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Dedication

To Jenna Bayley-Burke—who inspires without trying and makes me laugh at everything.

Chapter One

It had been a long night, and Constable Kendra Givens was ready to clock out and collapse in bed when a call came through twenty minutes before her shift ended. And it couldn’t be a run-of-the-mill call either. Oh no. It was a break-and-enter at Jake’s Pub. Just who she wanted to deal with this morning—Jake Symonds.

She pulled into the empty parking lot and sighed. The pub was the newest watering hole between Wolfville and Kentville, and she was no stranger to calls from the staff. Sometimes things got a little heated as the night wore on and the drinks flowed freely. Luckily, the majority of calls dealt with throwing a local in the drunk tank for the night to sleep it off.

Most of the time she managed to avoid talking to Jake, with his thickly lashed hazel bedroom eyes and crooked know-it-all smile that met two ridiculous dimples. He was too confident. Cocky, even. Just the kind of guy that rubbed her the wrong way and tried her patience.

As she shut off the cruiser he appeared in the door of the pub. The sun was already up and cast a golden light on the shrubs and trees around the barn-like structure. It was August, and she should be just getting up to enjoy the summer day rather than wanting to go to bed. She should be looking forward to an afternoon at the beach rather than sleeping in her hot apartment with no air conditioning.

Instead she was face-to-face with cocky Jake Symonds. Perfect.

She slammed the door of the car and strode to the pub entrance.
It’s your job
, she thought.
Just get it over with
and then it’s beddy-bye time.

Jake was waiting for her at the doorway, wearing faded jeans and a button-down shirt that was, thankfully, buttoned but left untucked. His eyes looked sleepy, and the shadow of a day’s whiskers stubbled his jaw. Dammit. She might not like Jake, but she couldn’t deny he was a looker. Especially now, all sexily rumpled and without his trademark half-smile. He looked pretty grouchy now that she thought about it.

For some reason the idea gave her pleasure. The day was looking up after all. Perhaps this time she’d have the upper hand. Because normally Jake had a way of staring at her that made her feel about four inches shorter and about ten years younger. With pimples. And braces.

“Jake,” she greeted, keeping her voice curt. She was here to do a job, and the sooner they got through it the sooner she could be out of here.

“Constable Givens. Pleasure as usual.”

Annoyance flared at the ironic tone in his voice. She suspected getting under her skin was his goal anyway, so she ignored it and looked blandly into his stupidly handsome face. “Heard you had a break in.”

“Looks that way. Woke up when I heard the car doors slam, but I was too late. Got a make and partial plate for you though.”

“Great. Let’s go in and get this over with, shall we?”

Jake stood aside and let her open the door. Her cheeks heated as she realized he’d deliberately let her do it herself. Not that she expected a man to open a door for her everywhere she went, but she knew with Jake it was deliberate. He didn’t do anything without a purpose. It had always been that way, she suspected.

The inside of the pub was dim with the lights off. The smell of alcohol from the previous night still lingered in the air, mingled with the scent of frying grease and French fries. Kendra’s stomach let out a low growl, but in the silence of the open room it was embarrassingly loud.

“End of shift for you, I expect.”

“Yes, just about, so let’s get this done so I can go home, yeah?”

He moved past her and his scent followed, something fresh and slightly spicy, and she realized suddenly that Jake had showered before bed. None of the smells of a night tending bar were on him. She swallowed thickly as an image—quite unwanted—flitted through her brain of Jake underneath the hot shower spray in the middle of the night.

Was he as beautifully built as he used to be? She imagined so. She swallowed. She’d been a newbie officer, and he’d been home on leave before being deployed overseas again. That was before he’d opened his own place. Back then he’d taken to frequenting the other establishments in the area. And on that particular night,
he’d
been the one in trouble for public drunkenness and she’d been the arresting officer who’d had to put him in the tank to cool his jets.

Right after she’d made him put his clothes back on. The memory of that evening still made her squirm uncomfortably. His eyes had laughed at her, all green and impish and
knowing
.

She probably hadn’t needed to cuff him, but she had anyway to prove a point. Of course, Jake being Jake, that had opened the door to a whole other level of innuendo. Suggestions he’d felt free to make during the whole drive.

Now he was supposed to be all respectable, a business owner in the community, blah, blah. Kendra frowned at his back as they made their way to the back entrance of the pub. She should be able to forget it, right?

But she suspected a woman didn’t easily forget the sight of nearly naked Jake. And what made matters worse was that he knew it.

“They broke the back door frame,” he explained, showing her the splintered wood. “Guess I’ll be replacing it with something a little tougher.”

“The door and frame were probably as old as the rest of the place.” The previous owners had used it as a furniture-building shop, but they’d put it up for sale just over a year ago when the business had gone under. Kendra had rolled her eyes when she’d heard Jake bought it and was turning it into another drinking establishment. Like there weren’t enough of those in the area already. The only good thing about Jake’s was that she rarely had to deal with the college crowd this far out of Wolfville. It was mostly locals who kept him busy.

“It was the original door, yes. I always kept it locked and dead bolted, but clearly it wasn’t enough.”

She looked around. “So what’d they take? You’ll have to make a list for the insurance company too, you know.”

He looked at her steadily. “You don’t have to be so patronizing. I know how to file an insurance claim.”

She schooled her features. Ten minutes. Surely in ten minutes she could be out of here, right? “Of course you do,” she placated, but treated him to the same tone he’d dished out when she’d arrived. She’d do her job, but she wasn’t above getting in a dig or two while she was at it. There was nothing that said she had to
like
Jake Symonds.

“Did they take money?”

“Last night’s take is gone from my office. I always close off the registers at closing time so I know what’s there. I hadn’t done up the deposit, but the register tapes will tell me what I need to know.”

She jotted everything down and kept her eyes focused on her writing. “Anything else?”

“A couple cases of booze inventory from the back room. I’d have to do a count to be sure, but I’m pretty aware of what I’ve got in there.”

She looked up. Jake was completely straight with her now, no teasing smile, no cockiness. She tried to remember that this was his business, his livelihood. So what if she didn’t particularly like him? He still hadn’t asked to be burglarized. Though the flimsy back door was very nearly an invitation.

“I’d appreciate that,” she said, a little warmer than she’d first been. “And the make and partial plate?”

He gave her the information and she wrote it down.

“Thanks,” she said, and tucked her book away. “We’ll probably find the vehicle, but I wouldn’t be so sure about your stuff. It’ll probably be long gone.”

“There’s a bootlegger or two around,” Jake replied. “Easy place to unload a few cases of rum or vodka.”

“Got it.”

“Thanks for coming out, Givens.”

She nodded, a strange warmth sliding through her. There was no
tone
in his voice. It was simple gratitude. She hadn’t known he was capable of that.

Her stomach growled again, even louder in the closed space of the back of the pub.

Jake laughed. “Breakfast time.”

“I’d better get going then.” She moved out of the closed space by the back door and into the main part of the pub again. She could breathe easier out here. It had gotten a little close in the back with Jake. He was that kind of guy—a little larger than life when all was said and done, with an aura about him that seemed to suck up all the available oxygen in the room.

She remembered other details from that summer too. Like how Jake had seemed to be everywhere she went, even when he wasn’t in trouble. And she’d never seen him with the same girl twice.

“Hang on a few minutes,” he suggested, and she turned around. Jake went behind the bar and into the kitchen, peering at her through the cook’s window. “Let me make you breakfast. Least I can do for tying you up at shift’s end.”

For a few stunned moments, she was utterly silent. Jake was already opening and shutting the fridge and moving about the kitchen, slamming things around. “Jake, really,” she replied. “If we’re done here, I should go get the paperwork started on this.”

“And you’ll still be hungry, and then you’ll be so tired that you’ll go home to bed without eating.”

“So?” She shifted her weight. “My eating habits are none of your concern.”

He flashed a smile as he stopped at the window. “You can’t focus if you don’t fuel up. And since you’re the investigating officer here… I expect the job to be done right, after all.”

Now he was being irritating again. It wasn’t like she needed any overture of friendship from him to inspire her to do her job.

He disappeared from the window and she took two steps towards the door.

Then the smell hit her. He was frying
bacon
.

The hollow in her stomach sent up a hurrah and she closed her eyes, dithering. She
did
have to eat. And the bacon smelled heavenly.

But it meant eating with Jake Symonds.

She turned back and found him watching her through the window again. “How do you like your eggs and what do you want on your toast?” he asked.

Bacon and eggs and toast. Heaven on a plate as far as Kendra was concerned. Was it worth spending an extra fifteen minutes in Jake’s company? It couldn’t be that bad, right? It was only breakfast. And he’d already started cooking it. She’d hate for that to go to waste.

Oh, who was she fooling? She was starving. And maybe it was time to bury the hatchet with Jake. After all, he was being genuinely nice.

“Over with the yolks hard,” she replied with a sigh. “And jam.”

“You got it.”

“You don’t have to make me breakfast,” she said, taking a seat at the bar. Perhaps the odor of alcohol still permeated the air, but the wood bar top was spic-and-span, without even the slightest stickiness from drinks or mix. She’d say one thing for Jake, he kept his place in top shape. She hated to think what ungodly hour he got to bed each night if this was what the bar looked like first thing in the morning.

She heard a metal spatula ring against the grill. “I’m not going back to sleep now anyway,” he called. “And I didn’t get much shut-eye. So I need to eat if I’m going to get through the day. It’s another long one. Cooking a little extra is nothing.”

He came around the corner with a mug in his hand. “Here. It’s decaf so it won’t keep you up later.”

She took the mug, unsure of what to say. Decaf was pretty thoughtful for a guy this time of the morning on a few hours’ sleep. A simple, “Thanks,” was all she could think of.

Jake nodded. “Cream and sugar?”

“Black’s fine.” She was used to drinking it that way, and most of the time it wasn’t as fresh and fragrant as what Jake had just brewed. She took a sip. It was delicious. He drank from his own mug as he watched the eggs on the griddle. “High test,” he said, lifting the cup. “With an extra shot.”

The sideways grin was back. Kendra swallowed and focused on her coffee. She took too big a drink, nearly scalded the back of her throat with the hot liquid and started coughing.

“Easy there, Officer.” His voice was warm and teasing beside her and she looked up, his figure blurred by her watering eyes. Why was it Jake could always make her feel like a first-class idiot just by looking at her? It’s not like she had a reason to feel awkward and foolish. She was a fully grown, fully capable RCMP officer.
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