be rescuer she was alive and in need of evacuation.

	“Hang on a second,” the cop barked. “I’ll go get the spare keys.”

	There was a pounding of feet as her rescuer dashed away. Julia inhaled, trying to calm her racing heart. The footsteps returned. Whoever this cop was, he was quick.

	Julia wiped a hand across her sweaty forehead. “Oh my God, please let me out.”

	“Don’t worry, Henri, I’ve got this.”

	So the cop thought the actual property administrator was the one entombed in Brenthill’s evidence room? That was awkward. Then again, who cared? He could think she was Humphrey B Bear if it got him to let her out. There was an agonizing rattle of keys, a muttered curse, and then the door clicked open. Julia didn’t think she’d ever heard a sexier sound. She and the cop turned the handle at once, jamming the door once more. Julia laughed and let go, allowing him to open it. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’m going to nominate you for Cop of The Ye—”

	Julia’s mouth went dry. It was him. Of course it was him. She was locked in a room, making a total dick of herself. Why wouldn’t it be him? Senior Constable Max Connor’s gaze moved over her. His eyes were as dark as Julia remembered, so black you could barely make out the pupil.

	“Julia? What are you doing in here?”

	“I-I…” She stared blankly up at Max wondering if she’d remembered to wear mascara today.

	“Julia, what happened here?”

	Max’s expression was a mixture of amusement and disdain. Julia felt her cheeks heat up. If she’d been given the choice, she’d have gladly starved to death in the property office to avoid this situation.

	“I was, uh…I was helping Henrietta file computer stuff and someone kicked away my encyclopedia, which was holding the door open because I don’t have a key. Although it’s not my encyclopedia, I found it in here, which is weird because that means someone committed a crime using an encyclopedia. Which is weird.”

	Max’s brows were drawn together as though he couldn’t quite figure out how someone could be so ridiculous. “You shouldn’t be in here unsupervised.”

	He braced his hands on his hips, the meeting point between broad chest and muscled thighs, and the silver wedding band on his finger glinted at Julia accusingly.

	“I know I shouldn’t but Henrietta had to go. Her daughter was stung by some kind of…” Julia stared into Max’s face and completely lost her train of thought.

	“Some kind of?” Max prompted.

	“A bee? Yeah, it was a bee. Sorry, I’m all over the place. I thought I was going to die in here.”

	Max frowned. “Okay, well…do you want to leave? Or should I hold the door open and wait for you to finish whatever you were doing?”

	His expression said he’d rather saw off his arm.

	“Nope, I’m done. Let me grab my phone.”

	Without feeling her feet touch the ground, Julia walked to where her phone lay in pieces, the shards glinting at her like tiny black knives. She squatted down, collecting bits of metal and plastic as fast as she could, hotly aware of his gaze.

	“Ah…how have you been?” Max’s tone was something you reserved for an elderly aunt. Good morning, Aunt Peggy. How are your begonias?

	“I’m good thanks. You?”

	“I’m fine.”

	Silence stretched, long and horrible between them.

	Julia let her long brown hair fall in front of her face, hoping it concealed the red that betrayed her every emotion. “What-what are you up to tonight?”

	His eyebrows contracted, expression implying it was none of her business. “I’m meeting Bonnie in the city. We’re…going to the football.”

	A hateful squirm of jealousy surged through Julia’s stomach. Of course Bonnie and Max were going to the football. Bonnie probably called all the players by their surnames and said things like “they’re flooding the backline!” She, on the other hand, didn’t know the first thing about football, beyond it was boring and emboldened Ash’s boyfriends to drink heavily and abuse the TV.

	“Sounds fun.”

	Max grunted noncommittally and Julia wanted to declare she was going to a party, an amazing party with boys and alcohol and possibly drugs, but she made herself shut up. Max hadn’t asked what she was doing because he clearly didn’t care.

	Julia sneaked a glance at him through her hair. She couldn’t tell if he was pissed—the fierce slashes of his eyebrows made Max appear perpetually stern. He had the perfect face for law enforcement; she felt guilty just looking at him. Although that was probably because he was married and she had a big, fat, stupid crush on him.

	Actually, her crush was more like a tiny jagged blade, sharper than the splinters of her phone, buried in her brain so deep she couldn’t pull it out. God knew Max had given her nothing, not so much a single hello in almost two years, and yet, and yet, and yet, her crush stuttered on like a corrupted MP3 file, in turns making her feel electric and helpless and nauseous and depressed. Love might be a gamble but Max Connor was a complete dead end.

	Julia finished plucking up what had so recently been a working phone and stood. “Okay, I’m ready to leave.”

	“You’re lucky I heard you. I almost thought I was imagining the screams.”

	Max braced himself against the doorframe. He was much taller than her, which put him well over six feet, and broad. Jacked, as Ash would say. Most cops turned fat in small towns, but his well-honed physique spoke of ambition. Once Max earned his stripes in country Victoria, he’d move on to Critical Response or some other city gig kicking down doors, saving lives, etcetera. He was a hero cop in the making.

	She arranged her face into a half-decent smile. “Thanks for finding me. Eating all the weed in the property office would have sucked.”

	Max chuckled. “You still living around here?”

	Julia’s queasiness accelerated. Was he actually asking her a personal question? “My sister and I have a place on Church Street.”

	“Not that murder place?”

	She winced. “Somebody was killed there once, yes.”

	“Rough.”

	Julia shrugged. “It’s not too bad. Although our bathroom is slowly sinking into the ground like the Titanic.”

	Max huffed out a laugh. “At least you’re aware.”

	“Of course.” Julia picked up her satchel and adjusted the strap over her shoulder. “Thanks again for finding me. It was looking pretty grim before you showed up.”

	He smiled an easy, panty-combusting smile. “No problem. Hey, are you still into games?”

	Julia tucked her hair behind her ears, torn between wanting to escape and exploiting a once in a lifetime chance to linger in a dark room with the married guy she had a boner for. Fuck it. “Yeah. I’m actually designing—”

	Max strode forward, heavy boots pounding on the concrete floor. “Jesus, I swear I’m going to report Henrietta.”

	She stood stock-still, unsure if she was relieved or insulted he’d cut her off. “What’s up?”

	“The shotgun leaning against the overnight cage’s loaded. First you were in here unsupervised and now this? That woman’s going to get someone killed.”

	Julia was slightly offended. “Hey, just because I locked myself in here you think I go around kicking live firearms?”

	Max huffed out a laugh. “Of course n—”

	There was a loud creak and they both turned. The property office door, freed from Max’s body was closing, slow like quicksand, slow like hot tar. Her worst nightmare swaying into reality.

	Max lunged with an agility she couldn’t have replicated on her most athletic day, his muscles bunching, arms extended. Time stopped and for a moment, she was sure he’d make it. Then the door hit the frame, bobbing once before the lock returned home with a loud, hatefully satisfying click.

	Julia swore. Max swore. They both reached for the handle, fingers colliding. Julia forgot her fear of touching him in her haste to see if they were trapped. The handle didn’t budge.

	“The keys,” Max said, frantically checking his pockets. “I’ve got the keys, I’m sure I do.”

	Julia didn’t say anything. She’d seen the keys embedded in the door as it closed. They would be there still, dangling impotently from the keyhole, of no use to either of them.

	Max pounded a fist against the door, the sound like a grenade going off. “It’s locked. We’re locked in.”

	Julia covered her face. Unless she could fashion a makeshift key out of a broken monitor, she was officially spending the weekend in her least favorite place, in her least favorite town with Max fucking Connor. She pressed her back against the cool concrete wall and slid all the way down.

	


Chapter 2

	MAN up. Push through it. Shit happens. They were the epithets of Max’s life. Blunt statements from uncles and coaches and mates. They all boiled down to the same thing essentially: when life gets hard you get on with it. And you get on with it quietly.

	Sometimes the advice was helpful; other times it was useless. Take this scenario; Julia Bennett was slumped against a wall, him late for the most important evening he’d had in months, both of them trapped in a room with no windows and a reinforced steel door. I mean sure, shit happened but did this shit have to happen? Over by the wall, Julia moaned quietly. She was white as a sheet, each of her freckles standing out like radio towers and there were goose bumps all over her bare arms. He should comfort her. He shouldn’t close his eyes and pretend none of this was happening. Right? Feeling woefully out of his depth, Max approached her the way one approached an unmarked package. Cautiously.

	“Hey, are you okay?”

	She nodded, her lips pressed together like she was holding in a scream. Max mentally counted down from ten, urging his body to relax. Their best bet would be to contact someone. Julia’s phone was out of the question. He checked his own. No reception. Bonnie was always lecturing him about getting a new provider but he told her he never used his personal phone at work. Famous last words.

	He kneeled at Julia’s feet. “Hey, can you look at me?”

	She lifted her head and suddenly Max had no idea why he’d asked for her attention. Her irises were bright green, the brown ringing them so pale it was almost gold. Bambi eyes, drown-in-me eyes, eyes to kill for. Max coughed, forcibly breaking the connection. “Anyone know you’re here?” he asked, the words coming out more roughly than he intended.

	“My sister but she’s going to a party. She might be there all weekend.”

	Her lower lip trembled, the plushness of it drawing his gaze as effectively as cleavage. He’d give anything to have Julia look as bored as she usually did. Her vulnerability was stirring something in him. Something macho and unhelpful.

	“I’m sorry,” he said, unsure what he was apologizing for. “What about your phone? Any chance it’s still working?”

	Julia flushed. “It’s busted and even if I could fix it, the battery’s dead.”

	Max stood, needing to put some distance between himself and her mouth. “This doesn’t look good.”

	“What about your phone?”

	“I don’t get reception in this area.”

	“Our cars? Someone might see them?”

	He shook his head. “That’s a long bow to draw.”

	Most cops didn’t live where they worked, himself included. Too likely disgruntled crooks would egg your house or poison your dog. It also meant little chance a colleague would cruise past and spot his Ford Ranger or Julia’s beat-up Commodore still waiting side by side for their owners to return. He racked his brain for alternatives but it kept showing him hazel eyes and full lips. Unhelpful shit.

	“I never should have agreed to work back.” Julia stood, tugging at the waistband of the black jeans she wore as often as he wore his uniform pants. They were so tight and sleek the material looked like leather. “This is what I get for being such a pushover.” Max was finding it increasingly hard to look away from her ass. “Uhh, it’s done now. No sense wondering ‘what if.’ Do you have any water?”

	“Half a liter in my bag.”

	He breathed a sigh of relief. “Food?”

	“A couple of mints but that’s it.”

	A slither of panic went down his spine. They had enough water to survive a forty-eight-hour stretch, but it wasn’t going to be pretty and come Monday, he’d be the laughing stock of the station. Cop locks himself in evidence room? That was almost as bad as getting stuck in your own handcuffs. No one was going to let him live this shit down. Bonnie would be furious he’d missed their appointment and God only knew what this would do for his career…Actually, he already knew what it was going to do for his career—nothing.

	He turned to Julia. “You know computers. Can’t you…do something?”

	She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay. I’ll lump together a teleportation device from a tin can and some shitty plastic jewelry, will I?”

	She was funny, he’d forgotten that. She’d made him laugh the night they met, all those fast little jabs like a boxer. That soft, pretty mouth…Down, boy. “Good point. Sorry for assuming.”

	Her expression softened. “I was wondering if I could do anything as well, but there’s nowhere to connect to the local server, no Wi-Fi or phone reception. Unless you’ve got a working radio we’re screwed.”

	Max felt his stomach descend about a mile. “In that case, I think we might be screwed.”

	“Oh God.” She slumped back against the wall and slid down, fingers clamped over her face. “This cannot be happening.”

	Max winced. If they were going to be locked in for a weekend, he couldn’t afford for her to succumb to panic, especially not this early in the game. Things were only going to get worse.

	He squatted down. “Hey, can you tell me how you’re feeling?”

	She peered out at him from between her fingers. “Great. I feel great. Everything’s going really well.”

	“Julia, look at me.”

	She didn’t reply. He could smell her, a soft vanilla scent mixed with coconut shampoo. “Come on. I can’t have you freaking out on me.”

	He reached forward and brushed her wrist and she jerked away like he was on fire.

	Max groaned, feeling like a predatory idiot. “I’m sorry. I’m not declaring myself lord of the property office or anything, but you need to talk to me.”

	Her cheeks flushed red. She peeled her hands away and somehow it felt like seduction, the slow exposure of pale skin and pink lips. “See, I’m fine. Nothing to see here, Max.”

	His first instinct was to tell her never to say his name ever again. His second was to cup her lightly freckled cheeks and press his lips to hers. Kiss those three letters off her mouth. Both were irrational. Neither was conducive to escaping the property office.

	“How—how’s your breathing?”

	“Fine.” She pressed a hand to her sternum. “My heart’s racing.”

	His own was far from steady but Max didn’t think that had anything to do with their situation. He stood. “Let me know if—when—everything returns to normal.”

	“I will.” She swept her hair from her eyes and Max imagined it brushing across his bare chest, spread out on his pillow…If they were trapped, where would they sleep? Together? If Julia stayed all shaky and freaked out would she want him to touch her? Hold her? He clenched his fists, wedding ring biting into his skin. This urge to comfort Julia was inconvenient and, quite frankly, creepy. All this misplaced attraction was clouding his head, making him sluggish. He needed to focus on getting a hundred miles away from Julia. He could shoot the door. Could you be sacked for deploying your weapon in order to escape a room?

	“We could set the door on fire?” Julia was obviously sharing his desperation.

	“Destroying the station’s evidence would get us fired and most likely killed in a backdraft.”

	Julia groaned. “At least tell me there’s enough air in here. Say you won’t have to mercy-strangle me?”

	Max turned to face her. "Why? Are you claustrophobic?"

	"No. I used to live in a cardboard box.”

	Max raised an eyebrow. “What?”

	Julia’s cheeks turned bright red. "I mean when I was a kid. My sister and I used to take turns sleeping in a cardboard box; pretend it was a pirate ship, that kind of thing. I’ve never been homeless.”

	Max wanted to laugh but couldn't quite get past the idea that he was trapped in the Brenthill property office with Julia Bennett.

	“I’m sure there’s enough air getting in from the vents and even if there wasn’t, I wouldn’t strangle you. Too much paperwork.”

	Julia almost smiled. “Can you believe this is happening?”

	“No, but we can get through this. We need to stay calm and focused.”

	Julia gave him a look that said “Thanks, Dad” and reached for her satchel, drawing out a gray flannel shirt. It had been a muggy summer day but thanks to the thick concrete walls, the property office was unnaturally cool. Max was grateful it wasn’t winter. He’d freeze to death before suggesting he and Julia huddle together for warmth. She wasn’t exactly dressed for comfort in her tight jeans and white lace singlet. He snatched a look at her tattoo before she pulled the flannel on; computer code and cherry blossoms tied together with a USB cord. There was a phrase as well; Max googled it once. She conquers who conquers herself. He had a tattoo. Bonnie had paid for it on their trip to Thailand. She was oddly turned on by the process, like the ink was turning him into some bad boy or maybe just someone other than the guy she married. Either way, Max liked his tattoo but it wasn’t personal the way Julia’s was. It didn’t say “I’m smart and delicate and determined and complex” the way all those numbers surrounded by pale pink petals did.

	“Hey, man, are you okay?”

	Max jolted out of his reverie to find Julia staring at him, eyes narrowed. “You look like you want to hit me with a phone book.”

	He felt a hot rush of guilt. She would probably find police brutality preferable to him analyzing her body. “I’m not pissed, I promise. It’s the eyebrows.”

	She grinned, her youth and beauty shining out at him and Max hated himself a little more for wanting her. “Now we’re officially screwed, what should we do?”

	Max opened his mouth to suggest something stupid, like a cup of tea, when a loud bang echoed above their heads, followed by the unmistakable sound of footsteps.

	Julia leaped to her feet. “Oh my God. Someone’s upstairs.” She rounded on him. “When they leave they’ll walk past the property office. They’ll see the keys in the door!”

	Max’s mouth went dry. If they got out now, he could still make his appointment with Bonnie. Some distance and many beers from now this inappropriate attraction would feel like a bad dream. “We need to get their attention.”

	The footsteps grew louder, the sound echoing through a single vent on the wall. Julia snatched a chair from the nearby table and stood on it.

	“Hello?” she shouted into the vent. “Hello, can you hear me?”

	There was no response. Julia brought her fingers to her lips and gave an ear-splitting whistle.

	Max put his hands over his ears. “Jesus.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Don’t stress, it was a good idea.”

	They stood stock-still, waiting for footsteps to come hammering down the stairs to investigate the noise. After several tense seconds, the knot in Max’s stomach tightened. “It’s no good. The sound must be traveling down the vent. I can hear people talking.”

	He pressed his ear against the grate, acutely aware of how close his face was to Julia’s.

	“Got much on for tonight?”

	Max recognized the broad, flat voice as Sergeant Daly.

	“Missus has a roast going.” That was Grant Jackson, one of the detectives. “Feel like a beer first?”

	“You’ve got the right idea. Let’s head out the front and walk to the pub. I’ll lock up on the way out.”

	Julia banged a fist against the vent. “If they go out the front they won’t pass the property office. They won’t hear us.”

	Max gritted his teeth. “I can’t be that unlucky. Surely to God I can’t be.”

	“We’re the last people in, yeah?” Jackson called. “Where’s Connor?”

	“I’m here,” Max shouted. “I’m in the property office, you tool.”

	Julia giggled nervously.

	“Connor left half an hour ago. What about that IT bird? Was she in today?”

	“Who?”

	“You know, the brunette with legs up to her chin? The one Halloran wants a crack at?”

	“I know who you’re talking about. Julia Something. I don’t like Halloran’s chances of getting her legs apart.”

	“Oh, man, gross.” Julia groaned.

	All at once, Max felt quite capable of tearing the evidence room door from its hinges. He jammed his hands in his pockets willing his superiors to shut the fuck up.

	“Yeah, she’s all right. She’d look better without that stupid thing in her nose. Why do women do that to themselves?”

	Julia touched her stud, looking pained.

	“Don’t listen to them.” Max gestured to his nose. “It looks good.”

	It did. Like a little point of light, highlighting how delicate everything around it was.

	“Come on, let’s get out of here, Jackson. Beer awaits.”

	Daly and Jackson’s footsteps faded away, taking their last chance of escape with them. Max sighed heavily. "Who says men don't bitch, huh?"

	"Men say men don't bitch.” Julia’s smile was bitter. “I guess I’ll just wear an enormous paper bag to work from now on.”

	“Don’t worry about what those old bastards think. You think they know style when they see it?”

	Julia scuffed the ground with her boots. “I don’t mind. Seriously.”

	“I mind. You don’t deserve to hear that shit.”

	Julia smiled, freckles collecting on her nose. “Thanks.”

	“Anytime.” Without thinking, Max touched her arm. Sparks shot up his fingers and they both jerked away like two magnets repelling each other.

	“Sorry, I—I didn’t mean to…”

	“It’s fine. I get what you were trying to do.”

	Julia moved away, stretching her arms over her head. Her top rode high and Max caught a glimpse of toned, golden stomach. He wanted to nuzzle it, keep his lips moving south until he hit the waistband of those painted-on jeans. He closed his eyes. This was not good. Much as he hated himself for it, part of him was all too happy to find himself trapped with Julia. The same part that kept staring at her lips and wondering if she wanted a reassuring hug. If that didn’t make him the shittiest cop in the world, Max didn’t know what did.

	He counted to ten and did it again for good measure. Man up, shit happens, get over it. Sure, he had a totally inappropriate attraction on the IT girl. He could keep it in his pants for the next two days, less if he found them a way out.

	He turned to Julia. “I’m going to take a look at the door. Maybe you could search through the computer junk? See if there’s anything useful?”

	“Sure.” Julia looked wary. “Um, do you want some space or something?”

	Max avoided her eyes. “Yeah, I need to clear my head.”

	A flush crept over her cheeks. “I’m sorry for putting us in the situation. I shouldn’t have left the door propped open with an encyclopedia.”

	Max frowned. “Don’t blame yourself. I was the one who let it shut.” And part of me is happy about it, which is worse.

	“How about we agree it's Henrietta’s fault and move on?”

	“Sounds good.” Max headed for the entrance. “Look for an operational phone or computer. I’m gonna check out the door.” And try to stop being such a fucking pervert.

	“Max?”

	Jesus, she needed to stop saying his name. “What’s up?”

	Julia hesitated. “Everything’s…going to be okay, yeah?”

	Max's chest ached. Maybe it made him a hero-complex-having idiot but God it felt good to have her looking at him like he had all the answers. Like she felt safe because he was with her. “Of course, Jules. Everything’s going to be fine.”

	“We’re not going to starve?”

	“Not even close.”

	But he was close. His chest was almost touching hers. When had he gotten so close?

	“That’s good to know.”

	Julia’s eyes were huge under the fluorescent bulbs, green and gold fire. He touched her arm again, not to be reassuring but because he had to know how she felt. Electricity zapped up his fingers.

	“Max…”

	Their mouths were inches apart. He could count every freckle on Julia’s nose, every lash that surrounded her jewel-bright eyes. It would be easy to kiss her. Just bend down and slide his tongue into her mouth real slow. Feel her taut body melt against his. God, he wanted it. Wanted it more than he wanted to leave this room. If he’d had his way he’d have done it, he’d have kissed her until she couldn’t breathe. Julia stepped back, the clatter of her boots unnaturally loud on the concrete floor. “You want me to look through the electrical stuff, yeah?”

	Max’s body tensed, a billion chemicals firing in his brain. “Sure, yeah, computer stuff.”

	“Cool, well, I’m going…over here.”

	She turned and fled and the panic in her eyes made Max want to shoot himself in the dick. He hoped his father wasn’t watching him from the great beyond because if he was, his old man would have a fit. His only son was thirty-three, about to get divorced, and terrifying young women in enclosed spaces. If he started snorting coke and waiving speeding fines for mates, he’d officially be everything his dad hated. Sickened with himself, he turned toward the locked door, promising that from here on out he would keep at least three feet away from Julia at all times.

	A vision of her soft pink lips parting as she looked up at him flooded his brain. Max rubbed his aching temples. Fuck it. Five feet.

	


Chapter 3

	GIVEN she was white trash, Julia had never been accused of classiness, not in her dress sense, not in the way she talked, and not in her choice of sexual partners, no matter how rare they might be. However, attempting to kiss a married cop was shoddier than anything she’d ever believed herself capable of. She’d almost committed adultery—if it was still called adultery when the other person was married.

	In the time she’d worked at Brenthill, Julia had drilled a pretty serious “other woman” kink into her head. She’d imagined being Max’s piece on the side, the girl who could give him what he really needed. Psychologically it made sense, morally it sucked. What kind of person fantasized about stealing someone’s husband? Her feminist self was constantly slapping her brain with a wet towel.

	She’d met Max’s wife and she knew Bonnie Connor wasn't a faceless shrew; she was a beautiful, competent police officer. Julia didn't want to screw her out of a husband. She just wanted to screw a guy who happened to be her husband. Though she was sure Bonnie wouldn’t appreciate the distinction.

	When she’d felt like scum about her crush, her saving grace had been knowing her feelings were daydreams reserved for bath time. Now she didn’t even have that. She wanted Max to kiss her. She wanted it now. That is, if she’d read the situation correctly. Maybe he’d just been trying to stare into her pupils or something.

	She sifted through sticky piles of faux leather wallets and wondered if Max would tell his wife about what almost happened. Maybe Bonnie would laugh and pat his arm. “That gangly IT nerd? I didn’t think she’d have it in her.”

	Or maybe she’d show up at Julia’s house and shoot her in the tits. That would suck. If one more person was murdered in their house, Ash would never be able to sell the place.

	A loud scraping noise echoed around the evidence room and she jumped, slicing her hand on a broken motherboard. “Jesus,” she hissed, sucking a tiny bead of blood from her finger. She peered around the shelf to see Max dragging a huge cardboard box across the floor. She wanted to ask him what the hell he was doing but more than two hours had passed since Kissgate and the awkwardness between them had reached fever pitch. If they managed to survive a two-day stretch without food or coffee, she was quitting and moving to Africa. She wouldn’t spend another week longing to be Max Connor’s too-tall mistress.

	Thwack. The soft thump made her look around her shelf once more. Max’s gleaming black head rested against the door. Thwack. He banged his head against it, not super hard, but loud enough she guessed he’d probably lost a brain cell or two. Julia bit her lip. If Max was having a meltdown, she had no idea how to deal with it. She didn’t know how to give CPR. She didn’t know if you gave panicking people CPR. Max was a cop; surely he had himself under control.

	Thwack.

	“Christ,” Julia said under her breath. Come Monday morning she would bleach off her fingerprints and flee the country, but until then she had an obligation to do the right thing. Julia took a deep breath. “Hey, Max?”

	“What?” He didn’t lift his forehead from the door.

	“Come over here.”

	“Have you found something that’ll get us out?”

	“Not quite. Come over here and see.”

	With what looked like some difficulty, Max hauled himself away from the property office door and strode toward her. He’d taken off his uniform shirt, revealing a gray T-shirt taut enough she could see the ridges of his abdomen through it and that wasn’t all the T-shirt revealed.

	He had a tattoo on his shoulder, a steampunk-looking design of the muscles and bones that lay beneath his skin with a bit of clockwork thrown in for a post-apocalyptic edge. It suited him to a T; it also made him look downright fucking dangerous. Everything did, from the mean line of his mouth to the tar-black eyes and heavy boots. Dangerous and gorgeous and oh fuck, married. Married. Wedded to a policewoman. Totally married.

	Max inclined his head toward her. “What have you got?”

	Julia’s mind was utterly blank. Was it something to do with tattoos?

	“Have you found something useful?” Max’s brisk tone snapped her out of her reverie.

	“Sort of…allow me to show you.” She bent down and pressed play. The battery powered speakers she’d found began blasting “Protect Ya Neck” at surprisingly ear-splitting decibels.

	Max folded his arms across his chest. “That’s it? Portable speakers?”

	“Portable speakers and an iPod shuffle. Mostly Wu-Tang, but that’s criminals for you,” Julia said, affecting Ashley’s perky cheer. Max’s raised eyebrows said it wasn’t working.

	“You didn’t find anything we can actually use?”

	“Ah, no?”

	“Great.” Max heaved a world-weary sigh. “Of course there are working speakers in this shit-heap.”

	Julia felt distinctly uncomfortable with how un-reassuring this attempt to cheer Max up was. “Um…how’d you go with the door?”

	He ran a hand through his blue-black hair. “It’s too reinforced to remove the hinges or kick the panel open but I think…”

	Julia could smell his sweat. It pinged some primitive center of her brain, making her want to wrap her legs around Max’s face. Not for the first time, she wondered how he carried out police work without being assailed by women. An ultra-buff cop who looked like a model and smelled like raw sex? He probably wore the wedding ring just to keep fangirls off his dick.

	Julia had never understood the “man in uniform” thing. Now, thanks to Max, she had a swathe of cop fantasies, each kinkier than the last.

	“…I thought about using an ax,” Max continued, clearly oblivious to his own musk. “But if I damage it there’s every chance we’ll be paying for a new door as well as looking for new jobs come Monday.”

	Julia breathed through her mouth to offset the pheromones. “You don’t think we’re going to get fired for this, do you?”

	Max shrugged. His brow was heavy with what Julia could only assume was irritation.

	“Well, I do have some good news.”

	He perked up. “What is it?”

	Julia pointed to the whiskey she’d found. “The bottle’s still sealed. We could get drunk?”

	Before he even spoke, Max’s expression said her idea was on par with spray-painting dicks on a church. “I don’t think that’s a smart idea.”

	She looked up at the ceiling, vowing to never cheer up anyone ever again. “Okay. Well, that was the full extent of my discoveries. You can keep banging your head on the door if you want.”

	She sank to the floor and began prodding the speakers. “I’m probably gonna play some music to pass the time. Tell me if you want it off.”

	She scrolled through the iPod and pressed shuffle. A pulsing electronic song burst through the speakers. Julia tapped her boots on the concrete floor. The property office might be a shit-heap, but it was a surprisingly good sound space. Already she felt a little better, the bass-heavy song reminding her of Ash. Of long nights drinking mixers and dancing with nameless guys. Julia closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. Of all the cops in all the police stations in all the world, she was stuck in here with Max. Who said fate didn’t have a sense of humor?

	There was a rustle and a thump and Max was opposite her, his back to one of the shelves. “So…”

	Julia’s heart jackhammered. “So?”

	Max stared at her with his bottomless black eyes. It was a bit like having an eagle land in front of you—you didn’t know whether to take a photo or cover your face and run.

	“So, I can’t believe you listen to this music.”

	Julia shrugged. “It’s good to zone out to.”

	He smiled. Sort of. His mouth wasn’t a flat line anymore. “Guess I’m too old to get it.”

	“You’re what, thirty-four? Thirty-five? Hardly in the same league as the keyboard-pecking cops you work with.”

	Max frowned. “I’m thirty-three.”

	“There you go, you’re a spring chicken.”

	A strange look crossed Max’s face. “That aside, I figured you and I should have a chat.”

	Julia’s stomach lurched. “What about?”

	“Since we’re here for the long haul, we need to sort out the bathroom situation.”

	Julia groaned, half wishing he wanted to discuss the kiss instead. “I forgot about the bathroom. This is fucking terrible.”

	“I know, but it’s gonna come up sooner or later so I figure we’d do it now. There’s a steel bucket we can use. I’ll put it in the drug room, that way we can shut the door. Do you have tissues in your bag?”

	Julia nodded, her cheeks burning.

	“Good.” Max braced his arms on the rack behind him. “Food-wise, we’ve got nothing except your water—”

	“—and whiskey.”

	He gave her the same stern look as before. “The whiskey is evidence and we’re not going to drink any of it. We’ll probably be dehydrated as hell by Monday, but we can definitely survive a forty-eight-hour stretch.”

	“Without drinking our own urine?”

	Max smirked. “I don’t see why not. Unless that’s something you’re interested in trying?”

	“Not particularly.”

	“Good. As far as bedding goes, there are sheets in here but I don’t think you want to use them.”

	“What does someone have to do to get their sheets confiscated as police evidence?”

	“Trust me, you don’t want to know. There’s a roll of industrial carpet in here. I cut it into a couple of mats for us to sleep on and there’s some clean clothes we can use as bedding.”

	“Sounds good, Bear.”

	Max raised his eyebrows, a devastating gesture considering their thickness. “What?”

	With a sickening thud, Julia realized he was thinking of a teddy bear. He thought she’d called him a teddy bear. “I meant Bear Grylls? You know, the survival guy?”

	Max blinked. “Oh…Okay then.”

	He gave her a strange look and Julia resigned herself to downing the entire bottle of whiskey the minute Max’s back was turned. Dehydration be damned. “Anything else?”

	“Nope. We have to space out the water and bide our time. Totally doable.”

	You’re totally doable, her brain spat out.

	“Cool, except…” Julia wrinkled her brow in naïve puzzlement.

	Max totally bought it. “What?”

	“About the whole cannibalism thing…How soon is too soon for me to ask to eat your arm?”

	Max gave her a smile both wry and gorgeous and she felt her heart blow out like a bad light bulb.

	“Why is it my arm we’re eating exactly?”

	“You’re the cop, it’s what people would expect you to do.”

	“Is that right?”

	“Yup, I can see the headlines now ‘Cop dismembers self to save IT woman. Is hero’.”

	Max laughed. “I don’t know, I think I could get away with eating you.”

	Julia’s mind instantly conjured up images of him kneeling between her legs. I should have never brought up eating people…

	She forced a laugh. “No one would ever believe you overpowered me for good.”

	“You sure?”

	She batted her eyelashes. “See? You see how cute I am? Imagine this on the front page of news.com. You’d never police again.”

	“Maybe I wouldn’t care?” Max’s smile was devilish, the exact look she imagined he’d wear if he was trying to get in her pants. Excitement pulsed low in Julia’s belly, immediately chased by guilt. Married. Max was married. From here on out every thought she had about him was going to specifically reference his nuptials and like aversion therapy, the realization that she was a complete skank would sink in.

	Julia hugged her knees tighter. “So how are we going to keep from going totally insane? You’ve ruled out drinking. Should we start a campfire and tell tall tales about our daring exploits?”

	The married guy chuckled, a low and entirely perfect sound. Jesus, a woman could turn into a performing seal trying to make him laugh. If he wasn’t already taken. Which he was.

	“I’m fucking starving. How’s that for a tall tale?”

	“Me too, that’s why we need to distract ourselves.” In ways that have nothing to do with bodies or eating people or sex.

	The married guy smiled. “Sure, let’s talk. What do you want to know?”

	She knew she should mention Bonnie. Ask how they met, where they had their wedding, if they wanted kids, but she was tired and hungry and frankly she didn’t have the guts. “How long have you been working in Brenthill?”

	Max’s forehead wrinkled. “About three years…Shit, that’s longer than I thought. I want to do a couple of secondments then get in with the SOG’s. Special Operations Group,” he explained, catching her look of confusion.

	“What does that involve?”

	“Responding to major crimes, high-risk stuff.”

	Julia imagined him breaking through her bedroom door like Rambo. “Kicking ass and taking names?”

	“Pretty much. I like Brenthill but it’s all drunk and disorderly, theft and domestic violence. Gets hard to stomach arresting the same people for the same things, knowing they’re never going to change.”

	Julia avoided his eyes. How well did she know that story? Her mum and whatever dropkick she currently called her boyfriend arguing, their voices getting louder until hey presto the police were at the door. Different cops, the same blank faces. Mrs. Bennett, we had a call about a domestic disturbance at this address. Max was the solution she was born into the problem, another reason why it would never work between them. Aside from all the other reasons, the foremost being he was married and not interested.

	“Something the matter?” Max studied her with a shrewd expression Julia didn’t like one bit.

	She unclenched her jaw. “Just wondering what’ll happen to the skate park once you leave. Who’s going to stop people from making out on the ramps?”

	Max grimaced. “Funnily enough, I didn’t join the police service to cock-block. The kids can go all the way on those ramps for all I care.”

	“That’s a relief. I do some of my best work at that skate park.”

	“That right?”

	“Yeah, it’s where all the hot guys hang out.”

	The corners of Max’s eyes crinkled. “And these guys are how old exactly?”

	“Old enough. They have their own boards and everything.”

	Max pressed his head back against the evidence rack and laughed, turning Julia’s insides to brownie batter.

	“Hey, you never answered my question before. Are you still designing games?”

	Hello, dangerous waters. What a lot of sharks you have today. Julia thought about denying it but decided to proceed with caution instead. “I gave up the idea of being a full-time developer. The industry is so competitive I never stood a chance.”

	“So you’re not working on anything?”

	“I can’t…nothing serious.”

	Max prodded her foot. “Come on. We’re gonna be in here for ages, you can’t clam up every time I ask you something.”

	“I’m not clamming! It’s…embarrassing for me to talk about my work.”

	“More embarrassing than a cop locking himself in a police station?”

	“I thought we agreed that was Henrietta’s fault?”

	“Oh yeah. Well, either way, tell me about your thing. I’m starving my ass off and I need a distraction.”

	Clearly Max wasn’t going to drop this. Maybe she could throw him a few crumbs and he’d be satisfied. “My friend Tiff and I are trying to get an indie game made. A first person shooter.”

	Max looked impressed. “What’s it about?”

	“It’s…uh, set in post-apocalyptic future. The main character is a nurse called Claire. She and three other nurses are making their way through a nuclear fallout.”

	“What’s the objective?”

	Julia squirmed under Max’s too-interested gaze. This didn’t feel like a few crumbs but what the hell could she do? Make an excuse and leave?

	“Nearly every female on earth has been wiped out in a virus and these gangs are holding women in a breeding facility. Claire and her gang are trying to free them.” There was also a side quest to rescue Claire’s boyfriend from a biker gang but Max didn’t need to know about Eli. Ever.

	“Sounds cool. What’s the name?”

	Lie, Lie, Lie.

	“Scarlet Woman,” Julia said instinctively. Shit.

	“Scarlet Woman?”

	“It’s the name of the virus and it’s a twist on the cliché of the bad girl being a useless skank.”

	Max smirked, the dimple in his chin emerging. How many times had Julia painstakingly drawn that cleft? Traced the square jaw and black eyes? Eli was originally supposed to be blond but once Tiff saw her demos of a black-eyed, square-jawed man she was forbidden from changing them back.

	“That’s the hottest cartoon guy I’ve ever seen,” Tiff gushed. “Besides, you don’t really know Max. There’s a one in a billion chance he’ll find out.”

	Those one-in-a-billion odds were growing appallingly narrow.

	“Scarlet Woman, huh? How long ’til I can play it?” the man who was never supposed to find out about her game asked.

	Julia tried to keep her eyes from going too wide. “No idea. We’ll need to get picked up by a parent company first.”

	“I’m sure you will.”

	“I’m not. Investors aren’t exactly hungry for indie games designed by women and it’s a pretty expensive business.”

	“How much would it cost to make yours?”

	Julia looked away, uncomfortable as always about discussing money. “Bare minimum, three hundred grand. Ideally? Two million.”

	Max whistled.

	“Exactly why I’m not holding my breath. My partner Tiff has an uncle who’s a lecturer at the Academy of Interactive Entertainment. That’s the only reason we got a processor big enough to build a ten-minute beta version for trials and feedback. Without major sponsors, we’ll never get made and without money for a decent pitch we’ll never get sponsors.”

	“That sucks.” Max folded his arms across his chest. “Any way you can raise the money for advertising yourselves?”

	Julia’s skin crawled. That word. The subject of so many childhood screaming matches. The only remnant of her poor white trash girlhood she couldn’t shake. She knew she should talk to a shrink, but the thought of sitting on some squishy couch and having to actually articulate the phrase I’m scared of money was too embarrassing. Instead, she never checked her bank account, avoided ATMs, and let Ash handle all the bills. Fully functioning neurotic, just add technology.

	“A few months ago Tiff made a Kickstarter account. You know, those platforms where you bribe strangers into giving you funds in exchange for naming characters after them?”

	“Sure. Didn’t work?”

	“To put it mildly. No.”

	“To put it less mildly?”

	Julia sighed. “We were getting a little buzz and then some bullshit men’s rights group found out about the feminist angle and it all went to hell. They started blowing up our social media accounts, sending us torture porn, putting our home addresses online. It was a complete nightmare. For a while we tried to fight fire with fire; sending them dildos and doxing them back but it’s like fighting a hydra. Cut off a head and ten grow in its place. We were barely getting any work done we were so busy battling those asshats. Eventually we had to shut our whole site down.”

	She traced a fingernail over the floor, remembering Tiff’s tears and her paranoia. She’d never been so tempted to buy a gun. Or kill someone with it. “The website’s back up now but we stopped doing the self-promotion thing. As it is, I get like ten death threats a week.”

	Max’s face was like stone. “I have no idea how anyone could do that.”

	“Trolls are the scourge of the earth. Who knows, if Scarlet Woman gets made you’ll probably have to come to my house and defuse a pipe bomb.”

	Max gave a pained chuckle. “I fucking hope not. What was their point anyway? Why did they hate your game so much?”

	“Who knows? All Tiff and I wanted to do was make a female friendly game and they act like we showed up at their houses and tried to cut their dicks off.”

	She paused, remembering who it was she was speaking to. “Sorry, I don’t normally rant but this is kind of a red zone for me.”

	Max pressed his boot against hers. “On behalf of men everywhere I’m sorry and the next time you get a serious threat tell me. I have friends who work in cyber crimes. And I throw a mean right hook.”

	Julia didn’t know what to say. There was a weird stinging feeling in the backs of her eyes and to her horror she realized she was going to fucking cry. She blinked rapidly, trying to push the unwelcome tears back into her ducts.

	“Thanks,” she muttered. “I don’t think trolls have the ovaries to do anything except type in all caps but I’ll definitely consider your offer.”

	The pressure of his foot on hers increased. “Good.”

	Julia waited for Max to stop touching her but he didn’t. His foot stayed against hers, firm and strong. As physical encounters went, it was a meaningless connection and yet it felt more significant than the almost-kiss. She didn’t have the courage to look him in the face and try to read what he was feeling.

	He’s married, her mind whispered, more gently than before. You need to be smart here, Bennett.

	She eased her foot away, pretending all she wanted to do was stand.

	“Julia,” Max said so softly she almost didn’t catch it. Julia ignored him. She didn’t want to talk about what was happening in painful, explicit words. Words like “wife” and “affair” and “never going to happen.” She wanted to be drunk, to burn the edges off her weepy, lovesick feelings with alcohol. She reached for the whiskey she’d placed high on the shelf next to him ignoring his noise of protest. “Can we get wasted now?”

	


Chapter 4

	“COME on, Max. I can’t drink this whole thing all by myself. I’ll die.” Julia’s lower lip popped and she became the definition of the word “beseeching.”

	When Julia first showed up at Brenthill, Max’s first thought had been this can’t be good. Later he realized he’d been wrong. Julia wasn’t bad news, she was trouble with a capital T. Trouble in the way she looked in skirts, trouble in the way she swished her long brown hair over one shoulder while she bent over a computer. Just fucking trouble.

	He’d known that and yet here he was locked in a police station with her while she waved a bottle of whiskey in his face. Deep, deep trouble.

	Drinking was a bad idea, any idiot could have told him that, and yet Max had never wanted to say yes quite as badly in his life. Yes to alcohol and yes to whatever loss of control it would inevitably bring. He put his head in his hands. “We really shouldn’t…”

	Julia batted her eyes. “Are you sure?”

	The road to hell is paved with “we really shouldn’t”, Connor. Be more assertive.

	“The whiskey’s evidence and we’re not opening it,” he said, attempting his cop voice and getting something dangerously close to playful.

	Julia’s eyes sparkled as she broke the bottle’s seal. “Oh no. The evidence has been compromised.”

	She raised it halfway to her lips and held it there like she was waiting for him to lunge forward and snatch it from her hands.

	“You gonna do something with that liquor, Ms. Bennett?”

	“I sure am.” Julia tipped the bottle toward him. “Here’s to our imprisonment, Senior Constable Connor. May it be both brief and hazy.”

	She took a swig and the cocky swagger vanished. “Jesus Christ.”

	Max chuckled. “Taste good?”

	“It tastes like petrol.” Julia examined the label. “Tawny Tiger Barrel Aged Whiskey. I don’t think that’s a real brand.”

	“Well, it was confiscated from around here. Probably a hard-core Russian wino.”

	Julia pulled a disgusted face. “My mum’s a hard-core Russian wino. At least she drinks cans.”

	Max was surprised to hear that scrap of information. He didn’t think he’d ever heard Julia say more than five words about her family. “You’re Russian?”

	“On my mother’s side. Her maiden name’s Zolnerowich.”

	“That sounds very Russian.”

	Julia took another drink, her full mouth puckering with distaste. “Oh God, it just gets worse and worse. Here.” She held out the contraband. “Your turn.”

	“After that ringing endorsement? No thanks.”

	She pursed her lips. “If you get drunk with me I’ll tell you who at Brenthill Googles the grossest things.”

	“Doesn’t that breach some kind of confidentiality agreement?”

	Julia smirked. “You’re thinking of priests. Why? Got something to hide?”

	“No,” he said too quickly.

	“Be careful or I might get suspicious…”

	Max desperately tried to recall his browser history. He’d definitely looked up divorce lawyers at work. He had e-mails that showed his best mate lived with him and not his wife. With a jolt of fear, he remembered Dean downloading a hook-up app on his phone and changing his username to HungCop69 when Max wouldn’t order pizza at four in the morning. His skin went tight.

	Julia laughed. “Don’t look so worried. I promise I don’t stalk my colleagues.”

	Max examined her smooth gold cheeks. “Well you’re not blushing so I’m inclined to believe you.”

	She immediately went red and he wondered if he’d ever get tired of seeing her do that. “You haven’t been trawling through my search history?”

	“The only dirt I have is on cops who download viruses with file names like ‘six blondes/anal’.”

	“Jesus, who did that?”

	“I’ll tell you if you have a drink with me.”

	Max hesitated, more tempted than he wanted to let on. He pictured Julia drunk, her eyes bright, her mouth swollen with liquor, sitting in his lap, kissing him with soft whiskey-flavored lips.

	No, no, no. You are not allowed to get drunk with the IT girl. You’re a sad, soon to be divorced asshole who’s going to be laughed out of his job. The last thing you need is alcohol complicating your fucked-up feelings…

	“Screw it.” Max extended a hand. “Let’s do this.”

	“Hell yeah.” Julia gave him the decidedly sticky bottle and he didn’t dedicate the drink to anything, just tilted up and swallowed. An involuntary shudder rippled through him. “That’s bad. Really fucking bad.”

	Julia nodded sympathetically. “It does get better.”

	Or at least foggier. Max took another drink and she applauded softly. “All right, let’s get this party started.”

	She flicked off the fluorescent lights, leaving a couple of bare bulbs on to cast a warm glow over the concrete walls and overstuffed metal shelves.

	Nope, not warm. Weird. Dusty.

	He watched as she bent down and changed the song blasting through the speakers to something pulsing and upbeat, giving the cluttered room the atmosphere of a club.

	Julia twisted her hips to the song. “We’ve got music and we’ve got drinks, what do we do now?”

	Max prayed she couldn’t see his face clearly or she’d know exactly what his recommendation was. “Uh, sword fight?”

	“I think the use of weapons combined with alcohol might lead to that cannibalism scenario we talked about earlier.”

	Max could feel the alcohol burning in his stomach, seeping into his blood. “You don’t think you can take me, Jules?”

	The nickname slipped off his tongue before he could stop it.

	“Ooh, it is getting familiar in here,” she teased.

	“That’s right.” Max swallowed another mouthful of whiskey because why not? “By the time this siege is over, I’m gonna be your best friend.”

	She twirled around, hands raised high. “Well, in that case, my friend, I think we should play a game.”

	His mind flooded with a Technicolor montage of games they could play, starting with a kiss, and finishing with her writhing in his lap. He took another long swig from the bottle.

	“Max?”

	“Sure, a game sounds good.”

	“Well, do you have any ideas of what you want to play?”

	That word again, play. It made all the hairs on Max’s arms stand on end. What he really wanted to play was a game in which he spread Julia’s clothes across the floor, lay her on top of them, and licked every inch of her, starting with her heart-stopping legs and finishing right between them.

	“Uh, whatever you want is fine with me.”

	“How about cards?” Julia asked spinning around to the music.

	Max took advantage of her turned back and readjusted himself through the heavy material of his uniform pants. “Do we have a deck?”

	“Good point. How about two truths and a lie? My sister and I used to play that all the time.”

	Max took another swig from the bottle and didn’t wince. His taste buds must be dying. “What do you have to do?”

	Julia grinned. “It’s super easy. I say two things that are true and one thing that’s a lie and you have to guess what’s fake.”

	“The person who loses drinks?”

	“Are you kidding? You don’t reward people for losing. Whoever guesses right drinks. Whoever guesses wrong gets slapped in the face.”

	“I’m not slapping you in the face.”

	She heaved a big sigh. “And you call yourself my best friend…Okay, fine. The winner makes fun of the loser until they cry. Are you in?”

	Max took another swig from the bottle. “Sure thing, Jules. What do I have to lose?”

	


Chapter 5

	JULIA’S heart spasmed every single time he said that silly little word. Everyone called her Jules, it was as generic as no-brand detergent, and yet it sounded different coming from a man like Max. Even the way he was sprawled out on the floor, swigging from the bottle turned her on. He looked like a teen idol musician who’d finished a gig and was waiting for a groupie to get in his lap.

	I wonder if we’ll have to get changed in front of each other, you know, for survival?

	Her panties were cute, ruffled purple silk with daisies. Her bra not so much but she could take that off, let him see her nipples through her top…Julia shivered. The dangerous thoughts were only growing worse. She subtly pinched the inside of her wrist, promising she’d keep her bra on, both physically and emotionally.

	Max smiled lazily up at her. “Ready to play?”

	Julia didn’t trust herself to respond without fortification. She gestured for the bottle and their fingers touched when he handed it to her, the sensation more intoxicating than the alcohol. Well, more intoxicating so far. Julia intended to get way beyond the point of stomach tingles and racing hearts with the bottle of Tawny Tiger. She was counting on drunkenness to save her from all-encompassing lust.

	She sat down opposite Max, who quickly reclaimed the bottle. The dude was thirstier than she was. “Okay, here we go. Two truths and a lie. I’m Julia Bennett, my middle name is Jupiter, and I once ran over a pigeon on my push bike.”

	Max grinned. “Easy as hell, the pigeon thing.”

	“Wrong, I ran over a pigeon and it totally died. Hand over the bottle, Connor.”

	He did so begrudgingly. “Who kills pigeons?”

	Julia took another stomach-decaying sip. “It was an accident. Besides, you should have known Jupiter was fake.”

	“What’s your real middle name then?”

	“Catherine. A normal human name.”

	“Like the Russian queen?”

	Julia flushed. “Yeah. You must be the only person who’s ever put that together.”

	“I studied Russian history in school.”

	“Then you’ll love this. My mum wanted to call me Yulia.”

	“No way.”

	“Way. It’s the Slavic version of Julia. Luckily my dad freaked out and refused.”

	The only worthwhile thing he’d done for her, aside from generously donating his sperm toward her existence.

	Max raised his eyes heavenward. “Yulia. Yulia Catherine Zolnerowich. It could have been so beautiful…”

	“Shut up, Connor. It’s your turn to think of questions.”

	Max drummed his fingers on the concrete floor. “Right, so my middle name’s Michael, I have two sisters, and a dog called Sparky.”

	He looked at her, all but daring her to say he didn’t have a dog called Sparky.

	“Your middle name’s not Michael.”

	His handsome face fell. “How did you know?”’

	“You expect me to believe your parents named you Max Michael Connor? C'mon, man.”

	She took another swallow of whiskey and Max glared at her. “How is this fair? You’re going to get hammered while I sit here twiddling my thumbs.”

	Julia shrugged. “You're a big guy, you probably wouldn't get drunk from all this delicious Tiger Whiskey. It’d be wasted on you.”

	Max leaned forward, his black eyes warm as velvet. “I am a big guy, Jules. More than capable of wrestling that greasy-ass bottle away from you.”

	Julia ignored the involuntary tingle between her legs. “I’ll take my chances.”

	“Fine, but I’m not holding your hair back if you puke into our toilet-bucket.”

	“Don’t remind me we have a toilet-bucket, Max. Please?”

	He chuckled and leaned back against the shelf. Both his hands came behind his head and he inspected her from boots to forehead in a long, electric stare.

	“Can I help you with something, Mr. Connor?”

	Max smiled a dangerous, whiskey-soaked smile. “You seeing anyone at the moment?”

	Julia felt heat spread in her belly. Heat that had nothing to do with alcohol. Lie. Put a pin in this whole dangerous flirtation thing now. “No, I’m single. Why?”

	“Just wondering if you’re going to let Halloran put the moves on you at the end-of-year party.”

	“Halloran?”

	Max grinned. “The guy Daly and Jackson mentioned before, the one who has a crush on you.”

	Oh, right. That dork. Julia couldn’t begin to imagine who he was. Hopefully not the cop with the porn. Maybe he’d mistaken her discretion for romantic approval…

	“I doubt it’ll be an affair to remember.”

	“How come?”

	“He’s probably not my type.”

	“What’s your type?”

	You. “Something that doesn’t exist.”

	Max extended a hand and she gave him the whiskey. She heard a small clink as his teeth hit the glass and realized they’d both been putting their mouths on the bottle. Transferring kisses on the glass. Max lowered the bottle, his expression oddly intense. “You date though, right? You see people?”

	Julia licked her upper lip, tasting whiskey there. “My sister’s set me up a few times and I meet people at parties and bars but they’re all…” Annoying. Immature. Uneducated about clitoral stimulation… “They never live up to my expectations.”

	Max smiled. “You’ve got high expectations?”

	She frowned. “Why shouldn’t I? I’m smart, I have great friends, and a ton of vibrators. There aren’t a lot of guys who can add to what I already have and what’s the point of settling?”

	Max looked highly amused. “You’re smart, you have great friends…What was that third thing again?”

	A bolt of lightning zipped down her spine. “Tell me I didn’t just say that.”

	“You didn’t just say that,” Max said obligingly. He lowered his voice. “You did, though.”

	Julia pressed her hands against her skull. “You need to forget I said that.”

	Max assumed an earnest expression. “What exactly do you want me to forget? Could you explain it to me in more detail?”

	Julia’s body temperature skyrocketed. She thanked her lucky stars that she had enough whiskey in her blood to act as an emotional buffer. If sober she probably would have set herself on fire. She gestured frantically for the bottle and Max handed it to her. She took a long, long swallow.

	Max tapped her foot with his. “Whoa, slow down there, girl. There’s no need to be upset. What happens in the property office stays in the property office.”

	“But the embarrassment. It burns.”

	Max laughed. “Jules, I’m a cop. I hear weirder shit before eight a.m. on a Monday.”

	He braced his arms on either side of his enormous body. “Besides, it’s good you know what you want. Most people latch onto anyone who’ll have them.”

	Julia grimaced. “My sister is kind of like that.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah, I love her but when she’s not seeing anyone, she’s insufferable.”

	“In what way?”

	“All the usual ways. Flirting with everything that has a penis and cruising dating sites for the next dude who’s going to solve all her problems. She’d gotten a bit better now that we’re older but still…”

	“Still what?”

	Julia wrinkled her nose. “I wish she didn’t see herself as incomplete, you know? She’s blind to the fact that she’s amazing. She chooses these complete assholes and becomes a doormat trying to make them happy. It makes my blood boil.”

	“Deadbeats?” Max’s voice was so deliberately casual Julia suspected he already knew about her sister’s complicated relationship with love. Ash’s boyfriends collided with the law the way moths collided with fluorescent light bulbs.

	“Pretty much. Dropkicks who have no idea how to hold down a job or drink a six-pack without driving afterward.” Julia took a long swallow of whiskey, feeling it burn all the way down to her belly. “Everyone should have to pass a test before they start a relationship. Fill out a form that proves you’re emotionally stable.”

	Max frowned. “Did you have a bad breakup or something?”

	“No, I’ve never been serious with anyone long enough for a breakup.”

	“Seriously? You’ve never had a proper, screaming, ‘I-never-loved-you-anyway’ breakup?”

	“Nope. Usually just fizzles out. The last guy I was dating texted me to say it was over.”

	Actually, he’d written “I want something real” and she’d responded with a picture of her cleavage and the caption “These were pretty real.”

	But she wasn’t going to tell Max that.

	Her co-captive shook his head disbelievingly. “I can’t get my head around the idea that you’ve never had a boyfriend. My first long-term girlfriend was when I was like…sixteen.”

	Julia wondered what Max would say if she told him she couldn’t talk about money either. Probably “Julia Bennett, you well rounded individual! Where have you been all my life?”

	She stared down at her shoes. “I’m not anti-love but being around Ash and my mum has kind of made me a bomb-sniffing dog when it comes to men. I’m always looking for whatever dirty shit they’re hiding.”

	“So you’re not hoping to meet someone?”

	No I’m cool with pining away on an unrealizable crush forever. Julia peeled the label away from the whiskey bottle in a long, sticky tear. “Having a partner has never been important to me. If I do get a boyfriend I want him to bring something to the table other than drama, you know? Until I meet someone like that, it’s not worth the hassle.”

	“So you want someone who can look after you?” Max made a face. “I don’t mean like financially, I mean do you want someone to share things with? Fuck, this isn’t coming out right at all…”

	Julia handed Max the whiskey. “Here, this might help you better articulate your thoughts.”

	Yep, she was drunk. She always talked like the Duchess of Cornwall when she got wasted, spouting flowery phrases, and nodding politely at everything. She needed to slow down. Or speed up to the point of blacking out…

	Max took a deep gulp of liquor, his powerful throat contracting as he swallowed. Actually, she might need to speed up her drinking. Leap right past tipsy into unconscious human territory…

	“If you want a certain kind of guy in your life, you should have one,” Max said in a low rumble. She was clearly wrong about his bigness counteracting the alcohol, he was as near to plastered as she was.

	“Ah, thanks, man.”

	“I mean it. You deserve to have someone who treats you well.” His ears went red.

	“Every woman deserves that…Unless they’re lesbians and then they deserve other

	women.”

	“What if they’re asexual and just want a lot of good friends?”

	Max flushed. “Everyone should just be happy and well treated.”

	Julia laughed. Max really was a very nice, super handsome guy. If she could summon the courage to mention his wife she would say Bonnie was really lucky. But she couldn’t.

	“Well, if you know someone who isn’t a psychopath, set me up. I’d be more than willing to get what I deserve.”

	Max frowned. “I don’t…I thought you didn’t want a boyfriend.”

	“Hey, I like boyfriends. I just—” Julia noticed the bottle in his hand. “Hang on, you’re drinking without winning a round! What the hell? We’re playing a game here, Maxwell.”

	He looked mildly impressed. “How do you know my name’s Maxwell?”

	“Employee e-mail. What’s the deal with that, by the way? Your mum a Get Smart fan?”

	“Nope, it’s a family name. It means ‘great stream’ in Gaelic, Yulia.”

	She poked him with her foot. “Shut up. Anyway, you lost so you need to tell me three things if you want to drink again. Make them good.”

	


Chapter 6

	I'M thirty-three, about to get divorced and I want to pull your panties down with my teeth. Oh wait, those are all true.

	Max was drunk. He had that strange floating feeling like the whole world was coming loose at the edges. Half a bottle of whiskey on an empty stomach will do that to a man. He watched the lighting play over Julia’s skin, exposing the freckles on her collarbones, the smooth swells of her breasts. He wanted to trace them with his tongue. Wanted to pull her into his lap and kiss her until she squirmed.

	He hadn’t felt this kind of attraction since he was a come-dumb teenager and, as much as he wanted to pin it on post-breakup hormones, he knew it wasn’t.

	He’d been with a few women since his separation. Dean had practically forced him into pick-up joints, convinced he’d forgotten how to interact with anyone other than criminals. He hadn’t. It wasn’t that hard to pick up women. You bought them a drink and asked them about themselves. You wore a nice shirt and didn’t high-five your buddies like a fuckwit when they agreed to go home with you. It wasn’t like sex had changed in the five years he’d been in a relationship, it just appeared that he had.

	When he was single, he’d lived for one-night stands, but this time around it felt totally one-sided, like jerking off with someone else in the room. At first, he’d written it off as a side effect of his failed marriage but as women paraded through his bedroom in a blur of lipstick and white wine-flavored mouths, his discomfort only seemed to intensify. One night he’d been chatting to a cute blonde at a bar and realized he was trying to talk himself into screwing her. Giving himself a pep talk like it was jumping out of an airplane. She’s got a great ass, go with it, it’ll be fun. He stopped having casual sex after that. He didn’t care if Dean said he was going to die alone surrounded by used tissues. In order to die alone, Dean would have to move out and the bastard showed no sign of doing that. Dean. What would he say if he could see where the allegedly well organized and responsible Max Connor was now? He looked over at Julia and found her bending over to change the song. Her top had ridden up, exposing two dimples at the base of her spine. What did the guys at school use to call them? Thumb holders. Max felt his cock grow heavy against his thigh. He could just see her kneeling in front of him, his hands around her hips, thumbs buried in those dimples while he—

	He shook his head, trying to get his fucked-up thoughts to come loose.

	Julia hummed along to the new song, completely unaware that the sight of her lower back was more arousing than any actual sex he’d had in months. Bad. Bad still-married police officer.

	He racked his brain for three things to tell her. Two truths, one lie. He’d lied to her earlier. He and Bonnie weren’t going to the football. He was meeting her at Sake, her favorite restaurant to sign their divorce papers. Bonnie called it an amicable separation. Dean called it ball-busting torture. “She cheats on you, leaves you and then she makes you pay two hundred bucks for raw fish. What a shit deal.”

	Max had told Dean to shut up, but privately he agreed. He hoped Bonnie’s new boyfriend liked sushi because once his marriage was dissolved, there was no way he was choking down wet salmon ever again.

	Bonnie was probably fuming that he’d stood her up. Dean would be pissed too; they were supposed to get shitfaced and watch Clint Eastwood movies once he got home. Dean wanted a stripper but Max refused. He hadn’t had strippers at his buck’s party, he wasn’t going to start stuffing G-strings as a divorcee. Max sat up quickly, imagining for a single brilliant moment that Dean would discover he was missing and come to their rescue. Then he remembered Dean was the human equivalent of a cocker spaniel and would probably wait around for fifteen minutes, call him once and wander off into the night. His best mate had moved in the week Bonnie left, offering emotional support. Max figured his lease ending also played pretty heavily into the decision. For the most part, he didn’t mind having Dean around but it wasn’t exactly a dream come true to be single at thirty-three with a high school buddy crashing in his spare room—

	“Max?” He looked up to see Julia smirking at him. “You need to think of three things. Like today.”

	“I am thinking.”

	“Are you sure? Because it looks like you’re spacing out.”

	She swished her hair over one shoulder like a long brown waterfall. It was so long he could probably wrap it twice around his wrist while she suc—

	“Max?”

	He swore under his breath. “I’m…completely focused and am thinking about my statements.”

	Three things, three things. Bonnie and I are over minus one signature and some uncooked fish, Dean is a terrible roommate, and I can definitely control myself around you.

	Two truths. One lie. Nothing he wanted Julia to know. God, the way she looked made him wish he was drunker.

	She leaned forward, the heady smell of whiskey mixing with vanilla. “Can’t think of anything, Senior Constable Connor?”

	Everything below Max’s belt ached. He needed to adjust again, badly. He also needed to get this question thing over with.

	“Uhh, I was a runner in high school, I have a motorbike and—and I love puppies,” he blustered, still thinking about his hard-on.

	“You weren’t a runner.”

	“You’re right. You are scarily good at this.”

	Julia looked nervous. “I had a clue.”

	With a surge of alarm, Max realized she meant the night they met. The night they’d agreed never to mention or think about. He hurriedly changed the subject. “Come on, your turn now.”

	Julia gestured for the bottle. He gave it to her and she took a deep swallow. “Technically you should keep going because you lost but I’ll throw you a bone. I’m a Virgo, I once stole a packet of cigarettes from the milk bar, and I love romance novels.”

	He imagined having to arrest Julia for stealing and for some reason the image morphed into her lying across his lap in a plaid skirt—

	“Dude, if you keep zoning out you’re going to be cut off.”

	Max felt his ears burn. “Fine, you stole smokes.”

	“Nope.”

	“You’re not a Virgo, your birthday is in November. That’s Sagittarius.” He frowned. “You like romance novels?”

	Julia stared at him, her eyebrows practically in her hairline.

	“What?”

	She burst into peals of laughter. “You know my star sign? What the hell, Max? Are you sure you’re not the one with amazing Internet stalking powers?”

	“You had a birthday cake a few weeks ago! That’s how I remember.”

	Julia laughed harder. “Yes, I’m sure my cake was totally distinguishable from the dozens of cakes that grace this station basically every single day.”

	“I’m good with dates. It’s a cop thing.”

	Julia’s beatific smile faded. “I guess that makes sense.”

	Phew. Talk about a close fucking shave. Max snatched up the bottle and noticed it was three-quarters air. “So you like dirty books, huh?”

	She flushed. “I didn’t say they were dirty, I said they were romances.”

	“Are they those paperbacks with shirtless men on the cover?”

	Her face grew red. “E-books.”

	Max grinned. “My auntie reads those. They’re lady porn. Nothing but cowboys who stumble upon the preacher’s daughter bathing and next thing you know they’re fucking under a waterfall.”

	“It’s nothing like that!”

	Max raised his eyebrows.

	“Okay, it’s sometimes like that. But they can be modern and sexy. Funny too.”

	“I’m not judging you, just kind of surprised.” And drunk and horny and stupid.

	Julia twiddled with the hem of her top, working her fingers through the lace. “There’s a romantic subplot in our game. Tiff and I were looking for inspiration so I read a few romances and sort of got addicted. I like how there’s drama but you’re sure everything will work out. It’s like a video game; you enter a different kind of reality, one that’s fun and low stakes and has rules. It’s exactly what life should be like.”

	As much as she was trying to convince him of their substance, Max just kept picturing Julia reading sex books in bed, teeth sunk into her lower lip, one hand inside her panties. Judging from her flushed cheeks and shifting gaze, he hadn’t pulled the idea out of thin air either. Sober he might have let it go, drunk he couldn’t help himself.

	“So you liking romances has nothing to do with the men in them?”

	Julia flushed. “What do you mean?”

	“Surely the appeal of romances are the guys? You know, the rippling blond cowboys who tie girls up and ravage them?”

	Julia’s face turned burgundy. “How did you develop such insight into the romance genre?”

	“You’re deflecting.”

	“I’m not into cowboys, Max. I’m pretty sure they don’t exist.”

	“What about cold-hearted millionaires who just need someone to love?”

	“If they help me get my game made I could be convinced to give them a wristy or two.”

	“You’re still deflecting.”

	Julia rolled her eyes. “Of course I think the men are sexy. That’s the whole point of romance, it’s a fantasy.”

	She fiddled with her hair, pulling the strands across her face as though she didn’t want him to see her.

	Max decided to go in for the kill. “I read a few of my auntie’s paperbacks when I was a teenager—”

	Julia snorted.

	“Hey, the Internet wasn’t around yet. Anyway, I mostly flipped through to the sex scenes—”

	“Of course you did.”

	“—but as far as I can remember the guys were always bastards. Really controlling and pushy. Is that what you like?”

	He studied her, trying to gauge her reaction, but he didn’t need to watch closely. He was pretty sure you could see Julia’s burning cheeks from space.

	“I don’t know,” she said, looking anywhere but at him.

	Max’s heart pounded against his rib cage. “I’m not saying you’re into men who are pigs. I just remember reading those passages and thinking ‘shit, is that what girls really like’?”

	Julia opened her mouth and closed it again.

	“I promise you can tell me, Jules. I won’t be a dick about it.”

	She took another large swig and met his gaze. “I—-I think it’s about confidence. Capability. That’s the appeal. The guys in romance novels know what you want before you do and that’s…I can’t believe I’m talking about this with you.”

	“Why not? I’m a good listener.”

	“No, you’re a cop. You know how to extract information from people without them noticing. And I’m drunk so I’m giving it to you.”

	Her face reddened and he knew she regretted her choice of words. “Anyway, my point is that you’re too charming for your own good. Pig.”

	Max grinned. “My dad used to say if you want someone to tell you, a smile’s as good as thumbscrews.”

	“Well, if his teeth were anything like yours that makes sense. What does he say about interrogation now?”

	Max felt a familiar stab of pain. “Not much. He died when I was ten.”

	The corners of her mouth turned down. “I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t worry about it, it was a long time ago.”

	And yet he could still smell the meatloaf they’d had for dinner, recall the exact song playing on the radio—“Any Colour You Like” by Pink Floyd. His dad had kissed him on his head, told him to be good for his mum and gone in to the station for the last shift of his life.

	Julia eyes were soft. “How did he pass?”

	“He got shot on the job. A couple of guys escaped the cells and overpowered him.”

	Julia flinched. “I’m so sorry.”

	“It’s okay. Like I said, it was a long time ago.” Not that he’d been able to eat meatloaf or listen to Pink Floyd since.

	“Is that why you became a cop? For superhero-style vigilante justice?”

	Max laughed. “Why, do you think I look like Batman?”

	“Sort of,” she said, blushing.

	“Well, that’s flattering, but I always wanted to be a cop. Mum’s a detective and both my sisters are prosecutors. I think it’s in our blood.”

	“That’s cool. I don’t know what the Bennett’s have in their blood except bourbon.”

	“What does your dad do?”

	“No idea. I haven’t seen him since I was a kid. He’s a complete deadbeat. Probably where Ash gets her excellent taste in guys from.”

	Max had been thinking the exact same thing and felt a little guilty. “Well then, why aren’t you like that?”

	“I’m too withdrawn to pick up guys after bar brawls?”

	Max laughed. “I wouldn’t call you withdrawn.”

	“Yeah, there are better ways of describing it, like ‘socially-handicapped nerd’.”

	“You’re too pretty to be a nerd.”

	The words passed his lips before he had a chance to stop them. “Sorry, I’m not trying to be…inappropriate.”

	Julia stared at her boots. “I know. Um, thanks. Anyway, my dad? Total dickhead. No one I want to take life pointers from.”

	“Maybe you’re lucky. It’s daunting having to follow in your old man’s footsteps.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“My dad probably would have made commissioner if he’d lived. Even the fact that he died on the job basically made him immortal…Wait, how did we start talking about this? We were discussing your dirty book collection.”

	Julia covered her ears. “No, enough about my pussy. We’re having serious grown-up talk.”

	Max stared at her, thoughts of his father completely driven away.

	“What?” Julia asked self-consciously

	“I think it was worth getting trapped in here just to hear you say pussy.”

	Her face practically liquefied. “I didn’t.”

	“You did. I heard you. It’s on the record.”

	“I did not say pussy.”

	“You just said it again.”

	Julia buried her face in her hands. “Oh, God.”

	“I’ll add it to the list.”

	“What list?”

	“The list of things I’m not allowed to bring up.”

	A crease appeared between her eyebrows. “What else is on the list?”

	“That vibrator thing you said earlier?”

	“You swore not to mention that!”

	“No, I said, ‘what happens in the property office stays in the property office’.” He gestured around at all the overburdened shelves. “Guess where we still are?”

	“You’re such a dick.”

	“You love it.”

	Julia slapped him on the biceps, right below his tattoo. The skin tingled in a way Max knew had nothing to do with the blow. “Ouch.”

	“You deserve it.” Julia heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Well anyway, now you know I’m a vibrator-owning single woman who has a thing for romance. I’m such a cliché.”

	“No. A cliché would be if you wore statement glasses and liked British bands no one’s ever heard of.”

	Julia’s upper lip curled. “What?”

	“Well, the tattoo and the nose ring and the clothes…Tell me, do you spend most of your time drinking organic wine? Or do you sometimes go out and drink organic wine and sit on a milk crate?”

	Julia’s eyes flashed fire. “Are you calling me a hipster?”

	Max plucked the whiskey from her fingers and downed the very last swallow. “If the flower-crown fits, sweetheart.”

	Julia launched herself at him, knocking the empty bottle from his hands as she slapped every inch of his head and torso. “I. am not. A. Hipster.”

	“That’s exactly what hipsters say,” Max choked out, trying to grab something that wasn’t skin. “You’re assaulting a police officer. That’s a crime.”

	“I don’t care.” Julia continued to rain blows on whatever part of him she could reach. “You lock me in here, you mock my romance novels, and then you call me a fucking hipster. I’m gonna kill you.”

	Max laughed as he batted away her hands. She wasn’t particularly strong but she was quick. At least thirty percent of her strikes were landing.

	“Look, miss, if you don’t calm down, I’m going to have to take defensive measures.”

	“Defend. This. You. Prick.”

	“I mean it.”

	Julia slapped him in the ear. “All right, but remember you asked for this.”

	He seized both her wrists, pulling them down to her sides. Julia drove her forehead into his and sparks exploded behind Max’s eyes. “Ow, fuck!”

	Instinctively he forced Julia back, pinning her body to the floor, parting her legs with his thighs. She jerked her hips trying to throw him off so he pressed down, trapping her under his weight. “Gotcha. Not so tough now, are you?”

	Julia’s smile was too wicked to be anything but a dream. “No I’m not, Max.”

	Oh no. Oh fuck. He was on top of her, his hips bearing down on hers. Their eyes were level. Their mouths were level. The curve of Julia’s upper lip was inches from his, her breath coming out in shallow pants. He couldn’t kiss her, could he? His heart would give out if he even tried. He waited on the edge of everything for a sign, some confirmation of what to do. His head was pounding, his cock was pounding, and his hands still holding her wrists were shaking.

	“Max…”

	He knew she was begging and it turned his cock to steel against her. She felt it, pressing against him and whispering. “I want you. I’ve wanted you for ages.”

	Then she kissed him soft and slow. Bright spots popped behind Max’s eyes as pleasure twisted like amphetamines in his blood. This is it, he thought. This is fucking it, though what that meant he couldn’t begin to explain.

	Julia’s hands stroked through his hair and he pulled away, unsure of what was happening.

	“Was that bad?” she asked.

	“No. That was the furthest fucking thing from bad.”

	He raised a hand to his lips, stroking his tingling mouth. They’d kissed. The girl he liked had kissed him. The sensation was as fresh as it had been at fourteen. This is it. This is fucking it.

	Before he knew what was happening, they were kissing again. That graceless, all-consuming way teenagers kissed, like you needed to swallow the other person whole and fuck them through your clothes at the same time. Julia was all hands as she stroked his back and shoulders, reaching between them to caress every muscle she could find. She was greedier than he could have possibly imagined and the idea got him hot enough to do a little exploring of his own, sucking on her tongue as he cupped her breasts, kneading the sweet little mounds until she moaned. They consumed each other, hips moving restlessly and then Julia wrapped her legs around his waist, pressing her jeans against his aching cock. “More.”

	Max kissed her neck. “More what, baby?”

	“Just more. I need more of you.”

	He held back, needing to hear her say the words. “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

	“Touch me,” Julia whispered. “Touch me like you did before.”

	Max’s heart thudded so hard he thought it might fall out. It had been years but he knew exactly what she meant. “Are you sure?”

	Julia’s voice was little more than a whisper. “I want you.”

	He raised himself up on his palms, tense with the need to prove himself. He could be that romance book guy for her. He could be better than that guy.

	The stretchy material of her pants gave way easily under his hand. He fingered the line of her panties, memorizing the way the silk felt against her skin.

	Julia moaned in frustration. “Max, please, lower.”

	He kissed her jaw. “We’ll get there, I promise. Now lie still.”

	He worked his fingers lower, past a scrap of hair and into her folds. She was wet as a river, her outer lips as slick as the inner ones. He found her clit in seconds, hard as a tiny stone. The knowledge she wanted him, that he’d gotten her this hot was almost enough to make him blow in his pants like a horny teenager. His fingers moved on instinct, two slipping down to tease her opening, his thumb resting against her throbbing clit. Julia reared up, gripping the collar of his T-shirt. The material tightened around his neck like a tether. “Max, fuck.”

	She reached for his cock but he moved away. "Stay still and feel everything I'm doing to you.”

	“I want to—”

	He pressed his forehead against hers. “I want to get you there first.”

	His cock was too hard, too close to the edge but his fingers could pound into her all night, rub her until she came. That was worth any kind of orgasm he would have getting jacked off through his pants.

	“At least be inside me. Please.”

	Max groaned into her ear. “Hang on, baby.”

	He formed an arrow with two fingers and slid them deep into her sweet, wet little cunt. She clenched around him, making Max’s cock jerk. He could barely move. How would all that heat feel wrapped around his aching shaft? He clenched his jaw and tried not to rut against her thigh.

	“Oh my God, so good,” Julia moaned. She reached for his belt buckle and Max pulled away again. "No.”

	“But, Max, I want—"

	“You want to do something for me? Come.”

	He hooked his fingers and Julia’s pussy clamped down with such pressure Max almost went ahead and finished inside his uniform pants. In his wildest dreams, he’d never thought it could feel like this.

	He worked his thumb in slow, tight circles around her clit and she arched back, eyes shut, glossy lips parted. Her hips rocked, instinctively seeking the rhythm she needed to get off.

	“That’s right, work yourself on my fingers."

	She spasmed around him, pulling him deeper and Max felt sweat prickle at the base of his neck. She was gripping his T-shirt so hard she was cutting off his circulation but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t talk. Her pussy was clenching around his fingers, drenching them with wetness. She was close, very close.

	“You’ve been thinking about this for a long time, right?”

	Julia moaned and shook her head. “No.”

	“I know you have, baby. I’ve seen the way you look at me."

	Her cheeks brightened.

	“Yeah, you go red like that and I know you’re thinking about me. Don’t deny it. Open your eyes, look at me.”

	She shook her head. “I can’t.”

	“Now. Or I’ll pull out, I swear.”

	Julia’s eyes flew open, almost blinding him with their brightness.

	“Max, it’s too much.” Her nails dug into his collarbone, stinging through the cotton.

	“I know it is. That’s why it’s gonna feel so nice when you come.”

	“No,” she whispered, her pussy swelling like a summer storm.

	“You’re going over right now, sweetheart. You can’t help it. It feels too good, doesn’t it?”

	He twisted his wrist, pushing hard against her G-spot.

	Julia’s pupils expanded and warm heat gushed over Max’s fingers, running into his palm. She was silent in orgasm, her body racked with great shuddering jolts that matched the clenching of her eager pussy. He kept stroking in and out of her, slowing his motions until they were almost imperceptible.

	“Stop,” Julia gasped, finally releasing his T-shirt. “Too much.”

	Reluctantly Max pulled away, resisting the urge to bring his fingers to his mouth. His cock was a couple of strokes away from completion but there was no chance he could just pull himself out and beat off. He needed to control the situation, think of something else.

	Burning plastic, garlic, mowing the lawn, Julia coming on my fingers, Julia’s ankles on my shoulders, Julia’s pussy on my face, her wet little mouth sucking on my cock—

	“Max?”

	He looked down to see tears glistening in Julia’s eyes. “Fuck, are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

	“No but your wife. Oh my God, your wife.”

	


Chapter 7

	AS she paced up and down the property office, every muscle in Julia’s body was taut enough to snap. Bonnie Connor was going to kill her. She was going to show up on her doorstep and Taser her in the genitals. She’d deserve it. She orgasmed on Max’s fingers like a complete whore, all but begged him to commit adultery. A wave of revulsion rolled over her. She wanted his scent and his mouth and his eyes all fiery with lust and she’d taken it. Gotten him drunk and kissed his married mouth, knowing it was wrong but setting the bad feelings aside, like flies in a dessert she still wanted to eat. How could she have been so goddamn selfish?

	“Julia, everything’s okay.” Max’s voice sounded like it was coming from Pluto.

	He wrapped a big arm around her shoulders and she shuddered like a nervy show horse.

	“That’s it, everything’s okay. Now take deep breaths. In and out, nice and deep.”

	She sucked in a lungful of air, her head swollen with alcohol and unshed tears.

	“That’s it. Deep breaths. That’s my girl.”

	I’m not your girl. Your girl is a wife, Julia tried to say but her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth.

	“We can talk about everything in a minute. Just relax.”

	Julia exhaled and inhaled.

	“Who taught you how to head-butt?” Max asked. “You gave me a good one before.”

	Ah, yes, the physical assault she’d parlayed into seduction. Julia shuddered harder, her teeth rattling in her skull. Max rubbed her back in soothing circles. “Come on, who taught you to fight?”

	“My sister, she used to be a total hood rat.”

	And she was the good one. The shy one. The nerd.

	“I can’t believe I kissed you. I can’t believe I’m that girl.”

	Max pulled away, placing a big hand on each of her shoulders. “Jules, you have nothing to feel guilty about.”

	“That’s easy for you to say. When people find out about this, you’ll get some high-fives and I’ll get a big red A on my shirt. I should quit. I should move to Canada and volunteer for a charity. Or set myself on fire.”

	“Jules—”

	“But I can’t quit. I need to finish Scarlet Woman. Which is about ten times more ironic since I fucking am one.”

	“Julia—”

	“Since I’m already screwed I should probably tell you something really embarrassing about my game…”

	“Julia.” Max gave her shoulders a little shake. “Even if Bonnie finds out about this, which she won’t, she’s not going to care.”

	A whole new possibility dawned in her feverish mind. “Do you have an open relationship?”

	She had no idea how to feel about that. On one hand she didn’t want to be Max’s mistress but she didn’t want to be his wife-approved side piece either. With the exception of first person shooter games, she didn’t have a competitive bone in her body.

	“No. Not that I was aware of anyway.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“We’ve been separated for months. We’re getting divorced.”

	Julia’s mind dangled like an empty bear trap. “But…you told me you were going to the football?”

	Max huffed out a humorless laugh. “I lied. We were meeting to sign our divorce papers. I can’t believe you bought that, by the way. That was the shittiest lie I think I’ve ever told.”

	Julia’s brain was moving several steps behind her ears. “Wait. You’re separated, as in you’re not married. As in you are single. As in I’m not a homewrecker?”

	“Of course you’re not a homewrecker, Jules.”

	“So why you still wearing the ring?”

	“It’s stuck on my finger. I can’t take it off.”

	“So get it removed at a fire station or something.”

	“I…can’t right now.”

	Alarm bells clanged through her abused brain. “Are you just saying you’re divorced so I don’t show up at your house and cook a rabbit on your stove?”

	Max’s face slackened. “You think I’m lying?”

	“I think the whole ‘my wife and I are separated but I wear the ring and we live at the same house thing’ is a bit of a coincidence, yeah.”

	“We don’t live together. Bonnie’s been living with her new boyfriend for about six months.”

	“New boyfriend?”

	“She’s been with him for more than a year.”

	Blood pounded in Julia’s ears. “When you said you weren’t aware you had an open relationship do you mean she was cheating on you?”

	Max shrugged. “Yeah, she was.”

	“Bonnie had the side piece?”

	He frowned. “Why does that surprise you?”

	Julia stared at him. “Why? Maybe because she used to call herself Mrs. Max Connor.”

	He winced. “I forgot about that.”

	“Yeah, maybe you have.”

	Every time Bonnie called herself Mrs. Max Connor, Julia felt like someone was punching her in the boobs. It was ownership and possession at once, a declaration that Max was so utterly hers they shared a fucking name. How could that woman have cheated?

	Max walked to the nearest wall and slid down the concrete, landing with a soft thump beside the speakers. “Come over here and let’s talk about this.”

	Julia followed suit, sliding down the wall. Her body brushed against Max’s and both of them moved away.

	“You do believe me, don’t you, Julia? I would never cheat on anyone. Especially not with you.”

	“Why? Aren’t I someone you cheat on your wife with?”

	“That’s not an insult. I don’t think you’re the type of girl who’d screw around with a married guy.”

	Julia felt her cheeks wordlessly contradict her and turned away.

	“Anyway,” Max continued. “Bonnie wasn’t happy so she found someone else. Happens every day.”

	“Yeah, but she was married to you.”

	Max’s brows rose. “What do you mean?”

	Julia stared at him. At his powerful chest and tight abdomen, at the thick hair falling over his angular cheeks and heavy brows. Max would be handsome into his fifties, maybe his sixties, but right now he could put someone in the hospital with a case of chronic swooning. Surely he knows that, right? He’s seen him.

	“Julia.” Max stared at her. “What did you mean?”

	She closed her eyes. “Well, it’s just…you’re the best-looking cop I’ve ever seen. Including any and all movie cops.”

	Max laughed, his face going from stern to beautiful in an instant. “Is that right?”

	“It is right. I can’t believe someone cheated on you. Especially not Bonnie, I mean, she changed her name to something that rhymed for you.”

	“Bonnie Connor doesn’t rhyme.”

	“Yeah, well, it doesn’t sound great either. Too many n’s.”

	Max’s smile looked forced. “She’ll be Bonnie Fremantle again soon, that’s one less n to worry about.”

	Julia didn’t want to ask but the words came out before she could stop herself. “Did it hurt when she ended it?”

	“Nah, we both knew it was coming, so did most of our friends. I’m surprised you didn’t know about it. I’m pretty sure the whole station found out ten minutes after it happened.”

	Julia shrugged. “I don’t socialize with anyone from work.” A by-product of not wanting to be in the same room as Max without getting paid for it. Fat lot of good it did her. If she wasn’t such a wimp she might have known Max was single months ago. Although that would have a whole other can of worms; wondering if he was sleeping around, torturing herself about asking him out. She shuddered. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”

	“It’s fine. We weren’t meant to be.”

	Silence fell between them and to Julia it was ripe with possibility. We could be meant to be. Or at least meant to be sexually active in an evidence room together. Wouldn’t that be terrifying and nice?

	“I’m kind of drunk,” she confessed, ever so gently resting her head on Max’s shoulder.

	He chuckled, the sound vibrating through her body. “Me too. Who knew splitting a bottle of whiskey would do that?”

	Then he rested his head on hers. Julia froze, scared to move an inch and have him pull away. They balanced against one another for a long, long time, long enough that a seed of hope blossomed rapidly in her chest. They had gone from near-strangers to confidantes in less than twelve hours. Lovers, if you included their one-sided encounter. She didn’t know if it was a symptom of the forced evidence room contact but for the first time in six years, she could see Max as…well, something.

	“Did I hear you say I’m the best-looking cop in the world?” Max asked finally.

	Julia felt his cheek move against her head and knew he was smirking. “Nope. That must have been about something else.”

	“I don’t know. I think your exact words were ‘you are the best-looking cop in the world, including any and all movie cops’.”

	“You have no way of proving that.”

	“You think I’m hotter than Matt Damon?”

	“I think you misheard me.”

	Max turned to face her, wriggling his eyebrows. “You think I’m hotter than Leonardo Di Caprio?”

	I’m pretty sure I said you were the worst cop in the world and I’m planning on hitting you with one of those rusty hammers.”

	Max didn’t even look at the hammers; he just kept raising and lowering his eyebrows at an alarming rate. “You think I’m hotter than Mark Wahlberg?”

	Julia giggled. Actually, properly giggled. “Stop it! You’re freaking me out.”

	Max, delighting in his new role as property office jester, continued. “What about Jack Nicholson? Do you think I’m sexier than him?”

	Julia slapped him across the shoulder. “Enough with the eyebrows! And are you just listing the cast of The Departed?”

	“Maybe. I love that movie. My housemate and I watched it the other week.”

	“You have a housemate?”

	Max stretched his arms high over his head and yawned. “Yep, my best mate Dean. He moved in after Bonnie left. Started squatting in my spare room, anyway, the freeloading prick.”

	“You don’t like him being there?”

	“Nah, it’s nice having someone around. Dean’s thirty-four going on sixteen. I met him in high school and emotionally he hasn’t aged a day. Except now I’m his mum. I literally have to tell him when to shower.”

	Julia laughed. “It must be nice living with a friend. I love Ash but she’s my sister, sometimes blows are exchanged.”

	She caught Max staring at her. “What? Do I have black smudges under my eyes or something?”

	“You should always look the way you do now.”

	“What, drunk?”

	His eyes crinkled. “No, happy.”

	Julia flushed. “Thanks, Max. That’s very 1969 of you.”

	Slowly, incredibly he reached up and cupped her cheek. “No, no, no. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant…you don’t know how you look when you’re happy.”

	Julia’s insides were elastic. “How do I look?”

	“So fucking beautiful.”

	“Thank you,” she whispered because what else was there to say? The hand against her cheek gently urged her closer and Julia’s eyes closed of their own accord. Every atom of her lips tingled in anticipation.

	“Julia…”

	Max’s voice was soft as he pulled away, a remorseful smile blunting his features.

	“What’s wrong?”

	He groaned, scrubbing a hand across his face. “We can’t do this again.”

	


Chapter 8

	MAX explained everything in a calm, reasonable voice. That they’d been drinking and he was tired, that he thought she was gorgeous but this wasn’t the time or the place. As he talked everything gooey inside her hardened to brittle ice. She kept waiting for Max to call her a “top bloke” or suggest they should be “just friends.” Something humiliating to vacuum seal this rejection and make sure she remembered it for all time.

	“So, no hard feelings?”

	Ah, there it was. “No hard feelings.” Julia almost nodded. Then she decided she did, in fact, have some hard feelings. Feelings she was going to share.

	“Why didn’t you tell me about Bonnie sooner? You must have known I was flirting but you let me think you were married or, at least, you never confirmed I knew you were divorced. Why?”

	Max looked decidedly uncomfortable. “I don’t know.”

	“You let me kiss you. If you didn’t want it to happen why didn’t you stop me instead of letting me throw myself at you like an idiot?”

	“You’re right, I shouldn’t have let you kiss me and it won’t happen again.”

	“What if I want it to happen again?”

	Max’s brows pulled in. “For all the reasons I just listed it won’t happen again.”

	“If you’re not married, what’s the problem? I mean, you’re obviously attracted to me and I’m attracted to you—”

	“It’s not that simple.” Max shifted beside her and she noticed that in spite of his inspiring “let’s be friends speech” the bulge in his pants hadn’t subsided. Interesting.

	She lightly touched his shoulder, his skin blazing hot beneath the cotton. “So you’re single, I’m single. You wanna hook up?”

	Max’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t talk like that.”

	“You didn’t seem to mind how I talked when you had your hand stuffed inside my underwear.”

	“I know what you’re doing and it won’t work.”

	“I just want to know what changed between you stroking my clit and all this ‘it’s inappropriate’ bull.”

	His expression darkened. “I explained that to you already and I’m not doing it again. I’m going to bed.”

	“Yours or mine?” Julia let her hand slip from his shoulder down onto the broad planes of his chest.

	Max gripped her wrist. “That’s enough.”

	The cold look in his eyes seized Julia’s flirtatious mood and broke its neck. “Fine,” she said tugging her hand away. “I’ll stop hitting on you. Go to bed.”

	With a look of suspicion, as though he still expected her to lunge at him like a groupie with a backstage pass, he got to his feet. “You gonna turn in as well?”

	Julia’s eyelids were heavy but there was no way in hell she was going to bed just because Max Connor told her to. “Nope, I’m gonna stay up, listen to music, contemplate our trappedness.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	“I will.”

	The speakers, which had been playing 90s pop, began pumping out some acoustic guff about painful love. She wasn’t having that.

	“Okay, well, good night,” she said, crawling toward the speakers.

	There was a sound like a strangled moan and Julia realized that she was presenting her ass to Max. She hesitated for a moment, then threw her caution to the wind. If he was so sure what happened between them was a mistake, he shouldn’t be looking at her upturned butt. She selected a pulsing rap song, lingering over the speakers much longer than was necessary.

	Max didn’t leave.

	Julia felt her stomach turn over. She bent forward, arching her back higher. There was a muttered curse and the sound of material shifting. She turned to face Max, still on all fours, to find his eyes burning like black fire. His hand was in his lap, clenching the bulge in the front of his uniform pants. “Why aren’t you in bed, officer? See something you like?” She bowed forward to show off the swells of her ass.

	Max’s jaw was so tight it looked in danger of shattering. “Get up. We’re both going to bed. Now.”

	Julia let one palm creep closer. Then the other. “I don’t see why we have to sleep. It’s not nearly my bedtime.”

	“Jules…Stop."

	“Or what? You going to cuff me?”

	Julia reached forward and touched his thigh and Max’s whole body shook. “I should. You’re so fucking bad.”

	He muttered the last word like it physically hurt.

	Feeling rather bad, Julia stroked the length of his thigh, canvas crackling beneath her palm. “But you like it, don’t you?” she asked. “You like me being all eager and slutty?”

	She ran a finger along his waistband and he groaned, his hips rocking ever so slightly toward her hand. “Baby…”

	Just like that, she was “baby” again. Julia wet her lips, staring directly at the bulge in his pants. “That looks painful. You want me to do something about it?”

	Max glowered at her. “You like torturing me, don’t you?”

	“What happens if I do? Do I get spanked?”

	There was a low rumble deep in Max’s chest. “Don’t talk about spanking. Wait, what are you doing?”

	Julia slung a thigh over his hip and leveraged herself into his lap. Max kept his hands passively at his sides but his heart was beating so fast she could feel it through his clothes. The smell of his sweat engulfed her, hot and primal. She’d dated guys who wore six hundred dollar cologne that didn’t smell as good as him. One inhale and her already damp panties absorbed more evidence of his attraction.

	“If spanking’s what you like we can do that.”

	He made a noise like an angry bear. “You’re playing with fire pissing me off like this.”

	“Nope, I like being spanked. If you’re with the right guy it feels so good, that hot stinging feeling—”

	Max broke his unreceptive stance, gripping her ass and squeezing it roughly. “Don’t talk to me about other men.”

	“Ooh, a jealous streak.” Julia kissed the curve of his ear. “I can’t talk about spanking, I can’t talk about other men. What can I talk about, Max? Would you like to talk about how much I want to fuck you? How wet I get whenever I see you in uniform?”

	Julia didn’t know who the drunk sexy bitch talking was but she kind of loved her. A feeling Max clearly didn’t share. He yanked her closer, bringing her hips flush against his. “Why are you still like this? Didn’t I get you off ten minutes ago?”

	“We both know that was just a preview of what you can do. I want more.”

	Max groaned, a tight, strangled sound that made her whole body flush. “You are such a…”

	“Such a what, Max? Such a tease?”

	His hips jerked toward her, as though he intended to penetrate her through two pairs of pants. “Yeah.”

	“But you want me to keep going, right?”

	The cords of Max’s neck flexed against her mouth. “You don’t know what you’re doing."

	Julia laughed because she knew it would make him seethe. “I really do. Do you know how badly I want to suck your cock? Slide my lips around it nice and slow?”

	Max’s hips were rocking against her now, tiny constant movements like he couldn’t help himself. "Keep going. Keep talking.”

	Julia’s pussy clenched. She was winning. “I came so hard when you put your big thick fingers in me.”

	“Yeah, you liked that?”

	“I loved it. I can’t remember ever being so ready to get fucked.”

	Julia didn’t know who the filthy-mouthed skank talking was. In bed she usually kept it to a minimal “that feels good” and “almost there” but her self-consciousness had no place in the seduction of Max Connor. She reached between their bodies and stroked the broad head of his cock. It was difficult to feel anything through the heavy material but Max groaned as though they were skin to skin. “Fuck that feels good.”

	He nuzzled at her neck, rubbing his stubbled jaw against her sensitive skin. “I’m so hard I can’t fucking think straight. I wanna do everything to you. Eat your pussy, suck your tits, feel you come around my cock.”

	Julia’s blood heated and she rubbed herself against him with shameless lust. “Do it. Take me. Make me feel everything again.”

	She expected more hesitation, more uncertainty, but Max pressed both hands against her butt and she found herself being lifted into the air like she was a bag of wood chips. Before she had time to react he’d driven back into the nearest wall, its coldness shocking her feverish skin. “What are you doing?”

	“You want to fuck? Wrap your legs around my ass. Now.”

	Julia encased her legs around Max, her boots surely digging into his spine, but he didn’t seem to notice. He locked their hips together, grinding his zipper against her. “This how you want me? All pissed off and about ten seconds away from blowing a load?”

	Julia couldn’t answer. She could hardly breathe.

	Max’s teeth glanced her ear. “Is it? You want my cock? You want me to fuck you right up against this wall like the prick-tease you are?”

	She nodded frantically, clinging to his neck for leverage.

	“Fine,” Max snarled, reaching for his belt. “Fine.”

	Julia was about ready to pass out from arousal. He was going to do it, he was going to strip away her clothes and bury himself inside her. Her pussy flooded, wetting everything between her thighs. She hadn’t lied to Max before; she’d never been so ready to get fucked. She was so empty every second felt like agony,

	Max unclicked his buckle and his expression changed. Julia’s body knew what that meant before her brain even registered it. “Max, please don’t stop.”

	But he was already pulling away, placing her gently on her feet. He didn’t speak, didn’t meet her gaze as he swiped a hand across his brow, chest heaving like he’d run a marathon. A burst of anger, quicker than a lightning strike, touched down on her soul and Julia shoved him. Of course he didn’t budge an inch. It was like pushing a big sweaty wall.

	“What the hell?” Max sputtered. “Julia!”

	“You want me! I know you do. Why are you fucking me around like this?”

	“I’m fucking you around?” Max’s glared down at her. “I’ve had enough. We’re both drunk, we’re locked in a fucking room at work. I don’t want this to happen.”

	Julia looked pointedly at his erection.

	He rolled his eyes. “I haven’t gotten laid in a while. I’m a man, of course if you crawl all over me I’m gonna get hard. It doesn’t mean I want to fuck you.”

	She felt herself go blank, like a TV whose plug had been pulled.

	Max covered his eyes. “Sorry, that was a dick thing to say. It’s just—”

	“I get it.” Julia’s entire body was clammy, as dull as it had been electric before. “I’m going to bed.”

	“Jules I didn’t mean to…”

	Max’s voice trailed off, but she filled in the gaps herself. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Mislead you. Be seduced by you and have to shove you away like the overeager skank you are.

	She held up a hand. “It’s okay. Seriously, let’s go to sleep.”

	A muscle in his jaw ticked. “Do you want to talk about this?”

	“I cannot think of anything I want to do less. Where’s the carpet I’m sleeping on?”

	“I dragged it into the second aisle. That okay?”

	“Peachy. Have a good night.”

	She strode past him, as nonchalantly as she could manage.

	Max grabbed her arm, his warm fingers engulfing her wrist. “Jules…”

	She glared up into his stupid handsome face, daring him to say something else. He let go. “I left you a towel if you want it. A clean one.”

	It was on the tip of Julia’s tongue to tell him and the towel to go fuck themselves but she’d regret it when she was freezing her ass off. “Thanks.”

	She ducked in between a row of household appliances and luggage to find her bed, a scratchy-looking carpet, and a mission brown towel. Julia sighed and stripped off her jeans. Her panties were ridiculously damp, a humiliating reminder of her stupid, impulsive behavior. What had he said she was doing? “Crawling all over him.” Like some kind of arachnid whore. Julia shuddered.

	“I’m turning the lights and the music off,” Max called in a forced cheery voice like he was her camp counselor.

	“Sure.” Julia lay down on the carpet, ten times scratchier than she’d feared, and everything around her went dark. Her stomach growled, anxious for a dinner that wouldn’t come. Her mouth was sour but there was no chance of brushing her teeth, no chance of doing anything except enduring this horrible situation.

	She listened as Max settled into his “bed” a few aisles away. “Uh…sleep well,” he said in that same awkward tone.

	Julia didn’t reply. What was there to say? “I hate you for rejecting me. I hope you have nightmares”?

	She listened to the sound of water dripping somewhere above her and knew it was going to be a long, long night.

	


Chapter 9

	MAX lay on his back staring up at the ceiling. He’d always been a sound sleeper, able to doze off without the slightest issue but it had been over an hour and he couldn’t fucking sleep. As much as he wanted to blame his insomnia on his inevitable hangover, he knew exactly what was keeping sleep at bay. He would be wondering if Dean was destroying all his possessions and then he would hear Julia whisper, “I came so hard when you put your big thick fingers in me.”

	He’d recall her flushed cheeks, her stiff nipples straining through her top, then he’d raise his hand and smell the scent that lingered on his fingers and get hard enough to set off a metal detector. Then he’d feel like scum, swear to stop, force himself to think about something else and then thoughts of her inevitably flooded him again. After a while, he was in a state of perpetual arousal, balls drawn tight to his body, blood pounding in the head of his cock, his brain so full of what had and hadn’t happened he couldn’t process anything else. “I like being spanked. If you’re with the right guy it feels so good…”

	Max squeezed his cock through his pants, slipping his second hand down to cup his balls. Did she really like being spanked or was she fucking with his head? When he’d had her up against that wall, he’d been ready to tear her entirely too-tight pants off and bury himself inside her. Ready to wrap her hair around his wrist and make her count each thrust so she knew exactly how many strokes it took for her to cream all over his cock. Then if she got to fifty without finishing he’d pull out and spank her pretty little ass raw. Max swore, clenching his fists at his sides. He’d turned Julia down because he wanted to avoid complications, not jerk off about her in the dark. He liked Julia, liked who she was as a person. He’d had fun sitting on the floor talking and getting drunk. If he was smart, he’d have kept his hands to himself, but no, he’d stoked the fires of their mutual attraction and had the nerve to be surprised when everything burned up.

	It was worth it to see her come, watch her nipples go hard and her mouth fall open. The way she arched her back up, making those soft little noises, begging me for more…

	Max pulled down his pants, freeing his cock so that it lay heavy against his stomach. He hesitated for a split second, then reached down. Once he came he’d be able to sleep.

	Once, he told himself. Just this once.

	He gripped his cock, stroking it as slowly and quietly as he could manage. A drop of pre-cum welled at the tip, slipping down to lubricate his shaft. In his mind, Julia was thirty-one and sober. They’d run into each other at a bar and she’d talked him into the ladies bathroom. Wanted you for so long Max, can’t wait anymore. Max’s stomach clenched as he thrust his hips to meet his hand. In his mind, it was Julia’s hand. She was getting him ready. Please hurry. I need it inside me. Everyone outside could hear them but she didn’t care. She pressed her hands against the bathroom door, skirt pulled up over her ass. Fuck me, Max. Make me come on your cock.

	He clenched his jaw, preparing to let his load spill across his stomach, when to his left Julia turned in her sleep. Max froze, gripping his shaft. Seconds passed in agonizing slowness.

	“Can’t,” Julia mumbled. “Can’t get onto it now. Tomorrow.” She turned over, slow steady breaths confirming she was still asleep. Max exhaled loudly. He’d rather cut off his dick than have Julia know he was beating off on the floor next to her, but if he didn’t come he was going to shoot in his sleep like a teenager. Gritting his teeth, Max stood, tucking his hard-on into his waistband. He walked down the shelves toward the drug room, eased the door open and stepped inside. The muggy stench of weed filled his nose and the ridiculousness of what he was doing was almost enough for him to stop. Almost. Max tugged his pants down around his thighs and leaned back against the door, knowing he wasn’t going to stop unless Satan himself rose up in a chariot of fire and yanked his hands off his dick. He spat in his right palm, slicking the saliva down his shaft and this time he jerked, tight and fast. Determined to leave Julia out of this, he pictured his go-to fantasy; the threesome he’d had at uni, two blondes stroking his dick, bickering over who would fuck him first. Effortlessly their faces became hers, hazel eyes, prick-teasing smile. Do you know how badly I want to suck your cock?

	Fuck it. Max jerked harder, letting his mind go exactly where it wanted to go. Julia was on her knees in front of him, her silky hair wrapped around his hand as she took him between those plump pink lips, deep as she could.

	Yeah, love that don’t you, baby?

	She’d moan her agreement around his shaft, refusing to stop blowing him for a second.

	Good. Now put your hand between your legs and stroke yourself for me.

	He’d listen to the slick sounds of her fingers passing through her folds, her suction growing clumsy as she got closer.

	Now stop, sit right on the edge, and suffer while you suck my cock.

	He’d grip her hair tighter and work himself into her mouth. She’d take him deep into her throat, unaware of her expression or the noises she was making, her only intention to make him come, to earn his gratitude so he’d return the favor.

	Open wide, sweetheart. Make sure you swallow it all.

	“Fuck,” Max grunted, come flooding his palm. “Fuck, Julia.” The sound echoed around the room like a tiny curse. Julia, Julia, Julia.

	His orgasm seemed to go on forever, jet after jet filling his hand. He kept jacking, stroking his come down his shaft until the shuddering ended. The instant it stopped Max felt like exactly what he was, a married guy in a closet, beating off. More than a little disgusted with himself, he wiped off with the tissues Julia had left on a side table and re-buttoned his pants. He crept back to bed feeling like a filthy fucking pervert and when he lay down, he was no closer to sleep than he’d been before.

	The buzzing feeling in his brain was gone but he was completely unsatisfied.

	Why did Julia make him feel like this? All inept and mindlessly horny? Unsure of everything he said and did. When he met Bonnie, it had been a fucking breeze. They’d kissed on their first date, fucked on their third, both said “I love you” at the same time. Relationship paint by numbers. Bonnie was everything he’d hoped to find in a woman. She was gorgeous, funny, a cop…After five months they put a deposit on a house and moved in, the process as effortless as their courtship. Or at least, he’d thought so. His sisters begged to differ.

	“You’re a brainless knob,” Raffaela said. They’d been at their mother’s house for Christmas and he’d unwisely decided to tell them about the house after about four bottles of wine.

	“You’ve been with Bonnie for ten minutes and you’ve bought a house?” Lisa groaned. “What are you gonna do if, sorry when, everything goes tits-up? Become her landlord?”

	“Yeah, yeah,” he’d muttered. “I get it, you disapprove.”

	Lisa rolled her eyes. “Of course we disapprove. Not that you give a shit.”

	“We’re happy together. You know I want to get married.”

	Raff almost choked on her coffee. “Whatever you do, don’t propose.”

	He scowled. “I’ll do whatever I want. Mum and Dad were engaged after six months.”

	Raff threw a tea towel at him. “Mum was pregnant, you twat.”

	“So? Everything worked out. Not that Bonnie’s pregnant.”

	“I should bloody well hope not.”

	“You’re just jealous because you and Danny haven’t screwed in three years.”

	“I have a one-year-old child!”

	“Yeah, and it’s not his.”

	Raff threw another tea towel at him.

	“This is going to end badly.” Lisa pressed a palm to her forehead. “I can feel it.”

	Once he and Bonnie were living and working together, cracks did begin to show. She wasn’t into rough sex the way he was; she found it boring and even worse, embarrassing. So they compromised. Once a week Max would tie her up and in return he’d sit through the ridiculous vampire shows she liked. Easy. Well, not easy but doable. Nobody got everything they wanted, at least not all the time. That summer he proposed and Bonnie said yes. His mum was overjoyed, Raff and Lisa were quietly apprehensive. A church was booked for autumn and the big day arrived in the blink of an eye.

	He still recalled with painful clarity the moment he doubted everything. He’d been standing at the altar when a tall girl walked into the church. His heart almost stopped—that slender face, the long brown hair. She was a stranger but she looked so familiar. He turned to Dean, who was clicking the ring box open and shut with single-minded childishness. “Do you know the girl in the green dress?”

	His best man frowned. “Who?”

	“The tall girl, she looks like someone I know.” Max squinted into the pews. “But it can’t be…can it?”

	“Look, mate. Did you invite this bird to your wedding?”

	“Of course not.”

	“Then why would she be here?”

	“I don’t know,” he whispered. And suddenly he wanted to run, to push his way out of the church, knocking over aunts and half-forgotten cousins until he was in the street. “Dean, what am I doing?”

	“Huh?”

	“What am I doing? I can’t get married.”

	Dean patted him on the back. “Thought so. You want me to go find Bonnie and tell her?”

	The tall girl turned and Max saw she had a beauty mark above her mouth, like Cindy Crawford.

	“Oh, Jesus, it’s not her.” His body relaxed like a wrung sponge set free. “It’s not her. Thank fuck.”

	Dean snapped the ring box closed. “You still wanna call off the wedding?”

	“What? No.”

	He frowned. “Then why are you acting so fucking crazy? And why did you tell me at your buck’s night that you and Bonnie never fuck with the lights on anymore?”

	“Shut the fuck up,” Max whispered. He glanced over at his future mother-in-law, who was sitting in the front pew in a lavender suit. She waved and he plastered a big smile on his face. “I’m getting married and that’s it.”

	“You sure?” Dean asked, looking uncharacteristically concerned. “What about this tall girl?”

	“In the past.” Max adjusted his tie. “Bonnie and I are getting married and that’s it.”

	And married they were. Max only half remembered the ceremony, full of guilt as he was, but when the priest said “you may now kiss the bride” he’d turned to Bonnie and laid the biggest, wettest kiss possible on her mouth, vowing he’d never doubt them again.

	Married life shouldn’t have been different from living with one another but it was. Every decision he and Bonnie made seemed to take three times as long. Words like “bored” and “annoying” started cropping up in conversation and before long they were butting heads like a couple of angry bulls. The rope in his bedside drawer went unused and he spent all of Bonnie’s vampire shows dicking around on his phone.

	Soon even dirty talk got on his wife’s nerves. "It feels like I'm in a porno. Can’t you just be quiet?”

	So he learned to screw in silence, a string of filthy words running through his brain. Two people, two separate worlds. They were dawdling down the inevitable road to divorce, too proud to admit things were bad when he caught Bonnie and Constable Scott Peterson going at it in his bed. Max wasn’t really surprised. Bonnie had always loved sex, the sweat, the passion, holding each other afterward. Their sex life had been stagnant for months and if she wasn’t getting it from him, he might have known she was getting it from someone else.

	She packed a bag that night and left and Max didn’t resent her for it at all. He’d been just as fed up with their listless marriage but where she’d had the guts to cheat, he’d just lain in bed at night thinking about cheating. He let out a sigh, staring between the shelves of the property office at the woman who haunted his feverish, self-administered hand-jobs. He was surprised Julia hadn’t heard about his separation, if only for the fact that it was such prime gossip. He’d gotten more than his share of sympathetic and not so sympathetic looks around the station. Dean claimed he was too good-looking for people to feel sorry about him being made a cuckold. Max didn’t agree but it did seem at times that everyone was just a little too happy to hear the gory details of how his marriage had ended. Maybe that’s why he didn’t tell Julia about his divorce. When he opened the door to the property office, she’d seen someone impressive and whole and despite the fact that made him sound like a middle-aged man who was a failed erection away from buying a Harley, it had felt good. Too fucking good. Max’s eyes were finally growing heavy and he yawned. Tomorrow he’d get up and talk to Julia like a friend. He wouldn’t touch her, wouldn’t think about kissing her. That tall girl was a stranger and he needed to let her go.

	


Chapter 10

	SCRABBLE, scrabble, scrabble.

	Julia sat bolt upright, ignoring the pangs of her whiskey-numbed brain.

	Rats, it’s just rats, she thought before she realized rats was the worst possible thing it could be. Unblinking eyes, sharp teeth, the noises they made that suggested they were everywhere at once. Scrabble, scrabble.

	Julia fumbled for the kiddie torch she’d found. Shining it on her watch, she discovered it was three in the morning. Satan’s hour. Goose bumps broke out on her arms. She was alone and surrounded by rats. No, worse than alone, alone with Max Connor. Scrabble, scrabble.

	Julia yelped, shining the torch wildly around the room. For all she knew every rat in Brenthill was creeping toward her in search of organs to gnaw on. At three in the morning, it seemed all too likely.

	For the first time since the property office door slammed shut Julia felt truly trapped, unable to run, unable to reach out to anyone for help. Could she go to Max? No, that was pathetic; she was a feminist. There was a rustle not two feet from her head and Julia shrieked and dropped the torch. Sure. Stay here and have an empowering heart attack. Germaine Greer can send a wreath to your funeral.

	Scrabble, scrabble, scrabble.

	Julia shot to her feet. She would go to Max, make sure he hadn’t died of sexual outrage, then she would return to her carpet-bed, comforted in the knowledge that he wouldn’t let rats chew her face off. She padded down her aisle flicking her torch from side to side, ready to screech at the first sign of rats. Max was curled in the fetal position between a shelf full of samurai swords and glass bongs. His face was smoothed out, his big shoulder rising and falling with his breath. Julia wondered how it would feel to curl up beside him, to lean against something that solid and strong. He had a quality she’d never felt in a man before, a sturdiness that said if he was on your side, nothing bad would ever happen to you. When he’d said he’d protect her from trolls she’d believed him in a way she hadn’t believed Ash or Tiff or anyone else who offered to stand outside her bedroom door with a cricket bat.

	“Jules?” Max mumbled, his voice thick with sleep. “What are you doing?”

	She jumped, purple torch almost falling from her fingers. “Uh…sorry, I’m leaving.”

	Max sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Wait a minute, what’s wrong?”

	He’d shed his black T-shirt, exposing a broad, rock-hard chest covered in a thick pelt of hair. Julia’s body thawed so quickly steam should have risen from her skin. Why it was sexy that he was covered in hair as thick as the stuff on his head, Julia had no idea, but it was fucking gorgeous. Exquisitely manly in a way that made her ache. “Uh, nothing?”

	“Why are you shining a torch in my face?”

	“Sorry.” She let the beam drop to his hard belly. He was one of those guys who was so cut it was difficult to tell where the ridges of his chest finished and his abdomen began. “Nope, that’s worse.”

	“Seriously, Jules, what’s wrong?”

	She drew in a shaky breath. “Can you hear anything? Because I think there are rats scurrying around and it’s freaking me out."

	Max raised an eyebrow. “Rats?”

	“Yeah, they’re making a kind of scrabbling noise?”

	Julia knew she sounded crazy but between Max’s abs and getting locked in at work she was surprised she hadn’t picked up a gun and started firing wildly into the walls. Max tilted his head, listening for rodents, and Julia was almost relieved when a rat scrabbled nearby. “Ha! I’m not insane, there are rats.”

	Max yawned. “I believe you, although I’m pretty sure they’re mice. Do you want me to try and find them?"

	“No, but—”

	Max stretched his arms over his head and parts of a man’s chest Julia hadn’t known could flex did. Everything about him, from the scary-looking ridges of his stomach to the black hair in his underarms was so bizarrely compelling she could barely remember why she’d been angry with him before.

	“Jules, do you want me to find the mice?” Max asked. He sounded amused. The prick.

	Focus, Bennett. Take your eyes off the man’s abs and concentrate. “I don’t know if you can. There’s so much stuff everywhere.”

	“So what do you want me to do? Why did you wake me up?”

	Julia winced. “I don’t know, it was Satan’s hour and I got really scared. I hate rats. And mice. And all crawling things…"

	Max closed his eyes and sighed. He patted the carpet beside him. “Come here.”

	Julia’s heart raced. “Are you sure? I don’t want to bother you…”

	“Just come lie down. It’s goddamn freezing in here.”

	Something inside her danced for joy and she shoved it away. This was about survival and maybe being scared of rats. Nothing else. She placed the torch on a nearby shelf and lay down, wrapping her hair to the side so it wouldn’t get in his face.

	Max tucked his towel around her waist. “Warm enough?”

	“No,” Julia said, feeling rather evil.

	“D’you think that’s because you aren’t wearing pants?”

	“You’re not wearing a shirt.”

	“I’m not cold,” he retorted but he tucked an arm around her waist nevertheless. Julia snuggled back into his warm, hard body and just like that she’d gone from being eaten by rats to cuddling the hottest guy in the world. And if I lie very, very still I might be able to climax without him noticing…

	No, no orgasms, no gratuitous writhing, she was going to go to sleep…except she wasn’t going to sleep; if anything she was growing more awake by the second, buzzing in anticipation of some unknown event. Max’s thumb stroked against her belly and Julia sucked in a breath. His touch was almost imperceptible, a centimeter or so to each side, but it was enough to make the lust flickering inside her ignite. Instinctively she arched back, pressing her ass into his groin.

	Max groaned sleepily. “Jules, you need to stop moving. I’m getting…You just need to stop moving.”

	“Sorry,” she whispered, forcing her body to go limp. She could feel Max’s heartbeat pulsing into her back. Among other things. She wondered if she should leave before things grew unbearably awkward. “I think the rats have left,” she said because clearly neither of them were sleeping.

	“Yeah,” Max grunted. He obviously had other things on his mind.

	There was a long stretch of silence in which Julia pretended not to feel the iron bar growing ever harder against her butt, until finally, “Max, are you okay?”

	“I’m fine, except…Jesus Christ, are you wearing anything under that flannel?”

	“Not heaps,” she admitted.

	“Aren’t you cold?”

	“No. I usually sleep naked. I probably would have slept naked here too but I was too terrified about waking up to find mice nibbling my—”

	“That’s enough, I’m leaving.”

	Max shifted behind her and Julia clasped the hand on her belly. “I’m sorry, was that gross? I was trying to be funny.”

	“Of course you’re not gross.” The desperation in Max’s voice was palpable. “Stay here, I’ll be back soon.”

	“Where are you going?” she whispered, knowing the longer he talked, the less likely it was he would leave.

	“I’m going into the room.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you came to me when you were scared and tired and all I can think about is…It doesn’t matter. I’m leaving and then I’m going to come back and you’re going to fall asleep in my arms. Got it?”

	He shifted behind her, cursing under his breath and Julia made her decision. “Wouldn’t you rather stay here? If you’re frustrated, I could do something for you.”

	Max gave a strangled laugh. “Like what?”

	“I could go down on you?”

	He froze. “I don’t think so.”

	“I promise I like doing it. Plenty of guys have said I’m—”

	Max pressed against her stomach, not hard but firm. “You tell me what other guys have said about you sucking their dicks and I’m gonna get pissed off. Is that what you want, Julia? To piss me off?”

	A wave of heat surged down to places that definitely did not need heating. “No, I don’t want to piss you off.”

	And she didn’t, not exactly, but there was something about Max when he was all fired up that made her whole body tingle.

	“You come here wearing no bra, work your ass against me, then you offer me a blowjob like it’s a goddamn handshake.” Max shifted behind her, pressing his cock against her flannel-covered butt. “You’re such a little brat.”

	Julia knew she should be offended but in truth that was exactly how she felt, bratty and mischievous, free to do things like letting a hand wander behind her, brushing over silky hair and hot muscle until she reached the waistband of Max’s pants.

	He gripped her wrist. “No, brat. Keep your hands to yourself.”

	Julia could tell he didn’t really mean it. There was a roughness to his tone that was pure alpha bossiness, the kind of bossiness that had gotten her a nice fat orgasm earlier. She decided to keep going. “I want to make you feel better.”

	“I don’t need you to jerk me off out of the goodness of your heart.”

	“It wouldn’t be a mercy jerk. I want this as much as you do.” She rubbed her palm against the blunt head of his cock. “That’s why I took my pants off before I came here. I was hoping you’d get turned on. I like making you hard.”

	“Julia, that’s enough.”

	Clearly she’d taken the bratty tease act too far. Max released her wrist and clambered to his feet, accidentally kicking her purple torch away. Yellow light flashed around the room like a terrible disco ball.

	“Shit, sorry.” He picked up the torch and placed it on the nearby shelf. His pants rode low on his hips, exposing the deep V bracketing his groin. Arousal slammed between her legs and she needed to win him over. Needed to have him inside her, and her best bet was to be the taunting little tease that had gotten him hot in the first place. Desperate times, meet desperate measures. Before she could think about it too much, Julia unbuttoned her flannel.

	Max’s expression grew strained. “No, don’t do that.”

	Julia ignored him, pulling her shirt open. The air was cool on her bare breasts and her nipples grew hard and sensitive.

	“Please tell me you didn’t just do what I think you did,” Max said, holding a hand over his face.

	She reclined on the carpet like a bargain-bin playboy model. “Open your eyes and find out.”

	With a look close to physical pain, he did. “Oh, baby. That’s fucking perfect.”

	Julia flushed. She liked her breasts but they weren’t exactly big. Teacup-tits, Ash called them. “Really?”

	“Your breasts are fucking beautiful.”

	She passed a hand over them. “You want to touch them?”

	His breath seemed to catch in his throat. “You shouldn’t, we can’t…”

	Julia parted her legs, letting him see all the way to her damp, silk-covered pussy. “Don’t you want to fuck me, Max? Don’t you want to know how I’d feel clamped around you?”

	Quicker than a human should have been able to move, a mountain of muscle and bone bore down on her.

	“I know what your pussy feels like,” Max snarled. “And if I fuck you the way I want to right now, you won’t be able to move for a week.”

	“I don’t care. Do it.”

	He gave her a nasty smile. “We’ll see.”

	He moved down her body, seizing her breasts in his rough hands. He pinched her delicate flesh between his thumbs and forefingers and leaned down to lap at the tips, squeezing her nipples with enough pressure to make her whole body spasm. He didn’t get bored or suggest they do something else, just kept toying with her breasts like his goal in life was to drive her completely insane. Julia pleaded with him to touch her pussy, rocking her ass back against the carpet until it burned. Finally, she started swearing, cursing at him to fuck her, to touch her, to do something. He ignored her resolutely, backing off whenever she got too close, licking harder when her anger threatened to overwhelm her pleasure. Finally, when she was all but screaming, Max released her, sitting back on his heels and wiping his mouth. “You like that?”

	Julia could only pant with single-minded horniness. Her nipples were raspberry red and stinging with the need to be stimulated again.

	Max grinned. “Yeah, you liked that, though maybe not toward the end, huh?”

	He passed a hand over her areolas, making her gasp. “You wanna play this game, sweetheart? You wanna make my dick hard and turn me into a fucking animal? Then you need to understand I can make pleasure hurt twice as bad as pain and I love making horny little brats beg for mercy, so you need to watch what you say to me, pretty girl. Is that clear?”

	Julia nodded.

	“Good.” Max smirked, a terrible, arrogant, glorious smirk. If someone told her the price for that smirk was staying in the property office for a week, she’d pay it. This was better than food. Better than freedom.

	“Lie still.” He leaned down and sucked on her nipple, the hot pressure making her back arch up against the carpet. He pulled away with a wet pop, rubbing a thumb over his lower lip. “Now there’s something else we need to figure out.”

	Julia wasn’t sure what he wanted her to figure out, aside from the fact that she was going to have a fucking aneurysm if he didn’t touch her soon, but she whispered, “What is it?”

	Without breaking eye contact, Max reached down and unzipped his fly, tugging his uniform pants down to his knees. His briefs were taut against his powerful thighs, navy cotton with a silvery waistband. He squeezed his cock through his underwear, and Julia’s mouth fell open. “Fucking hell.”

	“Yeah, I figured you could use a warning.”

	She sat up, inspecting him with something close to wonder. She remembered him being big but it looked like he had an aerosol can in his pants.

	“So,” Max said, eyes glittering in the dim light of the torch. “You still wanna do this?”

	She nodded, not wanting to say something overeager like, “More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

	“Might hurt.”

	The thought of Max cursing and panting as he tried to press his oversized cock inside made Julia shiver. “I don’t care.”

	“Are you sure?” Max clearly was getting distracted, her bossy animalistic lover shrinking back into the mild-mannered cop who’d told her this wasn’t the time or the place for sex. Panic stabbed at her temples.

	“Actually, you know what?” Julia examined his heavy-looking cock. “I’m pretty sure I’ve had bigger.”

	A lie, but it did the trick. All the softness vanished from Max’s expression and the next thing she knew she was on her stomach, his big body pressed against her back. “Spread your legs.”

	She did what he asked. Max’s fingers trailed over her thighs. “I warned you what would happen if you were a brat to me again. I told you to watch how you spoke to me.”

	Julia had a feeling she knew exactly what he wanted. She dug her knees into the carpet and arched her spine, presenting herself to him. “Maybe you should do something about it.”

	He hesitated.

	“Unless you want me to think I can get away with anything.”

	More hesitation.

	“Unless you’re too much of a little bitc—”

	Max brought his palm down with such force it made her cry out.

	“Brat,” Max said, sounding blackly amused. “How did you know I wanted to do that?”

	Julia wriggled her hips, impatient for another blow. “I just knew.”

	He smoothed a hand over her ass. “Wanted to do it since the moment I saw you in that kitchen. Walking around like you didn’t remember who I was. What we did.”

	Julia swallowed hard, thankful he couldn’t see her face. Even in this context, she didn’t want to talk about the past.

	Max bit her earlobe. “I wanted to pin you to the counter and smack that pretty little ass until you screamed.”

	Julia looked at him over her shoulder. “What are you waiting for now? A written invitation?”

	His expression hardened. “Turn around.”

	Julia did as she was told, inner thighs tingling in anticipation. Smack. His hand was so big it connected with both cheeks at once. White-hot energy followed by slow, radiating pleasure.

	“Feel good?”

	She nodded, her nose rubbing against the carpet. She might as well have been getting licked from the way her pussy ached. Max collected her hair in a gentle ponytail. “That’s not the point, sweetheart. Now turn your ass up and bite the towel. I don’t want to hear you make a single sound when my hand comes down.”

	Max’s palm cracked against her ass with a noise like a gunshot and Julia bit down on the rough material, stifling her scream as best she could. Her pussy clenched uselessly on itself, desperate to be filled, to be fucked by what Max had in his briefs.

	“More. Again?”

	“Not just yet.” Max smoothed a hand over her smarting cheeks. “You know why you like this so much?”

	“It feels good.”

	“That’s not the real reason though, is it?”

	A surge of fury rose inside her. “I’ve done this before, you know.”

	“Yeah, you might have had a guy tap your ass once or twice, but it’s never been like this, has it?”

	He slid his hand between her legs and Julia moaned, thrusting herself backward.

	“See, baby? See how hot you are?”

	“Fuck you.”

	Max laughed. “You can’t hide from me, Julia, but you don’t really want to, do you? Just like you don’t really want to piss me off. Now spread your legs. Show me everything I get to play with.”

	Julia moaned. She wanted to say no but a much bigger part of herself wanted to give in to him and everything that came along with him. So she did, spreading her legs wide so he could see between them.

	“God, Jules, you’re so wet. Your panties are fucking see-through.”

	He pressed the heel of his hand against her clit, rubbing until she burned. Julia’s cheeks were as hot as her ass but somehow she didn’t mind. She felt lush and powerful and innately female. The difference between being paralyzed on a cliff’s edge and standing there to take in the view. She wriggled her hips, wordlessly asking him to make it hurt again.

	His hand connected with her ass, softer than before. “Brat. Demanding little tease.”

	“You love it,” she shot back.

	“Is that right?”

	He ran two fingers down the sides of her panties and slid the material aside. He toyed with her soaking lips, stroking so lightly it was torture. Julia bit down on the towel, stubbornly trying to conceal her desire.

	“You want my cock, honey? You have to say you want it.”

	That strange anger flared once more and Julia shook her head.

	“Fine. Have it your way.”

	Max moved his hands away and she knew it wasn’t a bluff.

	“No, no, no, I want it,” she spluttered. “I—I want your cock, Max. Please?”

	A finger trailed over her spine, lazily circling one of the dimples near her hips. “Say you’re sorry.”

	She didn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?”

	A filthy kind of shame washed over her, so pleasurable it made her toes curl. “For being a tease.”

	“And?”

	“For wanting you to lose control. For taking my top off and telling you about the guys I’ve been with. For everything.”

	“Hmmm,” he said smugly. “And that complete bull about you screwing someone bigger than me?”

	“I lied.”

	He eased two fingers inside her slowly. “I know you lied. What am I gonna do with you, Julia?”

	She cried out as her swollen flesh parted. “Fuck me?”

	That arrogant hmming noise again. He rocked his fingers inside her, thumb-pad moving to strike her clit. “I don’t think you’re ready to be fucked by me.”

	He curled his fingers against a place deep inside her and she moaned gutturally against the carpet. “That’s it, honey. How’s that feel?”

	It felt like the sun was exploding inside her, but it wasn’t enough. She turned to face him. “Max, I want you to fuck me. Please? I’ll beg. I’ll do whatever you want.””

	His lip curled. “Oh, you’re gonna get it, sweetheart, there’s no way I can stop now.”

	“Then why—”

	“Because you’ve gotta get off first.” He ground his ridiculously large cock against her thigh. “You feel that? I need to get all the way inside you, Jules and for that, you’re gonna need to be wet. Like really fucking wet.”

	Julia whimpered. “I want to come on your cock.”

	“I’ll make it happen again. I’ll fuck you so good you’ll think you died and went to heaven, but I need you dripping wet first.”

	“Okay, okay.” Julia closed her eyes, determined to get off as quickly as possible. Every second Max wasn’t fucking her was a second he could change his mind.

	“You need anything else?”

	“Faster. And keep talking to me.”

	“Sure thing.” Max pumped his fingers inside her, filling the air with the sound of her slick sex. “The day you wore those white shorts to work I thought about making up some excuse and coming down to the computer room. See, I knew, I just fucking knew you weren’t wearing panties beneath those shorts. No lines, not a single fucking shadow. Was I wrong?”

	Julia shook her head. She remembered that day, remembered seeing Max in the parking lot and hoping he’d snuck a look at her ass.

	“Yeah, I thought so. Your bare pussy was getting cupped by those shorts. They were rubbing against your clit the way my hand is now.”

	She pushed back against the cage of Max’s body, the resistance as arousing as his fingers.

	Julia’s pussy contracted. “Fuck, Max, I’m so close.”

	“You made me jealous of a pair of fucking shorts, Julia. If I had gotten my hands on you that day, I would have laid you out on a desk and screwed you ’til you screamed.”

	Julia squirmed against his touch, climax swelling inside her, fierce as the man who was making it happen. “More.”

	He grunted in her ear. “After I’m done fucking you, I’m gonna bury my face in your pussy. I’m gonna lick your clit, finger your cunt, play with your ass. You’re gonna come like a porn star on my mouth.”

	“Max.”

	“That’s it, say my name.”

	Usually, climax turned her body to stone but this was so raw, so surreal all Julia could do was thrash against the hard cage Max formed around her. She shrieked and shuddered and cursed enough to kill several fairies. Max didn’t slow down, he kept stroking against her G-spot until she did something she’d only ever done once before; gushed into his open palm. It was as excruciating as she remembered, painfully pleasurable, completely unable to be stopped. She cried out in arousal and embarrassment, genuinely trying to pull away before Max noticed, her limbs weaker than a paper doll’s.

	“Holy fuck.” Max sounded awestruck. “That is the hottest fucking thing.”

	Evidently he wasn’t traumatized. He kept his fingers working, pulling moisture onto his palm. Aftershocks heaved through Julia’s body, making her abs ache. “Enough,” she gasped. “Can’t take it.”

	Max made a frustrated sound but withdrew, bringing his fingers to his mouth and sucking them clean. “Fucking hell that was hot.”

	“You don’t…you didn’t think it was gross?”

	He laughed, a pained kind of laugh. “Are you kidding me? That’s like every man’s fantasy, making a girl do that.”

	Julia relaxed and noticed Max’s cock was steel-hard, his briefs dotted with pre-cum. She doubted, despite his promise, that she was capable of climaxing again, but there was no way in hell she was letting this night end without having sex with Max. She rolled onto her back, noting the strange pattern the carpet had mashed into her breasts and stomach. “Can we fuck now?”

	“Hell yeah, we’re gonna—” Max’s face fell. “Condoms. I don’t have any condoms.”

	Julia smiled. “I have condoms. Three condoms, in fact.”

	He frowned and she poked her tongue out at him. “Hey, I’m a modern woman. Who knows when you’re going to bang a cop against a piece of industrial carpet?”

	His smile was strained. “It’s not that, it’s just…What brand are they?”

	“I dunno, usual brand. Whatever’s cheapest.”

	“Firstly, that’s not a good way to buy condoms; secondly, they won’t work on me.”

	Julia snorted. “Oh come on, my sister used to blow up condoms and put them over her head. I’m sure they’ll fit your massive penis just fine.”

	Max raised an eyebrow. “That story aside…It's not the length, it’s the width. The base of regular condoms chokes my dick. I swear I'm not trying to…go bare or anything.”

	She imagined Max coming inside her, feeling his seed drip down her thighs, owning her in some strange primal way. Her stomach tightened. “I have an IUD.”

	“You’d trust me like that? You’d let me take you bare?”

	She nodded. “I was checked out a month ago and I haven’t been with anyone since.”

	“I’m clean too, but, Jules—”

	She leaned forward and kissed him. Max hesitated for a moment and then let her in. It was everything their first kiss wasn’t. Soft, warm, affectionate. Julia wanted to please him so fucking badly. Not because she had low self-esteem but because she knew something she’d always suspected; that any affection or pleasure you invested in Max came back to you tenfold. She’d woken him up, taunted his dick, refused to take no for an answer and in return, he’d gotten her to do something that hadn’t happened since she was a teenager playing around with her first vibrator. Who wouldn’t trust a guy like that?

	Max pulled away, running a thumb over her lower lip. “Okay,” he said, as though she’d spoken aloud. “Okay, lie back.”

	Julia did exactly what he asked.

	


Chapter 11

	MAX kneeled before Julia, taking her slim left ankle in his hand. His heart was pounding so hard he could taste his pulse. He kissed her ankle, feeling the delicate skin tremble beneath his mouth. “You’re fucking beautiful, Jules.”

	Her cheeks darkened but she didn’t smile. She could handle all the rough words and dirty talk he could throw at her but tell her something nice and she flushed like a schoolgirl.

	It made Max want to go slower, tell her how gorgeous she looked in the subdued lighting around them, to overwhelm her in a different kind of way. He rubbed her foot between his palms and she whimpered softly. “You know, if we were at my place I’d make you stand up in front of me in a skirt.”

	He kissed her calf, admiring the silk of her skin, the flex of the muscle beneath it. “I’d get on my knees in front of you and put my mouth on your legs. I’d start at your ankles, light and soft, then I’d keep moving, real slow.” He scraped his incisors against her thigh, kissing a tiny beauty mark he found there. “I’d lick my way up your thighs until my head was under your skirt…”

	“Max.”

	“You wouldn’t be wearing anything underneath and I’d be able to smell you, see how wet you were. I’d have you gripping my hair and begging for my tongue…”

	He picked up her left ankle. “Then I’d start again.”

	Julia hissed her displeasure.

	“You’d be impatient and that’s understandable, but if you were making too much noise, I’d find something better for that big sweet mouth to do.”

	Julia immediately fell silent.

	“That’s it, baby, lie back and spread those pretty legs.”

	She shook her head. “I’m a mess.”

	“Because of what I did to you. I want to see it.”

	She hesitated, her hazel eyes big as orbs. “I’m…It makes me self-conscious.”

	“It shouldn’t. Now do what you’re told.”

	She obliged and Max kneeled between her thighs, inhaling the tang of excited woman. He blew a light stream of air over her pussy and Julia moaned, pushing her hands through his hair. Max shrugged her off.

	“Hands behind your head.”

	Julia reclined on the carpet, looking as though she wanted to take a nice big bite out of him instead.

	“Good, now relax, concentrate on what I’m doing to you.”

	Max licked along her leg, feeling her tremble beneath his hands. He traced the seam of her inner thigh with his tongue. She was flushed and ready, her clit so swollen he could see it clearly in the flickering torchlight.

	“Max, please.”

	“Shh, baby.”

	He parted her with a slow lick that made her whole body jerk. She was slippery and warm, her taste making his blood surge like it was sugar. There was nothing he liked better than eating pussy, having a girl grind against his mouth the way Julia was now. This was no storybook romance, but if he was going to fuck a girl he’d been lusting over for a year he was going to do it with her taste on his tongue.

	Julia’s hands were clamped over her nipples, stroking the sensitive tips with mindless repetition. He applied more suction to her clit and slid a finger deep inside her, stroking the rough patch that made her tremble. It swelled against his fingerpads and Max willed himself not to rut against the carpet. She came slowly, her thighs shuddering, her breath stuttering out in bursts. Max drank her down, barely noticing the lack of oxygen. He kept licking until she forced his forehead away, half-laughing, half-sobbing. He swiped a hand over his mouth, sitting back on his heels. “Where are your condoms?”

	Julia blinked up at him, confused. “Back pocket of my bag. But you don’t have to…”

	“It’s not for me; it’s for you. I’d kill to feel your pussy raw, but we can’t clean up properly in here. It’ll be better this way.”

	“Oh, I forgot about that.”

	“The mess or the fact that we’re trapped in a storage closet?”

	She smiled, running a hand over her nipples. “Both. You’re that good.”

	Max grinned. “Be right back.”

	He found Julia’s leather satchel resting near a stack of broken PC screens and dug out a condom. He shed his briefs and tore the wrapper open. He could feel Julia’s eyes on him as he took a deep breath and rolled the rubber down. It pinched the base of his cock but it wasn’t too painful. He returned to Julia, feeling slightly ridiculous to be standing in a roomful of junk with his condom-covered cock bouncing in front of him, but the heat in her gaze stopped him dead in his tracks. “Help you with something, ma’am?”

	“Your body,” Julia said, her hazel eyes wide. “Have you always…?”

	“Been this hairy? Yes.”

	“No, it’s not that. I like the hair.”

	“That’s good.” Some women didn’t and it inevitably became a sore point. He’d let an ex shave his chest once and it itched like an army of fire ants. “So what’s the problem?”

	“Oh, there’s no problem. It’s just…I don’t remember you being so big.”

	Max kneeled down before her, sliding his knees between hers. “Is my prick that forgettable?”

	Julia flushed. “No, it was very, very memorable, but I was, y’know, younger…”

	Something inside Max slammed shut. He didn’t need to think about that. Luckily Julia seemed to be on the same wavelength. She stood, gesturing for him to lie down. “Let me go on top.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I think with your whole penis deal it might work better.”

	Max lay down, ignoring the hard press of fibers on his back. Julia straddled his hips, reaching between their bodies for his cock. Max watched her breasts bounce as she placed him between her folds. She was looking at him with a rare vulnerability in her eyes and a strange aching feeling opened in Max’s chest. He knew he should say something but he couldn’t find the words. He stayed silent as she placed her feet on either side of his hips and sank down.

	Fucking hell. Max had to bite the insides of his cheeks to keep his crude, desperate words at bay. Julia was tighter than he could have imagined. She’d barely taken his head and already she was struggling to absorb him further.

	She was wet and slick and he still wanted to black out from the pressure. Julia gripped his shoulders, pressing her pussy down, and Max swore he almost passed out. “Jules…honey.”

	“I’m sorry, I’ll keep trying.”

	“No, it’s not—”

	She bobbed on his cock and Max moaned like a dying man. “Baby, we have to stop—”

	Julia rocked against him like he was a hobbyhorse, effectively cutting off his words. “You’re overthinking this. I know what I’m doing.”

	“Okay, okay, okay,” Max babbled. “Just go easy, promise you won’t—fucking hell.”

	Julia drew upward, slicking his cock with her juices before sinking down again. Max bit down again, tasting blood in his mouth. Much more of this and he was a dead man.

	Julia looked between their legs. “I’m only halfway down? What the hell?”

	She blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Seriously, Connor…how d’you ever get your horse-dick inside anyone?”

	Max didn’t know when he’d ever felt so shitty about being well endowed. “I’m sorry. I did warn you.”

	“I’ve come three times tonight. I’m like a water park down there and this still feels like a reverse sword in the stone situation.”

	He chuckled, the humor jarring against his arousal. “Do you want to stop? We can stop if you—”

	Julia slid down another inch, stealing his breath away. “Does it feel like I want to stop?”

	“Jesus, you have to stop doing that.”

	“And give away my new superpower? Never.”

	She leaned down and kissed him. “I love it. I love your great big cock, but you’re pushing against some magic spot inside me. I don’t know if I can keep going and not come, crazy as that is.”

	Max grinned. “I’ll be honest, that’s not a big concern for me.”

	“But I want to fuck you properly and I can’t even get a grip on you, see?”

	She flexed around him and Max swore he saw stars. “Sweetheart, you’ve got a grip. Trust me.” And I swear by all that is holy the minute this girl is done riding me I’m never gonna stop eating her pussy to thank her for letting me inside it.

	Julia rocked her hips. “Could you maybe…press up inside me?”

	“Sure, hang on.”

	Max stroked her nipples and circled her clit until Julia was all but convulsing around him. When she was relaxed, he gently pushed upward, gaining another couple of inches. Julia writhed against him and he had to grit his teeth to stop from coming.

	He licked his fingers and rubbed the base of his shaft. “I’m gonna go all in, okay?”

	“Okay.” There was a determined glint in Julia’s eyes. The kind people had when they were staring up a mountain they intended to climb.

	Thinking hard about his car’s make, model, and registration number, Max grasped Julia’s hips and thrust upward. Both of them moaned as he slid deep. It was perfect, more perfect than he’d ever dared to imagine. He needed to get busy before the whole thing was over in seconds. He reached up to stroke her clit but Julia seized his hands and urged him back against the carpet. “I know you want to do your whole caveman thing but can I just…figure this out first?”

	“You can have anything you want.”

	She rocked slowly until she found a rhythm she liked. Her cheeks and neck flushed red as she rubbed against him with hot, slick strokes.

	“Fuck.” She sighed, grinding her clit into his pubic bone. “I could come like this. Don’t move. Don’t move at all.”

	As he lay passive for Julia’s pleasure, Max felt incidental, used. Normally he liked to call the shots, control everything as Bonnie used to say, but right now he was just a hard cock for Julia to screw, a body for her to rake her nails down and the idea fucking turned him on. He’d never felt anything like it before. What the hell else was Julia capable of?

	“Max,” she whimpered. “Can you move now? Not much, just enough to…”

	“Get you there?”

	She nodded frantically and Max brought his knees up and gently thrust inside her. “Yeah, like that.” Julia rubbed herself against the coarse black hair that covered his groin, her teeth buried deep in her lower lip. “Oh God, I’m coming.”

	She threw her head back and shrieked, her pussy suckling at his cock, all but drawing the come from his balls. Max clamped his fingers on her hips and breathed through his nose, holding on to his load by a thread. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

	Julia’s nails dug into his shoulders. “Take me. Fuck me how you want it.”

	Max didn’t hesitate. He turned her on her back and drove into her with everything he had. Julia shrieked like a hurricane, the sound bouncing off the concrete walls. He rutted at her like a mindless animal, intent on nothing but orgasm. Fuck yeah, clamp that tight little pussy around my cock, I’m gonna come so deep inside you, I’m gonna tear you apart—

	“Say it, Max. Say whatever you’re thinking.” Julia’s voice startled him out of his daze. He looked down to see her smiling wickedly at him, her apple breasts bouncing with every thrust.

	“It’s kinda rough.” He grunted, trying and failing to slow his pumping hips.

	“I don’t care. I like you like this. All wound up and panting for me.”

	“Greedy little slut,” Max spat and was immediately flooded with guilt. “Shit. Jules. I’m sorry.”

	She drew his earlobe into her mouth and bit down. “I am a greedy little slut, Max. What are you going to do about it?”

	Max felt his dick swell, his whole body tense, and with Julia’s permission he let go of his last scraps of decency, driving his cock deep as his mouth uttered things he’d never said aloud before.

	Julia moaned, dragging her nails down his back and urging him on and he came. It was like a ten-thousand-foot drop from an airplane, no resistance, nothing to cling to but release. He poured himself inside Julia, losing everything else in the process. He couldn’t have spoken his name, told you his address as he thrust and jerked with waves of bone-deep pleasure, but he knew Julia was watching him, could feel her approval even with his eyes screwed up tight.

	“Good,” she whispered, cupping his jaw and kissing his cheeks. “That was so, so good.”

	It took every shred of will Max possessed to pull out and dispose of the condom. He stumbled to the bin and placed the remains of what he and Julia had done inside it. When he returned, Julia was tugging her flannel back on.

	“You better not be going back to your bed. Carpet. Whatever,” Max declared, lying down and tugging her back into his arms.

	“But I think the mice have gone.”

	“Fuck the mice,” Max said nuzzling into her neck. “How are you feeling?”

	Julia squirmed against him. “Good. Surprised to discover a certain upstanding police officer is a complete foul-mouth in the sack.”

	Max flushed. “I've always been like this in bed. You want me to tone it down?”

	“No. Bossy guys turn me on.” There was a beat. “In the sack. Bossy guys turn me on in the sack. You take this alpha dog thing out into the real world and I’m gonna get pissed.”

	Max laughed. “I won’t.”

	Julia kissed his cheek. “Good. And you have to deliver the orgasms. The orgasms are a big part of my accepting your domineering sexiness.”

	He cupped her small breast, stroking the nipple. “Is that right, sweetheart?”

	“Mmm, that feels awesome but I think I’ve had enough domineering sexiness for one night.”

	Max let go of her breast and squeezed her around the middle instead. “How did you know I was holding back before?”

	“You were chewing your mouth. You looked like you were going to explode.”

	Max bit her ear, a little thrilled to have been found out. “Is it a problem?”

	“Not at all. It turns me on. But I guess you knew that just like you knew I liked being held down and…other things.”

	Max hugged her tighter. “What you like in bed has nothing to do with what you’re into the rest of the time, Jules. You’re still a beautiful, intelligent hipster.”

	She reached behind herself and yanked his hair. “I’ll get you for it tomorrow.”

	“Hate to break it to you, baby, but it’s already tomorrow. It’s five in the morning.”

	Julia yawned. “That explains why I’m so tired. If the mice come back will you kill them without me?”

	Max buried his face in her neck. “Of course, baby.”

	But he wouldn’t. Nothing was going to take him away from Julia’s naked body.

	


Chapter 12

	JULIA woke with Max’s leg slung over her hip, his breath ruffling her hair. She had rug burn on her shoulders, her stomach was growling, and her pussy positively ached. It was beautiful.

	She’d scripted sexual encounters with Max down to the last exhalation, but being with him was unlike anything she could have predicted. She’d never seen a man so feral with lust. Her last lover had screwed with a slack-mouthed expression, kind of enthusiastic and vacant at the same time. Max looked wild, like he’d die if he didn’t get enough pussy. Their screwing had been more than just a mechanical act of satisfaction. It had been primal. In that small cocoon of torchlight, her body told Max things she’d never told anyone; this is who I am, this is what I like. When she’d wanted to take control she’d felt safe enough to ask and when she wanted to be overwhelmed Max had ravished her like she was a blushing woodland virgin and he was the big bad wolf. She’d never had sex like that, completely egalitarian yet utterly filthy. The things he’d done to her, it made her cheeks burn just to think about it. But more than that, he’d made her feel so fucking…safe. Safe and special and vulnerable in a way she shouldn’t be.

	Max’s arm tightened around her chest, his wedding ring pressing into her boob. Julia winced. What the hell were they doing? Twelve hours ago they didn’t say hello in the hallway and now they were spooning. How was that a good idea? For a guy who made her feel safe, Max was downright dangerous. Julia sighed, wishing she could let something be good for more than five minutes. Her sleepy, satisfied state well and truly destroyed, she disentangled herself from Max and went into the drugs room to perform her morning abolitions. She re-donned her jeans and top, forgoing the bra because quite frankly she couldn’t be bothered and examined her face in a rusty old toaster. Considering how much she’d drunk and how little she’d slept last night she was doing relatively well. She finger-combed her hair, applied concealer and smoothed Vaseline on her eyelid and brows, an old Ash trick for glamming up after one-night stands. Nice. Very confined chic.

	Her stomach cramped, angrily demanding sustenance. It had been twelve hours since she’d eaten, something she hadn’t felt since her “Mum’s so shitfaced, she forgot to feed us” days. Still, there was nothing to be done except swish a little water around her mouth and suck on one of the mints she had in her bag. She wasn’t hungover at least, which was surprising. Maybe Max’s penis had magical healing qualities. It certainly felt like it. She looked over at her evidence-room lover. He was still dead to the world.

	Slightly relieved, Julia sat at a tiny wooden table, shoving aside baggies of bullets, and pulled her sketchpad out of her bag.

	She might be trapped in her workplace but Tiff would kill her for taking a weekend off. Despite the unlikelihood of anyone buying the game, Tiff was insisting on a fully prepped design document which they’d shop around to any and all interested parties. Tiff was handling the coding and the website which left Julia, the artier of the two, to do the sketches. So many sketches she was occasionally scared her wrists were going to snap in half. Tiff had insisted on multiple character drawings, landscapes, and depictions of the more climatic scenes one by one. The way things were turning out, they’d have a flipbook of the game before they had any animation.

	Julia rolled her mint around her tongue and turned to her latest drawing. Eli, Claire’s kidnapped soldier boyfriend, had been chained to a cross and left in the sun to die. The scene was the game’s climax so Julia was a little tetchy about screwing it up. She sucked the mint, which was now the size of a molecule, and let her mind unhinge.

	Love, love, love…Frustration, lust, joy. If I was an imprisoned man with a boner for justice and my vigilante girlfriend risked her life to free me what would I look like?

	An image drifted to mind and Julia picked up her 2B pencil.

	Forty minutes later, she put it down again and inspected her work.

	“Jesus Christ. What have I done?”

	The junk that surrounded her didn’t answer, which was just as well because she couldn’t have handled the stress.

	The scene called for Eli to be bound to a wooden pillar which he was, his arms chained scarecrow-style at shoulder height. He was shirtless, his broad shoulders straining against rusted manacles. He looked raw and desperate, his brows drawn together in fury. Without ego, Julia could say it was the best thing she’d ever drawn. She was a decent technical illustrator but she wasn’t an artist. A sketch with this much animation was rare for her, an act of pure serendipity. It was also an exact rendition of Max biting back the filthy things he wanted to say to her in bed. Forget homage, this was straight up identity theft. She’d given Eli a tattoo, for God’s sake. Max’s tattoo. There was no plausibly denying that.

	Julia exhaled, panic rising in her chest. The more she and Max hung out, the more likely it was that he would discover his own non-consenting role in Scarlet Woman’s production process and what would she do then?

	Maybe he’ll think it’s cute?

	Or maybe he’ll think I should be locked in another room. One with pillows for walls.

	She looked down at the drawing and Max’s black eyes stared back at her accusingly.

	She should tear it up. Tear it up and tell Tiff that they needed to make Eli thin and blond.

	“She’d never let me do that,” Julia whispered. “We’ve spent everything we have making it the way it is.”

	She stared at the drawing again. It was just so fucking good. Maybe Max’s cock bestowed super healing and artistic prowess upon its rider.

	Julia took a deep breath and tried to think logically. What if, when Max woke up she explained everything to him in a calm, rational tone? She closed her eyes and rehearsed what she would say.

	“Hey, Max, awesome sex last night. BTW I designed a character after you in my video game. Yes, I know we only started talking yesterday but I have a crush on you, one that spans several years and at least eighty drawings. Isn’t that flattering? Oh, what’s that? You’re suing me? And you think I should be on prescription medication?”

	Julia slumped forward, resting her chin on the table. “I am so very screwed.”

	At that moment, she heard Max clamber to his feet behind her and almost threw her sketchbook across the room. He’s awake! He’s going to see!

	Thankfully she maintained her cool long enough to rifle through the pages, find a half completed diagram of a military bunker and open it on the table.

	Bare feet slapped against concrete as Max approached. Julia picked up her pencil and assumed a look of trite concentration. “Max, is that you?”

	“Hey, Jules.” His mouth was swollen, his thick black hair all mussed up. “How’d you sleep?”

	She was wrong about her drawing. It hadn’t done him justice. Not even a little bit.

	“I’m okay,” she said, fighting to keep her voice level. “What about you? How are you feeling?”

	He ran a hand through his already battered hair. “I’ve been better.”

	“Well, you look good. I especially like the sex-hair.”

	To her infinite delight, Max’s ears went red. “Uh, yeah. Be back in a sec.”

	He staggered toward the drugs room. A few minutes later he shuffled back out, coming to a halt in front of her table.

	“Good morning. Afternoon.”

	Julia smiled. “I think you already asked that.”

	“Oh. Shit.” He yawned. “I’m pretty out of it to be honest.”

	“Well, if you want the news updates, today is day two of our entrapment. On the upside, it’s almost mid-afternoon so we’re halfway to freedom. On the downside, we have no food, no coffee, and no toilet.”

	Max held up a weary hand. “Jules…”

	“You’re not a morning person, huh?”

	He shook his head.

	“Apologies. I get a huge energy surge when I wake up and it slowly depletes as the day goes on.”

	“It’s okay, it’s really…” He yawned again. “Cute. I’m just half-dead.”

	He stretched his arms over his head and Julia took advantage of his weary state and eyed off his flawless torso. How could she have ever said she didn’t like chest hair?

	“I take it you’re not hungover?” Max asked.

	“Not at all, I feel great.” Except for my weird homage-y drawings.

	He made a face. “You’re young. No wonder you’re fine.”

	“I hear thirty-three is the new twenty-two.”

	Max grimaced. “No, it isn’t. Are you working on your game?”

	“Nope, just doodling some stuff.”

	“Can I see what you’ve doodled?”

	Again Julia almost threw her sketchbook across the room. “No, sorry. It’s top secret. You know how it is. Do you want a mint? I hear they’re all the sustenance a growing man needs.”

	Max’s face said he thought she was full of shit but thankfully he didn’t press the issue. Instead, he sat down and accepted a mint. Julia watched his lips work, sucking on the sweet the way he’d sucked between her legs and her body warmed. Bad idea or not, she wanted to proposition him again. She cast her mind around for a means to seduction and found she didn’t need one. Max’s gaze was locked on her bra-less nipples, prominent through the lace of her top. She pulled her shoulders back, giving him a better view. “See something you like?”

	Max looked away. “Sorry.”

	“Don’t be.” Julia trailed her fingers over her collarbone. “If you haven’t got plans, Constable, could I interest you in spending a day in bed with me? Or carpet as it were.”

	Max’s expression was pained. “Julia, not this again…”

	A pang too visceral to be hunger stabbed her belly. “What are you talking about?”

	“Jesus,” he mumbled, running a hand through his hair. “Last night, what happened between us? I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

	She rolled her eyes. This again. “You don’t have to worry about me ‘getting the wrong idea’, Max. I know what casual sex is. I’m not going to start Googling wedding dresses the instant I get a Wi-Fi connection.”

	Max’s shoulders tensed. “You’re really okay with everything?”

	“We had fun, right?”

	“Sure. I guess.”

	“You guess?”

	“It was fine Jules, it was sex.”

	She wasn’t surprised Max changed his mind but she was offended by his lackluster account of what they both knew was an amazing fuck. She folded her arms across her chest. “That’s strange because last night when you were calling me your filthy, prick-teasing slut you weren’t nearly so reserved.”

	Max shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “What do you want me to say, Jules? Do you want me to tell you you’re a good lay?”

	She narrowed her eyes. “I know I’m a good lay. I just thought since we had fun last night, we’d do it again. You know, for entertainment.”

	“Entertainment?”

	She shrugged, feigning a casualness she wished she felt. “Yeah, your insane wolf-man body is kind of the only show going around right now.”

	Max looked taken aback. “You’d be okay with that? Just…hooking up?”

	“Do you actually think I can’t screw someone and not follow them around like Mary’s little lamb?”

	“No.”

	“Good, because this isn’t my first barbecue.”

	His eyes narrowed. “You’ve made that abundantly clear.”

	Julia squirmed under his furious gaze. It wasn’t fair how sexy he looked when he was being all stern and police officer-y. “So what’s your problem? Why are you being such a clit-tease?”

	“A clit-tease?” Max tapped a finger on the table. “Is that what you call what I did to you last night? Teasing?”

	Julia smirked. “No, that was more like getting slowly torn apart and put back together again.”

	“Well you’ll have to treasure the memories.”

	“Are you sure? Because last night you said nothing was going to happen and four hours later you were fucking me unconscious.”

	Wow, if she’d thought he was scowling before, it was nothing compared to what he was doing now.

	“Don’t talk about this like it’s a game,” Max snarled. “Don’t keep telling me you want it to happen again.”

	“I do want it to happen again. I want it to happen again a lot.”

	“Oh yeah? What else do you want? Do you want my house, do you want one of my kidneys? Jesus Christ, we’ll be lucky if we get out of here with our jobs. You can’t keep making me fuck you in the fucking evidence room.”

	Julia resisted the urge to bring her forehead down on the table. “You know when I came to you last night I was freaked out by the mice. You didn’t have to respond by putting your dick inside me.”

	“I know I didn’t.”

	“Well, you should also know this buyer’s remorse is getting really old.”

	He gripped his hair. “I know and I’m sorry. I just can’t believe I’ve done this again.”

	“What are you talking about? Have you screwed another IT woman in the property office?”

	“No, of course not.” Max stared at her, clearly weighing up how to continue. Julia’s stomach grew heavy and she realized what he was referring to. She picked up her pencil. “Okay, point taken, no more seductions. Let’s just stop talking about it.”

	Max closed his eyes. “Jules…do you remember when we met?”

	“You mean when I came to Brenthill?”

	“No I mean the night we met.”

	Julia’s lips went numb. She could handle Max sexually rejecting her, she could survive him finding out about Eli but the last thing she ever wanted to talk about was the night they met. “Why can’t we just leave it alone? I thought we had an unspoken agreement.”

	“Exactly, it was unspoken, and now I want to speak about it.”

	“I barely remember that night.”

	“It was a twenty-first birthday party, you were wearing a green dress?”

	Julia’s pencil rolled out of her grasp and clattered to the floor. “You remember what I was wearing?”

	“Of course I remember what you were wearing and I know you remember me.” Max’s face was deadly serious, not a trace of humor or sleepiness remaining to soften the harsh angles she knew so well.

	“I…don’t want to talk about it.”

	Max leaned in closer, so close Julia might have thought he wanted to kiss her. “We should have talked about this before we slept together and you know what, we’re going to talk about it now. I’ll ask you again, Jules. Do you remember the night we met?”

	


Chapter 13

	JULIA climbed out of Mikayla’s hatchback, adjusting the straps of her floaty green dress so they lay directly over her collarbones. She was nervous as hell but she felt good. Extra alive. Tonight she was channeling Ash, which should be easy considering she was wearing her dress, makeup, shoes, and sporting her condoms.

	“Are you sure about this?” Mikayla asked.

	“Yes, I am. I’m going to walk up to the hottest guy at this party and I’m going to hit on him.”

	“But why? You’ve had guys…” Mikayla looked around nervously. “Interested in you before.”

	“Yeah but from the day I lost my v-plates right up ’til now I’ve never felt anything…I don’t know, passionate. And I know passion exists because I share a bedroom wall with Ash.”

	“Ash’s boyfriends are gross.”

	“True, but at least she has good sex. I have mediocre sex. Bordering on terrible.”

	“And how does hitting on someone out of your league help?”

	“I’m not attracted to the guys I sleep with. I only date them because they ask. I never take a chance on anyone who intimidates me and all hot guys intimidate me.”

	Mickey looked less than impressed by her confession. “All hot guys intimidate me too, but it doesn’t mean I want to start talking to them.”

	“We can’t just wait around for dudes to waltz up to us.”

	“It’s just so scary, the idea of actually talking to a footballer or whatever. What if they laugh at us?”

	“We just have to be confident. Which, judging from Ash, means sticking out your tits and laughing a lot.”

	Mickey screwed up her nose. “Great.”

	“Come on.” Julia grabbed her friend’s hand. “Let’s do this.”

	Brett’s twenty-first started hours ago but she and Mickey were fashionably late, i.e. petrified of showing up while everyone was still sober. It was a big crowd and everywhere Julia looked there were men. She nudged Mickey. “Just think, somewhere in this paddock there are two ridiculously good-looking guys who’d like nothing more than to have sex with us.”

	Mickey rolled her eyes.

	They headed toward the drink coolers where Brett the birthday boy was lurking, a half-empty beer stein in his hand. “Little Bennett, aren’t you looking sexy?”

	Julia immediately wished she had a jacket. “Thanks, Brett. Happy twenty-first.”

	“Cheers. Where’s your sister?”

	“At a gig with her boyfriend.”

	Which was kind of a relief. Whenever Ash was around, Julia felt a bit unnecessary by comparison.

	“That’s a shame. She promised me a special birthday present.” Brett finished his beer in one almighty swallow. “Wanna come see my room?”

	Julia tried to think of a polite way to say “over my cold, deceased body” but luckily their not so lovely host was seized by a gang of footballers and dragged away to do twenty-one shots of Sambuca.

	“What about Brett?” Mickey asked. “He’s cute and he was flirting with you.”

	Julia groaned. “Not my type. Besides he’s about to do twenty-one shots. He’ll never get a hard-on again.”

	She and Mickey collected a couple of ciders and began circling the party, talking with other girls they knew. Julia drained her bottle too quickly, half-listening to conversations while staring into the crowd.

	Who did she want? Who, to borrow Ash’s phrase, looked like a good ride? An hour and three ciders later Julia convinced Mickey to head toward the bonfire. As usual, all the cool people had gravitated there, as though flame was a magnet for popularity. The guys here laughed the loudest, drank the most, and had a number of scantily clad girls circling around them like denim-short wearing satellites. There was the footballer who dumped Ash on New Year’s Eve, the dude who was in a semi-recognizable punk band and a collection of other vaguely familiar, symmetrical faces.

	“Bingo,” Julia said as she eyed off a good-looking redhead. “What’s my angle here? Do I walk up? Do I wait for a weaker one to separate from the herd? What do you think?”

	Mickey frowned. “Are you sure you want to go over there? Those guys are a lot older than us.”

	“Older is good. Older means experience.”

	A huge blond-haired guy with sleeve tattoos moved away from the fire. Mickey said something else, but Julia didn’t hear a single word. She was staring at the man who had been standing behind Thor. He was the most gorgeous man Julia had ever seen, tall with black hair and so handsome he could have passed for Satan himself, gracing Earth with his terrible beauty. And if the devil was half as hot as this guy, I’d sacrifice myself for him no questions asked. Her chest ached with a longing she hadn’t felt since she was six and all the charity Christmas hampers were exchanged for longnecks.

	“Who are you staring at?” Mickey whispered “Jim Wentworth? Holly said he’s nice when he’s not too stoned.”

	“No, the tall one with the black hair and the leather jacket.”

	Mickey gasped. “No way. He’s so…He’s like something off TV.”

	“He’s more how Satan would look like if he needed to seduce you into drowning a baby.”

	“You’re right, total Prince of Darkness material.”

	Julia adjusted her dress. “Right, I’m gonna go talk to him.”

	Mickey grabbed her arm. “You can’t! He’s probably got a girlfriend.”

	“If he does he’ll tell me to go away.”

	Mickey pointed to the brunette at his side. “He’s talking to Bianca Hooper. He won’t want to talk to you.”

	Julia shook off her arm. “Mick, I love you but you’re doing some major shy-girl projecting. I have to go up to him, for ladies everywhere. And my vagina.”

	“You’re crazy.”

	“Crazy like a fo—”

	The tall man looked at her, his eyes blazing red and orange in the firelight.

	Mickey squealed, pressing her face into Julia’s shoulder. Determined not to also dissolve into schoolgirl theatrics, Julia stared back at him. The Prince of Darkness’s lips curved and she finally understood what swooning was. It felt like being pulled into a bath full of hot cider. He made a little gesture, a crook of his beer bottle that said, “Come over here.”

	This couldn’t be a coincidence. A super-hot stranger who wanted to talk to her on the exact night that she wanted to meet one? This had to be fate. Julia shook her shoulders like a boxer before a bout. “I’m going to say hi before I pass out from this guy’s hotness. Wish me luck.”

	Mickey somewhat reluctantly let go of her arm. “Good luck.”

	Julia walked toward the fire, doing her best impression of someone who never overthought walking. She noticed a few of the guys checking her out and threw her shoulders back. The Prince of Darkness looked up as she approached. His eyes were so black it was almost impossible to see the pupils, neither friendly nor unfriendly but curious. Mischievous. Julia walked up to him, flushing madly but hoping the firelight would hide it. She paused in front of the blaze, extending her palms to the heat, her whole body tingling like one big, exposed nerve. “How’s it going?”

	Lucifer looked amused. “Pretty good now.” His voice was deep and throaty like he smoked seven packs of cigarettes a day. “I’m Max.”

	Max. It suited him perfectly. Blunt and sharp like his soul-destroying eyes.

	“And what’s your name?” he asked patiently, as though he was used to women losing their train of thought around him.

	“Julia. Julia Bennett.”

	“Nice to meet you.”

	He extended a hand and they shook. It lasted a lot longer than a regular handshake and it felt a hell of a lot more intimate. Relief and tension gushed through Julia in waves. He seemed interested, which was good. He also seemed interested, which was terrifying.

	“Nice boots.” Max pointed at Ash’s brown leather lace-ups. Ash usually wore heels with this dress but Julia wanted to remain under six feet tall, a comforting distinction for a lot of guys. Not that it would have mattered to Max; he had to be six foot three or four.

	“Thanks. My toes are freezing off but it’s worth it. Do you ride a motorbike or do you work the bad boy look?”

	Max smirked. “I do have a bike, but I also try and look tough. Thanks for noticing.”

	“It would be kind of hard not to.”

	Max’s gaze flicked down to her mouth and Julia’s whole body seemed to electrify from within. “Get you a drink?”

	At that moment, Julia knew it was all but a done deal. “For sure. Drinks. Let’s do it.”

	He got her another cider and they stood by the fire and chatted. Max asked her about uni, which lead to gaming talk. Usually, Julia refused to discuss the subject with potential dates; she’d ruined too many hook-ups with her opinions on RPG’s but Max seemed content to talk about her work without a) bringing up his own, far superior man-skills or b) claiming that PC was better than console. He really was a diamond in the rough. The only problem was despite the bone-liquefying looks he was giving her the guy wasn’t making any moves. Julia kept batting her eyelashes and biting her lip and he just stood there, being all polite and talking. After an hour of discussing her internship with Sony, the new Mars rover, Max joining the police force, Star Wars and, weirdly, the Heimlich maneuver, Julia had to conclude she was wasting her time.

	With a heavy heart, she finished the last of her cider and told him that if he wanted to talk to someone else that was totally fine with her. She got the shock of her life when he took her hand in his, leaned in close and asked, “You are real, aren’t you? You’re not just some beautiful, single, game-designing illusion brought on by inhaling all those tires that shouldn’t be on the fire?”

	Julia face went as hot as the aforementioned tires. “I’m real.”

	“Glad to hear it. Would you like to take a walk?”

	Julia knew as well as anyone that was a code for “get out of sight and hook up.”

	“I thought you’d never ask.”

	Max’s smile was slow and wicked. “Follow me.”

	He tugged on her hand and Julia followed, her pulse fluttering in her neck like a trapped moth. Oh passion, you’re even lovelier than I imagined.

	


Chapter 14

	MAX could hardly believe his luck. When he first spotted Julia, he thought she was a trick of the light. Surely no girl had legs that long and skin that smooth? Then he blinked and she was still standing there in her too-fancy green dress looking right back at him. His body’s reaction was swift and undeniable. He wanted her.

	Gift of all gifts, she’d come up to him, chewing on her lip in a way that said the instant attraction was far from one-sided. Max prepared himself to make a move at the nearest opportunity, there were a lot of guys giving Julia a lot of interested looks, but then something strange happened. They talked. About work, about movies, about gaming. Instead of just exchanging basic information and getting down to the good stuff, he found himself wanting to hear more. She was just so fucking interesting with her doe eyes and her rapid-fire way of talking, it felt like he’d known her forever.

	Max wasn’t stupid, this kind of connection wasn’t something you ruined with a sloppy party hook-up, which was why he decided to keep things G-rated and ask her out. Problem was, Julia seemed to have other ideas. Or if she didn’t, she had the most provocative conversational manner of anyone he’d ever met. He’d practically earned himself a knighthood not thinking about the shapes he wanted to bend her into. And then she interpreted his chivalry for disinterest and prepared to leave. After that, all bets were off. If she wanted to hook up, there was no way in hell it would be with anyone but him. He could ask her out once he was done making her scream.

	He led Julia down the small path that lay behind Brett’s house, branches snapping beneath their feet. There was a full moon overhead and it had rained earlier that day so everything was fresh and clean. Max didn’t think he could find a better place for a first kiss if he tried. When they’d walked far enough that the music was just nondescript bass, he pulled Julia into his chest. “I think this is a good place to stop in, what do you think?”

	Her gaze instantly locked on his mouth and Max grinned. “You got something on your mind, Jules?”

	Her freckled cheeks turned pink. “Maybe?”

	Max gently backed her against the smooth trunk of a tree. “Maybe, huh?”

	“Kind of. Probably.”

	Max stepped closer, fitting his hands to her slender hips. “If it helps I could tell you what I’ve got on my mind.”

	“Okay,” Julia whispered.

	“I’m thinking you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen and I’d really like to kiss you right now.”

	Her lower lip trembled. “I think I’d like that too.”

	He cupped her cheek, fascinated by how delicate her jaw felt beneath his palm. She looked like he felt, nervous and eager, and when he bent down and touched his lips to hers it was like fireworks going up behind his eyes.

	I was fucking right. This is different. He kissed her harder, crushing her lips to his and within seconds they were moaning into each other’s mouths, bodies so close you couldn’t slide a piece of paper between them. A possum scrabbled overhead and they separated, panting and hungry.

	“Wow,” Julia said, touching her lips.

	“Yeah, wow.” Max gestured around at the trees. “You sure you want to do this here?”

	She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Her hips sought his in the dark, pressing against him, demanding more. Max spread her legs with his thigh and she moaned.

	“Tell me what you want,” he muttered in her ear.

	“I want you. I think you’re so sexy.”

	Max tried not to preen. “You’re pretty gorgeous yourself. Fucking perfect in fact. Tell me what you like.”

	Julia’s hazel eyes were huge. “What do you mean?”

	“What turns you on?”

	She paused, her thick eyelashes lowered. “I like it when guys take control.”

	Max swore her words went straight to his dick. Maybe his old man owed him a favor up in heaven or something because this was just too flawless.

	“Is that okay?”

	Max kissed her cheek. “It’s more than okay. It’s what I like too. And even if it wasn’t I’m pretty sure I’d put my foot through a police station window if you asked me to right now.”

	Julia smiled. “I’ll spare your career and ask you to kiss me again instead.”

	They made out against the tree until Max was lightheaded with the way she was rubbing against his Kevlar jeans. He put a hand under her dress and found her thong was already soaked. “You want to, gorgeous?”

	“So badly.”

	He brushed her clit and she yelped.

	“Easy, baby, easy.” Max slid a finger through her slick folds, resting it at her entrance. “You want this?”

	She nodded so fast shards of bark tore away from the tree behind her and tangled in her hair. Max didn’t need any more encouragement. He eased inside nice and slow. Julia was so tight he could barely get his finger down to the knuckle and it was impossible not to imagine how she’d feel around his cock.

	“Good?” he choked out.

	“So, so good. More.”

	Max buried his face in her neck and added a second finger, working slowly to let her pussy adjust. Julia gripped his arm. “Max…I can’t. Shouldn’t I be doing something to you?”

	He sped up his motions, making his strokes deep and deliberate. “This is exactly what I want.”

	“But I’m not…”

	Max kissed her jawline. “Don’t think about me, let go. I want to see you come.”

	Julia reached behind herself, clinging to the tree trunk. He wondered if she was imagining being tied that way, spread open for him. “It’s so strange. So deep and hot.”

	Max growled into her throat and pumped his fingers inside her, rough and fast. Julia’s teeth sunk into his neck, muffling her sharp little cries. Her pussy convulsed as her nails scrabbled uselessly against the bark. Spellbound, Max kept working his fingers inside her. “Did you just come?”

	“Yes,” she whispered, burying her face in his jacket. “I just…No one’s ever done that for me before. Made me come like that, I mean. Inside me like that.”

	Max exhaled, feeling ten thousand feet tall. Something about her astonished tone, the way she sounded breathless with pleasure made his chest tight, although that could have been from blood loss. It felt like every red cell in his body was pounding in his cock.

	Julia ran her fingers across the front of his jeans, rubbing him through the denim.

	“Oh, baby, you don’t have to,” he said weakly.

	“I want to. With my mouth, if that’s okay?”

	Dear Lord…thank you.

	“That’s more than okay.”

	She stroked his sensitive head. “I should probably let you know, you feel huge and I haven’t done this much, so feel free to give directions.”

	The thought of teaching her how to suck his cock made Max’s balls ache. “I promise whatever you do it’s gonna feel amazing.”

	Julia smiled and started to kneel down when Max had a thought. “Hang on.”

	He peeled off his motorcycle jacket and laid it on the ground, fleece side up.

	“Are you sure? Isn’t it expensive?”

	“Yeah, but trust me when I say I couldn’t give a fuck right now.”

	She flushed pink, so goddamn pretty in the moonlight. “Okay then.”

	Julia dropped to her knees and went to work, unbuckling his belt with an adorable lack of finesse. When she finally freed his shaft he expected her to put it in her mouth. Instead she stared at his dick with fascination.

	“Oh my God,” she whispered. “Just hang on a minute and let me figure this whole thing out.”

	“Sure.” Max leaned back against the tree and watched as she touched him with light feathery strokes, fondling his balls and examining his foreskin. He knew she looked kind of inexperienced when he’d first spotted her but it looked like she’d never seen an uncut cock before. He was hard pressed not to feel smug about that. Her silky hair brushed against his thigh as she extended her small pink tongue and lapped at him gently, making his eyes roll back in his head. “Fuck, you can’t do that,” he grunted, pulling away.

	“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to tease you.”

	“It’s not that. I’m way too close. You keep going and I’m gonna finish all over you.”

	She smiled mischievously. “Maybe I’d like that?”

	Before he could react to that obscene suggestion, possibly by doing what she proposed, Julia drew him into her mouth.

	Just the sight of her bow lips stretched around his cock and the feel of her tongue fluttering against his slit was enough to make the come surge up from his balls. “Fuck, Julia, don’t stop…”

	She pulled away.

	Max swore and looked down to see her blinking innocently up at him. “What do you like?” she said with an evil smile. “What turns you on?”

	Max grinned, seizing a handful of her hair. “I like girls who know when to talk and when to use their mouths for something else.”

	She traced the length of his cock with her tongue. “You mean like this?”

	Max groaned. “No, little tease, I mean suck me.”

	“How?”

	“Put your mouth around my cock and work me with your hand. Do it as rough as you want. You won’t hurt me.”

	She did exactly as he asked, using one hand to jerk the base of his cock, the other to play with his balls and stroke the insides of his legs. For all her claimed inexperience she was talented enough to have him bucking against her lips, swearing loud enough to terrify any marsupials nearby. It was overwhelming, the cold night air, the heat of his overwrought body, the fact the prettiest, funniest girl he could ever remember meeting was blowing him like she was going for the fucking Pulitzer Prize of suck jobs. It didn’t seem real. Or fair. Or right, but fuck it felt good. Julia took him all the way into the back of her throat and Max was done. He groaned that he was finishing and then his mind went completely and utterly blank. Julia swallowed him down, continuing to move in slow, steady pulls until he was dizzy and breathless. He gently pulled himself from her mouth and her forehead fell onto his right hip. He stroked her hair, affection coursing through him. What a fucking girl.

	“Good?” she asked shyly.

	He reached down helped her to her feet. “Fucking amazing.”

	He picked up his jacket and slung it on.

	“Oh no, you’re covered in stuff.” Julia brushed his shoulders with both hands, showering them in dirt and leaves.

	“Worth it.”

	She smiled. “You’re very chivalrous.”

	“Yeah, I’m a real gentleman, letting my jacket get wet so a gorgeous girl can suck my dick.”

	Julia flushed. “Even if you did kind of have an ulterior motive it was still nice. If I’d gone back to the party with dirty knees, it would have been a bit of a giveaway…”

	Right, the party. Drinking increasingly warm beers next to people he hardly knew. Max frowned. “How about we don’t go back to the party?”

	“What are you suggesting?”

	“I’ve only had two beers. How about I take us back to my place, we get pizza, play Mortal Kombat until I get tired of losing…” He trailed a hand over the curve of her hip. “And then I eat your pussy until you’re a sobbing wreck.”

	Heat flared in her eyes. “I don’t know…”

	“Did I mention we can cuddle afterward?”

	Julia smiled. “It’s tempting but what’s in it for me?”

	He pulled her in for another kiss, slower and deeper than the lustful ones they’d exchanged before.

	A strange spiraling sensation twisted down through his chest and in the absence of lust he had no idea what it was. It felt dangerous and yet he never wanted it to stop.

	Julia stepped back, her breathing heavy. “You make a persuasive argument, Mr. Connor.”

	Max resisted the urge to throw a fist in the air. “Say that again, but slower. And unbutton your dress while you’re saying it.”

	Julia laughed. “How about we save that for your place?”

	“Good idea. You okay with taking my bike? I’ve got a spare helmet and you can have my jacket.”

	Julia’s eyes brightened. “That would be so cool. I’ve never been on a motorbike before.”

	“You’re joking.”

	They discussed motorbikes all the way back to the party, Julia’s small cool hand in his. When they reached the bonfire, she kissed him on his cheek. “I’m going to go say goodbye to my friend. Meet you in the carpark?”

	“Sure thing. I’ll just grab my helmet.”

	A few people gave him shifty looks as he walked toward the house, but most people were too sloppy drunk to so much as move out of his way. Not that he cared. He was going to take Julia Bennett home and put her straight into his shower. Then when they both were wet and clean he was going to lie her on his bed and use his tongue on her until she screamed. He ducked into the spare room, mercifully free of people hooking up, and grabbed his helmet. He’d ask Julia out tomorrow morning. If she said yes, and it looked pretty good, he’d take her somewhere fancy, maybe that Italian place on Lygon Street, buy her flowers, and offer to pick her up, the whole nine yards. This was something special, he could feel it in a way he’d never felt it before.

	Max swerved into the kitchen and managed to find a glass clean enough to drink water from when he turned around he found himself face to face with Brett, the birthday boy.

	From his bloodshot eyes, Max guessed he was minutes away from a blackout. “Connor. You did it.”

	Max had no idea what he was talking about and no intention to stick around and find out. “I sure did and I’m gonna head off. Thanks for the party.”

	Brett stared at him, seemingly unaware he’d just spoken. Max chuckled. “Okay, nice chatting to you.”

	Brett blinked rapidly, as though seeing Max for the first time. “Hey, Connor.”

	Max smirked. “Hey, Brett.”

	“How’s the scrambler?”

	“Beautiful as fuck. Gonna get her serviced this week if you’re free?”

	Brett blinked a few more times, then grinned. “Heard you just stuck it in little Bennett. Good work.”

	Max’s good mood evaporated. “Shut up, Davis.”

	“You did it, though? You fucked her?”

	Max took a step closer. “I said shut your mouth.”

	Brett raised both hands in the universal sign for “I’m too drunk to fight. It’s none of my business.”

	Max drained his water glass and slammed it down on the counter. “No, it fucking isn’t. See you around.”

	He strode away, reminding himself to get his bike serviced somewhere else.

	“You know she’s eighteen, right?”

	Ice blossomed in the pit of Max’s stomach. “What?”

	He turned around to see Brett looking at him with a big shit-eating grin on his face. “Julia, she’s eighteen. What are you, Connor, twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?”

	“I’m twenty-six,” he choked out. “Julia’s eighteen?”

	Brett laughed. “Hell yeah, she’s eighteen. You telling me you didn’t know you just tapped teenage pussy?”

	Panic. Sheer unadulterated panic ripped through Max like a hurricane. Julia was fucking eighteen years old. His gut cramped as he tried to do the math, she was seven, no eight years younger than him. Just out of high school. Jesus, what if she was in high school? What if all that stuff about university had been bullshit? He’d been so fucking blinded by her beauty, by the weird chemical attraction between them that he hadn’t even asked her age. He’d fingered her against a tree, made her suck his dick, and she was eighteen. She was eighteen years old. From the chaos that reigned inside Max’s skull, one option emerged triumphant. He zipped up his jacket, grabbed his keys, and stormed toward the carpark. He climbed on his Triumph, willing the roar of the engine to burn away everything else he felt as he rode off Brett’s property as fast as he fucking could.

	*

	Julia sat on the wooden gate and waited for Max, smiling to herself. After fifteen minutes she walked out among the SUVs and sedans, looking for a motorbike. There wasn’t one. She waited another ten minutes for no reason whatsoever and then she went back to the party and told Mikayla that the amazing, gorgeous guy she’d met had left without her. Mickey declared they were leaving, much to the horror of the guys trying to get into her pants. As they drove home, Julia watched the trees go flashing past and thought about Max’s black hair and his strong, rough hands. She’d gotten exactly what she wanted and yet she wished she’d never met him at all. What good was a taste of passion if it left you feeling this low?

	Her stomach was as shriveled as a dried up apple core and she knew, just knew she’d remember this forever.

	


Chapter 15

	“ANSWER the question. What do you remember about that night?”

	Julia half expected Max to whip out a notepad and demand she state her full name and address. “Why does it matter?”

	His jaw tightened. “Because it does. If you want, I’ll say something first. It was six years ago. It was a twenty-first birthday party at Brett Davis’ house. I went because he was one of the guys who worked on my bike. Now you, continue.”

	Julia blinked at him. Had it really been six years since they’d met? She studied Max’s face, looking for proof. He was still the Prince of Darkness, the same strikingly handsome guy but at Brett’s party, he had looked playful and as much as Julia was sure he’d hate to hear it, boyish. Sweet.

	This cop was like Max’s angry big brother. His body had thickened, thick bands of muscle wound around his shoulders and arms, there were faint lines on his brow and in the corners of his eyes and a few silver hairs shot through the black.

	The only thing that was exactly the same were his irises, so dark they seemed to suck in the light around them. She wondered how she looked in his eyes. More cynical? Less attractive? Or was she totally distinct from the blathering, gawky teenager who’d spotted him over the bonfire six years ago?

	Max sat back in his chair, arms folded over his chest. “Julia, what do you remember?”

	“Nothing.”

	His eyes seemed to bore into hers. “Nothing?”

	“You know, if this cop thing doesn’t work out, you should definitely pursue a career in hypnosis.”

	“You’re not going anywhere until we’ve discussed this.”

	“I’m not going anywhere anyway! We’re locked in a room!”

	If this was what being worked over in an interrogation room felt like, Julia wasn’t surprised it was so effective. Just the way Max was glaring at her, all dead-eyed and stern, made her want to confess.

	“Julia, talk.”

	God just do it. Anything to end the unbearable silence. Julia put a finger on her chin. “The night we met, the night we met…I have vague memories of giving you a blowjob, although I’ll be honest, I thought I was hallucinating how big your dick was.”

	He didn’t even crack a smile. “What else?”

	“You offered to take me home but it didn’t work out, so I got a ride with my friends.”

	Who kindly didn’t make fun of me for saying I was leaving with a handsome stranger only to reappear an hour later weeping profusely.

	“Anything else?”

	“I went home, put on my pajamas and then…” She gasped dramatically. “I went to sleep. Enough details? Or should I turn in a written statement?”

	Max scowled. “Didn’t you wonder why I left without saying anything?”

	Of course I wondered. I thought about it all the time. I had dreams about you showing up to my house saying you’d been abducted by aliens.

	“We only spent a few hours together. It didn’t really bother me.”

	Max’s jaw tightened. “Really?”

	“No. I went home and wept into a man-shaped pillow, is that what you want to hear?”

	Max laid a long finger on her sketchbook and Julia sat bolt upright in her chair. “Don’t do that,” she said, yanking it out of his reach.

	Max smirked, the threat implicit. “Talk or I start asking questions about the book.”

	“Do you remember when we first saw each other again? At Brenthill, I mean?”

	About as well as she remembered sticking a butter knife in the toaster. It was basically the same sensation, after all.

	It was her first day on the job and Henrietta was showing her around the building. She thought her name was Julie and kept scowling at her nose stud. They were in the lunchroom inspecting the staff fridge when a guy strode in, grabbing a slice of pizza from the family-sized box on the dining table.

	“Yeah, help yourself, Connor,” one of the older cops said.

	“Piss off,” he’d replied.

	Every fiber of Julia’s body had tensed. The man’s voice was low and deep. Familiar. She’d turned from the expired dairy products and seen black hair, black stubble and shoulders as wide as a yoke. She’d had to bite down to stop herself from hurling onto the linoleum.

	Max had stared back at her, pizza frozen halfway to his mouth. “Are you the girl from Brett’s party?” his eyes had seemed to say.

	“I am. Are you the guy who rode off on his dumb motorbike and left me there?

	“I am. What should we do about that?”

	“On three, let’s pretend we don’t know each other. One, two, three…Pretend.”

	The unspoken conversation couldn’t have been clearer if they’d hired a stenographer to read it back to them. Julia refocused her attention on the fridge and tried not to visibly shake. She’d been waiting for this moment for years, but when it arrived she was completely unprepared. Max. The guy with the leather jacket. The one she’d sincerely hoped had fallen into a time rift and vanished was at Brenthill. He was a cop and he worked at Brenthill.

	Henrietta began introducing her to the men sitting around the dining table. Julia nodded politely, trying to pretend they were all potted plants.

	“…and this is Senior Constable Max Connor,” Henrietta concluded with a wide smile.

	Senior Constable Max Connor leaned back in his plastic chair.

	“How’s it going?” he said in the deep cigarette-smoke voice she still heard while she screwed other guys.

	“Hey,” she croaked.

	Senior Constable Max Connor looked away, scratching the side of his head. Julia’s teeth sank into her tongue and she tasted blood. A thick silver band sat on the fourth finger of his left hand. He was married. Julia had the distinct feeling she was tumbling down a long tunnel into infinite blackness. All she wanted to do was run, but the shitshow wasn’t over yet. An attractive woman with long dark hair entered the kitchen. “Hello, Henri. Who have you got with you?”

	Henrietta beamed. “This is Julie the new computer girl. Julie, this is Senior Constable Bonnie Connor—”

	Julia’s stomach clenched. No. Surely it wasn’t? Could Max have a sister?

	Bonnie Connor extended a hand. “Nice to meet you, Julia.”

	“Yeah, ah…nice to meet you too.”

	Bonnie nodded toward Max. “My husband’s the handsome one,” she whispered conspiratorially. “Have you met?”

	KO. KO. Knockout.

	Julia wasn’t sure what she said after that. Probably just garbled a bunch of nonsense and ran from the room. The rest of the day passed in a Technicolor haze of horror. She honestly thought about quitting but she and Tiff were neck deep in debt trying to make Scarlet Woman and she desperately needed the cash. So began her misadventures in unfortunate crush-dom. For months if she so much as glimpsed Max she ran into the nearest toilet. If she knew he was in the lunchroom, she went down the street and bought a sandwich. She’d been on the receiving end of awkward run-ins before but being forced to interact with Max “the married man” Connor and his wife three days a week took the cake. Eventually, Bonnie transferred to another station but Max remained, filling her days with tension, pain, and stupid endless longing…

	“Julia.” Max tapped a finger on the table. “Did you recognize me right away when you started at Brenthill?”

	Wishing like hell that she could run and hide, Julia took a deep breath. “Of course I did.”

	“So why did you act like you didn’t?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Do you think I should have come up to you and said, Hey, you look really familiar? Did you finger me at a party one time?”

	“It wasn’t like that.”

	Julia scoffed. “It was exactly like that and since I met your wife about four seconds after I saw you, I didn’t think bringing up our tree-sex was appropriate.”

	“We didn’t have sex.”

	“All the more reason not to bring it up. And while we’re accusing people, Senior Constable Memory Lane, you recognized me too. Why didn’t you come up and say hello?”

	Max’s mouth thinned. “You took me by surprise. I didn’t know what to do.”

	Julia resisted the urge to gloat. “That’s exactly my point. We hooked up six years ago. I don’t know why you’re giving me shit about it now. It’s not like I’ve been pining after you.”

	Max arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

	Julia willed herself to lie with conviction. “I kind of idealized you for a while because you smelled like cologne and had stubble and a job, but I’ve been with plenty of guys since.”

	He scowled. “So you keep telling me.”

	“Well, you’re the one who keeps asking all the weird questions. Anyway, since it apparently needs to be clarified, we don’t have to tell anyone we had intimate relations then and we don’t have to tell anyone we had intimate relations now. It’s. All. Good.”

	Max’s nostrils flared. “I don’t care if people know we’ve had sex. How could you possibly think that’s the issue here?”

	“Then what are you on about?”

	“Why do you think I left you that night?”

	Julia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. I thought you were being a knob.”

	“You thought I was being a knob?”

	“Yeah, I thought you were doing the typical guy thing and running scared because it got too serious too soon.”

	Max gave her a pained smile. “You have no idea, do you? I thought you were the most incredible girl I’d ever met.”

	“As if.”

	“I mean it. You don’t know what it was like walking into that shitty lunchroom and seeing you standing there.”

	Julia wanted to kill every single butterfly in her stomach. With a fork. “Do you think I’m an idiot?” she demanded. “I know good cop/bad cop when I see it. What’s next? You gonna pull out a phone book and belt me on the head with it?”

	“That’s not what I’m doing!”

	“Oh yeah? One minute you’re a dick, the next it’s all ‘Oh, Julia you’re so beautiful, tell me all your secrets’.”

	Max snorted derisively.

	“Laugh all you want. I know you’re employing police interrogation techniques against me. And don’t even try to pull the whole ‘I’m not acting weird, you’re acting weird’ thing.”

	“I just thought we should talk before things get out of hand.”

	Julia’s adrenaline surged. “Before things get out of hand? You mean like before we get trapped on police property, drink a bunch of evidence and screw each other?”

	Max’s expression darkened. “That’s not—”

	“Let me ask you something. If you thought I was so damn amazing, why did you abandon me in a parking lot?”

	Max’s chin rose. “You haven’t answered my questions. I don’t see why I should answer yours.”

	“Classic backtracking.”

	“How about you admit what happened between us was more than getting to third base against a tree?”

	Julia stood up so fast her chair clattered to the ground. “I don’t have to admit jack.”

	“Julia…”

	“I’m serious. This weird inquest into my sex life is over. Have your man-pout somewhere else.”

	Max stood as well. He was still shirtless and Julia felt an unwitting thrill spiral through her at the sight of all those hard slabs of muscle. He shouldn’t be allowed to question women without some kind of body armour.

	“Julia. Sit down.” He was using the same stern voice that had reduced her to a quivering wreck the night before, another unfair advantage. She did what she’d always done when people intimidated her. She stuck out her tongue and flipped Max off for good measure.

	Max growled angrily. “You are the most frustrating woman I’ve ever met.”

	“And you think because you’ve got a dick the size of Queensland you can act like a total nutcase and expect me to go along with it. Well, think again. I don’t know what Bonnie’s view on unlawful interrogation was, but it won’t work on me.”

	Max’s lip curled. “You want me to show you what works on you?”

	“You mean you might actually want to screw? Without me having to seduce you to within an inch of my pussy? Congratulations.” She applauded sarcastically.

	“I know what you’re doing,” Max snarled. “You’re trying to distract me and it’s not going to work.”

	Julia pulled her T-shirt over her head. “Is it getting hot in here?”

	Max’s eyes became slits. “Put that back on.”

	“No. And for the record, when we first hooked up, you weren’t nearly this much of a gutless wanke—”

	Julia wasn’t quite sure how it happened but suddenly she and Max were locked together, kissing and panting and biting like a pair of wild dogs.

	“You are gonna get it now, sweetheart,” Max grunted, seizing her nipples and massaging them roughly.

	“Aw, what are you gonna do? Blow a load and get all sad about it afterward?”

	“You little…” Max appeared too furious to finish his sentence. He seized a handful of her hair, pulled it back and began mauling her neck with such intensity she was sure it would leave hickeys.

	Julia laughed like a crazy woman, twisting her head so his teeth rubbed against the right spots. “Going to punish me, Max? Going to make me suffer?”

	He slipped a broad thigh between her legs and hauled her up against his chest. “Baby, you are gonna get fucked. Once you’re wet enough, I’m gonna turn you over and drill you ’til that smart mouth can’t say anything but my fucking name.”

	Before she could say a thing, his lips crashed down on hers and he kissed her fit to pull all the air from her lungs.

	Julia tried to pull away—well, she tried to try but it felt so good and she’d fallen so far that she gave up almost instantly, kissing him back with everything she had.

	She’d never been able to pull away from Max Connor, a fact he was growing all too aware of.

	


Chapter 16

	SHOULDN’T be doing this.

	Have to do this, never wanted anything so badly in my life.

	You hooked up when she was eighteen.

	It was legal.

	Yeah, that sounds good.

	She's twenty-four now.

	And that age gap isn’t exactly shrinking.

	The same old shit. The same pointless inner monolog. Julia scraped her teeth across his neck. “Having second thoughts, Connor?”

	She was goading him but with her legs around his hips, he wasn’t capable of dissuading her. The only thing he could think about was whether to carry her over to the carpet or fuck her over the table. Go to the table. Table’s closer.

	He swiped an arm across the tiny wooden table, sending Julia’s sketchbook and about a million bullets to the floor. Who cares? Place’s a dump anyway.

	He nestled her ass onto the table and tore her jeans down her legs. The second they were gone he shoved a hand inside her panties. She was wet for him. Ready. This is a mistake.

	Julia raked her nails down his back. “Fuck, you feel good.”

	This is the best idea I’ve ever had.

	He stroked his thumb over her clit and she jerked helplessly against him. This was what sex was supposed to feel like, single-minded lust wrapped in nothing but sensation. “You ready for me or do you need my tongue?”

	“No, please just keep touching me.”

	Max plunged a third finger inside, hooking them until he was jammed up against her sweet spot. “I can stroke you and suck your clit at the same time.”

	“I know, but your fingers are so strong like this.”

	“That right?”

	“Yeah, they’re so thick.” She worked her hips against him, grinding her clit against his palm. “Oh God, it’s happening again…”

	She gripped his biceps and Max flexed, turning it to steel for her pleasure.

	Julia writhed against him, screaming his name, and he had to clench the table to keep from falling over. How did she do this to him, turn him into this grasping male animal? Did her pussy have some kind of chemical allure his body was powerless to withstand?

	“Fuck.” Julia exhaled, blinking up at him with half-lidded eyes. “Can I do something for you?”

	“Yeah, explain why you make me feel like this. Then stop doing it,” he said brusquely.

	Her swollen lips curved into a smile. “Where’s the fun in that? Come on, Max. Let’s fuck.”

	Something in her casual “You do me, I’ll do you” tone rubbed him the wrong way. “I’m not a drive-through. You don’t place orders at my dick and proceed to the next window to collect.”

	“Would you like me to seduce you? Sing a song? Try my hand at a lap dance?”

	She brushed her fingers along his waistband. “Or maybe I could just put lips around your great big cock? I haven’t sucked you since Brett’s party and I promise I’ve gotten a lot better since then.”

	Max groaned, hating Julia for bringing up the eager, hesitant girl who’d gotten on her knees for him in the forest, for reminding him she wasn’t always the tattooed, taunting woman fisting his shaft through his pants.

	“I liked the way you sucked my cock back then.”

	Julia’s eyes narrowed. “Not enough to stay.”

	True. Horrible but true. He tried to apologize or at least defend himself, but Julia tugged on his cock and he was kissing her again, forcing his tongue into her mouth in a way that was more aggression than passion. His feelings for Julia were like a big dumb animal crashing through his life, knocking valuable things over. It had been hard enough when they never spoke; how was he supposed to resist her when she was naked and on top of him? She battered her eyelashes at him and the next thing he knew he was being led around by his dick. He released Julia’s hair, needing to take some kind of control. “You wanna suck me off so bad, get on your knees.”

	Julia didn’t hesitate. She slithered to the floor, tugging his briefs down around his thighs. “Anything you want, Senior Constable Connor.”

	“Enough talking, brat. Do it.”

	A mocking smile and then her mouth enveloped him. He swore, his hand reaching forward to cup the back of her skull. She was better at it now, drawing him in with slick, firm pulls.

	“Yeah, that’s it,” he muttered. “Show me how much you want it.”

	She could still barely get her mouth halfway down his cock but she was going hell for leather all the same, pumping his shaft with both hands. For someone who’d come twice in the last few hours, he was instantly on edge. He tortured himself thinking about all the men she’d practiced this on while he’d been gone, the anger delaying his too-fast climax. Feeling slightly sadistic, he seized a fistful of her hair. “You’re trying awfully hard down there, baby. You want me to give it to you, you want me to fill up your mouth?”

	Julia didn’t answer, just sucked him harder, pumping with ruthless repetition.

	Max cupped her cheek, his palm covering half her face. “Trying to make me lose control, huh? Or maybe you just want to drink me down the way you did the night we met? You were eager to please then too, weren’t you, baby?”

	She moaned, the vibrations tingling up his shaft.

	“Yeah, you were dying for it. So shy you almost passed out when I started fingering your pussy. Did you want me to fuck you? Did you want me to pull up your pretty dress and take you right against that tree?”

	Julia moaned again and with another flare of sadism Max tugged her hair. “Would you have let me go bare if I was pushy enough? Would you have let me come inside you? Felt me dripping down your thighs afterward and been proud of what a good little lay you were?”

	Julia’s eyes widened and Max flushed with guilt. “Fuck. Sorry.”

	She shook her head, taking his cock as deep into her throat as it would go. “Mmmmghre,” she said, and it took Max a second to understand she was saying “more.” He closed his eyes, all but drowning in gratitude. She liked it. She liked sucking his cock while he said filthy things to her. She liked it because the dumb, blundering beast of their attraction had united them for a reason and that reason was hot fucking sex. With a groan, he withdrew from her mouth.

	“Max?”

	“Get your ass on the table.”

	He pulled the condom he’d stashed in his pocket and shed his briefs and pants. His hands shook as he sheathed himself, lightheaded with lust and hunger and about a million premeditated regrets.

	Julia sat herself on the wooden table, her pale thighs parted wide. He stepped between her knees, pushing her legs wider still. Julia’s breath hitched.

	“You still want this? You want it rough?”

	She met his gaze squarely, daring him to ask her again. “Yes.”

	He yanked her closer. “Fine, get ready.”

	But in spite of his threats, Max found himself holding off, mauling her breasts, and stroking her thighs until the rich, sweet smell of pussy flooded the air.

	Julia squirmed against the wood. “Max, I need it.”

	“Wait,” he muttered. “Just…give me a second.” He was struck with the need to say something, to declare how beautiful she looked wild-eyed and gleaming with sweat, to tell her how strong she was to trust him with her body this way. That was the most dangerous thing about Julia: he couldn’t just be domineering, couldn’t just fuck her senseless, couldn’t even watch her ass go by without all these other things flooding in.

	“Max, hurry up.”

	He ignored her, tracing his fingers down her slick collarbones. “Fuck, you make me suffer.

	Julia pressed her lips to his tattoo. “I’m the one who wants to suffer. Fuck me Max. Please.”

	Max closed his eyes. He should make her beg, make her apologize for the things she’d said but what was the use in fighting for control when Julia was right in front of him, her pussy there for the taking? He reached between them and angled his cock into her pussy. Julia parted like a dream, moaning into his shoulder. He sunk halfway down and withdrew and she dug her nails into his back and whimpered.

	“You want it deeper, huh?”

	She nodded. Max gave her clit the rough pressure of his thumb and eased the rest of the way inside, deep as she could take him. They moaned, shifting against each other to find the place that felt right. His animosity toward Julia melted away into nothingness. Nothing mattered except him and her. This. Julia’s mouth found his and the world blotted away. Days passed and they came up for air.

	Max gripped her hips, the pressure around his cock making sweat bead at the back of his neck. “I’m close,” he admitted. “Too close.”

	Julia touched his cheek, rasping over the stubble. “I’m close too. Keep going, finish inside me.”

	Max saw the trust shining in her eyes and his heart lurched so violently his mouth fell open.

	“What?” Julia stroked his face. “Are you okay?”

	Again his heart went batshit and some crazy voice inside him tried to say something completely fucked up. Something that started with “I” and ended with “you.”

	Max froze. No fucking way. He wasn’t that guy. He didn’t mistake sex, even mind-blowing sex, for that.

	Even if he did, there was no way he said it out loud. He was hungry and tired and aching with lust. That was all. That had to be all.

	“Max, is everything okay?”

	He withdrew, avoiding Julia’s gaze. “Turn over. I wanna screw you from behind.”

	


Chapter 17

	JULIA settled her stomach against the table, the wood already warm from her skin. She could smell iron from the discarded bullets and mold from the mountains of evidence. The lighting above her was harsh, bleaching her skin and surely exposing every flaw and freckle, but she couldn’t care less. The ugliness gave everything an edge, made it real. She’d never be five foot five and tanned with big boobs, but that didn’t matter. The reality of Max, even in unflattering lighting, was a thousand times more arousing than some fantasy.

	Max slipped two fingers inside her, testing her wetness. “Fuck,” he moaned. “You ready?”

	“So ready.”

	Julia sucked in a breath as he pushed forward, his girth even thicker from behind. Was it rude to objectify him and say his cock was his best quality? Or at least top five? She might have been able to think about it more clearly if he wasn’t seated so deep inside her she could barely recall her name.

	Max clutched her ass, and she felt his wedding ring press against her skin. For a hot, hysterical moment she wanted to tell him to take it off, but then he started to thrust, setting a fast, brutal pace that had her dragging her nails against the table. She was almost embarrassed by the noises she was making, high breathy moans and screams that belonged in a porno. His balls smacked against her clit, the sensation so guttural and rude it made her whole body flush. In an instant she was close, she was always so fucking close.

	“Who’s fucking you?” Max snarled, swatting her ass.

	Julia ignored him, focusing on the ripples curling around her cunt the way she felt like her soul was rising right up out of her body.

	He brought his hand down on her right flank. “I said. Who’s. Fucking. You?”

	She shook her head, feeling her adrenaline kick but needing, needing, needing to come—

	Max stopped moving and she almost screamed like a bratty child. He slapped her ass again. “You want this to stop, huh? You want me to pull out and finish on your back?”

	Julia imagined a splash of seed against her skin and her hips bucked of their own accord. “No. Please keep going.”

	He pulled out until only the head of his cock remained. “Say my name. Now.”

	“Max,” she gasped, the burning ache in her pussy tearing away her pride. “Max.”

	He slid back inside, making her feel every last inch of him, but he wasn’t done torturing her yet. He clapped a hand on her shoulder and held her completely still, so no matter how hard Julia bucked she couldn’t get the stimulation she needed. “Please Max, please. I’m so close. I’m so wet.”

	“And you’re gonna stay that way until you say the whole thing.”

	“Wh-what?”

	“My whole name. Say it.”

	She looked over her shoulder and glared daggers at him. “You’re an arrogant, fucking, torturous areshole prick.”

	“I am. You know why?” He thrust into her once, making her shriek with sudden, explosive pleasure. “Because I’ve got the goods to back it up. Now, say my name and I’ll make you come so hard you lose your fucking mind.”

	Hating him, but hating the ache inside herself more, Julia drew precious air into her lungs. “Max Connor.”

	“Good girl.” Max reached down and pressed a rough thumb to her clit. “Now keep saying it.”

	There was no tenderness in what came next. Max’s body pummeled hers, creating electric waves of pleasure that soothed even as they scratched. His thumb sat right against her clit and didn’t move, not when she writhed like a demon, not when she came with a scream that should have shattered the reinforced door. Through it all, she said Max’s name until her throat was hoarse, until her whole body was wracking with spasms. It was bliss, filthy, animalistic bliss.

	“I’m gonna come,” Max grunted. “Gonna come inside you. Keep saying my name.”

	She’d never heard a guy finish like Max, all loud and unapologetic, bucking like a stallion. He pulsed inside her, his fingers biting into her hips, and Julia imagined there was no condom between them, that he was emptying himself in her, branding her as his. The thought combined with those wild, feral slaps were enough to kick her into overdrive. Her pussy pulsed with the thick, fat tremors of a second climax and she jerked back against Max’s body, savoring each sweet-painful throb.

	They both collapsed on the table, surfers wiped out by the same wave. Max kissed the back of her neck and pulled away, leaving her aching and empty. She watched as he tied up the condom and deposited it somewhere. They’d have to do a sweep of the place before Monday. Their discovery would be embarrassing enough without Henrietta finding a bunch of used condoms scattered around. Unsure what to do but averse to staying bent over the table like a hard-core pinup, she re-donned her panties and Max’s T-shirt and staggered over to her slab of carpet.

	There she curled up in a ball and tried to sort through her feelings, which spanned from “holy shit, this is the best sex I’ve ever had” to “what the fuck is going on here?”

	Max returned, rubbing a hand over his chest. “Fuck me. That was amazing.”

	Julia smiled, not sure what to make of this situation. Should she invite him onto her carpet? Was that the polite thing to do, or would he take the opportunity to bring up some invasive pillow talk? He didn’t look like he wanted to keep grilling her; all the aggression was gone from his face and he was smiling.

	“I don’t look half as good in that thing as you do,” he said, nodding toward his T-shirt.

	“You don’t mind, do you?”

	“Of course not. What kind of ungrateful lay do you think I am?” He grinned. “Can I share your carpet? I’m into post-fuck cuddling.”

	The expression jarred so painfully inside her it didn’t make sense. Then she recalled what he’d said to her the night they’d met “Did I mention we can cuddle afterward?” Her brain begged her not to do what she knew was a recipe for more pain, but Julia must have been a masochist in more ways than one because she said, “Sure.”

	Max lay down and pulled her into his arms, wrapping her in his warm, solid strength and it took everything she had not to squirm with girlish satisfaction.

	They lay there silently for a while, their hearts pumping side by side. Julia desperately wanted to know what Max was thinking but knew uttering the phrase “what are you thinking?” would kill her.

	Keep it light, she urged herself. Talk about something guys like. She cast her mind around for an appropriate topic and could think about nothing except Max’s semi-hard cock and how it was pressed against her butt. Guys like it when you speak admiringly of their dicks, right?

	“I can’t believe that thing was inside me,” she said, wriggling against him so he knew exactly what she was referring to.

	“I can. But the question is, did it feel good?”

	“When my pelvis wakes up I’ll let you know.”

	Max kissed her neck, the gesture so casually affectionate her heart almost stopped. “Glad to hear it. Sorry if I stink, by the way. I don’t have any deodorant.”

	“Neither did I. We can be all sweaty together.”

	His laugh ruffled her hair. “Jules, about before…”

	It’s happening! SWAT teams, go! Go! Go! She wriggled around and pressed a finger to his lips. “No. No talking.”

	Max bit her finger and shook it like a puppy terrorizing a shoe. Julia giggled, the sound as bizarre to her ears as it had been the first time he made her do it. “I mean it.”

	“What if I keep doing this until you agree to talk?” Max mumbled around her finger.

	“Then you would be wasting your time.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	Julia gently tugged her finger from his mouth. “Please, dude. I’m dirty and hungry and the only good thing I have in my life right now is sex. All the stuff about our past and how we feel…can we just forget that for now? Embrace this imprisonment for the incredibly shitty holiday it is?”

	Max was silent for a moment. “Okay, we can have a really shitty holiday together.”

	Julia tried to ignore the warm, buttery feeling in her chest.

	“Although you will have to take your top off,” he said, making an apologetic face. “I’m sorry, but that’s just the rules.”

	“Whose rules?”

	“King Max’s rules. I’ve declared myself the supreme leader of this room.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“’Fraid so.” He tugged the bottom of his T-shirt. “Come on, get ’em out or your emperor will…raise taxes.”

	“You’re an emperor now? That was fast,” Julia said, pulling the top over her head.

	Max leered at her tits. “Your emperor is pleased.”

	“Yeah, well, be careful. Word among the peasants is there’s going to be an uprising.”

	Max cupped her left breast, stroking softly. “I’ll take my chances. God, your body’s perfect. I mean I’m a leg guy and you’ve got fucking amazing pins but your tits are amazing too. It just doesn’t seem fair. I haven’t been this wound up since I was fifteen.”

	Julia blushed. “Thanks. You’re really…Thanks.”

	“Not huge on compliments?”

	“Just kind of shy.” She avoided his gaze. “You know I might not have time to start an uprising? We won’t be in here for much longer, just tonight and tomorrow and tomorrow night.”

	“When you say it like that it sounds like fucking eternity.” Max circled a hand over her belly button. “What are you going to do first when we get out of here?”

	“Have a bath. What about you?”

	“I’m torn between drinking, showering, and pizza.”

	“You’re such a guy you might as well have said ‘scratching my balls and getting my prostate examined’.”

	Max laughed and kissed the tip of her nose. “Is it weird that I find the gross things you say endearing?”

	“Probably. Wait, I’m not gross.”

	“No. But you are different.”

	Julia narrowed her eyes. “Are you calling me a hipster again? Because I will strangle you with a pair of high-waisted cords.”

	“No, Ms. Paranoid, I’m not calling you a hipster—”

	“Good.”

	“I’m saying I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re…different.”

	She pondered the open-ended statement. “Different like those tigers with blue eyes? Or different like people who dress up like stuffed animals and have orgies?”

	“I’m sorry, what’s the distinction?”

	“One is appealing, the other’s just creepy.”

	“Oh, okay. You’re a blue-eyed tiger. Easily.”

	Julia gave in to the urge to kiss Max on his full, lovely mouth. He seemed surprised but within seconds was kissing her back. It was sweet, the feel of his lips against hers, the heat of his chest under her palms, like there was a warm well in her chest and he was drawing up the water.

	Max pulled away, weaving his fingers through her hair. “I mean it, you know. Most people would have a problem with the fact that we’re locked in a cupboard with a bucket for a toilet. You haven’t bitched once.”

	That’s because he was with her. If she’d been trapped with anyone other than Max she would be trying to tunnel her way out with her shoes but she couldn’t tell him that, not after her big “let’s not talk about our feelings” speech.

	“What’s to complain about? I’ve got mints, a notepad, a stereo, some carpet…”

	Max gestured down at his gorgeous, still naked body. “Anything else?”

	“A speaker system, some pencils…There’s probably a machete around here somewhere that I can play with…”

	Max crossed his arms over his chest. “If that’s the impression I’ve made, clearly I have work to do.”

	“What did you have in mind, Emperor Max?”

	He rolled her onto her back and buried his face in her neck, nuzzling and biting. Then he chuckled and pulled away.

	“What are you giggling at?”

	Max grinned sheepishly. “When you said that thing about the machete I should have grabbed my dick and said ‘there’s a machete you can play with right now’.”

	Julia groaned. “Well, consider that an opportunity lost. You’re not going to get a chance like that again.”

	Max snapped his fingers. “Damn.”

	“Are you getting cabin fever? Should I be worried about my person?”

	“Maybe. All work and no play makes Max a dull boy.”

	Julia shoved him. “Urgh, don’t start doing creepy impressions after we’ve had sex.”

	“Then what should I do after we’ve had sex in a locked evidence room? Read the brief of evidence guidebook? Play the harmonica?”

	Julia bit her lip. She’d forgotten about the goofy, affectionate version of Max she’d met six years ago after they’d first hooked up. His re-emergence made her heart pound in a way that felt dangerous. She needed to bring things back to a place that made sense. Julia slipped her hand between them and gripped his stiffening cock. “I figured after we had sex, we’d have more sex.”

	Max closed his eyes. “Yeah, that’s a much better idea.”

	


Chapter 18

	WHEN the door to the property office opened, Max was buried face-first in Julia's pussy. She’d said it was impossible for her to have multiple orgasms while getting eaten out. He bet her a bottle of confiscated vodka she was wrong. She’d sat on the wooden table and he’d kneeled on a towel and gone to work. Within seconds, Julia was gripping his hair and screaming so loudly she could have woken the dead. Within ten minutes she’d lost the bet but Max kept going. He couldn’t stop. His knees burned and his jaw ached but every time Julia came he needed her to do it again.

	They were stuck in limbo, a purgatory where all there was, was pussy, orgasms and walls.

	“Jesus Christ, stop,” Julia sobbed, grinding herself helplessly against his face. Max clamped his hands under her ass, curling his tongue against her G-spot. Gonna make her come again, gonna make her come on my face one more time, then I’m gonna fuck her right against this table.

	Neither of them heard the key turning in the lock. The iPod speakers were blasting The Black Keys and between that, Julia’s screams, and her thighs clamped around his ears, Max was a little hard of hearing. And breathing. In fact, he probably would have died between Julia’s legs if it had not been for the high-pitched scream, loud enough to shatter glass. It was a non-sexual scream, one that suggested the purest of terror and it was immediately followed by “Oh no. Stop it! Stop it!”

	Max’s head snapped toward the sound and to his utter disbelief, he saw Henrietta standing in the doorway, keys dangling from her hand like a half-amputated limb.

	“Fuck!” he yelped. “What the fuck?”

	Henrietta screamed, louder than before, and stumbled backward like she’d unearthed a terrifying monster. It was at this point Julia spotted their unexpected visitor and also screamed, the sound very different from the heady noises she’d been making seconds earlier. She covered her breasts, then her pussy, then her breasts again. “What…” she gasped. “Henrietta? What?”

	Max stumbled to his feet and her gaze flew toward his cock, jutting toward her like a batting ram. “Oh my word, oh my word. Max and Julia, you’re…you’re…”

	“Naked?” Julia shrieked. “Fucking each other?”

	Henrietta gasped in horror. She stumbled backward, tripping on a box of rubber crime scene gloves.

	We’re free.

	Henrietta’s seen my dick.

	We’re free.

	She watched me give Julia head.

	But we’re free. But also my dick.

	It was all too much, Henrietta’s prissy objections, the taste of pussy on his tongue, this entire situation, his whole life. Max began to laugh. He laughed like a murderer who got let off death row.

	Henrietta lurched away from them, looking for all the world as though she intended to leave and slam the door behind her.

	“Good,” Max wheezed. “Get going, Henri. I'm having the fucking time of my life in here.”

	“Max Connor!” Henrietta gasped and it was the funniest thing Max had ever heard. His stomach muscles cramped as he doubled over laughing fit to burst.

	Thankfully, Julia wasn’t as dumb as he was. She clambered off the desk, slinging his black T-shirt over her head. “Henri? I’m sorry for screaming at you. Everything’s fine, I promise.”

	She advanced toward Henrietta, one hand extended, as though approaching a rabid dog. “How did you know to come looking for us?”

	Henrietta brought the hand holding her keys to her mouth. "I saw your cars in the parking lot and I had the strangest feeling you might still be inside.”

	“You were right. You’re amazing!”

	Henrietta blanched as though Julia had slapped her. “Yes, but this whole time you’ve been in here doing this…Oh my word, oh my word."

	Max furiously choked back his laughter.

	“I’m sorry you had to find us like that,” Julia said, shooting him a dirty look.

	Two spots of red appeared on Henrietta’s cheeks. “It’s just so horrible. I’ve never seen that before…”

	Max rolled his eyes. She’d watched a gorgeous girl get eaten out, not a public execution. Anyway, she was only a few years older than he was. What was her husband playing at if this was her first experience of oral sex?

	Julia had made it to Henrietta’s side and was stroking her back in slow circles. “It’s all over now. Thank you for coming to get us. We’re starving and putrid and we just want to go home.”

	Max’s laughter died on his lips. Home. Home to Dean and his fridge and his bed. Home to a place where Julia wasn’t. Fucking hell. He looked at her, near naked beneath his T-shirt as she led Henrietta through a series of deep breaths. He’d sworn that when this was over he’d do the right thing, but their shitty holiday wasn’t meant to be over yet. He was supposed to have until Monday…

	“…and someone moved the encyclopedia out of the way,” Julia said. “I was trapped and then Max came to help me and we both wound up stuck. Right, Max?”

	He tore his gaze away from her nipples. “Huh?”

	Julia glared at him. “Stop looking at my tits and help,” she mouthed.

	Max stepped forward. “How are you feeling, Henri?”

	The high color was receding from Henrietta’s cheeks and Max could see gossipy interest dawning in her eyes. “I’m fine. Are the two of you involved?”

	Julia’s expression was pure panic. “We…ah. We…”

	Henrietta’s gaze flicked to his wedding ring. “I know you’re divorced, Max, but I just never thought…well, this. How long has this been happening?”

	“It’s not happening.” Julia tugged his T-shirt further down her thighs. “We’re not—”

	“Oh, you don’t have to explain. I know how these things happen. I won’t tell anyone.”

	Yeah, right. Max could practically see her making a mental list of people to call. He stepped forward. “Henri, are you aware Julia was locked in this room because you requested she stay back without leaving her a set of keys?”

	Henrietta flushed. “I needed to pick up my daughter.”

	“You should have called a supervisor or at least informed someone Julia was still in the room but you didn’t because Julia isn’t allowed to be in here.”

	“I didn’t know that—”

	“Of course you did. You chose not to tell anyone because you wanted Julia to finish your job for you. You know you could be fired for that?”

	The blood drained from Henrietta’s cheeks. “No.”

	“Well, you could, especially since I found a loaded shotgun propped against the gun cage. You mind telling me why you left a semi-automatic weapon lying around?”

	“I-I had no idea.”

	“That shotgun is the reason we got stuck in here in the first place.”

	She hung her head. Max knew he was laying on the “bad cop” a bit thick, but making Henrietta complicit in their imprisonment was the only way she wasn’t going to dig out her phone and tell the whole world he banged a twenty-four-year-old on police property. “Still, I’m sure you never intended for me and Julia to get locked in here?”

	“Oh, Max, I’d never do that.”

	He stepped closer, assuming an expression of stern benevolence. “And you did come and find us so I’m thinking maybe we can just forget about all of this?”

	Henrietta raised her head, her gaze lingering unnecessarily on his chest. “That…would be okay with me.”

	Julia made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort. Max ignored it. “Well then, there are no hard feelings.”

	Henrietta’s eyes darted to his erection, which in spite of the shock still hadn’t fully deflated. “Yes. No hard feelings.”

	There was another almost-snort from Julia. “Okay. Well, now that this has all been settled, maybe we can both get dressed?” she asked.

	Henrietta flushed. “Of-of course, I’ll just wait for you here.”

	She sat at the small wooden table where he’d been eating Julia not five minutes ago and to judge from the very intrigued look on her face she was well aware of that fact. Max picked up his grimy uniform pants and hunted for his T-shirt before realizing Julia had it. Fuck it, he’d just stay topless. It didn’t seem to be hurting his chances of convincing Henrietta not to grass on them.

	He ducked into one of the aisles to change and found Julia struggling into her skinny jeans.

	“Oh hey, Magic Mike,” she said with a pointed look at his cock, but Max was immune to her cynicism. He rushed forward and picked her up. “We’re getting out of here. We’re leaving this fucking room.”

	He twirled her around, narrowly avoiding the overburdened shelves.

	Julia grabbed his ears. “Stop it, I’m getting dizzy.”

	Max stood still, his hands clamped under ass. “Did you like my little show, Ms. Bennett?”

	“‘There’s no hard feelings?’ Really?”

	Max grinned. “Hey, my dick-metaphor saved both our jobs.”

	“Your dick-metaphor or your actual dick?”

	“Can’t it be both?”

	Julia smiled. “I admit I’ve never seen such a flawless dressing-down from a naked cop. It was kind of sexy.”

	Blood rushed to Max’s ever-eager dick. “You liked it, huh? You wanna have a little run-in with the law later, sweetheart?”

	Her expression was pained. “But we’re leaving the property office, our deal…”

	Max’s caveman brain roared in complaint. “Fuck it. We were owed another day and a half of screwing. Wanna come back to mine?”

	Julia beamed, the freckles on her cheeks bunching adorably. “You mean it?”

	“Fuck yeah. I wanna keep eating that gorgeous pussy of yours.”

	“Shhh.” Julia giggled. “Henrietta’ll hear us.”

	“She’s done more than just hear us.”

	“I know, but maybe we should concentrate on not getting fired for now and have the sex later, when there aren’t any spectators?”

	Max placed her on her feet. “You drive a hard bargain, but I’m willing to compromise.”

	Julia picked up her white lace top and pulled it over her head. “So what’s your big plan, Connor? Sexually arouse Henrietta into covering up for us?”

	Max flexed like a body builder. “Can’t hurt.”

	“You’re not planning on recruiting me for a blackmail threesome, are you?”

	He laughed. “Don’t give me ideas. I’m trying to get us out of here with our reputations intact.”

	Julia’s flushed. “I know. Thanks for sticking up for me, when she was kind of implying…you know.”

	Max’s chest ached. Actually truly ached. “Anytime.” He reached forward and touched Julia’s hair. “What are you doing to me, beautiful?”

	“What am I doing?” she whispered, putting a hand on his chest. “What are you doing to me?”

	Their hips brushed together and Max felt his heart expand as though Julia was pumping it full of hot air. He cupped her cheek. “You’re fucking incredible. I can’t help doing things to you.”

	Julia smiled up at him, her eyes like deep hazel pools. She opened her mouth and a shiver filtered down Max’s spine. Suddenly he knew he didn’t want to hear what she had to say. “Julia—”

	“I fucking love you.”

	She stared him dead in the face as she said it, no trace of hesitation. Seconds passed like years as he tried to process what had happened. Love. Had she really said she loved him? “I-I…”

	“No.” Julia slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh no. I did not mean that. I meant because you’re funny and hot…Oh God, fuck me, no.”

	Max felt like his head had been placed under the wheels of a monster truck and run over. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve been in here a long time. We’ll blame it on near starvation.”

	Julia didn’t respond. She stuffed her bra into her leather satchel and snatched up her flannel.

	“I’m getting out of here,” she said, looking about six inches above his head. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

	Before he could say anything else, she’d bolted. Max gripped his hair and groaned. What in the fuck had he been thinking, inviting her back to his place for sex? He’d have to end it. Now and not a second later. He’d tell Julia the truth and if she hated him forever, never looked him in the eye again, well, that was how things would have to be.

	Man up. Shit happens. Get over it.

	He walked toward Henrietta, who was still sitting at the table, and smiled. “Can we talk, just me and you?”

	“Of course, Max. Whatever you’d like.”

	What he’d really like was a time machine, so he could go back to Brett Davis’ birthday party and punch himself in the balls, but he’d have to settle for keeping his job.

	


Chapter 19

	THE air outside was sweet and cool. It felt like heaven on Julia’s sweaty skin. Or it would have if she could feel anything but numb horror. She had told Max she loved him. She had never, under pain of death, said that to anyone besides her sister and somehow looking at him those three words just slipped from her tongue. Make that four words. Apparently a mere “I love you” wasn’t powerful enough, she’d had to say I fucking love you.

	Julia shuddered, tugging on her flannel. Judging from the acute discomfort on Max’s face, she should just go home. She kept seeing his horrified expression over and over again, the way he’d grimaced like what she’d said was physically repulsive.

	If she left now, she could be home in minutes. She could crawl under her covers, pretend this weekend had been nothing more than a bizarre mistake and quietly let her relationship with Max go back to the way it was. Non-existent.

	That would be better than what she was sure was coming if she stayed.

	It was a gorgeous night. The sky was pale pink and gold and crickets loudly chirped their cheerful serenade. Julia sat on the hood of her filthy car and watched the sun set, a dull ache in her chest. She’d told Max she loved him under a sunset that neither of them could see. The idea was wildly depressing.

	Max and Henrietta remained in the police station for a long time; she was close to dozing off when they finally appeared. Henrietta was chatting animatedly to Max, seemingly unconcerned about the stolen whiskey, oral intercourse, and general seedy nakedness she’d uncovered. Neither of them looked at her as Max walked Henrietta over to her red Honda Civic, kissed her on her cheek, and helped her inside.

	Julia’s entire body throbbed with the sickly pulse of a bruise. She couldn’t remember ever being so nervous.

	Henrietta drove away and Max turned toward her with a look of incredible weariness. “You’re still here.”

	Julia slid off the hood of her car. “Yeah, I thought I was waiting for you.”

	Max walked toward her as though each of his feet weighed a ton. It was remarkable how quickly he’d become a stranger again. A stern, black-haired man who was undoubtedly someone else’s friend, someone else’s lover, but nothing at all to her.

	“Henrietta’s agreed to keep everything off the record.”

	“You used your body to get ahead Connor? Pretty sleazy.”

	Max looked at his car as though all he wanted to do was jump in and haul ass in the opposite direction. “Yeah, we got lucky.”

	“So, um…did you still want to hang out?”

	Max’s eyes were like a blackboard wiped clean. Nothing to read here, folks.

	“Look…this past day has been—well, it’s been pretty fucked up, and I think we should just…”

	“Be friends? You’re giving me the ‘let’s just be friends’ speech?"

	“I was going to say forget this ever happened.”

	“And how long have you been composing this little speech? While you were hugging me and spinning me all around the room and asking me back to your place?”

	Max sighed as though this was going just as badly as he’d known it would. “It’s bad enough Henrietta found out about us. Do you know what would happen if the inspector knew? Or your boss?”

	Julia had known this was coming but she was damned if Max was going to get away with those feeble excuses. “Or the man on the moon? That’s rubbish, Max. Cops date each other all the time and no one bats an eyelid.”

	His eyebrows contracted. “This isn’t about us working together. It’s about the fact that what’s between us is never going further than this. In fact, it shouldn’t have fucking started at all.”

	“So you didn’t want anything that happened in there?” She jerked her head toward the police station. “You’d take it all back if you could?”

	“I do like you, Jules–”

	“—but you’re patting me on the head and sending me on my way?”

	Splotches of color appeared on Max’s cheeks, his blasé veneer slipping away with the sunset. “I let my attraction to you get the better of me and I’m sorry about that but I’m not going to keep sleeping with you.”

	For the first time in her life, Julia wished she was taller. Tall enough to crush Max beneath her boots. “Tell me why,” she hissed. “Enough dancing around, just give me a reason.”

	Max’s nostrils flared. “You just have to keep pushing me, don’t you? Fine, you want the truth? I’m too fucking old.”

	Julia, who had been expecting a much more creative excuse, laughed out of shock. “You’re thirty-three and I’m almost twenty-five! As if anyone on Earth would care about that.”

	“You don’t think people are going to notice the eight-year age gap?”

	“Who cares if they do? You’re ridiculously hot, the idea that you somehow conned me onto your dick is ridiculous. If anything, you’re out of my league.”

	“Bullshit,” he spat. “I’m sick of explaining this to you, Jules.”

	Julia’s temper rose to new, dizzying heights. “Oh, you’re sick of it? You’ve got some fucking nerve saying that after everything that’s happened between us. Or are you going to tell me I imagined all the chemistry between us?”

	Max shook his head. “You don’t get it. Having me for a boyfriend would be a nightmare. I’m divorced, I work crazy hours, I’m never gonna go to one of those festivals where you have to sleep in a fucking tent—”

	“I’m not asking you to change your life for me. I’d just like to date and see how it goes.”

	“It’ll never work. Everywhere we go people will stare, everyone at work’ll talk…How am I supposed to tell my mum I’m going out with a twenty-four-year-old game designer?”

	“What’s wrong with designing games?”

	“Nothing. It’s just…” His eyes flicked to her tattoo. Her nose piercing. “You’re so…”

	“So what?” she demanded and to her utter humiliation her voice broke, completely undercutting her anger.

	Max braced his hands on the parking lot fence and bowed his head. “Young. I plead ignorance once. I won’t do it again.”

	And just like that, something that had never made sense before suddenly made sense. “Who told you how old I was the night of the party?”

	He kicked at the fence. “Brett.”

	Julia’s chest contracted painfully. “That’s why you left?”

	Max laughed hollowly. “Yeah, it was. Imagine my delight at meeting the perfect girl, convincing her to go home with me, and having someone pull me aside and tell me she’s a fucking teenager.”

	“You left me there because I was eighteen?”

	Max gripped the fence so hard his knuckles turned white. “I couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid. I never would have come near you if I’d known your age.”

	He sounded completely disgusted with himself.

	“I was a legal adult. My age didn’t matter—”

	“Of course it mattered! What kind of twenty-six-year-old cop has a teenage girlfriend? People would have thought I was a fucking pervert. I felt like a pervert. You knew I was older. You should have said something.”

	A single tear fell down Julia’s cheek, hot as fire. “I wasn’t trying to trick you. I just wanted you to like me.”

	“Yeah, well, I liked you all right,” Max said bitterly.

	“I never meant to lie. I’m not some…Lolita who goes around seducing older men for kicks.”

	Max groaned and fisted both hands in his hair. “I know you’re not. Look Jules, you’re beautiful. You’re smart and funny. Soon your game is gonna take off and you’ll be gone, living in some place a million miles away. Forget about this…thing between us. I’m never going to be comfortable dating you.”

	Another tear fell down her cheek. “Is this about my age or what I said before? About being in love with you because I swear I didn’t mean it, not the way it sounded.”

	“Please don’t cry.” Max didn’t say it in a pleading way, like her pain was causing him pain. He sounded irritated and uncomfortable.

	Julia swiped furiously at her eyes. “Don’t you think the fact that we can’t stay away from each other means something?”

	Max pushed himself off the fence, pulling his keys from his pocket. “No, I don’t.”

	“So that’s it then? We’re done?”

	“I can’t say anything I haven’t already said. I think we should go home.”

	“Fine,” she whispered. “Fine.”

	With shaky, bloodless fingers Julia opened her satchel and fished around for her keys. Somewhere very far away a dog barked. Her whole body shook as she unlocked the driver’s side door and opened it. She saw Max staring at her, something lonely in his eyes and felt one last stab of defiance. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re making excuses,” she said, her voice quavering. “You’re pretending you’re doing this to be a decent, stand-up guy, but you’re just scared of what other people think, which is pathetic considering you are eight hideously long years older than me.”

	Max said nothing. He unlocked his car and drove away without so much as glancing at her. She stood alone in the parking lot, wanting to cry but too numb to manage a single tear. It was pitch black when she finally slung herself inside her Commodore and started the engine, her heart a tangle of muscle and aching fibers.

	


Chapter 20

	JULIA arrived home to find everything exactly as she left it: filthy, cold, and covered in dog hair. Ash was still gone and she was glad; she didn’t have the energy to do anything except eat buttered toast lying down.

	The next morning she got up and the entire evidence room experience felt like a strange marijuana-scented dream. If she hadn’t had the scratch marks from what she and Max had done on the carpet she might not have believed it really happened. Ash came home and informed her she’d shagged the dreadlocks guy on a pile of sleeping bags. Julia congratulated her and neglected to mention she’d done anything more exciting than watch TV. It was just easier that way.

	She spent Sunday working on Scarlet Woman’s game design. She emailed Tiff her drawing of Eli tied to the post and her partner nearly wet her pants with excitement. Apparently they’d gotten a new investor while she’d been entombed in the property office and they now had enough cash to see them through to the end of their GDD. With that in mind, Julia called in sick on Monday. It was cowardly but she just needed more time. Then on Tuesday, she did the same thing. By Wednesday her boss was pissed but Julia swore she had gastroileitis the likes of which the world had never seen and he shut up. On Thursday Ash came home from a shift at the hospital and yanked her headset clean off her ears. “You’re giving yourself PTSD. Tell me what’s wrong or I throw all your consoles out the window.”

	Terrified Julia told her. Ash was by turns amused, angry, and sympathetic but she made one thing abundantly clear: Julia couldn’t camp out in their living room for the foreseeable future just to avoid a guy she screwed.

	So on Friday morning, Julia ate breakfast under Ash’s watchful eye and left for work.

	Brenthill, the scene of the crime, looked the same as ever, a bland concrete building, totally unremarkable except for the blue and white police insignia on the front.

	“Home sweet home,” she muttered to herself and she threw back her shoulders and headed inside.

	In her absence, someone had downloaded a particularly malicious ransomware virus. Usually this would have been unbelievably annoying but not today. Decrypting the network meant she had to camp out in the processor room, with little to no contact with her colleagues. One colleague in particular. As the shadows on the wall grew long, Julia almost believed she’d leave for the weekend without encountering anyone other than the shamefaced cop who’d opened the bugged attachment. Then at ten minutes to five, Inspector Morrison came to see her and she remembered there was no such thing as good luck. Apparently the projector in the mess room wasn’t working and she was the only person who stood a chance at fixing it. And the reason it needed to be fixed? The entire station was watching an instructional video in the mess room. Of fucking course.

	Once she was standing on a chair in front of thirty cops in a skirt, Julia knew she should have just moved to Canada like she’d said she was going to.

	Max was there, of course, taking up three times the space of a normal human. Julia could feel his gaze on her skin like liquid fire. But that might have been from the blatant perving of everyone else. She wanted to tug down her green plaid skirt but knew it would only draw more attention to her thighs. She distinctly heard the word “schoolgirl” and gritted her teeth, wishing she’d had the foresight to wear pants. Just being in the same room as Max made everything inside her hot and achy. He was a ransomware virus, she realized. She’d opened the seed attachment the night of Brett’s party and now he was in her system, turning her into a stack of useless, corrupted files. Julia yanked out the projector’s twisted cords and plugged them back in as quickly as humanly possible, wobbling slightly on the chair.

	“Whoa there.” A big blond guy stepped up to her side. “Want me to find you a stepladder?”

	His tone was so courteous Julia thought he was mocking her, but his smile was friendly. “Uh, no thanks. I should be done soon.”

	The guy gripped the chair harder. “I’ll stay here ’til you’re done.”

	“Oh, um, thanks.”

	“I’m glad you’re here. No one knew how to fix the projector but we were all too proud to admit it. We had ten blokes dismantling it before you showed up.”

	“Yeah, the funny thing about the projector is it’s not the TV they fixed in 1998.”

	Blond Cop gave a deep belly laugh that turned him from mildly cute to distinctly handsome. Julia wondered if the guy was single; he was definitely Ash’s type; beefy and kinda dim-looking. A prickling sensation drew her gaze to Max. He was staring at her, his mouth a flat line. At once she was glad she’d been called up to the mess room for such a dumb reason. Let him be jealous. He’d made it clear he didn’t want her. She smiled down at Blond Cop. “I think I’m done but thanks for helping.”

	He grinned. “Oh, no problem at all. For the record, I think you might be the best-looking IT person I’ve ever seen.”

	“The bar for that is generally pretty low, but thanks.”

	Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Max scowl and she mentally gave him the finger. Once all the projector’s cords were reattached, she gave the box a final jiggle and powered it up. The screen on the wall flashed blue and there was a round of applause.

	“Nice work,” Blond Cop said and as she descended his hand brushed her calf. It wasn’t untoward but it was definitely more intimate than she was comfortable with. She turned to flash him a polite “don’t touch me bro” smile but Max was at her side in a flash.

	Blond Cop frowned. “Something wrong, Connor?”

	“Nope.” Max’s grin didn’t touch his eyes. “Just need a word with Julia if that’s all right with you?”

	“Pornhub playing up again?”

	Max’s smile became lupine. “Nothing like that. How’s your girlfriend?”

	“Broke up last week.”

	“That’s a shame. That’s the fourth this year. You’re powering through them.”

	Blond Cop’s neck went red and he and Max proceeded to stare at each other for a very unnatural length of time. Julia, blindsided by the upswing in testosterone, was totally unsure of what to do. Thankfully one of the other cops noticed the masculine posturing. “Oi, Connor, Halloran, you two gonna kiss or what?”

	Max and John feigned amusement, John grabbing the back of Max’s head as though he was going to plant one on him. “I should be so lucky.”

	There was a chorus of loud hooting and John winked at Julia. Her cheeks burned, partly from mortification, partly because the thought of him and Max kissing did strange things to her lady areas.

	Max shoved John away. “Keep it in your pants. I know you’re between women, but there’s no need to come gunning for me.”

	There was more hooting. The Inspector stepped to the front of the room, hands extended. “People can you try and contain your antics for five minutes?” He shot Julia a sympathetic look.

	“It’s fine,” she mumbled, picking up her leather satchel. One more minute and she would be gone. Gone from the building and away from Max. She walked over to the laptop and queued up the video. “Do you want me to start it?”

	The Inspector nodded. There was a blast of 90s music and all the cops settled in with a general groan of dissatisfaction.

	Julia gave the room a little wave. “Enjoy your film, everyone.”

	“Bye, Jules.”

	“Later.”

	“We’ll see you on Sunday,” the Inspector said warmly.

	“Ah, right…Sunday.”

	Sunday was Brenthill’s end of year party which in light of certain events she was certainly not attending. With a noncommittal smile, and vague reply Julia slipped through the mess hall door and out into the abandoned hallway. She’d done it. The nightmare was over. For about ten seconds.

	She only had time to register footsteps and the most intoxicating cologne she’d ever smelled when a man’s large fingers closed over her shoulder. She knew exactly who it was. “What do you want?”

	Max seemed utterly unperturbed by her rudeness. “Can I have that word now?”

	“I was about to head out.”

	“It won’t take long.”

	Julia spine stiffened. “Don’t you have a movie about the correct way to euthanize marsupials to watch?”

	Max gave her a grin that turned Julia’s bones to gelatin. “I can think of other things I’d rather be doing.”

	The veneer of Max the friendly cop was shedding and another man was climbing out of his skin. A man she’d met late at night in Brenthill’s evidence room, a brute who liked spanking and saying filthy things. Who pursued what he wanted without mercy. She needed to end this STAT.

	“I’m leaving,” she said, tightening the bag strap on her shoulder. “Have a good night, bro.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “Bro?”

	“Are we not bros?”

	Max brushed her bare arm, making her traitorous flesh tingle. “We’re lots of things.”

	“We’re nothing and I have to go,” Julia said flatly. Whatever jealous twitch had inspired Max to forget his parking lot speech, she wanted no part of it. She hadn’t spent a week in hiding to melt like butter the second he spoke to her again.

	“But there’s something I need your help with.”

	“What?”

	“The computer down the hall’s been freezing. Would you mind heading there with me and checking it out?”

	“I wasn’t aware there were any computers down the hall.”

	Max smiled a slow, sticky smile. “Why don’t you come with me anyway?”

	“I…Why are you doing this to me?”

	“I’m not doing anything to you.” Not yet, those liquid black eyes said. Julia’s pussy clenched. This was wrong and yet…“Okay.”

	He smirked. “Good. Follow me.”

	Don’t I always?

	Max walked her down the hall, one hand on her back. She didn’t know where he was leading her but she knew exactly what was about to happen. One more time. Just one more kiss. Five more minutes talking to him, please?

	Max stopped outside the office that had been empty since the commanding officer took maternity leave and leaned up against the doorframe. “Why didn’t you come in to work this week?”

	“I was sick.”

	“With what?”

	“With illness,” she said testily.

	He raised an eyebrow. “What did you do this week?”

	“I went out,” Julia lied. “Met up with some guys in the city.”

	Max’s mouth flattened and Julia felt a perverse satisfaction. “What did you get up to this weekend?”

	Max’s eyes coursed down her body. “I fucked a gorgeous woman.”

	“Jesus!” She looked around wildly.

	“Worried people are going to find out about us?”

	She almost choked on her outrage. “Are you serious? You’re the one who acted like I was a gross teenage hillbilly, you piece of—”

	“Yeah, I’m a piece of shit. I’m a selfish, jealous bastard.” He tilted his head toward the deserted office. “Want to go in there and talk about it?”

	Julia swallowed, her throat dry as a bone. “I can’t.”

	Max moved closer, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “I’ve been thinking about you all week.”

	“Go fuck yourself.”

	He stroked a thumb over her throat. “Who says I haven’t? Like I said, I’ve been thinking about you all week. Now, why don’t you come into that office with me?”

	The man who made her breathing speed up and her palms slippery. She pushed against his chest, secretly thrilling at its hardness. “If you want to have an illicit workplace affair, go find Henrietta. I’m leaving.”

	“That what you want, Julia? For all this to be over?”

	“I don’t…obviously I don’t want it to be over.”

	“Good.” In a spectacular show of boldness he kissed the underside of her jaw and

	she, fool that she was, did nothing but melt. “It drove me fucking crazy to see you talking to him.”

	Her heart thudded. “Why?”

	“Because you're mine.”

	“That’s crazy.”

	“Is it? It feels like you're mine.” Max kissed her neck. “You want me, Jules, and I want you.”

	She did want him, she wanted him so badly her will to resist was eroding. Max’s hand stroked down the side of her blouse, making her stomach muscles judder. He chuckled softly. “I know you, Jules. When your pupils go big like that, I swear I can smell you getting wet.”

	And before she could say anything, before she could lie or protest, he kissed her. A light peck that made her lips tingle. He’d offered nothing, apologized for nothing and yet she responded the way she had when they’d met. Looping her hands around his neck and kissing him back.

	He pulled away. “Get in the office.”

	Julia stumbled into the room. Her mind was blank, as though Max had wiped her clean with that kiss. He closed the door and locked it, giving her a rakish grin. “Now where were we?”

	Julia’s traitorous heart began to race. “I think you were kissing me.”

	Max strode toward her, his boots echoing on the laminated floor. “I think you’re right. Get over here so I can do it some more.”

	They made out like they’d been kept apart for years, desperate and clumsy. As Max sucked on her tongue, Julia felt her lower body liquefy. It was his mouth that did it, she realized. His kisses dismantled her frontal lobe as effectively as a lobotomy, turning her from a semi-intelligent human to a lust-drunk sex zombie.

	Max tugged on her skirt. “This thing. Are you serious, Julia? Are you trying to get every man in this station hard?”

	"So what if I am? That’s not your business.”

	“It is my business. I know you wore it for me.”

	She could have denied it but what was the point? “I thought you should have to see what you gave up.”

	Max squeezed her ass. “It doesn’t look like I’ve given up anything.”

	He pressed her overheated body against the cool office wall, face first. “When I first saw that skirt I wanted to bend you over and spank you raw. You like that? Knowing you got me all wound up?”

	She did like it. She liked it more than she liked breathing air. Max’s hand struck the fleshy part of her ass, sharp as a thumbtack. “Answer me.”

	“I like getting you all wound up,” she whispered.

	“I know you do. Now hold tight.”

	His belt buckle clicked behind her and she realized they were going to screw in a fully occupied police station. She waited for the panic to come but it didn’t. Getting caught was an abstract idea; reality was Max’s lips on the back of her neck, his bare cock brushing against her skirt. She reached behind and lifted up the thick plaid material, revealing her ass to him.

	“Oh, Jules, that’s so fucking nice. Keep your hands right there. Hold that little schoolgirl skirt up for me.”

	She turned to tell him that it was plaid, not some slutty costume, but Max seized her wrists. “You keep facing that wall and hold that skirt up. Unless you want me to cuff you?”

	“No cuffs.” They would leave dark rings around her wrists and she didn’t want this encounter to last longer than it took to leave the room.

	“Fine, not now but soon.” Max tugged at her panties. They were a cheap plastic-y material and crackled as they slid down. He stroked her wetness. “Fuck, I’ve missed your pussy. You want this, gorgeous? You want it against the wall?”

	Julia bit the inside of her cheek and nodded.

	“Say it, baby. Say it and I’ll fuck your gorgeous pussy until you can’t stand up straight.”

	He eased a long finger inside her and rocked against her slowly, letting the pressure build until she couldn’t take it anymore. “Max…”

	He laughed. The bastard laughed. “You got something you want to ask?”

	The broad hot head of his cock pressed at her entrance, millimeters away from where she needed it. Heat swelled between Julia’s legs, urging her to say whatever, do whatever was necessary to have that thing inside her.

	She swallowed hard. “I want your cock. I want you to fuck me the way you did before.”

	There was a crinkle of plastic as Max donned the protection he’d stowed in his pocket. He knew I’d say yes. He came prepared. Julia couldn’t be insulted by that. She knew she’d say yes too.

	He placed his cock at her entrance, the other hand tight in her hair. “You’re gonna get it now. Harder than you’ve ever had it before.”

	Julia breathed into the wall, feeling her arousal run softly down her thighs. “Why?”

	There was a sweet strain as he slid the head of his cock inside her. “Because you need it harder. You need to remember how this feels so next time you wear a prick-teasing skirt like that you know what’s coming when you let me catch you.”

	Max moaned as he worked himself inside, the noise vibrating down Julia’s back. He reached down and rubbed her clit, hot and fast. Sharp pleasure zinged through her system and she arched backward, trying to reduce the sensations.

	“Stop fighting it. Let it happen.”

	She shook her head.

	“It’s a screw against the wall of a police station, baby. You’re gonna get off fast or you’re not gonna get off at all.”

	Max pinched her bud so firmly she threw her head back and moaned.

	“That’s it, honey. Now lemme fuck you, lemme use that tight little cunt.”

	He thrust into her roughly, his thighs slapping against hers. It couldn’t have been loud but in the dimly office every slick movement sounded like a gunshot. Panic blended with lust as Julia imagined someone coming in and seeing her getting fucked against the wall by a fully clothed cop. She imagined Max laughing at their faceless guest, seizing her hair and saying, “You wanna watch?”

	“Make me come, Max,” she panted, laying both hands flat against the wall. “Even if it hurts.”

	“I will,” he grunted, pumping inside her. “And when I’m done I’m gonna turn you around and lick your pussy clean.”

	He was lying. Nothing would follow this wildly stupid fuck except goodbye and regrets but it was sweet to pretend. Max thrust so deep and so hard the clock on the wall fell with the crack of splintering plastic. Neither of them stopped. Julia was right on the edge, everything inside her tight and clenching. “More,” she breathed. “Faster.”

	Max bit her neck, pumping in slow, deliberate pulses. “Nice and slow and drawn out. That’s how your pussy wants it.”

	Julia raked her nails down the plaster. “No, no, no. It’s too intense.”

	“Intense is how you like it, Jules. Now come, come all over my cock.”

	Julia’s orgasm burst wet and hot and Max pounded her through it, forcing her walls apart as her pussy clenched around him. His hands bit into her hips, thrusts messy and desperate. “Say my name. I can’t come until you say it.”

	She wanted to refuse, snatch back some small scrap of power for herself, but he was using her and she was using him and it didn’t seem like too much, not for their last time. “Max. Max Connor.”

	“Fuck,” he groaned, rutting against her in the rough, machine gun thrusts of his climax. “Fuck, Jules. Fuck, I’m coming.”

	His hips drove deep and she felt him pulse inside her, heard him gasp and curse. A powerful man made helpless by climax. For a moment they hung, suspended in the blank space that only existed in the wake of orgasm, then Max tapped her hip, a brisk, horrible sensation. “Gotta pull out before the rubber breaks.”

	“Sure.” Regret was already creeping around the edges of her mind as Max withdrew, snapping the condom from his cock.

	Julia pressed her face against the wall. Worth it, Bennett? Another jab of heroin before you try to get clean? She pulled up her panties, the damp cotton clinging uncomfortably to her pussy. She heard paper rip as Max wadded up the condom in tissues from the box on the desk. She wanted him to come up behind her and take her in his arms but she knew he wouldn’t. They’d had sex because she wore a short skirt and he’d gotten jealous. It didn’t change a thing.

	Max gripped the ends of his belt and buckled it over his hips. “Are you all right? No one heard us.”

	If Julia could find her sense of humor, she would have laughed. “People hearing us fuck is the least of my worries.”

	He froze. “What’s that mean?”

	“Never mind.” She picked up her bag. “Thanks for the sex.”

	Max abandoned his belt in his haste to grab her wrist. “Don’t go storming off. If something’s wrong, tell me.”

	She managed a laugh after all. “You’re the one who told me it was over. I should be asking you what’s wrong.”

	He recoiled. “I know this is all a bit fucked up but I wasn’t trying to make you feel used.”

	“Yes you were and I wanted to be used.” She shook off his hand. “Everything’s fine. I liked our little covert fuck.”

	“It wasn’t a fuck. I wanted to see you on Saturday. The moment I left I wanted to come back.”

	“If you had, you would have freaked out and left again.”

	He scowled. “That’s what you think I’m like? Some flaky fucking teenager who can’t make up his mind?”

	Julia sighed and said something she’d been thinking a lot over the past week. “You’re not a teenager, Max, you’re my romance novel guy. The big, handsome, alpha male who sweeps me off my feet and fucks my daylights out exactly the way I’ve always dreamed of—”

	Max smiled.

	“—but you don’t really want me.”

	His face fell. “I do want you. I’ve been going crazy all week thinking about you.”

	“That doesn’t mean anything.”

	“To me it does. I’ve had a lot of sex Jules but the way you’re turning me inside out…” He exhaled loudly. “What about doing this casual like you said in the parking lot? Date and see how things go?”

	“Screwing in little hidey-holes isn’t dating.”

	“That’s not what I meant. I could come over to your place after work. We could have pizza.”

	Julia rubbed under her eyes, collecting the mascara that had smeared there. “Sure, pizza at my place. Will you show up in sunglasses and a baseball cap or can we risk someone spotting you walking from your car to my house?”

	“It’s not like that.”

	“Then why don’t we go to the movies? Or better yet, why don’t we go to the work party together?”

	He winced. “You mean this Sunday?”

	Julia wouldn’t have been surprised if she crumbled into dust and blew away. “You haven’t changed your mind at all. You want to keep me at arm’s length and fuck me at the same time so you’re throwing me a few relationship tidbits.”

	“That’s not what I’m doing,” he said, but he didn’t look very sure.

	Julia groaned. “We keep colliding but if we can’t make it something real then why bother?”

	“What about pleasure?” He gestured between their bodies. “What about this?”

	Julia felt a burning sensation in the back of her eyes. “Max, do you have any idea how hard it is for me to work with you? Even before we hooked up I had to watch you and Bonnie leave together hand in hand every night and it used to tear me up inside. I know that sounds stupid and childish and stalkery but it’s true. Now you’re single and I still can’t have you but you’re offering sex as a consolation prize. Do you know what’ll happen to me when you meet someone ‘age appropriate’ and move on?’ I’ll be crushed, Max. I’ll be fucking miserable and it’ll be my fault for agreeing to be your dirty little secret in the first place.” Her voice broke and she turned her face away from him.

	“Jules—”

	“Don’t. Don’t say anything else to me.” She wiped under her eyes and tugged the bottom of her skirt. “This was the last time we do this.”

	“Jules, wait.” Max hastily refastened his belt, clearly planning on following her.

	“I’m done waiting for you,” she said walking towards the door. “If you come and find me again you better want something real, otherwise, consider this goodbye.” She opened the door. “Also, the next time you confront a guy just for talking to me, I’m going to tell Henrietta you gave me herpes. I’ll bring it up really naturally too, ask her if she thinks I could have gotten it from jabbing myself on one of the guns in the evidence room.”

	She only caught a glimpse of Max’s horrified expression before the door slammed shut.

	


Chapter 21

	MAX sat outside Julia’s house. Obviously, the Bennett sisters weren’t much for gardening. There were weeds all over; the lawn had gone to seed. Everywhere he looked there were dogs; big ones, small ones, most of them old, many of them limping. They wandered around the yard in packs lost in their canine thoughts. It was obvious they were strays. What kind of women took in this many stray dogs?

	Women who know what being hurt and left behind feels like. You fucking idiot.

	Max rubbed a hand across his jaw. There was an ache in his chest like it was bound in rubber bands. He’d stayed back at work for an hour after Julia left, picking up the pieces of the broken clock and fucking around with his paperwork.

	When he was sure she wasn’t coming back he was determined to go home and instead he found himself driving to her door.

	And now he was sitting by her front lawn in his car like a creep realizing he’d used and rejected a woman who took in stray dogs. Twice.

	A pale face appeared in the Bennetts’ front window and disappeared in a swish of hair. Max groaned. The clock was officially on for him explaining himself. He got out of his car and pushed open the wooden gate. Immediately the dogs crowded around him, sniffing and whining. Max patted them sparingly. Winning Julia over would be difficult enough without being covered in dog hair. The front door was a faded pink color and the knob was rusty. He rang the doorbell, which gave a half-hearted brrrring as though it couldn’t really be bothered. There was a stampede of scrabbly footsteps inside the house as though at least a dozen more dogs had rushed to greet the visitor.

	“Millie, Toby, Pawpaw, get back. Come on, move out of the way.”

	Max’s chest pounded. He ran a hand through his hair and rapidly tried to plan what he was going to say. I’m sorry, Jules. I’ve been such a prick but I swear I—

	The door swung back to reveal a young woman in a fluorescent green kimono and moccasins, an unlit cigarette dangling from her lips. “Yeah?”

	Max blinked. Her eyes were blue and her hair was dyed blonde, but other than that she and Julia were the same. Same delicate chin, same long fingers, the same slender dancer’s body…

	“Help you, buddy?” she asked irritably.

	“Sorry. You look so much like—” Nope, not a good idea.

	The woman smirked. Max decided to begin again. He cleared his throat. “Hi, I’m Max. I’m a friend of Julia’s.”

	The woman looked distinctly unimpressed. “And?”

	“Uh, how are you? You’re Ashley, right? Julia’s sister?”

	Ashley produced a lighter from one of her kimono’s pockets and ignited her cigarette. “Yeah.”

	Max waited for her to continue. Ashley didn’t continue. In fact, she seemed content to lean against her doorway glaring at him for the rest of her life.

	He shoved his hands in his pockets. “May I please speak with Julia?”

	Ashley exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Why? She in trouble?”

	“No, I just want to talk to her.”

	“So you said.” Ashley turned and yelled down the corridor. “Julia! Some cop is here to see you.”

	Her gaze returned to him, eyeing him up and down. “If you're actually a stripper, now would be the time to take your pants off.”

	Max huffed out a laugh, unsure if that was a joke. No response came from inside the house.

	“Hang on, buddy.” Ashley stomped down the hall, moccasins slapping against the floorboards.

	Max loitered in the doorway, feeling big and awkward and very much like a cop. Eight dogs blinked up at him with distrustful brown eyes. From his position, he could see the living room. A purple beanbag sat in front of the TV and what looked like every gaming console ever made. Fuck, he wanted to see her. Fuck, he wanted everything to be okay again.

	Ashley returned in a cloud of tobacco and girly body spray. Max wondered how Julia could stand to live with her. She didn’t strike him as a clean freak but a thousand dogs and a sister who smoked inside? In a wooden house? The evidence room had smelled better.

	Ashley resumed her post at the doorframe, pushing Max back out onto the front step. “Jules wants to know if you’ve made up your mind.”

	Max grimaced. He’d never been good at ultimatums. “Can she just come out and talk to me?”

	Ashley released a thin stream of smoke in his direction. “No.”

	“Can you tell her I’m sorry about what happened and I’m thinking about her?”

	She inspected her nails. “I can try.”

	Max almost drove his forehead into the side of the house. “Well, thanks for your help. This has been great.”

	She smiled menacingly. “You’re right, it has.”

	At her feet, a one-eyed Maltese terrier growled.

	“I hope these dogs are registered,” Max said, more out of instinct more than anything else.

	Ashley’s eyes narrowed. “No, they’re not. What the fuck are you going to do about it?”

	It was strange to see someone who looked like Julia glaring at him with such naked loathing in her eyes. Max wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her that he was sorry but he had a feeling if he did Ashley would butt her cigarette out on his arm. “Look, I only came here because I think I’m…I really care about your sister. Tell Julia I’m sorry I hurt her and if she wants to see me, I’ll be at the work party on Sunday.”

	He turned to leave.

	“Wait a second.”

	Hope blossomed inside him. “What?”

	“Next time you accidentally lock yourself in a room with my little sister, you keep that big cowboy dick of yours to yourself, you hear me? I know people. Bad people.”

	Max was so shocked he didn’t know what to say.

	“Yeah, Julia told me about your little workplace fuck-fest. Nice of you to take such an interest in someone so young and impressionable.”

	“It’s not like that,” he said automatically.

	“It didn’t have to be but you’ve made it like that acting the way you have. Treating my sister like some booty call. I know your type, I can handle your type but Julia’s a fucking desert flower. She deserves better than some indecisive dickhead like you.”

	“I know that,” Max muttered.

	“Good, now piss off. And if you come sniffing around while you’re wearing a wedding ring again I’m going to sic all these unregistered dogs on you.”

	“The ring’s my father’s. He died when I was ten.”

	Ash’s face softened and then almost instantly hardened. “So what? You’re just going to wear it forever? That’s pretty fucking stupid.”

	“I’m meeting with my ex-wife tomorrow,” Max said through clenched teeth. “I’ll be divorced by ten in the morning.”

	Ashley stubbed her cigarette on the doorframe. “I don’t care if you’ll be the King of England by ten in the morning. Get lost.”

	“You know, you’re going to burn your goddamn house dow—”

	Max saw a slip of brown hair and a bright hazel eye peering out from down the hall. Julia was listening. Julia was close and he was bickering with her sister like an idiot.

	“Jules—”

	He stepped forward and with unearthly speed Ashley slammed the door in his face.

	Max stood on the doorstep for a moment wondering what to do and realized there was nothing he could do. He walked back to his car, angrier and lonelier than he’d ever felt in his life and drove away.

	Forty minutes later he was in the suburbs, pulling into the big clean garage of his big clean house with its three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and neat front lawn. Picture perfect, except for the fact his best mate was on the couch where his wife used to be, covered in chips and watching porn. Dean took one look at his face and decided to go to the gym. Ordinarily Max might have gone too, tried to vent his frustration on whatever asshole hogged the weights bench but he didn’t have the energy. He went straight to his bed and lay down.

	He woke early on Saturday with a headache. It was the day of his big D-I-V-O-R-C-E. Just the thing he needed to get his mind off his romantic troubles.

	The weather was clear enough that he decided to take his bike to Bonnie’s. He donned his leathers, kicked Dean’s bedroom door in farewell, and headed out. Bonnie was living with her new boyfriend in the inner city. Max pulled up out front of her place and chuckled when he saw it was a huge McMansion with rendered walls. When they got a place, Bonnie insisted on red brick. “Something homey, none of this new crap.” Life really was full of little ironies.

	He knocked on Bonnie’s freshly painted beige door, feeling not a trace of the nerves he’d felt waiting at Julia’s doorstep. His soon to be ex-wife appeared in blue jeans and a loose cotton T-shirt that probably belonged to Scott. She’d cut her hair short and looked happy in a way he hadn’t seen in years. “Hey, Bon.”

	“Hey, Max.” Sparky, their hyperactive bull terrier, came running out to greet him. He dropped to his knees to rub her velvety ears. “Hey, baby girl. How’ve you been?”

	“She’s been good, eating whatever she can get her hands on as usual.”

	“And how are you?”

	“Fine. The weather’s great. Did you ride your bike here?”

	“Yep.”

	“That’s good.”

	Max remembered all the fights he and Bonnie had had about black ice and motorcycle related deaths and the likelihood of him being splattered across the freeway and almost laughed out loud. Holy shit, we really are getting divorced.

	Bonnie went into the study to find the papers he needed to sign and Max rubbed Sparky’s belly. “I’ve missed you. How’s your new daddy treating you?”

	Sparky didn’t answer, but her additional poundage implied she was living well.

	Bonnie slapped the papers on the kitchen counter and Max signed them, leaving no time for meaningful nerves or glances. When he was done Bonnie smiled as though he’d done nothing more significant than put his name on a birthday card. “I’ll forward them to the lawyer but it looks like everything’s in order.”

	“Good to know, Ms. Fremantle.”

	Bonnie laughed. “Ooh, that sounds strange. I’m Bonnie Fremantle again.” They smiled at each other, both a little woozy.

	“Want a beer?”

	“Sure. If you can’t have a beer at ten in the morning when you sign your divorce papers, when can you?”

	Bonnie pulled two bottles out of the huge stainless steel fridge and gestured toward the squishy navy blue couch. “Have a chat?”

	He hesitated and then sat. “Nice place.”

	“Thanks, it's so weird to have all this space.” Bonnie sat beside him, tucking her legs beneath herself. “So what’s been going on with you?”

	Max drank deeply from his bottle. An accurate recap of what was going on with him would require at least another ten beers. “Nothing. What about you?”

	“Last weekend Scott and I drove up to Byron Bay so I could meet his parents.”

	“They like you?”

	Bonnie shrugged. “They’re not crazy about the fact that I’m older than him.”

	Max snorted. “Older? You’ve got two years on Scott.”

	Bonnie patted the couch and Sparky leaped up to sit between them. “You know how parents are. They look at me and all they see is a thirty-five-year-old divorcee and not the blushing virgin they wanted Scott to pair off with.”

	Max made a non-committal noise. He’d give his right arm to have Julia be two years older than him. What would she look like at thirty-five? Gorgeous probably, faint creases around her eyes, contrasting with all her freckles—

	“I know that look.”

	Max felt his ears go hot. “What look?”

	Bonnie smiled craftily. “That Max Connor I’ve-got-a-woman-on-my-mind look.”

	“That’s not true. Or real.”

	“It is, I would know. Who’s the lucky lady?”

	Max stared at her, still unable to believe he was having this conversation with his freshly divorced wife. “Life is so fucking strange.”

	Bonnie patted his hand. “I know. But seriously, Maxie, spill.”

	Maxie. He didn’t miss that. Or when Bonnie was feeling particularly cruel and called him Maxie Pad. “There’s nothing to spill.”

	Aside from his total fucking incompetence when it came to relationships but Bonnie already knew all about that.

	Bonnie tapped her lower lip with her beer bottle. “Fine, I’ll just have to guess. Did you meet some blonde with big cans and a back tattoo?”

	“Nope.”

	“You and Dean finally taking things to the next level?”

	“I’m too good for that bastard. You know the whole time he’s lived with me he hasn’t washed his sheets?”

	She screwed up her nose. “Gross. For my third guess, I’m going to take a stab in the dark and say you’ve got a boner for the tall girl who works in IT.”

	Max almost dropped his beer. “How? What?”

	Bonnie laughed. “Oh come on, Max. You used to run out of the room whenever you saw her coming and she was always staring at you…”

	Max’s ears and neck went white-hot. Bonnie hooted. “Okay, so, the jig is up. You and Miss Legs, what’s the story?”

	“This all seems a bit wrong, Bon.”

	“But I want to know.”

	He frowned. As far as friendly advice went he could do worse than Bonnie. He could confess his miserable, lonely feelings and pent-up frustrations to Dean for example. “Okay, so me and Julia, uh…hooked up. Last weekend.”

	A look of jealousy zapped across his ex-wife’s face. Bonnie touched her cheek. “Hoo, part of me did not like hearing that.”

	“Seriously?”

	“I know, I know, biggest hypocrite ever. I’m sorry, I know I have no right to feel that way. I just…You’re my Handsome Max. The reality of our situation hasn’t sunk all the way in yet.”

	Max waved his beer at their surroundings. “Feels pretty real to me.”

	She cringed. “I know, I suck. It probably doesn’t help that the IT girl makes me feel so old.”

	Max sighed. “Try being interested in her.”

	“So how’d you guys hook up?”

	I locked her in the property office. “It was kind of on the sly. Neither of us expected it to happen.”

	“And?”

	“And what?”

	“Why are you moping around? Did Miss Legs not manage to exceed the extremely high bar I set?”

	Max laughed uncomfortably. He wasn’t going to tell Bonnie Julia was the best fuck he’d ever had. “She’s too young. Only twenty-four.”

	Bonnie arched an eyebrow at him. “I’m still jealous as hell, but twenty-four isn’t cradle robbing. It’s young enough to make you feel sleazy in a good way.”

	“I don’t want to feel sleazy in any kind of way.”

	“Well, clearly you have a connection. Why not take it slow and see where things go?”

	He shook his head. “I said the same thing to Julia, but I think I was kidding myself. We move in completely different circles. We want different things.”

	“What do you mean ‘different circles’?”

	“She lives with her crazy sister and about a million dogs on that murder property on Church Street.”

	“Where the wife battered her husband with the fire poker?”

	Max nodded. “I went there and it was complete mayhem. Her sister called me a stripper, told me to piss off, and slammed the door in my face.”

	Bonnie snuggled up to Sparky. “Okay, I’m definitely warming up to this girl. What else?”

	“She’s into electronic music and she’s designing this video game about a post-apocalyptic girl gang…”

	Bonnie frowned. “It’s not like you to be so judgy, Max.”

	“I’m not being judgy. Her work’s amazing. I donated money toward it.”

	“That’s sweet. Does she know it was you?”

	Max shook his head. “Left it anonymous. I didn’t want her to think I was trying to buy her affection or something.”

	“So let me get this straight. Miss Legs is pretty, talented, willing to fuck you. What exactly is the problem?”

	He stared at the empty fireplace, where an old-timey picture of a married couple, probably Scott’s parents, rested. “I just thought I’d be in a different place in my life right now.”

	“And seeing someone as young as her feels like a step backward?”

	“Yes. No. I don’t know.”

	“Max, I know you want it all figured out, but life just doesn’t work that way. Look at us.”

	Max tapped his beer bottle with his thumbnail. “Yeah, look at us.”

	“I mean, I know you loved me but your sisters were right. We rushed things. You don’t have to make that mistake again. You can move at your own pace. Even if it’s just a fling with this girl, it might be what you need. Someone to teach you to lighten up a bit.”

	Max’s stomach felt like lead. “Julia doesn’t want to have a fling. She told me that she has feelings for me.”

	That she loved me.

	“Well, like I said, she was always staring at you. Blushing too.”

	His ears went all hot.

	“See.” Bonnie pinched his right lobe. “I can tell you’re crazy about her.”

	Max looked away. “It just feels so fucked up. Being into someone new, someone so young…I’m scared of what it says about me.”

	“I felt like that with Scott. After everything ended between us, I thought I was this whore who betrayed the world’s most perfect, handsome police officer.”

	“You didn’t betray me. We were over way before you hooked up with Scott.”

	She dismissed his excuses with a flick of her small white wrist. “I made my decisions and I accept that. I’m just telling you the whispering and the pointing fingers? It ends.”

	Max frowned. “Not really. People are always going to remember you cheated on me and they’ll remember that I hooked up with a twenty-four-year-old while I was still technically married.”

	Bonnie snorted. “People will care about what you do just long enough to feel superior and then they’ll go back to being completely self-absorbed.”

	“Maybe.”

	Bonnie sighed exasperatedly. “Fine. Pout. Make those big black eyebrows knit together, but at the end of the day you’re either going to admit you like this girl or you’re going to lose her. I mean, I know cheating on you was a shitty thing to do but at least I’m big enough to admit Scott means more to me than people thinking I’m trashy.”

	“You’re not trashy.”

	“I’m a little trashy.” She rubbed his shoulder. “Cheer up and, oh my God, when are you going to take off the ring?”

	Max looked down at the heavy silver band. “Cutting it just seems way too symbolic.”

	“Yeah, because wearing it isn't symbolic, symbolic of the fact you're married.”

	“I know. I just…It feels like a promise to him as much as you.”

	Bonnie smiled sadly. “You’re never going to be your dad, Max. You’re a great cop, and awesome friend, and fantastic lay, but you’re not him and you shouldn’t want to be.”

	He exhaled heavily. “I know.”

	Bonnie patted him on the shoulder again. “Take off the ring, Max. Screw Miss Legs. Make her your girlfriend and do all your usual romantic crap for her. Fuck what people think. You’re already divorced at thirty-three, what do you have to lose?”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	Max stared down at his beer. “I think I’ve screwed things up.”

	“Just go to her without the fucking wedding ring and say you weren’t sure before but you are now.” She paused. “And flowers never hurt. Neither does going down on a girl and if I remember correctly you have limited skills in that area…”

	Max smirked. “I try.”

	Bonnie leaned back on the couch. “This is nice actually. Knowing you’ve got someone else. Now that the shock has worn off.”

	“I’m glad.”

	They drank their beers in silence for a while and then Bonnie spoke. “Ms. Legs is designing a video game, you say? Have you thought about giving Jeremy a call? You know he owes you a favor.”

	Max shrugged. “He’s more your mate than mine. I didn’t want to step on any toes.”

	“Are you kidding? Call him. Try and get your girl a connection. I’m sure she’ll never stop blowing you once she finds out.”

	Max grinned. “You think?”

	“Hell yeah. I was talking to him the other day and he mentioned something about looking for new projects.”

	“I’ll call him when I get home.” He looked down at his hands. “Once Dean and I cut off the ring.”

	“Glad to hear it. Now does this chick have a website or something? I want to see her stuff.”

	Max grabbed his phone and looked up the website. “Here.”

	“Scarlet Woman. That’s cute.”

	She scrolled through the pages as Max patted Sparky behind her ears. “I should get going, Bon. Thanks for the beer.”

	“Sure, no problem—” Bonnie sat bolt upright. “Maxie? Have you gone through this website? Like thoroughly?”

	“Not really. Why?”

	Wordlessly Bonnie held up the screen. For a second Max had no idea what she was on about and then he realized the source of her shock. “What? Is that? Am I…?”

	Bonnie burst into peals of laughter. “Oh, champ. I don’t think you need to worry about getting into this girl’s pants at all.”

	Max stared at the phone in disbelief. “That’s gotta be me, right?”

	“Unless you’ve got an evil twin out there, I’d say yes.” Bonnie started giggling madly. “This is amazing. Julia gets my full approval. When are you seeing her again?”

	“There’s the work party tomorrow night but I don’t know if she’s going…” Max’s eyes were fixed on the phone. “God, I can’t believe she did this. It’s amazing.”

	Bonnie squeezed his shoulder. “You need to find something to wear.”

	“You’re right,” he muttered. “You’re so fucking right.”

	Max seized his phone, trying not to grin like an idiot. She wants me. She fucking wants me. He grabbed his motorcycle jacket and slung it on. “I’m off. Say hey to Scott for me.”

	“I will. Ride safe, don’t split lanes at any traffic lights.”

	Max rolled his eyes. “Some things never change. See you later, Bon.”

	His ex-wife stood nervously at the door, holding it open for him. “Max?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Do you think we could ever be friends again?”

	He shrugged. “Ask me again in a few months.”

	Bonnie smiled and began to close the door. “Good luck with your girl.”

	


Chapter 22

	JULIA sipped her whiskey, wincing at the sharp burn. After the property office incident she was trying to re-accustom herself with whiskey before Tawny Tiger was the only thing she associated with the word, but so far it wasn’t working.

	Ash passed a makeup brush over her chin. “It’s a bit early for highballs, isn’t it?”

	“I’m just getting into a party mood.”

	“You should already be in a party mood considering the news you got last night.”

	“I know.”

	“Well then, don’t give me that sad face, woman.”

	Julia forced a wide, toothy smile.

	“Hideous,” Ash muttered, digging through her makeup bag.

	She was right, focusing on her romantic woes when she and Tiff had just been given the biggest opportunity of their lives was pretty pathetic. Scarlet Woman had caught the eye of DMX Industries, the company behind Whisper Droid. Out of nowhere a guy had called Tiff saying he’d played the beta version of their game and wanted their game document. He didn’t care that it wasn’t finished, he just wanted whatever they already had. The very next day he called to say they were being flown, business class, to Sydney to discuss a contract.

	Tiff had driven to Brenthill and she, Ash and Julia had played music and drunk cheap wine until the sun came up. The new day brought more than just a queasy stomach. Quick as it had come Julia’s joy reverted to melancholy. After months of blood, sweat and tears the chance of success felt utterly surreal, like someone was holding out a shiny red apple just to snatch it away.

	Ash clicked her fingers in front of Julia’s face. “I asked you a question.”

	“What?”

	“I said, ‘you’re going to bring every man at this thing to their knees’.”

	“That’s not a question. But thanks.”

	In light of the good news, she’d violated her personal code and paid full price for a dress to wear to the Brenthill break-up party. It was cream silk and clung to her like water. Paired with silver heels and smoky eyes, she looked better than she had for her university graduation. Overdressed but good. She hadn’t wanted to go to the party but there was no way in hell she was letting Max think she’d skipped it to avoid him. Besides, if she and Tiff did sign the contract DMX made no bones about the fact they’d pretty much own their asses. Her days of solving Brenthill’s technical woes were numbered and with them were her chances of seeing Max.

	“So I’m dropping you off and picking you up?” Ash said, butting out her cigarette.

	“Yup.”

	“What if Captain Biceps is there?”

	“What if he is?”

	Ash pursed her lips. “You might want to go home with him.”

	“Never.”

	Her sister’s face contorted into what looked suspiciously like sympathy.

	“What? What’s that look for?”

	Ash extracted another smoke from the pack on the sink. “I dunno. Do you think you’re maybe being a bit too hard on the guy?”

	Julia stared at her sister in horror. “Firstly, would you stop chaining it? Cancer, Ash, cancer. Secondly, I’ve hated a million shitty guys on your behalf and the one time I need you to hate someone you tell me to go easy?”

	Her big sister grimaced. “I know, I’m sorry, but your cop is very handsome and he’s pretty into you. When I slammed the door in his face, he looked completely gutted.”

	“Because he can’t score any more workplace pussy.”

	Ash lit her smoke. “I don’t think that’s it. I think he’s in love with you. I think he was trying to tell me he’s in love with you.”

	“He was not!”

	“He was and I’ll tell you something else. I’ve never seen you this worked up about a guy before. That makes this cop special, right?”

	“He’s not special,” Julia lied. “I’ve just had a crush on him since I was eighteen. It’s a—a hang-up, that’s all. A character flaw. A virus.”

	Ash raised her hands in defeat. “Fine, all I’m going to say is that out of all the people in the world, you and Max got locked in a room together. It’s like…fate.”

	“Fate?”

	“Yeah, like something out of those dumb books you read.”

	Julia felt her cheeks heat. “They’re not dumb. And real life isn’t like that.”

	“And what’s real life like?”

	“It’s…erectile dysfunction and fights about who pays the electric bill and uncomfortable Christmas lunches where the cops show up because mum got caught on camera stealing a bunch of jumpers.”

	“I thought they were tracksuit pants?”

	“Pants, jumpers, whatever. If life was a romance novel, Max would have swept me off my feet when I was eighteen, not snuck away and married someone else.”

	Ash flourished a mascara wand. “Hey, Jules?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Money.”

	Julia’s hands jerked upward and she narrowly avoided glopping whiskey all over her new dress. “What the hell, Ash?”

	“Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Stop feeling sorry for how we grew up. We had each other and Grandma and enough money to get by.”

	“Don’t keep saying it!”

	Ash rolled her eyes. “Jules, you’re acting like such a butthole. You’re the prettiest, most talented person I know, your fucking video game is about to get made and you’re sitting here bitching because a hot guy, who is clearly into you, didn’t put a ring on it six years ago.”

	“He abandoned me in a parking lot.”

	“Did you ever think he did the right thing? You were only eighteen. If I’d known, I would have had Kevin beat the shit out of him.”

	“Kevin would have punched his own grandma for an apple. He was a complete psychopath.”

	“Yeah.” Ash sighed wistfully. “But he was totally hung.”

	“Gross.” Julia picked at her frozen up-do and Ash rapped her knuckles. “Don’t touch that. Anyway, my point is stop being all sad about living in a shitty house and having a shitty family. You and I are amazing and we will continue to be amazing.”

	The backs of Julia’s eyes prickled. “I know, Ash. I know I seem like an ungrateful knob right now, but I’m so messed up about all these feelings. Max could rip me apart if he wanted to.”

	Her sister kissed the top of her hair-sprayed head. “He can't, I won’t let him. And trust me, that dude is terrified of me.”

	Julia’s eyes stung even harder. “I know. You really freaked him out.”

	“Shit, stop crying or your face is going to be ruined.”

	Julia tilted her face back, willing the tears to seep into her eyeballs. “Say something. Change the subject.”

	“Money.”

	Julia scowled at her sister.

	“Hey look, it worked! Now onto more important matters. I think you should flirt with someone else. Someone really obnoxious.”

	“And why would I do that?”

	“Because if Max is half the hothead I think he is, he’ll go rabid and confess his undying love for you.”

	Julia consulted her gut. It told her pretending to be interested in someone other than Max would make her feel sleazy, but there was a cure for that. She downed her whiskey. “All right, I’ll attempt to flirt with someone else. Now let’s get going before I lose my nerve.”

	Ash stubbed out her cigarette. “You got it, babe.”

	Thirty minutes later they were pulling into the Oxheart Winery, scattering small white stones everywhere. Julia’s heart was pounding as she smoothed down her dress and licked the pink gloss from her mouth. Ash slapped her wrist. “Stop fiddling and get out of here.”

	“Okay, I’ll see you later,” she said.

	“Knock ’em dead, kid, and remember, flirting holds the key.”

	The friendly hostess informed her the Brenthill party had been set up in the main ballroom, typically used for country weddings. She stepped into the reception area and instantly knew he wasn’t there, something about the way she could breathe without feeling self-conscious. She circled the room saying hello and struggling to recall the names of cops who looked completely different out of uniform. After half an hour it was impossible to talk to anyone without looking over her shoulder every few seconds. He wasn’t coming; he didn’t care after all. Julia headed for the bar, figuring that if the night was going to be a complete, soul-destroying failure she’d at least get good and wine drunk.

	There was a brush at her side. “Hey, Julia. You look gorgeous.”

	It was Blond Cop. Mr. Stepladder. The sleeves of his navy dress shirt were rolled back to reveal what looked like sleeve tattoos. “How are you tonight?” he asked.

	“I’m good.”

	Julia debated finding out his name by stealth and decided against it. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name. You all look different out of uniform.”

	“John. John Halloran.”

	Julia eyed him off. He was handsome, although he clearly knew it, nice enough, possibly a good candidate for a little flirtation. Although those tattoos…Who had that many pictures they wanted scribbled on their skin? Why couldn’t guys stick to one or two big pieces like—

	Max? You’re right, why can’t this guy have tattoos like Max? And arms like Max. In fact, why can’t he just be Max since you booted the real Max off your porch and he’s obviously never coming back?

	“You look gorgeous,” John repeated with a playful grin. His corn silk-colored hair fell into his eyes and Julia wondered if he dyed it.

	So first the guy’s too tattooed and now he’s too blond. Do you really want to flirt, or should you just dump an ice bucket over your head and be done with it?

	Julia attempted a smile. “Thanks, you look good as well. I didn’t realize you had sleeves.”

	“Yeah, I got them done last year. Want to sit down?”

	Julia ignored the pang in her gut. “Sure, why not?”

	They pulled up chairs and proceeded to discuss their lives. Or John did. Within fifteen minutes Julia knew more about him than most of her relatives. She let him drone on, gulping wine and wondering if being good-looking led men to think rambling stories about their cars were interesting. It can’t. Max never rambled on about this kind of shit.

	As John talked, he kept making excuses to touch her, brushing her hands and collarbones. His light caresses stirred nothing inside her except mild irritation. She was pondering how best to excuse herself when a dark figure appeared in the entrance. He’s here. Julia had the urge to fling herself away from John lest Max thought, even for a second, that she was interested in him. So much for strategic flirtation.

	John tapped her arm. “You ever had a problem like that?”

	With a start, Julia realized she’d completely zoned out. “Uh sorry, what was that?”

	John began repeating himself but he needn’t have bothered, Max appeared in her line of vision and everything he said became so much meaningless data. Max wore fitted gray wool pants and a collared shirt under a thin sweater with leather elbow patches. His thick hair was swept back and he hadn’t shaved, his stubble, lending him a refined, European look. He was so sharp you could cut your eyeballs on him.

	“Oh my God,” she whispered.

	Somewhere on her left, John snorted. “Is Connor wearing a man-cardigan?”

	“A cardigan has buttons down the front,” Julia said numbly. Ash’s strategy hadn’t worked at all. If he was pissed she was talking with John he didn’t show it. He didn’t even seem aware she was in the room. He walked around, shaking hands and clasping shoulders. He laughed at something a blond prosecutor said, throwing his head back so his black hair shone in the light. Attraction, as potent as a nose-full of narcotics ripped through her and in an instant, she knew Max could be fifty and six times divorced and she would still want him. Not that it appeared to matter. She’d blown it after all.

	She drained her glass, licking her teeth to offset red wine stains.

	“Do you want another drink?” John said with the air of a performer who knew he was losing his audience.

	“More than life itself,” she replied. They headed toward the bar. At no point did Max’s eyes glance over to hers. John ordered her another Shiraz and suggested they take a place at the tables where dinner would be served. The thought of trying to eat a three-course meal with Max nearby made her nauseous. “How about we go and get some air first? I feel like I’m drowning in here.”

	John grinned. “Sure. Lemme take a piss first.”

	Urgh. Unsure of what else to do, Julia followed him toward the bathrooms. John slung an arm around her waist and Max’s gaze snapped toward them. He stared at her, his expression completely unreadable. Unsure of what else to do, Julia let another man sweep her away.

	


Chapter 23

	MAX tried not to crush his beer glass in his bare hand. He’d known showing up with a bare ring finger and a four hundred dollar jumper wasn’t going to get him an immediate “I love you” but he hadn’t expected Julia to ignore him. No, worse than ignore him, flirt with that slimy asshole.

	He’d meant to beat her to the party but dressing had taken longer than he expected. Dean had laughed his ass off at his form-fitting clothes, unable to decide if he looked more like a ninja or Zorro, but he wasn’t trying to impress Dean. Julia looked stunning in her white dress, her lips stained red with lipstick or wine.

	Stunning and determined to ignore him. He watched as John led her outside, his hand firmly planted where it had no business being, and weighed his options.

	In his gut, he knew Julia wasn’t interested in Halloran, but he would be damned if she was going to eat dinner with that prick just to piss him off. He desperately wanted to go outside and muscle between them, but after everything that had happened he didn’t want Julia to think he was some kind of knuckle-dragging caveman…

	“Looks like John’s in for a good night,” Sergeant Daly said to his wife. “He’s been after the computer girl all year.”

	Max gritted his teeth. On second thought, he felt like a knuckle-dragging caveman. He made his decision and followed them out of the ballroom.

	To his relief, he found Julia alone in the hallway, leaning against the wall sipping wine. Her eyes were distant and she looked utterly undone. That made things simpler. Max checked his shirt collar, exhaled and strode up to her. “Julia, how’s it going?”

	She gave him a smile so dry it could strip wallpaper. “Hey, Maxwell.”

	So bratty was how she wanted to play it, huh? He could work with that. “My name’s Max actually.”

	“Oh really? I had no idea.”

	He leaned in closer. “I’m pretty sure Henrietta has some idea. Considering the way you were screaming it while my tongue was between your legs.”

	Julia didn’t even flinch. “That was a week and a half ago. Who can even remember back that far?”

	“I can. I don’t think I’ve ever been so desperate to get off in my life.” He brushed a length of silky hair out of Julia’s eyes. “What about you?”

	“I’ve been really needy too.” Julia’s tongue traced the curve of her upper lip, red as cherries.

	Max’s heart started to pound like a bass drum. “Well, if that’s the case—”

	“What do you think about John? He looks like he knows what he’s doing, right? Vagina-wise?”

	Max clenched his teeth. “He cheated on his last three girlfriends.”

	“Well, at least he’s not super old. That would be gross.”

	“Very funny, now can we stop fooling around and talk?”

	She patted his arm sympathetically. “I’m sorry, man. You had your chance.”

	“What did I say about calling me man?”

	“You never said anything about it. You said you disliked being called bro.” She licked the rim of her glass delicately. “Man.”

	Max closed his eyes, determined not to fall into her trap. Tonight was about more than sex, more than the attraction that brewed between them. He and Julia belonged together and he wasn’t going to lay a finger on her until she admitted it. He decided to try another tact. “Baby, look at me.”

	She did, drawing on her bottom lip, the little tease.

	“You have every right to doubt me after what I did…”

	Julia waved a careless hand in the air. “It’s in the past. Let’s not dwell on it.”

	“I’m gonna dwell on it. Now I’ll ask you again, would you like to go outside and talk? I’ve got things to say to you and I’d rather not say them in front of the men’s toilets.”

	She shook her head. “I’m waiting for someone, remember?”

	Max’s patience was wearing thin. “You better not be thinking about going home with that blond douchebag.”

	Julia smirked. “And what if I am?”

	Right, fuck it. Enough was enough. He took the wineglass from Julia’s hand and set it on a nearby table.

	“What are you doing?” she demanded.

	Max didn’t answer. He clamped his hands around her waist and hauled her over his shoulder.

	“Let go of me, Neanderthal,” she shrieked, thumping him with her fists.

	He patted her butt. “Oh, baby, there’s no one around, you can admit you love it. Me dragging you back to my cave and—”

	She sank her teeth into his neck.

	“Ow!” Whatever romantic scenario Max had been planning, getting bitten hadn’t been involved. He swiped his free hand against his neck.

	“Put me down or I break the skin.”

	“No.” Max tightened his grip on her ass. “The games end here, Jules. They end tonight.”

	“What about my wine?”

	“Listen to what I have to say and I’ll buy you all the wine you can drink.”

	There was a short pause. “Fine.”

	He carried her out into the winery courtyard and placed her down on the smooth white cobblestones next to a rose garden. Despite their unconventional entry, the courtyard was the perfect place to make a romantic gesture. It was covered in fairy lights, and the smell of roses hung in the air. Max took Julia’s hand. “Jules?”

	She glanced up at him, her nose stud shining like a tiny pointed star. “Max what are you doing?”

	He brought her fingers to his mouth. “Winning you over. Badly so far, but if you’ll give me one more chance…”

	“One more chance to do what?”

	His heart in his throat, Max slid his hands around Julia’s hips and lowered his mouth to hers. He kissed her in the softest, lightest way possible, so she couldn’t mistake it for anything other than what it was, a declaration of affection. Of love. Of course, after a minute or so Julia’s hands were in his hair and his tongue was in her mouth and they were making out with the intent of two never-been-fucked teenagers, but the original gesture remained valid. When he was about four seconds from losing consciousness Max pulled away. Julia’s lips softened into her rarest, most beautiful smile, one completely without defenses. “That was nice.”

	Max took her hand and pressed it to his chest. “Jules, you have to know I lo—”

	“Hey, Connor!”

	They turned to see Halloran standing in the doorway looking supremely pissed off. “Me and her were talking, you know.”

	Max tucked Julia into his side, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Piss off. Nothing was going to happen.”

	A long, tense stare passed between them and Halloran burst into good-natured laughter. “Fine. You work bloody fast, though.”

	Max’s chest loosened. “I had to. You’ve seen Julia.”

	Julia tapped his side, a gentle admonishment, but not denial. She smiled at Halloran. “Have a good night, John. Hope your car starts running properly.”

	“Me too, gorgeous. Give me a call once you’re bored with Connor.”

	Max scowled. “Get out of here.”

	With one last chuckle, John left. Good fucking riddance.

	Max tugged Julia into his arms and planted kiss after kiss on her cheeks, her forehead, her nose. Between kisses he apologized. “I’m sorry for being a coward. I’m sorry I left you at Brett’s party. I’m sorry I made you doubt the way I feel. I’m sorry for showing up at your house without the answer you needed. I’m just fucking sorry.”

	Julia tugged on his shirt collar. “I understand. Everything was so complicated.”

	“It wasn’t complicated at all. I fell in love with you the night we met. I know that sounds stupid and unrealistic but I did. I’ve thought about you for years. I don't want to disrespect Bonnie, but I’ve never—”

	He broke off, everything he felt welling up inside him.

	“You don’t have to say it,” she whispered.

	“I want to.” He swallowed hard. “The way I feel about you? I’ve never felt for anyone before. Every time I see you, it’s like my heart starts pounding out of my chest. I can't sleep, I never want to eat. I think about you when I beat off…Fuck, this was meant to be romantic.”

	Julia’s eyes were bright. “It is romantic. It’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

	“Trust me, I’m usually better at this.” Max smiled apologetically. “I’ll probably think of a hundred better ways to say this tomorrow but while I’m screwing up, I should say I’d be totally willing to sleep in a tent for you, Julia. I’ll play your video games, I’ll introduce you to my mum and I swear I won’t be embarrassed. I was never embarrassed by you. I was embarrassed because I wanted something I didn’t think I should. I’m done with that now.”

	He held up his left hand.

	Julia’s eyes widened. “You got rid of the ring.”

	“Figured it was about time. I feel a little exposed without it but it feels good. Different.”

	Julia’s mouth turned down and she looked on the verge of tears.

	“Fuck, Jules, I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about this here.”

	She touched his side. “No, I want to say this.”

	She cleared her throat, looking almost heartbreakingly vulnerable. “I-I never stopped thinking about you. I thought it was a teenage crush because you were so gorgeous and easy to talk to…”

	Max grinned.

	“But you should know I’m not good at opening up and I have these issues about trust and intimacy and—and…”

	She mumbled an indistinguishable word.

	“Babe, I’m sorry, but what was that?”

	“Money,” she whispered. “I hate talking about money. I should probably warn you about that before things go further between us. I can barely look at my own bank account…”

	Max’s inner radar went haywire. The donation he’d made to Scarlet Woman. There was no chance Julia would find out about that, right?

	“…but I promise I’ll work on that stuff. I won’t let it come between us.”

	She smiled shyly. “I want to be with you. Be your girlfriend, I guess, if we’re leaping straight to titles.”

	Max picked her up and pressed his nose into the crook of her neck. “Oh we’re going straight to titles.”

	Julia laughed, hooking her legs around his hips and hugging him with her whole body. She was his, Max realized. His to take to dinner and buy flowers for and ask about her day. His to hold at night and kiss in the morning. Julia Bennett was his girlfriend. The thought made him dizzy.

	“Want to go back to my house and talk about this?” Julia murmured against his neck. “Or maybe not talk at all?”

	Though deeply tempted, Max shook his head. “I want to go back inside, drink bad wine, eat cheap steak and talk to everyone we work with.”

	Julia’s eyebrows contracted. “You want to go back inside where all the people are? We haven’t even gone on a date yet. I’ll forgive you for not wanting the people to know about us right away.”

	“Fuck the people,” Max said joyfully. “Fuck every last person who doesn’t think I’m the luckiest man alive to be with you.”

	Julia’s smile was radiant.

	“Then, when it’s late and everyone’s drunk and sloppy, I’m taking you back to my place, which has no packs of unregistered dogs, and screwing your brains out in my bed. How’s that sound?”

	Julia blushed. “Pretty amazing.”

	“Come on.” He tucked her arm under his. “Let’s give our colleagues something to talk about.”

	As first dates went, theirs was pretty strange. For one thing, his boss was there, for another so was Henrietta. She kept shooting him covert looks, as though replaying his property office sex show over and over again in her mind. The vegetables were overcooked, the beef was undercooked, the wine was full of sediment and almost everyone stared at them, but Max couldn’t care less. Julia was happy, so he was happy. It was just like Bonnie said; having her next to him outweighed everything else. He’d been single for a year and everyone knew it. It was time to move on. He and Julia talked all through their abysmal meal, occasionally being drawn into the conversations around the table. When there was a brief interlude between courses Max took Julia’s hand and led her to the dancefloor, where they waltzed with slow, swaying steps with all the other couples.

	“You’re so good at this,” Julia whispered in his ear. “All these charming, handsome-guy things.”

	Max wondered if meth made people feel so goddamn high. If it did, he had a newfound respect for people who kicked the habit. They sat down for dessert and Max swapped his mousse for Julia’s orange cake, refusing to swap back even when he found a long red hair in his portion. The last course was dragging by and he grew impatient to leave. The pale silk of Julia’s dress clung to her breasts, reminding him he hadn’t sucked on her nipples for a week. That would be the first thing he did when he got her home; lap on those sensitive tips until they were red and swollen and she was writhing against his—

	“Are you sure you don’t want some mousse?” Julia asked. “I feel bad about your hair-cake.”

	“Nope, you can give me something else later.” He let his hand wander along her thigh, feeling the creamy skin beneath the silk. “What underwear have you got on?”

	She licked her dessert spoon slowly. “None.”

	Max dropped his fork. “We’re leaving.”

	“Oh, are we?”

	He kissed her cheek, hoping the gesture looked affectionate rather than what it was. Hungry. Domineering. “We are.”

	Julia smiled guiltily. “Just let me go outside and call my sister. I need to tell her not to come pick me up.”

	“I’ll come with you.”

	They said goodbye to their inebriated colleagues, smirking at their good-natured ribbing, and walked outside. Julia ducked off to call Ashley and he rang Dean, informing him he needed to get his ass out of the house because he wasn’t having his first night in a bed with Julia ruined by a child-man watching movies in the other room.

	Dean whooped loudly and threatened to stay and give him pointers until Max reminded him about the bed frame he’d ruined doing God-knows-what and he conceded to piss off.

	Max was debating whether to snap off one of the nearby roses to give to Julia when she reappeared. “Everything’s fine with my sister. I think Ash was secretly rooting for you.”

	“That’s a relief. It didn’t seem that way when she was threatening to have me torn apart by your dogs.”

	“Have you seen our dogs? That was an empty threat. Although she did ask if you’d taken the ring off.”

	Max pulled Julia into his arms. “Did you tell her I have?”

	“I did.” Julia tilted her head up, her lips all but begging for a kiss. Max conceded and instantly his cock swelled against his fly. He groaned. “Baby, we really need to get out of here. Trust me, you can’t hide anything in these pants.”

	“Fine, you clit tease.”

	He growled as they both climbed into the car. He watched Julia pull her seat belt over her chest and was reminded irresistibly of restraints. Would Julia want to be tied down tonight? He could bring her to the brink and watch her thrash against the ropes, begging him for release…

	“I have exciting news,” she said.

	Max started the car. “Does it involve tying you up?”

	“No, but put a pin in that thought. My good news involves my game.”

	He grinned. He’d been wondering when the subject of Scarlet Woman would come up. “What about your game?”

	“I didn’t want to bring it up at dinner in case anyone was listening but we got an offer from a major developer. They’re flying Tiff and I to Sydney to discuss a contract.”

	Max reached across the console to take Julia’s hand. “That’s amazing, Jules. Congratulations. So no more deleting porn, huh?”

	“Not if I can help it,” she exhaled excitedly. “I never thought we’d ever get a break like this.”

	Max made a mental note to send Jeremy a bottle of scotch. He’d known Jem was impressed with the website but if DMX was flying Julia out this week, they were really gunning for Scarlet Woman. This had worked out better than he hoped.

	“Max?” Julia stared at him with narrowed eyes. “Why do you look like that?”

	“Like what?”

	“Like you’re not surprised in the slightest that my game was picked up for what could be a multi-million dollar contract?”

	“Because I’m not surprised. You’re incredibly talented. I’ve seen your website.”

	Julia’s face went pale. “You’ve what?”

	“I’ve seen your website. I played the beta version of your game. It’s amazing.”

	“You’ve seen my game? You’ve seen everything?”

	Max laughed. “Yeah, and it’s cool. Really professional. Awesome designs.”

	He decided now was as good a time as ever to let the ball drop. “I particularly liked a certain dark-haired man who appears at the end.”

	“Pull over.”

	Julia looked like she was going to throw up. Max braked and steered the car off the road. “Baby, are you okay? What’s wrong?”

	“You know about Eli?”

	“Is that his name? I thought he was just called ‘me’.”

	The joke did nothing to restore Julia’s color. “You know I was drawing you? You know I created a character based on you?”

	“Well yeah, I looked Scarlet Woman up after we left the property office. I wanted to know what your game was like.”

	Julia buried her face in her hands. “Oh God.”

	None of this was going the way he’d planned. Far from giving him a million eternally grateful blowjobs, Julia looked like she was going to cry.

	“Jules, don’t be embarrassed. I thought it was amazing. Flattering as hell. That’s what I said to Jeremy when I told him to check it out. He loved what you did because it’s smart and has merit. Although I’m not gonna lie, he gave me a fair bit of grief over that dude, said he looked like Keanu Reeves on steroids.”

	Julia made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a retch. “You—you know Jeremy? You’re the reason we’re going to be picked up by DMX?”

	“Jeremy’s a family friend of Bonnie’s,” he admitted. “She suggested I give him a call. But I swear all I did was suggest he check out your website. He’d never have offered to fly you to Sydney if you weren’t unbelievably talented.”

	Julia’s eyes were wide. Feverish. “So your ex-wife knows about the game too?”

	Max cringed.

	“We looked at the website together when we were signing the divorce papers. I told her about you. She was really impressed.”

	Julia’s face went blank. She turned away from him and stared out of the window.

	Max swore. “Jules, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. And I know it sounds like Bonnie and I were sitting around gossiping about you but we weren’t. It wasn’t like that.”

	Julia said nothing. He hadn’t considered how Julia would feel knowing he’d stepped in and engineered part of her success. He’d been selfish and clueless. Again. Julia’s chin trembled and Max wished he could touch her but he was too afraid to try.

	“Baby, I’m so sorry…”

	She curled up in her seat. “Take me home, Max.”

	


Chapter 24

	JULIA refused to leave her bed. She huddled down in her sheets, unwilling to engage with the non-blanketed world. Ash had a shift at the hospital so there was no one to see her lapse into hermitage. Which suited her just fine.

	Max Connor knew she scrawled fan-girl pictures of him, he was the reason DMX had noticed Scarlet Woman, and a little digging into their anonymous donation proved he was the one who’d invested a thousand bucks in their game. The thought of all that money made her stomach crawl. When he’d dropped her off at her house, Max hadn’t begged her to stay. Instead he’d opened the door for her and told her he loved her and that he hoped she could forgive him. Julia hadn’t replied as she ran up the garden path, hadn’t even looked back. He’d texted her a couple of times since then. Sweet things like “thinking about you” and “wish we were still locked in a room together so you’d have to talk to me.” Later he sent her a gif of blue-eyed tiger cubs wrestling, which was so adorable it somehow made Julia feel worse.

	At five o’clock, Tiff rang and Julia explained her new stance on bed-living. Her partner was shockingly blasé about Max’s hand in their success. “I thought something was up when Jeremy asked to see all your print designs for Eli,” she said thoughtfully.

	Julia spat out a mouthful of toast. “Did you send them?”

	“Yeah, of course I did. Jeremy thought they were brilliant, although he was kind of laughing on the phone.”

	“Laughing, like maybe it’s funny to see someone he knows turned into a sexy cartoon?”

	“Well, yeah…but you have to admit it is pretty funny.”

	Julia scowled. “I admit nothing. Except that I’m never leaving this bed again.”

	“You’re being completely ridiculous.”

	“Or am I being exactly the right amount of ridiculous?”

	“Are you eating cheese toasties in bed?”

	Julia let dignified silence be her answer.

	Tiff groaned. “For fuck’s sake, Jules, get over it. Your boyfriend swung us some cash and teamed us up with a major company. It’s so bloody romantic and amazing you’re acting like he’s a fucking serial killer.”

	Julia wormed deeper beneath her covers. “So you don’t think it’s at all embarrassing that he knows I’ve been fangirling out on him for years? That his ex-wife knows?”

	Tiff laughed. “Maybe it’s a little embarrassing but come on, Bennett, that’s what love is about. Looking like a dick.”

	“I don’t claim to know a lot about love, Tiffany, but I’m pretty sure it’s not about looking like a dick.”

	Tiff snapped her nicotine gum. “Jules, I love you but you have weird privacy issues. And romance issues. And possibly daddy issues.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	“Just because you lived in a caravan park when you were a kid—”

	“It was government housing. There were no wheels involved.”

	“Whatever, your childhood was a bit crap but you need to stop freaking out that everyone you know is secretly trying to betray you.”

	Deep within her crumb-covered sheets, Julia frowned. “When have I ever done that?”

	“Remember when that voice actress was using our photocopier and you thought she was trying to steal our designs and she was uploading nude photos to her boyfriend?”

	“That was one time.”

	“What about that hot Russian guy who asked you out and you refused because he didn’t have any social media accounts which apparently proved he was a sex offender?”

	“He had creepy eyebrows.”

	“Fine. Stay in bed eating toast and making excuses. For the record, I’m glad Max helped us.”

	“Hmph.”

	“You love him,” Tiff said bluntly. “I know you love him.”

	“You do not.”

	Tiff sighed. “I found something ages ago. I’m emailing it to you now.” Julia’s phone pinged. “I really hope you work things out with this guy, Bennett. Talk soon.”

	Tiff hung up, leaving Julia in cotton-covered darkness. She opened the document Tiff had sent and looked at it for a long, long time.

	The sun was setting when she grabbed her keys and headed out the door. She drove onto the freeway and into the suburbs. Max lived in a nice neighborhood, the kind of place where well-off couples went to raise children and have polite, monogamous sex. His place was the first one on the block, his Range Rover parked right out front. Julia pulled up to the curb, attempted to turn off the engine, and found herself taking off again. She went to the nearest drive-through and ordered an enormous soft drink, came back to Max’s house and drank. Twenty minutes passed and she finally needed to pee badly enough to take action. Leave or stay? Leave or stay? It had been much easier when Max’s marriage and his issues with their age difference had kept them apart. That way she hadn’t had to offer things she wasn’t ready to give. Didn’t need to fear that he would grow bored or be put off by how weird she was. Julia pulled out the copy of Tiff’s e-mail from her pocket and stared at it. How long was she going to put off what she knew in her heart to be true?

	If Max could cut off his wedding ring, surely she could do this?

	Julia got out of the car. She walked past Max’s shining letterbox and neatly groomed rose bushes, steeling herself for what would come next. His doorbell rang with a loud metallic brrring and she completely lost her nerve. Unfortunately, before she could find a non-thorny bush to hide behind, a huge guy with an auburn beard appeared. “Hello there. Can I help you?”

	The jig was up. Julia stood up straight. “Uh, hi? I’m here to see Max Connor?”

	The big guy beamed. “You must be The Jules.” He leaned back and whistled. “I can see why Max is all bent out of shape over you.”

	He turned his head and bellowed down the corridor. “Maxie, your lady’s here.”

	This had to be Max’s roommate Dean, he looked like a sixteen-year-old stuffed inside a giant’s body.

	Dean turned to her. “I think Max’s in the shower. You want to come in and wait?”

	“Yeah. I drank about three liters of Coke on the way here.”

	He laughed and swung the front door wide open. “Bathroom’s on the left. Come hang out with me when you’re done. I’m Dean, by the way. I live here.”

	“From what Max told me, it’s more like squatting.”

	“What are friends for if not to show up unexpectedly and take over your house?”

	Julia used the guest bathroom, amazed by the sheer absence of dog hair, and emerged to find Dean on the leather couch in front of the TV playing Call of Duty. She must have been staring longingly at the screen because Dean pressed pause. “Max said you were into games. You ever play this?”

	“Do I ever play this? Give me a controller.”

	“You’re on.”

	Jules joined the game. Normally she would have held back but this was Max’s house and Max’s roommate and whatever the outcome of their relationship talk was, she had no intention of being regarded as a soft touch when it came to Call of Duty. Dean took his consecutive beatings relatively well, changing his weapons and insisting he was going to win next time.

	“You’re lucky Max takes longer in the shower than any man on earth,” Dean said as he wildly mashed buttons. “Because I’m gonna beat you.”

	Julia shot him in the face for the umpteenth time. “Sure you are, sweetheart.”

	Dean swore. “Unbelievable. Anyway, Max says you have a sister. She look much like you or…?”

	Julia gave him a look.

	“Hey, just planting seeds. Can’t blame a guy for trying. She into Call of Duty?”

	“She’s into cigarettes.”

	Dean made a considering face. “I can work with that. So Max said you designed a game, that’s pretty cool.”

	Julia made a non-committal noise.

	“What’s it about?”

	“A virus and gangs and stuff.”

	Dean made a thoughtful noise. “Impressive.”

	“Not as impressive as me kicking your ass right now.”

	“My time will come, little lady. Did you really make Max a character? Is he badass?”

	“Sort of. The game’s mostly about women, though. He’s just the main character’s boyfriend.”

	Dean sniggered. “It’s sweet you channeled your love into something productive. All Max’s pining over you amounts to is hours of whining and dried-up tissues.”

	“Yuck,” Julia said but her cheeks burned.

	She began to wonder what would happen if she got Dean and Ash in the same room, they did share a similar grotesque sense of humor. Ash wasn’t into redheads but Dean had a certain laid-back charm that was appearing. He certainly wouldn’t be the most annoying wanker she’d ever dated…

	Julia heard the heavy footfalls of someone coming down the corridor. She smelled Max before she saw him, that warm masculine scent mixed with soap and cologne. Her hands shook and for the first time since she and Dean started playing someone stabbed her avatar in the chest.

	“What was that?” Dean hollered. “You just got shanked by a teenager. A child.”

	“Piss off! My KDR is still miles higher than yours.”

	Max cleared his throat. “Julia?”

	Her palms went slippery and she clutched her controller harder. “Hey, Max. I hope you don’t mind me coming over.”

	“I don’t mind at all.” Somehow she could hear that he was smiling. “Would you like to go into my room and talk?”

	“Sur—”

	“No way!” Dean threw a paper cup at Max. “I’m gonna win, I can taste it. Your little love-summit can wait another five minutes.”

	Max appeared in her peripheral vision, more attractive than any blurry outline had a right to be. “Dean.”

	“Actually, if you have a minute, Max, I wanted to show you something.” Julia dug into her pocket and pulled out the e-mail Tiff had sent her.

	“What is it?” he and Dean asked at the same time.

	“Just something for my game.” She held the piece of paper up in the air. “Could you take a look at it?”

	“Sure,” he said, plucking it from her fingers.

	Julia listened as the paper rustled open, sick with nerves. She fixed her attention on the TV, waiting for her guy to respawn. Five minutes passed and she claimed her twenty-eighth victory. Dean swore. Max said nothing. He had to have been finished reading but he remained silent as the grave. She and Dean began another game. Ten minutes passed and Julia unleashed a care package, decimating fifteen players at once.

	Dean groaned like she’d taken her top off. “Seriously, Max, if you don’t put a ring on this chick, I will marry her out from under you.”

	“I don’t want to marry you. And stop camping. People like you ruin multiplayer for everyone.”

	“Okay,” Max muttered, and unless her hearing was shot, he sounded torn up. “Julia, my room. Now.”

	Dean threw another paper cup at Max. Where was he getting those from? “C’mon, buddy, one more game. Best of ten. Hundred. Thousand. You don’t understand. I have to beat this girl.”

	“Dean.”

	“On the other hand, you are a cop and your word is law.”

	“Damn right it is.” Max walked in front of the TV and extended a hand, his eyes very, very warm. Julia seized it, her heart swollen to six times its usual size. Max led her up the hallway. “In here,” he said, gesturing to a big room with a huge bed at its center. Julia stepped cautiously into the place she’d pictured a hundred times. “It’s bigger than I thought it would—”

	Max’s hands were deep inside her hair, and he was kissing her. The world tilted and she found herself on his bed as he braced himself above her, kissing her neck and shoulders like he was drawing poison from her wounds.

	“I love you,” he muttered into her neck. “I love you, Jules.”

	“Oh.” Julia was too distracted by his mouth to say anything.

	“I’m sorry for telling Jeremy about your game without letting you know.”

	“That’s okay. I’m sorry for acting like a mental person.”

	“You’re not mental.” Max kissed down her tank top toward her belly button. “You’re much smarter than I am. Prettier too.”

	Julia worked a hand into his damp hair. “I’m not so sure about that. Just ask Henrietta.”

	Max kissed her hipbone, then he shook his head and beamed at her. “You really drew that picture six years ago?”

	“Yeah, kind of. Yeah.”

	That afternoon Tiff had sent her a scan of a drawing she’d done a long time ago. It showed Max in his motorcycle jacket and herself in a green dress kissing. Underneath the picture she’d scrawled “What if love at first sight wasn’t bullshit?” and underneath that. “I miss him.”

	It was dated three days after Brett Davis’ birthday. In her e-mail Tiff wrote that the picture got mixed up with Scarlet Woman’s sketches and she hadn’t wanted to embarrass her by giving it back. The e-mail subject line was, “Figured you could use a reminder.”

	And so she had. A reminder that with no risk came no reward, that people were messier than the evidence room in the Brenthill Police Station and love was too rare and too good to turn down because you were scared. Julia ran a hand through Max’s hair, watching as wave after wave of black silk fell against his forehead. “I love your hair.”

	“Just my hair?”

	She closed her eyes, trying to find the right words. “I’m…still scared of being in love. I’ve never really been in love with anyone except you and I knew that was too crazy to ever say out loud. Except for that drawing. Which I never intended anyone to see.”

	Max’s eyes were warm. “And now?”

	“Now I think I can safely say I might possibly love you.”

	“Excellent.” Max seized her hand and kissed it. “Same here. Except, you know, more conclusively.”

	“Just promise you’ll never lock us inside a police station again.”

	He lay down on top of her, comforting her with his weight, his strength. “What would you be willing to do in exchange for this promise?”

	Julia kissed his nose. “Anything. Obviously.”

	Max sat up, pulling his T-shirt over his head. “So let’s get started.”

	The End
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